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        To everyone who looks at themselves and sees an inferior body, you are gorgeous; quit putting yourself down.

        

        You’re smart, you’re beautiful and you can do anything.

        

        Be brave. Be who you want to be.

        

        Be the person that makes you happy.

      

    

  


  
    
      To my Mummy, Gina Paul, you beautiful woman. I’m sorry that out of all the sperm, I’m the one who made it! Even though we both know I’m utterly fabulous and you love me. <3

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      My feet hit the pavement and my chest tightens. The wheezing has already begun and I’m not even at the end of my street.

      They’re probably laughing at me through their perfect little windows.

      Look at the fat girl run. Ha!

      Why do companies seem to make sports clothing so tight? If I wanted to see the shape of my beanbag thighs, I’d stare at myself in the mirror more. Sure, if I looked like Kylie Kardashian I’d be constantly wearing these fucking cropped, Lycra trousers that feel more like a second layer of sweaty skin. They’re nothing more than a prison for moisture. I hate moisture. Why is being skinny so hard? Why can’t they invent a Mars Bar that’s zero calories like Diet Coke?

      “Just around the block,” I pant, feeling heavier with each step. Now that I’ve thought about a Mars Bar, it’s all I want.

      I try telling myself not to ruin my effort but I can’t help it. The thought of sinking my teeth into the sweet perfection of my favourite bar of chocolate is too hard to resist.

      I start jogging even faster, speeding towards spending my earnings on more junk food, just so I can feel guilty later and hate my body that little bit more than I already do.

      As I’m opening the door to my local corner shop, I’m shoved to the side.

      “Hey!” I whine, startled and annoyed at the sudden assault. I push my hair back out of my face and search for my attacker. He’s already walking away, strutting down the ugly street with his fucked-up joggers hanging around his knees, showing his boxer shorts that seem to be decorated in comic strips. Does he read as he wanks or is there a point to the design?

      “Move then, innit,” he yells, flipping me off over his shoulder.

      I know who he is; he’s wretched. His name is Dev and he used to attend my school until he was expelled for dealing weed in the playground. That’s a huge no at our school; it’s a private school where upper-class parents send their kids to avoid all that nonsense. Their words, not mine. I can understand it though; guys and girls from that kind of atmosphere make me nervous.

      Sighing, I enter the shop and move straight to the chocolate aisle where I don’t even hesitate to pick up a multipack of my poison of choice. I grab a packet of digestives while I’m at it and take them to the till.

      The lass behind it, who is more focused on the TV in the corner above my head, takes my money, roughly hands me my change and gives me a finger wag. Meanwhile, some comedy in a different language spews out a few lines and completes the no doubt cliché joke with some canned laughter.

      This is my daily London life. I am living the dream.

      I take my biscuits and my chocolate and head back the way I came. I haven’t even started eating yet and already I hate myself purely for spending money on the thing that makes me hate myself.

      I’m a glutton for punishment.

      Opening my phone, I load Facebook and scroll through the images of my peers, who are apparently living a different, filtered dream to the one I’m living. Their sparkly eyes and butterfly head garlands that their photo apps have added assault my poor eyes.

      When did such a false statement of beauty become a thing? Do they not realise that they look nothing like that in real life?

      “TRIPLE T!” A boy booms from across the road. A gang of them who are clearly meeting their buddy, Mr Ankle Pants, laugh at me. I don’t know what’s been said but I can guess. I’ve always been the main topic for the school bullies, ever since I started at Compass Academy.

      I go back into the shop and wait for them to leave, spending more money on a large bottle of water. At least I cut out pop. Honestly, it’s mostly because it hurts my teeth.

      The girl who served me before serves me again and looks at the biscuits poking out of my bag.

      She blinks slowly. “What you got there?”

      “The biscuits I purchased from you two minutes ago.”

      She blinks again and then again, her eyes now on my face. “I also bought a multipack of Mars bars.” I shift my ruck-sack onto my back properly as she peruses me with lazy eyes.

      Realising she isn’t going to talk, I open the water and take a few gulps.

      “Stay where you are,” she orders, reaching for the alarm beside the till.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I scoff. “You’re for real calling the pigs?”

      “Nah.” She pulls out a Taser and points it at me over the counter.

      This is not happening. “Show me the receipt!”

      “You didn’t give me one, you simple cow,” I snarl, backing up when she rounds the counter, the Taser still in her hand.

      “What’chu just call me, hoe?”

      Shit. I just angered the scrawny, zappy bitch. “You have footage. Watch it and you’ll see. I gave you a fiver; you gave me like seventy-odd pence in change. You were watching some foreign comedy with that crappy, fake laughter that just ruins TV in my opinion.” She blinks even slower than before. It’s very strange and it makes me feel uncomfortable. “I’m not a thief.”

      I’m starting to wish I’d taken my chances with the guys outside.

      When she holds the Taser at neck level, I throw my bag onto the ground at her feet.

      “Fine!” I yell. “Fucking have them back if you want them so badly.” My body is shaking, especially my clammy hands. This is humiliating. “But that’ll make you the thief, seeing as I paid for them already.”

      “Don’t panic; that’s not even a real Taser.” A male voice from behind chuckles.

      “Fuck off, Dillan. I’m dealing with a shoplifter,” the scrawny blonde snarls at the lean, tall, unrealistically good-looking guy who just moved into my line of sight.

      Yet another school boy, but luckily not one who is part of the crowd of dicks outside.

      I’ve known him since year two, I think. He’s always been this good looking, with his thick brown hair, green-grey eyes and his naturally slim body. All of the girls fancy him. Literally all of them. It makes me a little bit sick if I’m honest. He’s male perfection and he knows it, though he’s never been cocky about it. He’s just always stayed in his league which is a shit lot higher than my own.

      “Kenzie…” Dillan quirks a brow at her and she melts like half the girls in my class do when he speaks to them, which is rare because he’s usually playing football with his friends or hanging out with his equally perfect girlfriends. I say girlfriends, not girlfriend, because he has a different one every week and all of them are as beautiful as the last.

      “All right, all right,” she grumbles and chucks it behind the till before pulling herself up onto the counter. “I remember her now anyway.”

      “Finally,” I mutter and pick my bag up. “I’m leaving.” It thuds against my back painfully. I should really empty the crap out of it.

      “Don’t forget your water.” Dillan hands the bottle to me and our fingers touch. It’s very rare that I come into physical contact with anybody, so that’s the reason I’m literally a trembling, horny, zappy fucking mess on chunky legs. Our fingers barely brushed each other and I’m frothing at the mouth like a rabid mutt.

      “Cheers,” I mumble and duck my head as I brush past him. When I get to the door, I see those knob heads through the glass and curse under my breath. It’s not that I’m scared or anything but… I think I’ll just wait here a while. I’m deciding that Zapper Girl is more appealing than gang druggies.

      I find a spot in the corner of the small store by the tinned fruit and veg. I sit on the step that the psycho blonde probably uses to stock the highest shelves. Like me, she’s not the tallest so I doubt she can reach without it.

      I open the packet of biscuits with little thought and begin chewing the first one. My legs bounce up and down as my heels tap on the floor.

      I chew on my second biscuit and a pair of feet step into view.

      Dillan is leaving, thankfully. He doesn’t see me or, if he does, he doesn’t acknowledge me.

      I swallow the biscuit with water and bite into another as he exits, making the bell above the door jingle.

      There was no use even pretending that I wasn’t going to do this. Eat the whole pack, I mean. I’m a glutton for snacks. Plus, I’m stressed and I eat when I’m stressed. Those male, grown children outside will terrorise me all the way home and I don’t want to call my mum again. She’ll just tell me to grow a back-bone and if I’m caught leaving in a taxi those fucktards will know that I’m fearful of their potential.

      The bell on the door rings again, but I don’t look up. I stay inconspicuous in my corner, munching on biscuits like a chubby, little, feral squirrel with a sharing problem. The thought makes me giggle to myself. I must look ridiculous.

      Trendy, red trainers come into view, the genuine and expensive kind that only kids with rich parents can afford to buy. The same pair that just left the store a moment ago.

      I swallow and my eyes pan up a pair of toned, tanned legs, white and grey shorts and a matching jacket that covers muscles that shouldn’t exist on an eighteen-year-old lad.

      My eyes catch his through my lashes and I swallow again, not because I have food in my trap, but because he’s frowning at me and I don’t know why.

      What did I do?

      “I’ll walk you home, Triple T,” Dillan says sternly and runs his hands through his hair.

      Triple fucking T. Will that name never die?

      “Why?” I retort defensively. Does he want to play a cruel trick on me? Is this a prank? Is he suddenly hanging around with the guys who have never heard of belts? Are they dangling such a fine specimen of male in front of me to lure me out?

      “Because I don’t have my car to drive you,” he responds and I’m not entirely sure he understood my question.

      I lick my lips and wince when I feel the crumbs there. I must be covered. My cheeks heat with embarrassment. “I only live down the road.”

      “I don’t care where you live.” He takes a step back, not offering me a hand up. I doubt he’d be able to lift me anyway, despite his obvious strength. “I care that you sit cowering in the corner shop with Kenzie while a bunch of losers prowl outside waiting for you to leave.”

      “How’d you know they’re waiting for me to leave?”

      His brows hit his hairline. “We’ve been in the same classes forever, Trip.”

      “Don’t call me that,” I snarl, angrier than I meant to sound.

      He doesn’t seem fazed, thankfully. He does, however, toss my bag over his broad shoulder and nod for me to follow.

      “Aren’t you worried they’ll target you too?” I ask quietly, ignoring the piercing gaze of psycho goth Barbie behind the counter. The bell jingles and we step outside into the cold.

      “Nah, they don’t bother me.”

      “What if today is the day they change their mind?”

      “They won’t.” He grins down at me, far too sure of himself and far too tall for his age. I’d have to seriously step onto my tip toes to touch the tip of my nose to his.

      “What about psycho bitch back there? Aren’t you worried about them bothering her?”

      He shrugs, smirking now. “Nah, she has a Taser.” My mouth drops open. “You told me it was fake.”

      His smirk becomes a mischievous smile. “That one was fake; the one she had in her other hand wasn’t.”

      “I didn’t see one.”

      “That’s the whole point. She’s a clever little brat is Kenz.”

      “How do you know her anyway?”

      He stares at the group across the way, his eyes no longer fun but filled with warning and danger. Even I shrink away from the intimidating glare. Still, in the midst of his glaring, he keeps up the conversation with me, “She hangs out with my younger sister, Emily.”

      My body shakes slightly with fear at this entire situation. My anxiety is making me tremble; I can’t help it. I daren’t look over there for fear of triggering some kind of conflict but I can see them walking away in my peripheral vision.

      Breathe. Just breathe.

      “You’re okay,” Dillan says softly, sensing or seeing my concern. Either way, his words soothe me.

      “I know Emily.” I change the subject, wondering if he’s going to leave me now that they’ve gone. He doesn’t make a move to; he remains by my side as we go. His strides are so much longer than mine, I bet keeping to my speed is frustrating for him.

      “You do?”

      “Yeah, she’s surprisingly nice for how pretty she is.”

      “She’s rotten, but I love her.” He openly admits this and my heart does a little flip. “I wouldn’t say she was pretty, though. Her eyes are too close together.”

      I burst into a fit of laughter and it’s sorely needed. I haven’t laughed like this in so long.

      He grins, definitely happy to have been the cause of my joy. “You can’t say that!”

      “Oh, I can.” We turn the corner and his hand briefly touches my elbow as we skirt around an older couple walking towards us. “I’m the only one who’s allowed though.”

      My heart does another flip.

      “This is me.” I point to the large house on the corner across the street. The low walls do nothing to shield the view of the darkened living room windows and white, partially open blinds on the other side.

      He whistles out of the side of his mouth. “Nice house.”

      “Thanks.” I stop at the gate and turn to him. Should I invite

      him inside? I’m a bit out of my depth here. “And umm… thank you for walking me home.” I tuck my hair behind my ears and avoid his eyes.

      “No problem, Trip.” My bag slides down his shoulder and he passes it to me. “Stay safe, okay?”

      I nod. “You too, Dillan.”

      My body moves to the door before I give it permission and I’m inside, safe, warm and… alone.
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      “The only reason I even go to this stupid sixth-form is because my parents threatened certain internet death if I didn’t,” I snap, twisting a rubber band in my hands.

      “Like, what the fuck? This is the place of my nightmares. Everyone here, save for a very select few, is horrible.”

      “You’ve still not made any friends this year?”

      “I’m doing my A-levels with a bunch of cunts who have bullied me since primary school. I need to focus on my grades and I also need to keep hating them forever.”

      The counsellor, formally known as Josh Clinton, rolls his eyes. He’s about as interested in my problems as my parents are. He’s just listening to me bitch and moan for the pay cheque. “They don’t bully you anymore.”

      “That’s not the point. They fucking tortured me. I don’t want to forgive them.”

      “And that’s exactly why you hold so much anger. It takes a strong person to forgive somebody who isn’t strong enough to say sorry or smart enough to know they’re wrong.”

      I look at my watch and gasp, “Ooh, would you look at that?

      Our time is up.”

      “We’ll resume in two days, Ms Shepherd.”

      “It’s Tyler,” I correct, but I know he won’t use my first name until I stop using his. He’s a very shitty, impersonal counsellor who my parents spend way too much money on.

      I exit his office and shuffle along the hall, keeping my hood on my head and my baggy cardigan wrapped around my body. I’m invisible. Nobody can see me.

      “Hey, Trip.”

      I come to a sudden stop and look at Dillan with wide eyes. He grins as though we’ve been friends for years.

      “Hi,” I respond and look around him for his usual posse of bros and hoes. They’re vacant and he looks all sweaty and well exercised. He’s wearing a similar get up to what he wore on Saturday when he walked me home. Different colours this time though.

      “How are you, after the other day?” I shrug. “Fine.”

      He remains in my line of sight, still smiling, though unspeaking.

      “You?” I couldn’t have thought of anything better, could I?

      I’m a prick.

      “Fine,” he chuckles. “Do those emo geezers give you shit often?”

      “Not really, just when they see me.”

      His smile fades. “You don’t have to put up with that.”

      “Thanks,” I respond, because he doesn’t have a fucking clue

      what he’s talking about. I can’t just say, “Hey, arse jockeys, leave me alone,” and expect them to listen.

      “Well,” he runs his hands through his damp hair, “I should go and clean up. I’m soaking.”

      “I can tell.” I try so hard not to peruse him like he’s meat and I’m a starving lioness, but I can’t help it. He’s so much more than a sex object, I know that, and I loathe myself for dissecting him with my mind in such an impure way but I genuinely can’t control it. He’s so pleasant on the eye and even the thought of his sweaty, toned body is killing me. Killing me. My libido is a frazzled mess of pointers, all of them aiming at his powerful body.

      “I saw you jogging yesterday,” he admits, no judgment in his eyes. It’s an observation I think. “You gave up pretty quickly.” Still no judgement, but I feel the shame flood through me. “If you ever need somebody to give you a kick up the arse, just give me a shout.”

      Does he honestly think a girl like me would willingly hit him up? I’d become an even bigger target than I am now! “Thank you, Dillan, that’s kind.”

      “It’s hard getting into it and so easy to slip out.”

      My groin just did a happy little flutter. I’m sure he means something entirely non-sexual but my mind went to the gutter and in the gutter it will bathe.

      “Consider it. I really would be happy to help.” He smiles wider. “I’ll take your number and text you when I’m on it. How’s that?”

      He’s so pushy. “I don’t give my number out.”

      “A habit I’m about to break.” He pulls his phone from the inside pocket of his sports jacket.

      I tell him my number, if only to get him to go away. He probably won’t call and if he does, I’ll just ignore it.

      “Get some comfy trainers.” He winks at me and then his posse show up in the distance and his smile broadens. Does this guy stop smiling? What is wrong with him? He’s so happy. It’s weird.

      Why the sudden interest in my lack of jogging? Why the sudden interest in me at all?

      I go to class, A-Level English, and bow my head over my book. Dillan isn’t in this class, which gives me time to think of him without accidentally staring at him as I do.

      “Did Dillan just ask you for your number?” I look at Chloe, who sits to my right. This is the first time she has spoken to me since the school year started five weeks ago.

      I blink at her, trying to not to cringe when I see the pink lipstick smear on her top teeth.

      I’m unsure of what to say. If I say yes and it gets back to him, he might think I was bragging. If I say no and it gets back to him, he’ll think I’m embarrassed.

      So I don’t respond at all; I just look at my notebook and scribble the date and header on the top two lines, still thinking about the lipstick on her teeth.

      “What the fuck?” She whispers, loudly enough that I hear her.

      “He was probably giving her directions to cunt-ville,” BillyMarie, who sits behind Chloe and I, giggles quietly.

      Chloe joins in her laughter. I don’t even respond. Their words don’t hurt and I guess I kind of deserved that one anyway. I was a bit rude, but I can’t help it that I’m socially awkward and have no idea how to handle my peers.

      They’ve never treated me fairly. Chloe included. I owe them nothing.

      But then I think of what the counsellor said about me not having made any friends this year. I do have friends, just not in this school or town.

      Well, that’s not completely true. I have people here who I don’t completely despise; they just aren’t people I’d call when I need help.

      Do I have a personality disorder?

      [image: ]
* * *

      Class ends, thankfully, and I carry my humongous folder full of coursework all the way home, grabbing a milkshake from the American style diner on the way. American diners seem to be all the rage now, what with their epic milkshakes and streaky, crispy bacon.

      The pancakes and milkshakes are my favourites, though I try not to eat too much of them.

      “Hey, Sweet.” My mum smiles at me and her eyes go to the milkshake in my hand. “That looks so good.”

      “Want some?” I offer and she doesn’t hesitate to snatch it from my hand and inhale half of the plastic container. “Greedy bitch.”

      My mum is cool, cooler than most anyway.

      She winks at me and slides the drink along the counter top. I take it back and finish it faster than she finished the first half.

      “I love milkshakes,” I sigh. “Too much.” And already I feel guilty. “I’m going on the bike.”

      “Seriously?” She looks as sceptical as I feel inside. “Seriously.”  I  nod, determined to actually change my crappy habits.

      “Good for you, Honey.” She beams, pinching my cheek. “Good for you!”

      I throw away the empty plastic cup and race up to my room. My lungs burn when I reach the top of the stairs and I feel like crying. It’s not like I’m huge, but I feel it and I’m sick of feeling like it. I’m tall so the weight balances out to a curvy size fourteen, but I’m severely unhealthy. I tell myself daily that I’m going to eat good things and take vitamins but it never happens. Food just seems to fill a void in my life.

      I change into leggings and a vest and stare at my body in the mirror. My lumpy bits make me look uneven and I remind myself how much I hate looking the way I do and how desperately I want to conform to today’s beauty standards, if only to please myself. Maybe such an awful thought towards myself will push me when I try to convince myself to give in on the exercise bike.

      Mounting the metal and rubber beast in the conservatory, I put on the music channels, choosing a cliché playlist of workout music, and start pumping the pedals.

      My legs go around and around as my eyes count the calories that slowly rise on the grey screen between the handles. I haven’t even burnt seven and I’ve been going for four minutes. This is depressing. It’s no wonder we’re all so fat if this is how slowly I’m going to lose weight.

      The milkshake I just drank had over five hundred calories in it and it took me less time to drink.

      I fucking hate myself.

      Using this burst of anger, I pedal harder than ever before. My legs spin around and around and tears fall from my eyes, mixing with the beads of sweat that drip in trails down my unattractive face. My lungs constrict, my nausea rising. I push myself until my thighs burn so badly I want to scream from the pain and then, finally, I stop. I stagger to the glass doors, push one open and projectile vomit milkshake across the paving slabs. I can’t stop. It keeps coming, burst after burst of grossness.

      Mum comes with a cold flannel and cleans my face as I finally stop dry heaving.

      It isn’t until I collapse onto the ground by my own mess that I start sobbing, full on sobbing, arms around my legs and my mum’s arms around me.

      “It’s okay,” she tells me soothingly and kisses my hair. “It’s okay, Tyler. We’ll get through this together. Okay?”

      Will we? How many times has she promised me this already?

      How many times have I promised myself?

      I’ve not long been sick and already I’m hungry. That’s how fucked up I am.
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      My phone rings and I expect it to be my dad; he always calls me at dinner time unless he’s busy, so I don’t think before answering.

      That’s why, when I hear a voice say a soft, “Hey there, T. It’s Dillan,” I immediately hang up.

      “Oh my god!” I whisper, my eyes wide and my mouth hanging open as I stare at the phone I just dropped on my bed. “He fucking called me, the weirdo. Why would he do that?”

      My body remains frozen in place when he calls again. I don’t know how to answer. I’m not sure I should answer.

      My hand tentatively retrieves my phone from the satin stripe across my white, Egyptian cotton bedding and I bring it to my ear, hoping it rings off before I answer.

      It doesn’t.

      “Umm… hey,” I say breathlessly. “Sorry about that, I dropped my phone.”

      He chuckles, his voice so deep and attractive. “No problem, I figured that’s what happened.” The background noises around him dim when I hear a door close. “How are you?”

      “I’m okay, you?”

      “Me too. I missed you in Maths today.”

      He missed me? “I’ve been a bit unwell but I’ll be back tomorrow.” I bite hard on my lip; this is so awkward. I don’t know what to say next. Neither does he, it seems, because we fall into an uncomfortable silence.

      After letting out a heavy breath he asks, “I actually called for a reason.”

      “No? Really?” I respond sarcastically before I can stop myself. “And here’s me thinking you just wanted to hear me breathe down the phone.”

      He laughs loudly this time. “Some guys are into that, you know?”

      “Are you one of them?”

      “I’m not sure… Can you demonstrate your breathing abilities and I’ll let you know if it heats up the third leg.”

      Third leg! Ha!

      “You’re so weird.” I shake my head as my smile stretches my cheeks to aching point. “What is it you need from me?”

      “Besides your breathing? Your body actually…” What?

      “That didn’t sound as funny when I said it aloud.” Yet he’s laughing even harder than before. When he finally calms down he explains, “I actually… I mean… are you free right now? I think this is a conversation better had face to face.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s…” He sighs. “I don’t want to offend you and I’m scared if you can’t see my face you might hang up on me.”

      Oh shit. “Now I’m worried.”

      “See? I’m crap with words.” Pause. “Can you meet me or maybe I can come to you?”

      “Again… why?”

      “I already told you why.”

      I don’t feel comfortable with this. “Then, why now? We’ve been going to school together for years and you’ve never so much as looked at me, let alone wanted to meet.”

      “Yeah, I’m sorry for that.”

      Is he? Or is he just sorry now that he needs something from me?

      “So, I’ll be at yours in about fifteen if the traffic is kind to me.”

      “You can’t; I’m busy.”

      “You have time to spare, I’m sure,” he argues. “I’ll be there in fifteen. You don’t even have to invite me inside.”

      “But…”

      He hangs up before I can further press the issue and I race to the window faster than if the hounds of hell are snapping at my cankles. The street is clear. I half expected him to be outside already.

      Is he really coming here?

      I race even faster to my mirror and stare at myself. I had a shower two hours ago but I have no war paint on and I’m still in my dressing gown.

      Shit.

      I have never gotten dressed so fast in my life. I opt for a pair of dark blue skinny jeans that feel a little looser than usual on my midriff, paired with a white vest top with a black fishnet top that falls to my hips, hiding my lumpy bits from view.

      I twist my thick, damp, black hair up into a braided bun and apply mascara and eyeliner, grateful that my skin is clear for the first time all month.

      I don’t look hot but I look presentable and that will do. “Mum? Dad?” I yell, though I know already they aren’t home so it’s not like I can get one of them to open the door and send him away.

      My palms are so clammy. This is terrifying.

      It feels as though it has only been a few seconds when I hear a car pull into my driveway. I press my face to my bedroom window to try and see if it’s him. The driveway is just around the side but I can see his rear lights and the car definitely doesn’t belong to my parents.

      “Okay.” I take a few deep breaths and make my way downstairs, slipping down the last one onto my bum with a thud when he knocks on the door. I see his tall, blurry silhouette through the door. His hands rise to his hair and push it back from his face.

      Gulp.

      Is he making himself look pretty before I answer? There’s a funny thought.

      Opening the door, I peek through the crack before slowly opening it to full width.

      “Hey.” He smiles sheepishly and scans me up and down before looking over my shoulder for signs of other bodies. “Sorry to just drop in.”

      “Are you?” I raise a brow and I swear his cheeks pink slightly. Finally, feeling like I should be a good host, I step back and motion for him to enter. “Welcome to my humble abode. May I take your coat and offer you a refreshment?”

      “You may.”

      I hang his jacket on the end of the banister to the stairs, doing my best not to bury my face in it and inhale.

      “Drink?”

      “Water, please. Filtered, if you have it.”

      “Follow me.” I walk down the dimly lit hall and open the kitchen door. “Make yourself comfortable.” I can’t look at him. I daren’t. I busy myself pouring him a drink as he stands in my peripheral vision and looks around.

      “This kitchen is great. My mum would love it.”

      “Bring her with you next time.”

      I finally catch his eye just as his lips twitch with amusement. “You’re funny.”

      “Thanks.”

      He takes the glass from me and waits for me to pull myself up onto the counter. I feel the cold before my memory kicks in that I just poured his drink here and spilled a little on the side.

      I’m going to have a wet patch on my chunky arse. Great. “You okay? You look annoyed all of a sudden?” He asks as I wriggle, trying to get air to the wet spot.

      “I’m fine.” He’s so observant. “What is it you need?”

      “Well… and well…”

      “You said well twice.”

      He smiles at the floor. “You’re a savage.”

      “Thanks. Now… your point?”

      “I want to be your personal trainer,” he finally blurts and my lips part. “For completely free. It’s to help me get into college.”

      “You’re joking?” I breathe, feeling no small amount of hurt and anger.

      “I saw… I saw you struggling and I just thought we could help each other out.”

      Blink. “Why not ask one of your posse?”

      “Because they’re all already…” He cuts himself off before he says the word that would hurt me even more. “They already train and stuff.”

      Nice save. “So you thought you’d ask the fat girl?”

      “You’re not fat, Triple T.” He frowns.

      “You can’t say I’m not fat in the same sentence that you call me Triple fucking T.” I laugh humourlessly. “Next joke.”

      “You’re mad.”

      “Hell yeah, I’m mad.” And hurt, knowing that he isn’t here to get to know me. “I’m a project. I don’t want to be some boy’s project.”

      “You’re not a project!”

      “No? Then remind me again why you’re here.”

      A muscle clicks in his jaw. “I saw you struggling and I’d like to help.”

      “For your college project.”

      “That’s just an added bonus.”

      “You should go,” I say, sliding off the side, giving no fucks about the wet patch on my arse.

      “Triple…”

      “Stop fucking calling me that. My name is Tyler, you absolute tool.” Oh shit. I’m going to cry. He can see it too. He has to go. Right now.

      “Tyler, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…”

      “Look, this has been humiliating enough,” I sigh, turning away from him and wiping under my eyes on my sleeve. “Please, just leave.”

      “I really didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “But you knew you would. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? Instead of texting me?”

      He blanches, as if suddenly realising where I’m coming from.

      “Just go, Dillan.”

      The room becomes cold and lonely when he steps out of it. The house becomes colder and lonelier when the door closes behind him. I almost wish he hadn’t taken his jacket with him so I could at least hold something that smells so fresh like he does.

      A fat girl can dream.

      What a wanker. I prefer the made-up version of him that I keep in the dark gutters of my mind.

      I need a drink. A strong one.

      It’s been a while since I took my parent’s alcohol and topped it up with water. I’m sure they won’t notice if I hit their stash of cheap wine this time.

      I pour half a bottle into a chrome flask so if they happen to come home early they won’t know that I’m drinking flat piss.

      Although to be fair, it’s fruity so it doesn’t taste too bad.

      I head up to my room, close the door, close the curtains, light a few candles, turn on some music and drink myself into oblivion while singing ‘Adele’ at the top of my lungs.
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* * *

      I feel Beautiful…

      I caption my new filtered selfie on my Instagram and wait for the love to come. It surely does, from people I don’t know and people I do, telling me, “you go girl.”

      I am beautiful, I think. I have nice eyebrows. My nose isn’t hideous and my lips are quite plump. I hope when I finally lose weight I won’t lose the chunk in my lips and my boobs. I do have nice boobs.

      “You’re late!” My mum yells up the stairs.

      “My head hurts,” I yell back, wishing I didn’t have to go to school today. My hangover hurts so badly I couldn’t sleep. I woke up at six feeling drunk and have spent the past three hours making myself look human. I’ve shaved, waxed, exfoliated, moisturised, tweezed, primped and pruned my entire body and face. My hair is down for the first time in forever, in thick waves to just past my shoulders.

      I like my hair too when it plays fair, which isn’t often.

      “Get your arse in my car now!”

      “I’m walking,” I respond as I descend the stairs. Today is a new day. I will exercise.

      “You look beautiful.” She smiles, stepping out of the way and handing me my jacket as I pass.

      I ignore her and pull open the door. “See you later.”

      “What do you want for dinner tonight?”

      “I’ll sort it myself,” I respond and close the door behind me.

      I’m going to the gym today. I’m determined this time.

      I’m eating a banana on the way to school for the first time since I was nine. That’s progress.

      “Hey, wait up!” Dalton, my enthusiastic, bouncy fourteen-year-old neighbour who attends the same school as me calls. “What’s the rush?”

      “I have Mr Beacon this morning.”

      “Yikes.” He cringes and then pulls a packet of cigarettes from his front pocket. “Smoke?”

      I have considered it in the past. I heard that smoking makes you eat less but I just can’t stand the smell or the thought that I’ll die of lung cancer before obesity claims my joints. At least with food I’ll have a longer life span. I think.

      My way of thinking is fucked up.

      “No and I’ll ask you to fuck off across the road with your stinky cancer stick,” I say haughtily, but he only grins and lights the tip of the fag between his lips.

      “You’re so uptight.”

      “And you’re weird for hanging out with a seventeen-year-old.”

      “I want my friends to think I’m dating an older woman.”

      “Jesus,” I whisper. “I’ll tell them that your mum makes me

      walk with you to keep you safe from bullies.”

      “Fuck,” he laughs and darts across the road, almost killing himself in the process. “I don’t know you, yeah?”

      “Sounds good to me.” I grin, giving him the middle finger.

      I do like him; we used to play together when we were little. We’re just at awkward ages now.
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* * *

      When I arrive at my school I expect an onslaught of abuse from my peers for throwing Dillan out of my house. It doesn’t come. In fact, everyone seems normal. Dillan included, who keeps his face buried in his book at the back of the classroom.

      I listen to Mr Beacon drone on until the bell rings. I hang back, giving Dillan a chance to escape before me. He takes the opportunity, completely ignoring me as he goes.

      So, things seem to be back to normal. I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not.

      Maybe I should apologise. I think I overreacted. Who am I to turn down free help? Dillan clearly knows what he’s doing.

      He certainly didn’t go about it the right way, but I’m not entirely convinced there’s a right way to go about something like that anyway.

      Shit. Is this my conscience speaking? I didn’t know I had one of those.

      “Dillan,” I call, slinging my bag over my shoulder and chasing him from the room. He’s with his friends but I don’t care. Years of peer abuse can do either of two things to you; make you shy away from them with fear or make you just not give a fuck about whether they notice you. I’m the latter.

      He doesn’t stop. I don’t think he’s heard me over the hustle and bustle. His main buddies, Leroy and Carl, flank him, their voices louder than anyone’s in this hall.

      Bugger.

      “Dillan!” I call again, squeezing past two couples snogging in the hall. I grab the back of his jacket and make a mental note to rub my breast with that hand later.

      That’s not weird at all.

      He stops and turns towards me. When his friends see who I am, they look as excited as starving wolves around fresh meat. He however looks almost ashamed and bashful. He also looks worried and I don’t like that.

      “Hey, Tyler. I was going to call you later.”

      “And why were you going to call her?” Leroy jokes. His spiky blonde hair and menacing black eyes harshen his look. He’s good looking but I’ve always found him to be dangerous. “You all right, Triple?”

      “Fine thanks, Lee. Can I have a minute, Dillan?” I ask Dillan softly, who looks at his buddies and then nods.

      “Why do you want a minute with this loser? I’m the hot one,” Leroy jests, stepping towards me just as Dillan shoves him back and snaps, “I’ll catch you up.”

      “Whatevs.” Carl shrugs and pulls Leroy away.

      “Come to my party this weekend,” Leroy yells. “I don’t bite!”

      “Doesn’t he have a party every weekend?” I ask Dillan as we stand in the middle of the hall.

      He nods. “Basically, yeah.”

      “Oh.”

      “I have something for you,” he says, pulling a cuboid shaped gift box from his pocket.

      I notice the eyes of the people around us drifting our way. “Shall we… go somewhere quiet?”

      “Right, erm…” He looks around and leans back to peer through the glass door of a nearby classroom. “In here.”

      I’m surprised when he takes my hand in his and pulls me into the room, closing it behind me and moving us out of the way of the door.

      “You’re very hands on, aren’t you?” I comment, though I wish I hadn’t because he releases me immediately, leaving my hand feeling void of warmth.

      “It’s a habit, my Dad… umm…” He rubs the hint of stubble under the line of his jaw. “Long story.” I take the box and stare at it while turning it in my hands.

      When I open it, I see him tense and wonder if he’s nervous.

      He can’t be any more nervous than I am as I pull the perfectly folded handkerchief from the box, admiring the dark blue embroidered ‘DW’ in the corner. I assume it stands for Dillan Weston, his full name.

      “Umm… thank you?” I smirk, loving the weird gift probably more than he knows.

      “It’s stupid but I felt bad for making you cry and then your make up smudged on your sleeve and I didn’t want to replace your clothing. My Gran, she tells me to always carry a handkerchief and I didn’t listen.” He’s rambling. It’s adorable and also weird, like his gift. “If I’d had it, I might’ve been able to apologise there and then.”

      “With a handkerchief?”

      “You’re laughing.”

      My grin broadens. “Well, at least I’m not crying.”

      “Ah, but if you were, you’d have the handkerchief.”

      He no longer looks nervous and I suddenly feel lifted, like a glowing spirit, shining its brightest.

      “I actually love it.”

      His relief is as charming as his sudden vulnerability. Maybe I had him all wrong.

      “And if you want to turn me into some stunning model with thighs as perfect as your biceps, I wouldn’t say no.”

      Blinking with surprise, he blurts, “You don’t have to do that. It was thoughtless of me to ask you when we hardly know each other.”

      Go for it, Tyler! Say it! “Maybe we can get to know each other?” He hesitates and seems to freeze so I add, “As friends, while you help rid me of this winter blubber.”

      “Tomorrow morning, six-thirty. I’ll be at yours. Be up and ready to go.”

      “What now?”

      He beams, looking happier than ever. “I’ll need before and after pictures and a dedicated mind.”

      “Okay… let’s slow this down a bit.”

      “I want you to detox today. Just water, fruit and veg.”

      “I’ve never been able to do that for more than five minutes.”

      “I’ll know if you don’t.” He winks and snatches the handkerchief from my hand. I think he’s going to take it back but he doesn’t. He folds it as neatly as it was when it was in the box and tucks it into the breast pocket of my school shirt. He just touched my boob. Does he realise that he just touched my boob? “Six-thirty.”

      “I haven’t been up before eight since… probably birth,” I cry, wondering if being skinny is really worth it.

      “I’ll need your weight in the morning too.”

      “Holy shit.”

      “Don’t swear,” he cringes, crinkling his nose. “I hate swearing.”

      “Are you a Martian?”

      Checking the heavy watch on his wrist, he whistles a high note. “I have to go. Tomorrow. Six-thirty.”

      “Right, class.” I mutter, checking the thin digital band on my own wrist. “Dillan?” I look up, ready to tell him that there’s no way in hell I’m getting up at six in the morning, but he’s already gone and students are already piling in.

      Darn.
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      My alarm rings. I am so tired.

      I press snooze for the final time, knowing that he’ll

      be here in less than five minutes. I can’t help it. My body slithers out of bed like gloop. I roll onto the floor and groan into the rug. That handkerchief is definitely going to come in handy. I’m literally seconds away from crying.

      Standing on wobbly legs, I make my way to my en-suite and brush my teeth, wash my face and tie up my hair. Then I dress in baggy jogging trousers and an even baggier hoody over a vest. It’s September. It’s cold.

      My phone rings and I know he’s here. What the hell is wrong with him? How far did he travel to get to me?

      Shortly after the phone stops buzzing, there’s a light tap on the front door.

      I am going to cry.

      I rush to the door and open it, looking severely dishevelled and grumpy. He looks cheery, happy and too excited for so early in the morning.

      “I saw you at lunch yesterday. You got a salad pot and an orange,” he whispers and brushes past me as though he suddenly lives here. There’s a rucksack on his back. He takes it into the kitchen and rests it on the counter.

      “My parents are sleeping,” I hiss and quickly close the door behind him.

      “Relax. I’m making literally no noise.”

      “No, but they’ll think we’re a burglar. Nobody has been up in this house this early for years.”

      His brows hit his attractive hairline. “Seriously?” Nod.

      “Wow.” Emptying the bag, he slides a tub towards me. “Your lunch for today, so you aren’t eating crappy canteen salad.”

      “Which was basically a few leaves from the school field and chunks of questionable tomato.”

      “Exactly.” He cringes. “This salad makes it so easy to eat healthy. My mum’s recipe, though I improved it.”

      Yay. Not. “Your mum?”

      “She’s a big shot chef. Her food is the best.”

      “But yours is better?”

      He narrows his eyes playfully. “Sometimes, though she’ll disagree.”

      “My mum burns beans.”

      We laugh together as he finishes emptying his bag. He hands me some kind of stomach wrap and moves towards me as if to help me put it on.

      “Hands to yourself,” I squeak, taking it from him and grabbing a bottle of water.

      “You need to wear it under your clothing, but not yet. I need pictures.”

      “Yeah,” I snort. “That is not happening. I’ve taken pictures for myself.”

      “You don’t trust me.”

      I give him an incredulous look. “You’re a teenage boy in sixth-form. I’d be an idiot to trust you with such personal photos.”

      “Fair enough.” He raises his hands defensively. “No touching or taking pictures.”

      “That just sounds so much like it isn’t.”

      “Right?”

      “Give me a minute to strap on my new belt.” I leave the kitchen and lift up my top, carefully placing the thick and stretchy material around my waist. This is going to make me sweat. Maybe that’s the point. I tighten it to a comfortable position and breathe in to make sure it doesn’t constrict anything.

      “Ready?” He whispers, hiding behind the kitchen door. “No,” I grumble and open my water. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “Let’s do this,” he cheers quietly and we step into the cool air. “We’ll warm up with a few stretches.”

      I follow his actions, moving my legs and arms in the ways he does. “Where’s your car?”

      “I biked here.”

      “Biked?”

      “Yeah, I put it just behind the gate in your back yard.”

      “You’re mad. How far away do you live?”

      He begins to walk so I follow, keeping my hands tucked into my pockets. Already I want to drink and all we’ve done is warm up. “About three miles. It’s faster to bike here. The traffic drives me crazy.”

      “Hence the fact I don’t drive yet. I’ll probably learn at the end of the year, before I go to uni.”

      He looks impressed, “You’re headed to university too?

      Which one and what course?”

      “Probably De Montfort. It’s not too far and they have some of the best programs in the UK.” I bite my lip and slowly begin to jog beside him. We go at a steady pace and I’m grateful for that. “I want to be a midwife.”

      “That’s actually amazing,” he grins, looking down at me as we trot along like human horses in sportswear. “My dad delivered me, with the help of my godmother.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Oh yeah, he reminds me about it all the time.”

      “That’s insane.”

      “Snow storm blocked them in,” he explains, crinkling his nose. I love it when he does that.

      “So, what about you?” Holy crap I can’t breathe. I’m trying to play it cool but fuck me I’m dying. Make it stop. Everything burns.

      We slow to a walk again and I wonder if he can sense my thoughts.

      “I want to be a personal trainer.”

      “I figured as much. Is that why you’re trying to transform me into a healthy beast?”

      “Yup. But there’s no trying, only doing.”

      I cock my head to the side. “You’re going to do me into a healthy beast?”

      “I just…” He shakes his head, grinning. “You’re shameless.”

      “I’m hungry,” I murmur and we start to jog again.

      “Drink some water.”

      I frown but do as I’m told, although I have to stop while I drink. “Do you typically starve yourself before a morning jog?”

      “You have very little trust in me,” he chuckles and we get straight back into jogging. “Thanks for agreeing to this, by the way. It’s really important to me.”

      “Me too,” I mutter and we leave it at that.

      We get to my local park and stop at a metal picnic table. I collapse on the bench, having only been jogging on and off for less than five minutes. I need the break.

      Dillan pulls more containers from his bottomless bag and opens one in front of me. Inside is half a boiled egg and a few orange segments.

      “This is breakfast?”

      “This is breakfast for now.” He opens his own container and eats his in less than two mouthfuls as I prod mine with my fingertip. “What?”

      “Did you run out of eggs? Why do I only get half? And you got more yolk.”

      He rolls his eyes and commands, “Eat.”

      I chew on the egg and swallow before tackling the few segments.

      “Drink some more water. We’ll pause for a couple of minutes and do some more stretches.”

      “I feel as though you’re going easy on me.”

      “I can’t just dive into the hard stuff headfirst. I want to see what you can handle.”

      “Oh.” Fun! Not. “So, what got you into personal training?”

      “I love to exercise. I love to exercise with people. I want to study nutrition too.”

      “I bet you know a lot already.”

      He nods. “I’ve learned so much from my mum.”

      He seems in awe of her and it’s charming. I’ve never known a guy of his age to be so impressed by their parents; it makes me want to know more.

      “Doesn’t your dad own a bunch of jewellery stores too?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So, no pressure to take on the business?”

      “We haven’t really spoken about it; my dad just wants me to be happy. I think my sister Emily will probably go down that route. She’s got an eye for that kind of thing.”

      He’s so interesting. His life seems so perfect. Could it be? Or is the grass greener?

      “Let’s get back to it.” He puts the containers away, forces me to drink some more and we start walking again. “You’re moaning less than I thought you would.”

      “Only because it’s our first time.” He caught the cheeky innuendo like I knew he would. I laugh at his shocked expression and try to keep up with his long strides. “Don’t worry, maybe next time I’ll moan more.”

      Am I sexually harassing him? Probably. Oops.

      “So, what’s the point in this stopping and starting exercise?” I ask, curious as to why we keep jogging and walking.

      “One, so I don’t burn you out before we hit the next corner…” Speaking of corners, we turn around one and almost bump into an old guy walking his little dog. “…two, it’s fat burning exercise. Short sharp bursts of intense action with short breaks is perfect for burning fat as opposed to a long steady cardio. We’ll tackle cardio later.”

      Later?

      “And weights will be introduced either tomorrow morning or the next. It depends on how well you do today.”

      Tomorrow?

      “I thought this would be a one-time-a-week deal!” I squeak, wanting to go home and hide under my bed.

      “One day a week?” Why is he looking at me as though I’m the crazy one here? “How do you expect to lose weight only exercising one day a week?”

      “I don’t exercise at all, so I imagine it’ll work just fine for now. I won’t be able to move tomorrow after this anyway!”

      “You’re underestimating your body.”

      “Or you’re overestimating it.” I kick a stone and watch it roll across the pavement and the road before coming to a stop in the middle. “Fine. I’ll try tomorrow too.”

      “And after school.”

      “I can’t after school.”

      “Do you work?”

      I stare at his profile and frown. “No, but I have coursework to do.”

      “I can imagine. I’ll only need an hour of your time. You can do your work first. I’m flexible.”

      I bet you are... I think rudely and smile to myself.

      “You’re going to take over my life, aren’t you?” I sigh heavily though I can think of worse things. “Fine, but I expect something in return for all of this.”

      “What?” He looks worried. Is he scared I’ll ask him for his skin or something?

      “Oh, I’ll think of something.” I grin wickedly and start to jog.

      He passes me a second later, ruining my devious vibe. That would have been so much cooler had I been in a convertible with the roof down, sunglasses perched on my nose and chewing gum in my mouth.

      “Come on, let’s push it this time.”

      “As long as it’s my version of pushing it!” I call after him as his back gets further and further away from me.

      Then the show off turns and jogs at my pace backwards. “What’s your version of pushing it?”

      “It involves cake and my mouth.” I pant, followed by a wheeze. “Is it home time yet? I already need a shower.”

      “Me too.” He raises his arm, showing me a mighty sweat patch.

      “You certainly know the best way to woo a girl, Dillan.” I giggle breathlessly.

      “Well, if it works…” He turns to face the front. “Come on, hurry up.”

      I’m dead.

      My body is no longer living.

      When we circle back to my house, I run faster than I ever have in my life. I’m eager to die in my home.

      Dillan doesn’t even come inside; he only leaves me with my salad and promises that he’ll see me later before biking away as if the run did nothing to him.

      I’m dead. As I said before, I am literally dead. “Mum!” I yell as I stumble in through the front door.

      “What?” She races into the hallway looking panicked. “Run me a bath and carry me upstairs.”

      “Where have you been?”

      “Jogging.” I drop onto the carpet and starfish.

      She snorts and quickly ascends the stairs in her satin PJs. “I’ll run you a bath. Make it quick, though; you have class at eight-thirty.”

      “I might drown.”

      “Drama queen.”

      I’m not kidding. I actually might.
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* * *

      Even after forcing down a protein shake and a banana on my way to school, I’m still craving chocolate and cakes. It is driving me mad. I just want to lose myself in a packet of biscuits and a cup of tea but I don’t want to ruin my progress. All of this hard work would be for nothing.

      So, I suffer through my day until lunch and shake my salad box at Dillan, who is sitting with his usual group of friends across the room. He grins, winks and goes back to his conversation. The girl across from him, one of the main bitches that used to make my life hell, looks between us both before turning to the female beside her. Now both are staring. I make a mental note to avoid them for a while.

      I look at my salad and prod it with a fork. It doesn’t look so bad. It is a finely diced mixture of onion, lettuce, cabbage, red pepper, cucumber and tomato. Normally I’d gip at the sight of most of these vegetables but they look surprisingly tasty when mixed together.

      I have a bite and confirm my thoughts. It’s a lovely salad. There are little pieces of cheese in it that I didn’t see before but I do now.

      It might be my new favourite healthy dish.

      Tyler: I need a daily supply of this salad.

      I look up and watch him check his phone. He smiles and catches my eye before replying.

      Dillan: You liked it? Hurrah! Is that my payment to you?

      I feel giddy as our eyes meet again and I respond once more.

      Tyler: No, that’s just an added bonus.

      Dillan: Fine. What time will you be done with your coursework?

      Tyler: It’ll take me around an hour.

      He doesn’t reply and I watch him leave the canteen without so much as a goodbye. I can’t hold it against him as I’ll be seeing him later.

      I finish my salad while sitting beside artificial friends from last class.
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      “Mum,” I wrap my arms around her from behind and press my cheek to her shoulder. “I might have a friend coming over soon.”

      “A friend?”

      “A male friend.”

      “A male friend?” She tries to turn but I keep her pinned. My mum always smells lovely, like fresh flowers and winter air.

      “Just a friend, if that. I’m his school get-fit project.” I say this with more disdain than I mean and I can’t be sure if the disdain is aimed at the exercise I’m being forced to do or the fact that the only reason Dillan is even interested is because of his project. I’m not sure it matters. Maybe we can actually become close friends.

      “You’re going to have to explain that one.”

      “Later, I have a ton of homework to do.” I release her and fill a glass with water before downing as much as I can. “Please don’t offer him any kind of food or drink. Let me handle it.”

      “Seriously?” She whines. “I’ll seem like such a rude host.”

      “You’re not the host, Mum. He invited himself.”

      “Oh, did he now?” She wags her eyebrows suggestively. “And it’s all so platonic, right?”

      “Stop.” I abandon my drink. “I’m going to finish my work.”

      “I’ll tidy your bedroom around you!” She follows me, annoyingly.

      I gawp at her over my shoulder. “What is wrong with you? You’re practically begging me to get pregnant.”

      “You?” She laughs louder than I’ve heard before, the cheeky bitch. “You’re one step away from being a nun.” Then she winks mischievously. “Just leave your door open.”

      “He’s not coming into my bloody bedroom, you nutter. Go call Dad or something.”

      “He’s driving.” She pouts.

      I dive onto my bed and plug in my laptop. True to her word, she tidies my room around me though I keep it tidy enough. She’s mental if she thinks I’m letting anyone come in here. This is my private space. From the grey ceiling, down the purple walls, to the dark grey carpeted floor, it’s all mine and nobody but Mum comes in here and only because she allows herself access.

      If I could take this room with me to university I would.
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* * *

      I wish I hadn’t put my headphones in because then I wouldn’t be as startled as I am now. Dillan is resting against the door jamb to my room.

      “Holy shit,” I curse quietly and yank the buds from my ears. “What are you doing in here?”

      “Your mum sent me up.” He bites on his lip and looks around my personal space. “Nice room.”

      “I’m going to kill her,” I whisper so quietly that he doesn’t hear me, or if he does he doesn’t show it. He’s too busy wandering around my room, looking at the pictures on my wall around the door. “What’s the plan?” I stand, hoping he gets the message.

      He doesn’t. He takes hold of a picture of myself and an old friend hanging by the door.

      “Isn’t that Katie Lee Parker?” I nod.

      “You two were friends?”

      I nod again, feeling my stomach twist. “I’m sorry about what happened to her.”

      I give him a tight-lipped smile and change the subject. “So, shall we go?”

      He nods and waits for me to pass him before following. “More walking?”

      “Planking,” he responds easily.

      Even the thought of planking makes my body hurt!

      “You’re kidding?” I don’t know why I bothered asking that because, clearly, he isn’t.

      He points to the ground.

      “Right here?” Again, yet another stupid question from yours truly.

      Lowering myself to my knees, I breathe in and out slowly.

      Dillan lowers himself in front of me.

      “You know how to plank, right?” He asks and I shoot him a look that I just mentally shot at myself for being so moronic. “Good. Go until I say stop.”

      If he says stop after ten seconds, I’ll never forgive him.

      “Oh my god,” I cry as I push my arms and legs into position.

      They’re already shaking. “This is torture. I hate you.”

      He grins and moves himself into an easy looking plank. He even starts bringing his legs up towards his chest. I’m struggling to just hold it here.

      “Lower your hips towards the ground a little bit more,” he tells me, assessing my form with his eyes. I notice how his eyes linger on my round arse for a little longer than I’d deem necessary.

      Regardless, I do as I’m told and hiss through my teeth as my body burns in protest.

      “Breathe,” he commands softly. “Almost done.” I want to drop. I’m going to drop. “And done.” I drop with a mighty groan.

      “I want to be fat forever.”

      “Stop saying that,” he chastises, though when I meet his eyes I see the humour there. “Insecurity isn’t an attractive trait. You should learn to love yourself.”

      “Sorry, Yoda.” I roll my eyes and pull myself up into a sitting position.

      “What was it that made you start to hate yourself so much?”

      The pity in his eyes makes my stomach do a little nauseous flip. “I don’t hate myself; I’m just bantering.”

      He doesn’t look as though he believes me, not that I can blame him. I’m not sure I believe it.

      “I have to laugh at myself. It lessens the sting of when other people laugh at me.”

      Now he’s frowning. Christ, even when he frowns he’s attractive. “Who laughs at you?”

      “Like you don’t know,” I scoff and stand. “Let’s just get this over with. What now?”

      After a long pause, he finally pulls his head back into the game. “Crunches.”

      “I fucking hate my life,” I sob dramatically and drop back onto the ground.

      “I’m not surprised. When was the last time you actually socialised?” He chuckles and when he receives my death glare he gulps and adds, “No offence.”

      “I’ve never connected with anyone in that school.”

      Using his warm, large hands he helps me into the correct position and then rests his knees either side of my feet so they don’t lift from the ground as my torso battles with gravity.

      “So,” I pant as I lift and meet his eyes. “Why did you choose me for this project out of everyone else in school? Especially the girls.” It’s getting harder and more painful. Gravity is winning. “There are like fifty of them just waiting for you to fart so they can bottle it…”

      “That’s not gross at all.”

      “The sarcasm is strong in this one.” I flop to the ground. “Keep going,” he snaps, forcing me to do another three. “Did you bring me more salad?”

      He laughs through his nose and helps me to my feet. “Tomorrow morning.”

      “I think I need a rest day.”

      Smiling warmly, he goes back to admiring the pictures around the door. “You don’t. Now start with the squats.” I hesitate. “You do know how to squat right?”

      “Yes, I just don’t think you’re hearing me. I really don’t think I can do this every day.”

      “You just need to get past the first two weeks,” he insists, turning and leaning against the door jamb to face me. “Trust me.”

      “Ugh.”

      “Fine, I’ll make you a deal; if you stick with me and do what I ask for the next two weeks, I’ll take you to my mum’s restaurant on the Saturday.”

      Blink. “I thought the whole objective was to cruelly starve me.”

      “If you feel hungry, then eat; just eat the right stuff.” He taps away on his phone and then shows me the screen. “I’m keeping a log of everything as we go. It’ll stay private. I need an accurate update on your weight tomorrow morning and I’ll make you a nutritional plan to stick to.”

      “I’m hungry now,” I grumble.

      “You’re just saying that to get out of squats.”

      “I’m always hungry.”

      “Fine, after this we’ll eat, okay?”

      I nod, only slightly appeased. “Where does your mum work?”

      “She runs a fancy place called Weston Crown over on Bellevue.”

      No shit!  “Are you kidding?  Your mum is that chef?

      Guinevere?”

      “Yeah, she’s super talented.”

      “Well that explains how you can afford the school tuition.” I’m tempted. I do love food and it’s not very often I get to dine in such an exquisite place, especially the Weston Crown. You have to book months in advance just to get a table. “And I can have anything I want? A starter, main and dessert?”

      “Anything,” he agrees, grinning triumphantly now. “It’ll just be you, me and a lot of food.”

      “And your mum.”

      “She’ll probably come and say hi. She’s great though; don’t worry.”

      This feels alarmingly like a date. “How many squats am I doing?”

      “Just keep going until I tell you to stop.”

      “Your mum’s cooking better be worth it,” I mutter, though I just know deep down that it will be soul altering.

      My mum suddenly appears in the doorway, standing at her slight five foot two. A curious and wicked smirk plays at her lips.

      Dillan suddenly stands, “I apologise, I just realised I didn’t introduce myself to you earlier.” He holds out his hand to my impressed mother. “I’m Dillan Weston, a friend of Tyler’s.”

      I have to blink a few times to clear my head. He’s so wellmannered and polite. She shakes his hand briefly. “It’s nice to meet you, Dillan. I’m Tammy Shepherd.”

      “Thank you for having me. I’m just helping Tyler work out.”

      “She warned me; don’t you worry. I’ll leave you both to it.” She winks at me far too obviously the absolute moron. “Your brother has just called, Ty.”

      “He has?” I squeak, my happiness soaring. “When is he coming home?”

      “Christmas.” She grins, though Christmas is just so far away. “Your dad called too; he will be home in an hour.”

      “I saw him yesterday,” I deadpan and urge her to leave with a glare. She gets the hint and winks again so badly both of her eyes close but then quickly doubles back and states, “Your dad’s car is fixed by the way.” She looks at Dillan intensely for a moment, or perhaps I imagined it. “No more shiny, red Audi rental.”

      “Aww, I’ll miss Ana the Audi,” I sigh dramatically and then give her the look again. She grins and leaves, hopefully for good this time. “Somebody smashed into my dad’s car the other week.” I tell him, just in case he was wondering.

      “Yikes.” He cringes. “Was it bad?”

      I shrug. “The car was fucked but my dad was fine and nobody was hurt. He was dropping my brother off at…”

      “I forgot you have a brother.” Dillan starts doing reverse lunges so I copy. My balance is so terrible Dillan offers me his locked hands to hold onto. I do so, only because I figure falling on my face will be far more devastating than holding his hands for a short while.

      “He’s in his second year of university now.” I look at his picture next to my laptop on my desk. “I miss him.”

      “He’s a good brother?”

      “Definitely not.” I smile. “But he has his moments.”

      We share a look of warmth before going for another lunge. “He was my upper school buddy back in year nine. I

      idolised him for those brief two days.”

      It’s hard to imagine Dillan idolising anyone. He seems so old for his age, so mature.

      “Is it rest time yet?” I groan, hating the burning in my thighs.

      He stops and we shake it off. “Come on, let’s go for a walk.”

      “As long as it’s a walk and not a jog.”

      His eyes roll heavenward. “How do you expect to lose weight and tone if you don’t exercise?”

      “I didn’t have any biscuits, chocolate or bad stuff yesterday.”

      “Hence the fact we need to weigh you in the morning.”

      Frown. “I really don’t know how I feel about you knowing my weight.”

      “Weight doesn’t matter. I guarantee by the time I’m through with you, you’ll weigh similar to what you do now but not have an ounce of fat on your toned muscle.”

      He makes it sound so easy. I feel as though he might be a little naïve, purely because of how easy it is for him to say no to food and yes to exercise. There’s no point arguing with him about it.

      I know I have a food addiction and this persistent help will kick my arse into gear that little bit more.

      We head out into the city streets, walking but not talking. He doesn’t give me any demands; he doesn’t tell me to jog or to drop and give him twenty; we just walk to the park and then sit side by side on swings.

      “So,” I break the silence, “is Shona your girlfriend?”

      “Definitely not,” he states, looking straight ahead.

      “Good.” I respond, without using my brain to mouth filter. “She’s awful.”

      He looks at me now, his brows raised. “Yeah, she’s not the most pleasant of people.”

      “Are you gay?”

      “Are you?”

      “Maybe.” I grin, kicking the dirt on the ground with the rubber toe of my silver Converse.

      “Why’d you ask that anyway? Do I seem gay?” The look he’s giving me is one of insecurity. I’m betting he’s worried he gives off the vibe.

      “No, I just wondered why you were so nice in comparison to your group of friends.”

      “And that would make me gay?”

      “No.” I shrug. “But I had to rule it out.”

      He laughs through his nose. “They aren’t all bad. Carl is the best guy I know. Leroy has… he has issues.”

      “That’s a shame.”

      “Definitely, he can be a bit hard to swallow at times.”

      I cock my head and giggle. “But you just said you weren’t gay.”

      “Ha. Ha.” He shoves my arm so my swing rocks sideways. “Very funny.”

      “So,” I ask once the laughter diminishes, “what do you do in your spare time?”

      “Other than exercise?” He asks and I nod in response. “Well, I cook, and whenever I can I look after my baby sister.”

      “I bet she’s adorable.”

      “I miss her.”

      “Miss her?”

      “Yeah, school is like a two-hour drive from home. It’s about half an hour out of London but it takes forever to get there when there’s traffic.”

      “There’s always traffic,” I laugh.

      “Exactly, so I stay at my nan’s in the city four nights out of seven.”

      “Oh.” I rock my swing back and forth a little now that it’s stopped swaying and twisting. “I bet your mum misses you.”

      “She comes to see me most days after or before work if I’m free. It’s my dad that misses me the most. He works from home mostly now looking after Ashlyn.”

      “The baby sister?” He nods. “Yeah.”

      “I thought you owned jewellery stores?”

      “Oh, we do, but he mostly just designs the jewellery now. He has people who deal with the stores. My other Nan, my mum’s mum, is like manager of two stores in Essex so that helps. He has area managers. It’s crazy. Sometimes I forget how big the business is becoming.”

      “He’s talented.”

      “He is.”

      “Sorry that I’m so nosey. I just find your life so much more interesting than sitting in silence on a park swing.”

      He chuckles and leans back slightly, giving me another handsome smile. “It’s fine. It’s nice to talk about them actually. Ashlyn is the same. We call her ‘Little Mummy’ because she’s always up in our business.”

      “Yours and Emily’s?”

      “Oh yeah, she’s a bossy little sod but she’s so funny.” The love he has for his sister is making me melt.

      “I should head back soon,” I sigh, looking up at the greying sky. “My dad will want to see me.”

      “Sure, I’ll walk you.”

      “You don’t have to,” I blurt, not wanting him to feel obligated.

      “In that case I’ll walk five steps behind you, because my car’s at yours.”

      “Right.” I scrunch my nose up at my own stupidity. “But even if it wasn’t, I’d still walk with you.”

      “Any excuse to get your cardio in?”

      He responds with a wink and then falls into step beside me. “Something like that.”

      When we arrive home, I watch him climb into his sleek, black Mercedes and don’t stop watching until he’s gone from sight. I don’t realise how heavy my heart is beating until he’s gone and the lustful ringing of bells in my ears stops. He disturbs every sense I have. Even my common sense.

      “Oooh, Tyler’s got a boyfriend!”

      “Shut up, Dad,” I snap, spinning to smack him on his chest.

      He grabs my hand and pulls me in for a hug. “I’m going to miss you when you get married.”

      “Get off me,” I laugh as his blubber smothers me. “You need a bra for those moobs.”

      “I got one.” He follows me into the house. “Your momma’s hands.”

      “Ew!”

      “Speaking of yo’ momma.”

      “Stop.”

      “She’s making us lasagne.”

      I make a bee line back to the door. “In that case I’m going out.”

      He hooks a finger around the collar of my jacket. “She’s worked hard on this.”

      “I’m on a diet! I can’t eat lasagne. I also want to live.”

      He sighs and reaches into his pocket. “Fine, here.” I take the notes from his hand. “Stay away from fast food. Go to a salad bar or something.”

      “Thanks.” I grin and stuff it into my pocket. “See you later.”

      “Run, she’s coming,” he laughs and practically shoves me out of the door.

      “I don’t do running,” I murmur and set off for the high street.
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      Every morning I’ve been up at six this week and I am exhausted. Dillan is letting me have Monday off but it’s bloody typical that now it’s here I’m awake at six and I can’t sleep. I should be having a lie-in for another hour and a half.

      I climb out of bed and head to the shower. My body is killing. Absolutely killing. I see painkillers in my near future.

      I’m proud of myself. I refused to see if I’d lost any weight when Dillan weighed me on two occasions this week. I’m frightened that if it doesn’t exceed my expectations I’ll go on a binge. It’s hard to believe that it has been a week since I ate a single ounce of junk food.

      I’ve got to have lost something.

      With two hours to kill until classes begin, I open my laptop and check over my coursework assignments. I’ve never been one to procrastinate; it’s probably why I get good grades. That and I don’t socialise.

      I hear my dad leave the house quietly when the clock strikes eight. He must think I’m already out or not yet up. I tap on my bedroom window as he walks around to the driveway and give him a wave.

      He smiles and returns it with a wink. That’s when I look up and notice a familiar black Mercedes about to pull into the driveway just after my dad’s car leaves.

      What the hell is he doing here? It’s not exercise day! He promised.

      I’m half tempted to pretend I’m not home when he knocks on the door.

      Swinging it open, I drop on my knees and declare, “You’ll never take me alive.”

      He bursts into a fit of laughter. “That bad, huh?”

      “I have to crawl up the stairs and slide down on my arse, which feels less padded than usual.”

      He offers me a hand and hoists me up. “I came to drive you to classes, as an apology and a thank you for letting me destroy your body.”

      “You are the best.” I almost hug him. “I need to eat though.”

      “I brought you something new today.” He takes my bag from the hook near the door. “Breakfast?”

      “And lunch.”

      “My, my, Mr Weston, you do spoil me.”

      He grins and holds out his elbow for me to take. “My lady.”

      I slip my hand onto his arm and pull the door closed behind me. He leads me to his beautiful car and even opens the door for me. The inside is spotless. I can’t believe how spotless it is. Did he clean it knowing he’d have company or is he this neat all the time?

      “Such a gentleman.”

      “I do try.” He folds himself into the driver’s seat. “The last few days I’ve been a bit absent.”

      “Absent?”

      “We haven’t really spoken. I’ve been coming, exercising with you and leaving without so much as a conversation.”

      I frown at him. “Dillan, you’re training me. You didn’t mention anything about making conversation.”

      “Still…”

      “You don’t owe me anything.”

      He grins and comments dryly, “In that case get out of the car and walk.”

      My hand connects with his arm. “I’m driving here.”

      “Good, don’t stop until we get to school.” My stomach growls angrily. “Can I have my breakfast now?”

      “Just wait. You’re so impatient.”

      “I’m starving.”

      “On the back seat.” I spin around to look and spot his rucksack resting there in an upright position. “The tub on the very top is your breakfast… I think.”

      “You think?”

      “It could be mine.”

      My hand stalls on the zipper as I contemplate tearing into the bag and into my breakfast. Sighing, I zip the bag closed and sit properly in the passenger seat.

      “You’re not eating?”

      “Nah, I can wait. I want breakfast along with the conversation you promised me.” I reach forward and touch the buttons around the LED screen. “Does this thing play movies?”

      “Only when the car isn’t moving. There’s one in the back of my seat too that I had installed for Ashlyn.”

      “You had installed?”

      He nods. “Yeah, she demanded it.”

      “I didn’t know you worked.”

      He shrugs. “My dad prefers me to concentrate on my studies but he and Mum don’t want to give me money for free so I help them out when I can. Sometimes I’ll wash dishes and clean the kitchen at Mum’s restaurant; other times I’ll go to Essex and help my Nan in the jewellery stores.”

      “You’re a busy guy.”

      “I can be.” He looks at me when we stop at a red light. “What about you? How do you fund your hobbies?”

      “My dad hands me money whenever I ask, but I help around the house and sometimes I babysit my cousins. Mostly I’m a trust-fund baby.” I suddenly feel rather ashamed at my lack of life. “I really do need to get out more, don’t I?”

      Nodding, he continues driving but doesn’t comment. This only makes me even more ashamed.

      “What do your parents do for a living?” He asks curiously, manoeuvring the car easily around a van blocking the narrow road. “My mum is a writer, a good one too. She writes columns for the local newspaper and helps the radio with their scripts.”

      “That’s pretty cool.”

      “Yeah, she also has like three published novels. One of them was a bestseller a few years back.”

      He looks impressed. “My dad is a dentist.”

      “Well that explains why you have such perfect teeth.”

      My cheeks heat at his compliment. I try to hide it by letting my hair fall over the right side of my face from behind my ear. Just as we stop in a row of traffic, I feel soft, warm fingers brush my hair from my face and back behind my ear where they linger for a fraction of a second longer than necessary.

      I don’t say anything and neither does he. I just stare straight ahead, hoping my virginal body doesn’t combust from the lingering burn of his touch.

      Can he smell my arousal? Is that even a thing?

      He clears his throat and shifts in his seat. I’m relieved when we finally pull into the school grounds and easily find somewhere to park.

      I climb out, careful of the red car beside Dillan’s, and grab my bag from the back seat as Dillan grabs his.

      “It’s too cold out here.” Dillan pouts a little, making his plump lips look so much more kissable than usual. “We’ll have to brave the canteen.”

      “Screw that! So all of your rowdy friends can swamp me and make accusations regarding our friendship?”

      He bites his lip. “That’s a fair point. Shall we go back to the car?” Before I can respond, he blurts, “I don’t care what they think or say though. That’s not why I agreed with you.”

      “Didn’t even go through my mind.” I look back at his car. “It probably will be warmer in there.”

      “Let’s get back in then.”

      We take our seats and I eagerly await his grand breakfast to be presented.

      He hands me a spoon before handing me the round plastic tub. He even pops the lid open for me and I get a sweet, nice smell of something I can’t recognise.

      “Porridge?” I do enjoy porridge but it’s a bit of an anti-climax.

      “Don’t look at it like that; it’s a very special kind of porridge.”

      “It is?” It does look a darker shade than the porridge I’m used to.

      “It’s pumpkin and chocolate porridge.”

      “I’ve never tried pumpkin,” I admit and poke it with my spoon. It’s very thick but it does smell appealing. I take my first bite and close my eyes. “Oh wow.”

      “Told you so.”

      “Oh god it’s been so long since I tasted chocolate. And it’s still warm.”

      “Again, told you so.”

      “This is heaven in a pile of oats.”

      He laughs and lifts the lid of his own porridge. Like a scene from Beauty and the Beast, he brings the tub to his lips and drinks it.

      “Did you forget another spoon?” I lick mine clean as a jest and hold it out to him. “We can take it in turns.”

      Snatching it from me, he licks it himself and grins. “You first.”

      “Now we both don’t have a spoon.”

      We share a laugh before drinking our porridge together right from the tub, leaving us both with lumpy looking moustaches.

      Just as we finish, we are both startled when Leroy slams his hands against the bonnet of the car and leers at us through the window. Carl makes rude gestures with his hips before snatching the hand of Leroy and twirling under his arm like a dancer. I’m not sure what that was all about but it’s still amusing.

      “Are you coming, Lovers?” Leroy yells. I put the lid back onto the tub and hand it to Dillan, who gives me an apologetic smile.

      “You coming?” Dillan asks, reaching for his door handle.

      “Sure.” I pull on my own and climb from the car. Dillan rushes to the back and places the empty containers into the boot.

      “Here.” He takes my bag from me, giving me no room to escape. “Am I allowed to introduce you to everyone?”

      I look at Leroy and Carl, still jumping around like children and almost say no, but then I look into the hopeful eyes of Dillan and nod. This is going to be painful.

      The boys stop wrestling and approach us, both of them panting.

      “Guys, I’m going to escort Tyler to her class today.”

      “Whatever, man,” Leroy laughs, shaking his head and throwing his arm around my shoulder. “Feeling weak from all that running, Trip?”

      “Please don’t touch me,” I deadpan and Dillan throws his arm off me, only seeming to amuse him further.

      “You look great,” Carl compliments, smiling kindly.

      “Thank you.” Tucking my hair behind my ears, I look away because how the hell do you respond to that?

      “You haven’t lost that arse, have you, Trip?” Leroy laughs and Dillan scowls at him.

      “We’ll see you later,” Dillan snaps, gripping my elbow and rushing me ahead. “I’m really sorry about them. They can be pigs.”

      “At least they were sort of nice.”

      “If you can call that nice,” he mutters, brushing past people, still half dragging me. “They’ll calm down by lunchtime.” Lunchtime? “You’re in Three B, right?”

      “Yep.”

      I try to ignore the looks we get as Dillan leads me down the hall, still holding onto my hand and still carrying my bag for me. It’s hard though; people point without shame. This is ridiculous. It’s London. They must have a thousand things to keep them occupied.

      “How are you getting on with the maths coursework?”

      “It’s easy enough; it’s all in the textbook.”

      He chuckles quietly. “I forgot you get better grades than me.”

      “I have a lot of free time to study.”

      “Not anymore,” he points out and stops at the side of the door to my class. Leaning against the wall, one leg crossed casually behind the other, he peers down at me. “Wait for me at break.”

      “Why?”

      “So I can relieve you of your bag.”

      “You really don’t have to.”

      “I know.” He smiles and holds out a hand for me to pass. Gulping, I brush past him. My arm touches his chest ever so slightly as I go and my breath hitches. I feel his skin and muscles twitch beneath my touch and wish that he’d be as affected by me as I am him. “Enjoy your lesson, Miss Shepherd.”

      “You too, Mr Weston,” I mutter and rush to my desk, tripping on a metal chair leg as I go.

      Please don’t have seen that. Please.

      His laughter, along with a few others, sets my face aflame. “Do I have to carry you as well as your bag?” He calls into the room and two of his buddies cat call and wolf whistle.

      “Fuck off,” I curse, flipping him the bird. His laughter only gets louder.

      Georgina, a girl I can actually tolerate, a girl who has yet to say something mean to me, turns to face me and smiles. I return it as I organise my belongings.

      “Are you and Dillan dating?” She asks quietly, leaning her chair back on two legs.

      “No.”

      “Rumour is you are.”

      I smirk. “And rumour is you’re not a natural blonde.”

      She giggles and tightens her golden ponytail. “Rumours suck.”

      “Especially when they’re unfortunately not true,” I sigh heavily.

      “You like him?”

      I shrug. “He’s a decent guy; we’re just not compatible.”

      Her eyes become round with sympathy. “Why not? Is he a player?”

      “Not that I can tell.”

      “So why are you incompatible? Is he dating someone already?”

      I shrug again. “Probably. Guys like him don’t date girls like me.”

      “That’s so full of shit,” she sniggers and rolls her eyes. “Guys like that love a woman with a bit of meat on them.”

      If that were true, he wouldn’t be trying to change me. “Only time will tell.”

      “Eyes front, Georgina,” our teacher calls and the class falls silent.
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* * *

      True to his word, Dillan meets me at break and walks me to my next class. Then he meets me at dinner and walks me to the canteen to sit with his friends. At first it’s awkward. They’re so at ease with each other and I just kind of sit to the side, the butt of the joke.

      Dillan keeps me involved in the conversation, helping me to relax and loosen up, and soon enough I’m enjoying myself despite the awkwardness floating around me. Maybe I have been harbouring old feelings towards my peers for too long. I need to move on.

      That’s one thing I’ve noticed since I changed my diet and exercise regime I feel so much happier than I did. I’m not snapping at my parents so much or holding grudges against people who look at me funny in the hallway. In fact, I feel almost enlightened. I was such a bitch before. Understandably, but still…I’ve been making myself miserable the past two years.

      Is this what it feels like to be healthy? I feel as though life before now was so grey in colour. Now I see everything.

      I realise that Dillan is talking to me and I haven’t heard a word he has said. “Right, Tyler?”

      “Right,” I respond, smiling, though I didn’t hear a word he’s said.

      “It’s a deal then.” He rubs his hands on his thighs, which are by my head. Dillan is sitting on the actual table with his feet on the chair beside the one I’m in. “Let’s go.”

      Go? I stand as he takes away my half-eaten lunch and stuffs it into my bag instead of his. Shit, I should really have been paying attention.

      I follow the group out of the canteen and along the hall, wishing with each step that I really had paid attention. When we exit the school itself and move to Dillan’s car, my heart starts racing.

      Are we skipping the rest of the day? Why didn’t I listen? I’m such a moron.

      “You look pale,” Dillan comments after we climb into his car. Leroy and Carl climb into the back; one of them stinks of a peppery scented aftershave.

      “Somebody in here smells like their grandad,” I comment, giggling and opening a window.

      “Shit, Carl, man, what is that?” Leroy laughs as Carl looks frantically through his bag and pulls out what is now an empty canister of Lynx deodorant. “Did it spray the whole tank into your bag?”

      “It must have been pressed against one of my balls,” Carl mutters and we all burst out into a fit of laughter when he pulls two tennis balls from the bottom of his bag and a wet textbook. The stench gets stronger. “I mean, I heard a hissing but I thought I was low key farting.”

      “Low key farting!” Leroy cackles so loudly he begins to choke. “Oh, man. Low key farting. Fuck me in the rear with a gag. That was epic, man. Low key farting. Shit.”

      Dillan calms himself for long enough to get the car moving. “You all right, Ty?”

      I nod, wishing I had the courage to admit I wasn’t listening. He places his hand over mine on my lap. “I’ll look after you, don’t worry.”

      “Look after me?” I blurt, fighting the urge to flip my hand under his and lace our fingers together. He’s so cool, running at a temperature that seems to be lower than mine. “Your hand is so cold.”

      He winks and places his hand back on the steering wheel.

      “I didn’t say move it.” Again, I blurt without putting any real thought into what words my lips are forming.

      I’m surprised when he places his hand back onto mine and gives it a gentle squeeze. I’m sure he’s doing it to be friendly but part of me has to wonder if he does this with all of his female friends and if he even considers me a friend.

      We pull into a carpark, behind a place called ‘Hoppers’. It’s a trampoline place. I’ve heard of it but I’ve never been. I can’t imagine why anybody of my size would. I’d knock myself out with my own tits.

      “Dillan,” I whisper when Leroy and Carl exit the car. “You’ll be fine; it’ll be fun.”

      “How’d you figure?” I ask. He ignores me, unfolds his lean, athletic body from the driver’s seat and jogs around to my side.

      “I’m going to die.”

      “You’ll be fine,” he chuckles and helps me out. “I’m going to break the trampolines.”

      “You don’t weigh nearly enough.”

      My brow arches and my hand rests on my hip. “You want to bet?”

      “Do you?” He asks, mimicking my look and stance, though his lips are twitching with a smirk.

      “Come on, lovers,” Leroy shouts from the entrance.

      Carl tugs him inside, leaving us to have some semblance of privacy.

      “Trust me,” Dillan pleads, holding out his hand for me to take. I hesitate but when he raises his hand higher, I take it, shaking a little. “Live a little, Ty; you might actually smile more.”

      “And she has a very pretty smile,” Leroy comments, appearing out of nowhere.

      “Back off, Roy,” Dillan snaps, shoving against his friend’s chest.

      I bite back a laugh when Leroy stumbles backwards, almost falling but catching himself on a poor, unsuspecting, dark blue Corsa.

      “Ignore him.” Dillan pulls me ahead, past Leroy who seems to find this entire thing hilarious. “I know he’s a bit hard to take but he’s been my friend since year eight. Sometimes my only friend.”

      I give him a reassuring smile as our eyes meet. “You don’t have to explain anything to me. I’m just happy to be here… with you.” I clear my throat and add, “And your friends. On this normal, friendly, platonic outing in which all of you become accomplices in my death.”

      He laughs, throwing his head back and showing me his marvellous throat. Never have I been so aroused by the sight of a neck as I am now. Is this even normal? I’m beginning to question my sanity.

      We enter the building and the stench of rubber, plastic and sweat assault my nostrils. I can hear people babbling over each other; it’s a steady hum of voices that can’t be plucked out of the air to decipher.

      Dillan leads me to a lady behind a computer desk. There’s a row of them and this one seems to have been chosen at random.

      “Emily here?” He asks and the girl shakes her head. “You lying?”

      “No,” the girl responds haughtily. Upon further inspection of her neat, black and yellow uniform, I notice her name embroidered on the large, low hanging collar. Sylvie. “She hasn’t been in all week.”

      Dillan raises his thick, dark brows. “You sure about that?”

      “Are you here to bounce or control your sister?” She snaps, leaning forward and giving him a pointed look.

      He sighs. “Two for the main.”

      She prints off the tickets and holds them out to him as he scans his ‘Hopper’ card on a red flashing light on a stand in front of the desk.

      “I can pay for myself,” I whisper so only he can hear.

      “I know.” He tucks the tickets into my jacket pocket and zips it up. “But that’s not how I roll. I invited you; I pay.”

      “Does that mean if I invite you somewhere, I pay?” He grins with amusement, his eyes twinkling with it. “Remind me never to invite you to Hawaii…”

      His grin turns into a full-blown smile and his arm hooks around my neck. “And miss seeing you in a bikini?”

      “I don’t even own a bikini.”

      “In that case,” he says, quietly into my ear, so close I can feel his breath and, fuck me, it’s making me shiver. “I invite you shopping, so we can rectify that.”

      Then, without waiting for an answer, he leads me up a long staircase and into a locker room where we kick off our shoes and place our belongings into a secure locker.

      “Where are Leroy and Carl?”

      “Who knows? Probably chatting the women up downstairs; there’s some kind of class going on in the studio.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me.” I shake my head and follow him out of the locker room.

      The main trampoline room is huge. It has at least twenty trampolines on the floor, between padded breaks, and slanted trampolines on the walls. There’s a pit full of foam which I see people dive into and land with a joyful cry.

      “I’m not sure about this.” I test the first trampoline with a few slow bounces. Dillan stands in front of me and holds my hands. Then he jumps and I go up as he comes down. This, according to him, is apparently hilarious, especially when I land on my arse with a thud. I laugh with him as my fears of making a fool of myself slowly vanish. All that’s left is fun and joy as he teaches me to bounce and land properly. Before I know it, we’re leaping and falling over each gap, careful to not collide into other people and each other. Of course, Dillan shows off, especially when Leroy and Carl finally join us. He does backflips, front flips, twist flips and failed flips.

      I sit on a swaying trampoline and laugh so hard I can’t breathe. My belly hurts.

      “They should have called this cocaine because it is sending me HIGH!” Leroy sings in a high-pitched voice as he reaches the highest height he’s reached yet and lands with an impressive bounce, which sends him sailing onto my trampoline. “So…” He wags his eyebrows at me. “You and Dillan done it yet?”

      “Fuck off,” I snap, though I know he’s only trying to wind me up.

      “Want to see who’s better?” He wags his eyebrows again, this time creepily and heavy with suggestion.

      “No, thank you.”

      “Leave her alone, Leroy.” Dillan bounces to my rescue. “You need to stop treating her like an object before I lose my shit with you.”

      “Did you just swear?” I smirk but it falls on deaf ears. He’s too busy glowering at his friend.

      “Have some respect. She’s not your toy.”

      “She’s not yours either, so she’s free pickings in my opinion,” Leroy laughs, rolling away as Dillan aims a kick at him.

      “Ew,” I murmur, pretending to vomit using my fingers. Carl laughs and holds out a hand. “Follow me, fair maiden.

      I shall lead you away from these bawling beasts of masculinity and testosterone.” It’s then I notice, for the first time ever, that Carl is batting for the same team as me. It seems I have a bit of competition for Dillan’s affections. How have I not noticed this before?

      I take his hand and we bounce to freedom, watching Dillan and Leroy argue in the distance. They seem to make up and join us, though Dillan’s mood has visibly soured.

      “Let’s go,” he snaps, nodding to me and Carl.

      “Leroy?” Carl asks but Leroy follows behind, his hands tucked into his pockets and his head bowed with shame. Whatever Dillan said must have hit its mark. I kind of wish I’d stuck around to listen.

      After a long and awkward drive, Dillan drops Leroy and Carl off at the end of Carl’s street without saying a word to either of them. Carl thanks him but Leroy just looks seriously annoyed.

      As soon as they’re gone I find the courage to speak. “I hope I haven’t caused any problems by being present.”

      “No, this is on Leroy. He’s a pig. Your presence is never and should never be a problem.” He turns to me and gives me a stern look. “Don’t let anybody treat you less than you’re worth just because you’re present. Whatever that means.”

      My eyes burn as his words hit a mark with me. Does he realise how sweet he is? How kind?

      I’ve never wanted to kiss him more than I do right now and I can’t even fight the urge. As I stare intently into his eyes that can’t quite decide if they’re grey or green, I begin to lean forward. My tongue gently moistens my lips and I see him realise my intentions before I realise them.

      When I feel my lips on his, my heart stops and panic overwhelms me. Especially when his feel too soft to be respondent.

      Fuck.

      He’s not into it.

      I pull back immediately and stare straight ahead, feeling shaky and nauseous from my own stupidity.

      “I’m sorry,” I rush, swallowing the lump in my throat. “I’ve never done that before.”

      “Kissed?” I hear the smile in his voice but daren’t look at him.

      “I am so sorry, you just… you were being so nice…”

      “Ty,” he laughs and twists a lock of my hair around his fingers. “Don’t be sorry.”

      That’s all he says before putting the car in drive and taking me all the way home.

      I’ve fucked up everything, haven’t I? Now I definitely feel like crying.

      “I’ll see you first thing,” he says softly, trying to catch my eyes as I try to hide them from him. I don’t want him to see the shame swimming in them. “Unless you’re too sore after all of the jumping?”

      “I feel fine,” I lie. I feel sick. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “See you in the morning.”

      Except in the morning, he doesn’t turn up.
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      “Hello?” I roll onto my phone, still more than half asleep and yawn loudly.

      “Tyler, it’s me, Dillan.”

      “Oh.” Now I’m awake. “Hey… are you okay?”

      “Yeah, it’s umm… I’m an idiot.”

      “Why?”

      “Because…” He falls silent for a few moments. “Can I still take you to my mum’s restaurant later?”

      Out of pity? I snort. “I have plans.”

      “Then change them.”

      “I think I’ve embarrassed myself enough, don’t you? Thank you, though.” I hang up before he can press the issue and then turn my phone off so he doesn’t disturb my lie in any more than he already has.

      But then Mum comes along and ruins it anyway, less than twenty minutes later.

      “Dillan’s here,” she announces after pushing my bedroom door open with a mighty bang against the door stop.

      “Why?” I grumble and bury my face into the pillow.

      “Come on in, she’s decent.” Mum laughs like an evil troll and I hear Dillan say, “Umm… I don’t think…” But she disappears, leaving me to hide under my pillow and blanket and Dillan to stand awkwardly in my bedroom doorway.

      “You got here fast,” I tell him through my bedding. “Are you wearing pyjamas?”

      “And yesterday’s makeup,” I grumble and the pillow and blanket are gone. “Hey! You can’t just do that.”

      I sit up and glare at him and his cute face as he tries to stifle his laughter. “Get up. Get dressed.”

      “Why?”

      “So my eyes don’t bleed at the sight of you.” My glare darkens.

      “Seriously, your hair has its own gravitational pull right now.” He leans forward and plucks a large ball of fluff from the tangled mess.

      I blink slowly and stand, stretching my hands to the ceiling. It’s too late to be embarrassed now. Besides, my sleepy brain won’t allow it.

      “It’s weird that my mum just lets you in here.” I head into my bathroom and cringe at the sight of myself in the mirror. Worried Dillan might follow me, I slam the door shut.

      “I’ll just wait out here,” he calls. “In your room. All alone.”

      “Touch my stuff and I’ll stab you.”

      “You’re friendly this morning.”

      I think I hear him sit on my bed and hope that it still smells fresh and not of my sweaty body. Not that I smell, I’m just paranoid.

      I’m praying my mum will be responsible and distract him so that when I exit the shower in nothing but a towel, I won’t have to kick him out, although Dillan strikes me as the gentlemanly type so I don’t think he’ll hang around.

      When I exit the bathroom, my bedroom is empty. I can’t help but feel a stab of disappointment which is a bit hypocritical of me because if he were here, I’d definitely be annoyed at him.

      Rushing through the dressing process, I opt for a beautiful black and white jump suit. It hangs low on my chest in a pointed V and flares out a little at the hips, giving my body the illusion of a thinner waist. Saying that though, it feels a lot baggier than usual. I really do need to find out my weight.

      After pinning my hair up in a neat, twisted bun atop my head, I apply minimal makeup, grab my jacket and descend the stairs where I hear my dad and Dillan conversing in the kitchen. As I draw nearer I note that they’re talking about universities.

      “Hey.” I bite on my lip and stand in the doorway. When my mum and dad look at me, my mum’s eyebrows hit her hairline and my dad’s jaw hits the floor.

      “Holy crap, Tyler, where’s my little girl gone?” Dad comments.

      “You look amazing! Look how slim your arms are looking.” Mum grins and gives my left one a squeeze.

      “Dramatic much?” I murmur, feeling my cheeks get warm. I look at Dillan, who is perusing me even deeper than my parents. His pupils seem to have expanded and his lips glisten with fresh moisture as he blows slowly through them. Does he like what he sees? “Are we going?”

      Blinking rapidly, he clears his throat and rights himself. “Definitely.” He turns to my dad and offers him a hand. “It was great to meet you, Mr Shepherd.”

      “You too, Dillan. Look after my girl now.”

      “Always.” Dillan grins and accepts my mum’s hug.

      “Don’t be a stranger,” she tells him, wagging her eyebrows at me over his shoulder.

      “Come on.” I grab the back of his belt loop and yank him backwards towards me. He follows me through the hall and out of the house, much to my relief. “Literally, if you keep being that nice to my parents they’re going to start planning our wedding.”

      He laughs loudly and opens the passenger door of his car for me. “Your parents are nice.”

      “Yeah,” I agree. “They are pretty cool. Just don’t tell them I said that.”

      The door closes and he’s soon sitting beside me. “So…” I look at him. “What are we doing?”

      “You’ll see.” He smiles secretively and as much as I want to press him for more information, I just can’t. I’m too excited for it to be a surprise.

      I’m happy that he doesn’t bring up me kissing him the other day. I’m mortified enough without that reminder. Thank heavens. I bet he’s been thinking about it, though. It’ll forever be between us. One day, if we remain friends, I bet he’ll joke about it and it’ll become that funny time when I tried to eat his face.

      It’s for the avoidance of this conversation that I’m reluctant to bring up our lack of contact for the past two days. He was probably processing what happened while giving me the chance to cool my libido.

      “My mum is looking forward to meeting you later,” he tells me and now I’m wondering what he’s said to his mum about me. “She’s only really met a couple of my exes and my mates. First time I’ve ever had a female friend, so she’s intrigued.”

      Female friend, there it is. His subtle reminder that we aren’t meant to be.

      “She probably thinks I’m a lesbian.”

      “No, but she’ll think I’m gay when she sees you later,” he jests and I blush at his compliment. “You look…” He drags his teeth across his lower lip. “Nice.”

      “Nice?” I laugh, looking at my reflection in the wing mirror. “So do you, but you always do.”

      “Thank you. It almost makes me feel bad for where I’m about to take you. You might get a bit dishevelled.”

      “Dishevelled,” I snort. “You use such fancy arse words sometimes.”

      He shrugs, his cheeks pink. “My dad… he’s… well when you meet him, you’ll see.”

      When I meet him. Not if.

      I feel bad now for tainting our budding friendship with my lusting.

      “I shall look forward to it.” Then I add. “Will I fancy him, though?”

      He laughs under his breath and mutters a sharp, “Ew.”

      We’re driving for what seems like a lifetime when we pull into a dodgy looking alleyway and park behind a large silver truck. I wish I’d paid attention to the front of the building because I have no idea where we are.

      A large, red metal door to our left swings open and a Hispanic looking man with thick hair and even thicker glasses on his eyes puts a cigarette between his lips and lights it. When he sees Dillan, he smiles as the smoke leaves his nostrils. It reminds me of a dragon, kind of like the one tattooed on his neck, I notice as we get closer. It’s not huge but the tail wraps around the back of his neck. I’m not sure where it ends but when he sees me leaning to try and figure it out, he smiles and the thick lenses of his glasses make his eyes seem even smaller.

      “Wasn’t expecting you to turn up today after last night.” The man grins devilishly as he eyes Dillan up and down. “Feeling delicate?”

      “Thankfully, no.”

      “Delicate?” I ask, giving Dillan the side eye. “You got drunk last night?”

      He looks almost ashamed. “I may or may not have been under the influence between the hours of ten and one.”

      “Did you have fun?”

      “It wasn’t bad actually.” He shrugs and shoves his smoky friend to the side. “I’ll see you inside.”

      We step into a narrow, sterile white hall and pass numerous doors. It’s not until we near the end that I hear the sound of dogs yipping and barking in the distance. A lot of dogs.

      “Where are we?” I ask and Dillan rings the bell on the door at the end of the hall.

      “Bouncy Bones Dog Sanctuary,” he responds nervously. “I took a chance.”

      “A chance?”

      “I come here as often as I can to help out, play with the dogs and walk them. I thought maybe you’d like to join me.” He chuckles nervously and inhales a sharp breath through his teeth. “Now I’m wishing I’d asked because of allergies and maybe you don’t even like dogs.”

      “This is literally the best thing ever!” I grin excitedly and the door opens. An older lady welcomes us but soon rushes ahead. Clearly, she knows Dillan is capable. She vanishes through a door on the right, where the sound of a howling dog can be heard.

      “Those are the more aggressive dogs that have less than happy backgrounds,” he explains, his voice quiet. “I don’t go in there.” He turns to a large set of double doors on the left and pushes one open. The barking, yipping and howling gets louder and soon comes the sight of large kennels with metal mesh gates stopping the dogs from escaping. They each have comfy beds, food, water and space to roam, though not enough to be happy. I bet the staff get overwhelmed.

      “This way.” He takes my hand and pulls me past the kennels and through another door into a small room that holds many harnesses, leads and other equipment. “I won’t groom them today, not when you look so pretty.” He holds a pen in his hand and grabs a large trailer full of food, a massive jug of fresh water and a few toys and treats.

      I can’t get the vision of all of the doggies’ big round eyes staring at me, hoping I’ll be the one to take them home. This visit, as fun as it will be, is going to destroy me and everything I thought about the world.

      We start with a group of smaller, fluffy white dogs that share a kennel. They were brought in together according to the notes pinned to the outside of the cage. I crouch down and let them sniff me before giving them love and attention as Dillan changes their bedding, cleans their messes and fills their food. He ticks it off on the notes and we move to the next cage.

      I try to remain impartial but it’s so hard. I don’t even care when this huge bulldog starts slobbering all over my hands. I’m just trying not to cry.

      “Do they get put down?”

      He stops pouring the food and turns to look at me. His look says it all; he doesn’t even have to explain.

      “That sucks.”

      “They do their best, but they get so many dogs.”

      “How long do they get?”

      “A year.” He finishes up and leads me away from the bulldog, locking the cage and ticking the chart off. “If they don’t get adopted and we can’t move them to another rescue…”

      “That’s just awful.”

      “It’s very, very rare that we have to put a healthy dog down. As barbaric as it sounds, we have to do what’s best for all of them.”

      I want to hug him. I can see how deeply this affects him but I daren’t risk the rejection. “Poor babies.”

      “If only more people would come and volunteer.”

      I nod and then scoff, “If only more people would stop being abusive to animals and stop breeding.”

      “Exactly,” he agrees, leading us to the next cage where the tiny little chihuahua cross breed wags its little tail so hard its entire body sways with it. “This is Mr T. He’s not a huge fan of other dogs, tries to fight them all.”

      “But he’s so little,” I laugh, trying to picture this tiny little dog taking on the bully in the cage next door. I pick his bony little frame up and giggle when he licks my neck. “I’ve never been much of an animal lover but I think I might have found a new passion.”

      “That’s what we like to hear.” The guy that was smoking outside smiles through the cage, his fingers hooking around the mesh as he observes us. “You’re always welcome to come and join us.”

      I nod, appreciative of his offer.

      “I don’t think I introduced myself; I’m Rabi.”

      “Tyler,” I reply and place the doggy back on the ground.

      “I’ll finish up here; you go around the other side. Six and Nico prefer you anyway,” Rabi tells Dillan and pulls his own trailer behind him.

      “Come on, let’s go meet my best boy.” Dillan grins and we move to the end of the cages, past more dogs than I can count, and onto another row.

      “Your best boy?” I ask, but soon come face to face with a huge, fluffy, brown and black German Shepherd. The poor thing has a huge scar going across one eye and no ear on that side either. Other than that, though, he looks healthy enough and when he sees Dillan he starts whining and crying in a way I’ve never heard a dog do before. He dives at him, as though relieved that he’s here. I watch them bond, cuddle and play fight and decide to do the cleaning and food filling this time.

      “This is,” Dillan laughs, pushing the dog’s muzzle away from his face, “Link.”

      “Link?” I grin while pouring the water. “As in Zelda?”

      “Yup,” he chuckles, sitting on the ground and letting Link calm himself. “I’d adopt him if my dad would let me.”

      “Why won’t he?”

      “My dad is like… well he has major OCD and bringing a dog into the house would set him off.”

      “Oh.” I wince and tilt my head. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Me too.” He really does look sorry. “He’s such a good boy. He deserves a happy, loving home.”

      “That he does.” I hold out my hand and Link comes over, his one ear back and his head low. “What happened to him?”

      “He was bait in a dog fight when he was a pup.”

      “Holy fuck,” I curse and lower to a crouch so the lovely, fluffy Link can explore the new person in his temporary home. “That’s terrible.”

      “It happens more often than people think. He was probably the runt of the litter. You wouldn’t know it now.”

      “Jesus… how old is he?”

      “Eleven months,” he responds, his eyes still on the dog. “He was a few weeks old when he was brought in by a homeless guy who almost lost a hand trying to save him.”

      “There are still good people in the world.”

      “Yeah.” He smiles solemnly. “It’s just a shame the bad ones are more visible.”

      Amen to that. “Are they going to put him down?”

      He doesn’t respond. He does, however, stand and pull the trailer out of the cage. “I’ll be back to walk you soon, Link.”

      I want to cry.

      I want to adopt them all.
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* * *

      When we leave, Dillan takes me back to this Nan’s massive apartment, which isn’t as far away from mine as I thought. She lives in a nice area of London where all of the houses cost more than two million. It’s ridiculous. Her house is amazing. She lives on the first floor in an apartment that is spacious and full of light.

      Fortunately for me, she isn’t home so I don’t have to meet two of Dillan’s family members in one day. Three if you count Link, which I certainly wish I could because this boy’s love for his dog goes beyond the realm of my understanding.

      “You can go first,” he offers and leads me to the bathroom.

      “Do I smell that bad?” I laugh, looking at my arms. They’re a bit on the grubby side after all of the playing, cleaning and walking.

      “Not at all. I just need to sit down for a minute.”

      My mouth drops open with a gasp. “Have I outwalked you?” When he doesn’t respond, I cackle insanely. “Oh my god, I have! Best day ever.”

      “I’m hungover.”

      “I wish I looked that good hungover. I’d have not even made it out of bed.”

      He grins smugly and I leave him to slump on the couch.

      Using the fancy shower gel in a crystal jar with a little tap on the side, I wash my arms, neck and face, trying to keep my clothing as dry as possible. Not that it matters, my clothes are grubby too.

      “I can’t go to the restaurant wearing this,” I say as I exit the bathroom, feeling a lot fresher than I did before I entered it. I also smell like roses. It’s a nice smell.

      Unfortunately, my words fall on deaf ears as I find Dillan passed out on the small, white, U shaped sofa, his legs hanging over the side and his head only comes to the middle.

      I snort and roll my eyes, letting him have his nap. If he’s passed out that quickly then he must be exhausted. Of course, I take pictures of him before I sit close to his head and play on my phone. I also post the picture of him on Facebook and hashtag it as ‘#lightweight’.
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* * *

      “Dillan?” I whisper and kneel in front of him. It’s been an hour since he fell asleep and I’m officially bored. “Dillan.” I poke his bristly cheek and take a moment to burn his handsome, sleeping face to memory.

      “Huh?” He blinks his eyes open and looks at me, seemingly confused. “Tyler?”

      “The one and only.”

      As the realisation of who I am and why I’m here sinks in, his eyes get wider and wider. “How long have I been asleep?”

      “Long enough for me to molest you.” I jest and wag my eyebrows playfully. He covers his eyes and nose with his arm, leaving only his perfect lips and teeth in view as he grins and then yawns. “An hour.”

      “Crap, I’m sorry. I must have been more tired than I thought.” Uncovering his eyes, he sits up, swinging his legs off the arm of the sofa. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      He doesn’t look as though he believes me. “Honest.”

      “You should have woken me up.”

      “I wanted to find out if you snored or not.” Now he looks panicked. “Do I?”

      “No, you literally don’t move or make a noise at all.”

      He sighs with relief. “I’m going to clean up. I’m sorry for bailing on you like that.”

      “It’s fine, Dillan. Go, get clean and then take me home so I can get changed.”

      He looks at my outfit and purses his lips in thought. “I have a better idea.” And then he’s gone. Moments later, I hear the shower running.

      I sit on the couch in the spot he just vacated because it’s warm and because this place is so white and fresh I daren’t move anywhere for fear of getting any of it dirty. With my hands clasped together tightly between my knees, I listen to the water, muffled by the walls, and try not to picture Dillan naked and wet. Which is highly impossible.

      Unfortunately, due to my daydreaming about Dillan naked, I don’t hear the door open and close and I don’t hear anyone enter until his grandmother is standing in front of me holding a Taser. What is it with people and Tasers in London? Suddenly they’re everywhere!

      “Don’t move,” she snaps, her narrowed, chocolate brown eyes glaring at me as her hands hold a tampon shaped Taser pointing directly at my legs. “Who are you and why are you in my home?”

      “I’m Dillan’s friend,” I calmly explain, keeping my hands between my knees so she doesn’t feel threatened. “He’s just in the shower.”

      Her face softens. “Oh.” The Taser is tucked into the expensive light pink suit jacket that she wears. “I apologise. He doesn’t normally visit on a Saturday.”

      “Yeah, we got a bit mucky at the dog shelter.” She looks me up and down. “I can see.” Wow… she’s a bit snooty tooty.

      “I’m not an animal lover but they make Dillan happy.” She blinks at me and slowly assesses me again. “You’re not his usual type.”

      “I’m not his type at all.” I stand and lock my fingers in front of my groin because I don’t know what else to do with my hands. “We’re just friends. I’m Tyler.”

      “Tyler is an unfortunate name for a girl.” She primps her white, perfectly volumized short hair in the mirror on the wall to her left. “I’m Patricia Weston.”

      “Patricia.” I nod, impressed while trying to think of something equally as insulting but I draw a blank. “Thank you for having me.”

      “Good manners,” she comments quietly. “Makes a change from that foul boy Leroy.”

      “Amen to that,” I mutter and she smiles. Though it’s not warm, it’s still progress.

      The door clicks open and Dillan steps out of the bathroom with a towel hanging low on his waist. His toned, tan and beautiful torso is covered in droplets of water.

      “Gran.” He raises his eyebrows and looks between us both. “I hope you’re being kind.”

      “Of course.” Patricia places a hand over her heart. “Aren’t I always?”

      “No,” he laughs and comes towards her to kiss her cheek. “We’ll be out of your hair soon.” He winks at me which makes my inner woman swoon and flop onto her bed with a vibrator. I just can’t cope with his level of sexy right now. I’m foaming at the mouth I’m so rabid for him. “Please be nice.”

      “The name Theresa would have suited you a lot better,” she states as soon as Dillan vanishes into a room across the way.

      “My middle name is Tia.”

      “I like it,” she announces and claps her hands together. “I will call you Tia.”

      I can’t help but snort at the audacity of her. I like her confidence, even if she is brutal.

      “So…” She motions for me to sit and makes herself comfortable on the white and gold armchair across from the sofa. “How do you both know each other?”

      “We go to school together.”

      She looks impressed. “Well, that explains the Versace jump suit you wear so well.” She crosses her legs at the ankles. “And what do your parents do?”

      “Dad’s a dentist, a good one, and my mum is a writer, also a good one.”

      “Impressive. Are they married?”

      I nod. “Twenty-two years now, I think.”

      “Siblings?”

      “I have an older brother who is currently in university.”

      “Studying?”

      This is intense. “He’s studying to be a surgeon. He wants to be a plastic surgeon one day.”

      “Hmm.” She smiles a slow smile. “And you?”

      “I want to be a midwife.”

      Her eyes warm. “My mother was a midwife. Did Dillan tell you to say that?”

      I giggle and shake my head. “No, it’s what I’ve always wanted to do.”

      “It’s a wonderful profession, though not a well-paying one for the amount of work you do. I suppose that won’t matter if you marry into a wealthy family such as your own.”

      Holy crap she’s so old fashioned. “Right.”

      “I should like to entertain your mother and father. It’s always good to socialise with the families of Dillan’s friends. I’ve made so many connections because of it.” She doesn’t give me a chance to reply. My palms are getting sweatier by the moment. “I’m surprised our social circles haven’t clashed sooner, though. Your surname doesn’t ring any bells. What are your parents’ names?”

      “Tammy and Harry Shepherd.”

      “Tammy Shepherd,” she says quietly and looks away whilst thinking. “Harry Shepherd…”

      “They keep to themselves usually.”

      “Nonsense. I’ll extend an invitation soon.” Oh good god.

      “Gran,” Dillan sighs and moves to the space beside me. “Stop.”

      “Too late.” She grins. “Why haven’t you introduced me to such a delightful young lady sooner?”

      I notice how she says ‘a’ instead of ‘this’ meaning she hasn’t approved of the many other females he has introduced her to before.

      “We’re going,” he sighs and holds out a hand for me to take.

      I slip my fingers into his palm and stand.

      “It was a pleasure to meet you, Mrs Weston.”

      “Oh goodness, I go by Patricia.” This is surprising because it’s so informal and she’s exactly the opposite. By the way she cringed, I wonder if she has bad memories tied to her surname. I’m intrigued but not enough to ask. “I shall be glad to see you soon, Tia.”

      “Gran, it’s Tyler,” he corrects.

      “It isn’t.” Patricia smiles pleasantly, unaffected by his tone.

      She sees us out and waves us down the hall.

      It isn’t until I’m outside in the fresh air that I can finally breathe again. “Fuck me, that was scary.”

      “Don’t swear,” he comments and pulls me to his car. “I’m sorry about her; she’s a bit of a bitch but we have to love her for it.”

      “I understand. My grandpa is exactly the same way, except he’s not as… rude.”

      He laughs and stops us on the path next to his car. “She liked you, which means she will call your family and invite them over for dinner.”

      “It’s fine; they won’t mind. They’re used to it.”

      “Good.” He bites on his lower lip. “I’m sorry I didn’t get you out of there before she came home.”

      “You’re being silly. I’ll make it up to you by introducing you to my gramps.” Then I cringe and ask, “Is your mum like that? I don’t think I can handle two Patricias. I might have to call off our wedding.”

      He laughs even louder than before and pulls the passenger door open. I love it when he does that. He’s such a gentleman. “God no. My mum is ace. She’s common as muck.”

      “And your dad?”

      “My dad is a complex character. He’s the nicest guy I know but he’s very… intense. You’ll probably think he hates you, but he doesn’t.” He smiles warmly and tucks his hands into his pockets. “The only people he truly shows affection to are me, my sisters and Mum. Everyone else is just… he just seems disinterested.”

      “Oh.” I climb into the car and decide to change the subject. “What was this epic idea you had anyway?”

      He suddenly perks up and puts the car in gear. “I’m taking you shopping.”

      “Shopping?”

      “Seeing as it’s my fault your outfit is ruined, I’d like to replace it.”

      “Oh, in that case…” I recline my seat a little and smile arrogantly. “Spend away.”
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      “Don’t be nervous,” Dillan grins.

      “I’m not nervous; I’m hungry.”

      His grin widens into a toothy smile. “That dress really suits you.”

      “I fit into a twelve. It’s the first time ever that I’ve fit into a twelve.” I’m literally on cloud nine. “I almost don’t want to eat my weight in food.”

      “You deserve a treat.”

      Does he not realise that he’s the greatest man I’ll ever have the pleasure of knowing? My future husband will have a lot to measure up to.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” He frowns. “I was daydreaming about cake.”

      Rolling his beautiful grey-green eyes, he waves over a waiter and gives them our drink order: sparkling water with slices of cucumber and lemon. They’re brought in fancy champagne flutes that probably cost more each than my entire outfit. I’m almost scared to drink from them.

      “Peruse the menu, order whatever you like. I’m serious. I don’t have to pay here so it’s all good,” he tells me quietly, making me giggle and hide my face behind the menu.

      “Why isn’t anyone bothering you? Like whenever I go into my dad’s workplace I get hounded by his staff and sometimes his patients.”

      “This place is prim and proper. The only time I’m bothered is when I go through the kitchen. Out here it has to remain completely professional. It’s a bit uptight but it’s how my mum likes it. It’s good for business.”

      I almost forgot about his mum. I’m going to meet her soon. I don’t know why it’s so important to me to impress her but it is.

      Maybe some deep, twisted part of me feels that if Dillan’s family approve of me, so will he.

      I’m setting myself up for some major heartache. Meh, carpe diem and all of that.

      “I think I’m going to have…”

      “Hold that thought.” Dillan snatches my menu from me and grins. When the waiter returns with our drinks he asks us if we want to order, to which Dillan replies, “Can we get the seven course sampler, please?”

      The waiter hesitates. “I’m not sure if…”

      “It’ll be fine,” Dillan tells him. “Tell my mum it’s for me.”

      The waiter nods, smiles, bows and leaves, tucking the menus under his arm before he goes.

      “Seven-course sampler?”

      “It’s a lot of food. Mum only ever does it for tables of eight or more.”

      “Holy crap,” I whisper. “I’m not sure even I’ll be able to eat all of that.”

      “You’re underestimating my ability to out eat you.” Is that a challenge? “Oh, you’re on.”

      He holds out his hand. “Slave for a week says I win.”

      “Deal.” I shake his hand and then sip my beautiful tasting water. “Oh my god… I want to drink this every day for the rest of my life.”

      “Right?” He agrees and waves for the waiter to bring us a refill. They leave the jug on a tall, metal, narrow, fancy trolley bucket beside the table. The bucket is filled with ice.

      “This is so clever,” I whisper to him, admiring the fancy dining piece.

      “My dad designed it and had them made for the restaurant as a gift for opening day.”

      “Your dad is so talented.”

      He agrees with a slow nod. “Crazy talented. Same as Emily; when she puts her mind to it she can be really creative.”

      “What about your youngest sister? What’s she good at? Or can’t you tell yet?”

      He thinks about it for a second and then smiles so softly. “Everything, literally… especially cooking. She loves cooking with my mum and loves drawing with my dad. She loves putting on makeup with Emily and dressing up.”

      “What about with you?” And then it clicks. “Working out?”

      “She does her best and she’s not bad for her age; she can do more press ups than most people I know.”

      “She sounds adorable.”

      “She is.”

      I drink another glass of the water and Dillan refills it for me just as a waiter comes over with a large, round metal platter full of small bites of different foods.

      “Course one and two,” he announces and places the plates around the centrepiece on our table. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “Not right now.” Dillan spears a small pastry with what looks to be beef on top and pops it into his mouth. I do the same to the same piece of food and groan with delight. I’m literally having a food-gasm. This is so good. “I didn’t realise how hungry I was.”

      “Me neither.” I move onto another bite and ignore onlookers as they peer at our food choice with obvious envy. The silence stretches between us as we eat, so I open up a new subject. “So, what happened last night?”

      He scrunches up his nose and shudders. “Vodka happened. I’m not prone to drinking so much but…” Reluctant to continue, he sips his own drink.

      I press, resisting the temptation to lick the current plate clean of its juices. “But?”

      “Leona Clinton happened.”

      My heart gives a painful clench. “As in the shrink’s daughter?”

      “Yeah.” He shrugs and smacks his lips together. “She was drinking. I didn’t want her to think… well…” Oh. He fancies her. My heart gives a powerful zap of pain that tingles through my limbs.

      “You like her,” I point out, trying to play the good friend.

      “She’s all right.” He shrugs but I can see how much he likes her in his eyes and the tenseness of his body. “We’ve never really run in the same circles until recently.”

      I suddenly don’t feel very hungry anymore. “I thought she left last year?”

      “She did. She’s older than us.”

      “Ah,” I say and wish my glass of fizzy water was vodka. “Did she talk to you last night?”

      The way he smiles and the look he gives me tells me that they did more than talk. Ew.

      I think my heart is breaking. “Well… good for you.” I look at everything but him. “So, are you two dating now?”

      “Maybe.” He shrugs, smiling cutely. “I’m going to call her tomorrow.”

      Of course he is. “Good for you.” I repeat, because I don’t know what else to say. My brain hurts almost as much as my heart. “She’s gorgeous.”

      “Yeah,” he agrees.

      They’d make such a pretty couple.

      “Her dad is a raging arsehole though,” I point out. “I’ve never officially met him.”

      Of course he hasn’t; his head is far too perfect for him to need a therapist. “Well when you do, good luck.”

      “Thank you.” We finish the final plate and as soon as they’re cleared away, more are brought out. “What about you? Anybody you’re interested in?”

      “Nope.” I respond sharply. “I’m focusing on my schooling.”

      “Good for you.”

      “I’m almost full,” I tell him, though it’s a half-truth because I literally can’t eat another bite, not because I’ve eaten my fill but because I’m seriously hurting right now.

      He grins triumphantly. “I told you I’d win…”

      “Excuse me for a moment.” I stand and nod towards the ladies’ room.

      “Of course.” He looks at the bottle. “I’ll get us a refill while you’re gone.”

      “Thank you.” I duck my head and rush across the room as fast as my new heels can carry me. My eyes are burning and my chest feels tight. I don’t want to cry. I don’t even know why I am. I guess it’s because I know that when a man tells you he likes someone else it’s because he’s definitely not interested in you.

      Or at least that’s what my inexperienced brain is telling me.

      I think I have pretty decent instincts in this instance.

      Staring at myself in the mirror of the deserted, classy, nice as fuck bathroom, I use a tissue under my eyes to catch my blackened tears.

      I blow my nose into it and throw it into one of the open cubicle toilets.

      “Oh well that won’t do.” A mid-thirties, American sounding woman with jet black hair down to her waist in thick waves says as she exits the cubicle at the end. She looks at me in the mirror and smiles. I’ve never seen somebody so beautiful. I’m not even kidding. She’s stunning. I’d kill for tits and legs like hers. “What’s wrong? Have you been ditched?”

      She stands beside me at the sink and checks her makeup. “I’ve been friend-zoned.”

      “Ouch.” She turns and rests her hip against the marble counter. “Well then he’s a class A dick licker if I ever saw one.”

      “He’s literally the nicest guy you could ever meet. He opens the car door for me and everything.”

      “And he brought you here?” She asks, tilting her head and frowning.

      “Wait…” I narrow my eyes as I stare into hers. “Your eyes are violet.”

      “Duh.” She flips her hair over her shoulder. “So, you like him and he’s friend-zoned you… what are you going to do about it?”

      “Cry in the mirror?” I murmur and she throws her head back and laughs while asking, “How old are you?”

      “Seventeen, nearly eighteen,” I respond, hoping she buys me alcohol.

      “Too young to settle down anyway.” She waves me off. “What you gotta do, to make him take notice, is date his friend.”

      “What?” I squeak.

      “For real.” Her accent is so… what us Brits would consider a US Boston accent. “Date his buddies; show him what he’s missing. But it has to be a close one, so you can really rub it in his face.”

      “I’m not sure that would make me a ‘nice’ girl.”

      “You tryna’ say I’m not nice?”

      “No!” I raise my hands defensively. “I just don’t want to get a rep. I go to a private college.”

      “MOM!” A young woman with the same violet eyes as the lady in front of me enters the bathroom. “Seriously, what’re you doing?”

      “I’m talking.” The lady folds her arms as I look between the two women and gasp. “This is your mother?”

      “Yeah, she’s hot. I get it.” The girl rolls her startling eyes and then scans me up and down. “What’s wrong with y’all?”

      “She’s been friend-zoned, like right outside, two minutes ago.”

      The girl winces and then steps towards me. Before I know it, I’m being hugged. “Dude, that’s totally not cool. Want me to spill my drink on the kid?”

      “Definitely not.” I jolt back and stare at her, horrified.

      “I know!” The girl clicks her fingers and then points in my face. She declares, “You gotta dangle some hot piece of man candy, show him what he’s missing.”

      “That’s what I said!” They high five and then the older one looks at me and says, “I’m Maya by the way.”

      “I’m Evelyn, her daughter.”

      “I’m Tyler.”

      “Ew,” Maya grimaces. “That’s such an unfortunate name for such a pretty gal.”

      “Right?” Evelyn agrees and then looks at me. “Well, we need to get back, but I’m not kidding. Boing someone way hotter than him.”

      “It’ll work,” Maya agrees and they wave before leaving. What a bizarre mother and daughter. How beautiful were they though?

      The door opens again as soon as it shuts and Evelyn re-enters. She quickly adds, “Sometimes, if you care about someone, it’s better to just take and give what you can, while you can.” She vanishes behind the closed door and then pushes it open again. “But also… fiddle his mate if you wanna be outta that zone, but don’t go too far or he won’t wanna touch the clunge.”

      “You are nuts,” I tell the closed door and gather myself.

      When I exit, Dillan is sitting at the table alone, surrounded by plates of food, looking around the room anxiously for my return. What Evelyn said about taking and giving what I can get makes a lot of sense. He’s confided in me as a friend and my warped brain is twisting this into a drama that shouldn’t exist. This is the twenty-first century. I should be able to be friends with a guy without expecting a proposal. It’s obviously not meant to be and I was never in the running for his affections anyway.

      “Hey.” I smile and retake my seat. “Sorry about that, I got talking to these women in there who were the definition of bonkers.

      “That’s okay; I just worried you’d flushed yourself away.” He motions to the food. “It’s getting cold.”

      “Sorry.” I spear a piece of broccoli and continue eating, despite my roiling stomach. “Thank you for the new dress and shoes. I love them.”

      “It’s the least I could do.”

      I swallow my bruised ego and pride and offer, “If you ever want somebody to go with you to look after the doggies again, I’d love to come.”

      “Really?” He smiles and it’s such a handsome and easy smile. “That would be great.”

      “What are friends for?” I respond and exhale all of the negativity I’ve been feeling.

      “Right?” He smiles even brighter than before. “This one is so good.” He pushes a small round plate closer to me, offering me the final bite of whatever it is. “We’ll get back onto the fitness on Monday morning.”

      Grimace. “Fine, but if you come earlier than six-thirty, we’ll be having issues.”
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* * *

      I am completely stuffed and annoyed because Dillan was completely right. He ate way more than me. My stomach seems to have shrunk. I’m mostly hoping that he doesn’t hold our little bet against me, but the way he’s smiling at me is telling me I’m hoping for too much.

      “We should have set some ground rules.”

      “Come on.” He stands and looks around the room, giving it a scan before holding out his arm for me to take. I slip my hand into the crook of his elbow and meet the eyes of the two women who greeted me in the bathroom. They’re sitting with two men smartly dressed and laughing at an unheard joke. The younger woman, Evelyn, winks at me as Maya looks my companion up and down and then whispers into the ear of the young man beside her. “Friends of yours?”

      “I’m not entirely sure.” I grin and follow him past the numerous tables and to the double doors that lead to the kitchen.

      “She’s quite busy so this won’t be a long visit.” When he pushes open the doors, I’m not sure what hits me first, the clashing of pots, pans, and voices, or the beautiful smells that are making me hungry again.

      “Break time!” I hear a female voice singsong over the noises. “My boy is here!”

      I see a white cap coming towards us and then she appears from around the shoulders of a handsome, broad shouldered black guy.

      “Mum.” Dillan holds her at arm’s length when she tries to hug him. His hands squeeze her shoulders.

      “Right,” she hisses through her teeth and looks down at the food splattered across her uniform. “Sorry.” She pinches his cheeks instead and then looks at me with an even bigger smile. “You must be Tyler.”

      “I am,” I respond awkwardly.

      “You can call me Gwen; everybody else does.”

      “Except us,” the man flipping something in a pan nearby adds.

      “Come on.” She leads us out through two sets of double doors and into the cool night air. “Did you enjoy your dinner?”

      “I’d sell my left kidney for more,” I blurt. My word vomit has no boundaries.

      “Really?” She grins, looking so radiant and happy about that. “Wicked.” She kicks Dillan’s shin and he glares down at her. “I bet she didn’t say that about your ‘improved’ version of my salad.”

      “Actually that’s Kerim’s salad,” he argues.

      “Nu-uh.” Her lips form a pout. “I improved it so it’s mine.”

      I giggle at their exchange and wrap my arms around myself to ward off the chill.

      “So,” Gwen asks, her smiling eyes on mine, “how’s school?”

      “It’s… fine I guess.” I bite hard on my lower lip.

      “Sorry, I’d ask you about your aspirations and such but Dillan already told me everything.”

      He sighs loudly. “Thanks, Mum… you’re top.  You know that?”

      “Have I become the embarrassing mother already?” She laughs and goes to pinch his cheek again. “Is he treating you nicely?”

      “He is.” I shiver and, as if to further prove that he is in fact treating me well, Dillan drapes his jacket around my shoulders.

      Christ. It smells so good. I hope he lets me keep it.

      His mum’s smile becomes one of warmth and pride. “Just like your fathers.”

      Okay what? Fathers? Does she mean the jacket?

      “So you tell me.” The way Dillan says this with a twitch of his lips tells me that he likes it when she says that. But still… fathers? As in two or more? Are his dads gay? I’m so confused and I just need to know what the hell is going on.

      “Do you want to take anything back with you, sweetie?”

      “No, we’re good,” Dillan replies and looks at his watch. “I’m going to take Tyler home before she freezes to death.”

      “Aww, already? We could go into my office?” She suggests. Dillan shakes his head. “She met Gran tonight.”

      “Ooh.” Her cringe is a projection of my own. “I’m not related to her…”

      Giggle. “She was… okay.”

      “She liked Ty,” Dillan says. Gwen’s jaw drops. “No shit?”

      “Mum,” he chastises.

      “Yeah, he doesn’t like it when I swear either.” I frown.

      “It’s not attractive.”

      “I’m friend-zoned; what does it matter?” I joke, but it hits a chord deeper than what I let on.

      Gwen doesn’t laugh. Dillan grins, winks and nudges me with his shoulder, oblivious to my pain.

      “And I’m your mother… awks.”

      “Did you really just say awks?” He looks about as impressed with that as he did her swearing.

      Gwen shrugs. “I can’t believe she likes somebody you brought home.” Her hand shoots up to her heart. “I’m not talking about girls; I just mean in general. Since he was two… she’s literally hated every one of his friends.”

      “She’s setting up a dinner with my parents.”

      “Yeah,” she sighs and shakes her head. “She does that.”

      “Right.” Dillan leans in to kiss his mum’s cheek and then she leans in to kiss mine. “Let’s go. Thank you for dinner, Mum.”

      “It’s coming out of your pocket money.”

      “I don’t get pocket money,” he says to me, as though worried I’ll think he’s a little kid.

      “Thank you for having me here. Your restaurant is amazing.” I go for polite instead of reassuring Dillan that I know he’s a man that makes his own money.

      “You come back anytime. I mean it. It’s nice to see Dillan hanging around with someone other than Leroy and Carl.”

      “Leroy’s nuts.”

      She laughs her agreement. “Oh yeah, I can’t stand him, but I respect him for Dillan.”

      “Standing right here.” Dillan tugs on a lock of my hair that has drifted out of my bun and now hangs down the back of my neck. “Come on; let’s go.”

      “See you later; have fun.” Gwen grins and waves us away. “Call your dad tomorrow; he misses you.”

      “Will do.” With a hand on my back, he propels me forwards, back through the kitchen and past our table. I go to give Maya and Evelyn a wave goodbye but it seems they’ve already left. Never mind. I’m not sure they’d be good influences anyway. “Thank you for coming tonight.”

      “Thank you for bringing me,” I respond, wishing on one hand that he wasn’t so eager to leave and wishing on the other that I was already home so I can put this night behind me and move on from my apparent crush on a friend. “The food really was amazing.”

      “I’m glad you thought so. My mum will probably use that review on the website, just so you know.”

      This actually makes me happier than he knows. “She’s really nice. She looks so young.”

      “I’ll tell her you said that; she’ll love you forever.”

      We drive home in amicable silence, both of us full and a little tired. I’m ready to sink into a food coma.

      “Do you want to come in for a coffee?” I ask when he yawns and rubs his face with both hands after pulling into my driveway.

      “You’re tired…”

      “So are you.” I smile and nod towards my house. “Come on, you can’t drive like this.”

      “That nap should have sorted me out,” he grumbles. “I’m sorry to intrude. Won’t your parents mind?”

      “No,” I snort. “They love hosting guests. Besides,” I look at the dark house and lack of vehicles in the driveway, “Dad’s not home so Mum will be in bed already.”

      He scratches his jaw, seeming reluctant to follow. “I feel like a creep. This isn’t how I’d normally do things.”

      “If you want I can bring the coffee to you?”

      Chuckling, he stretches high and shakes his head, no. “I’m coming, sorry. I just don’t want you or your parents to think poorly of me.”

      “You’re like… so old for your age, Dillan. Loosen up a bit.”

      “I did last night. It’s why I’m so tired now.”

      I turn my key in the lock and quietly click the door open just in case she is sleeping. It’s not late but my mum has always been an early sleeper, though not an early riser. She just likes to sleep I think.

      “Well lucky for you my dad stocks the best coffee around, according to him. I’m not a fan if it doesn’t have caramel and a shit ton of milk.”

      “Make it strong. I’ll be out of your way as soon as I stop yawning.”

      Scanning his handsome face, I see tear trails down his cheeks and grin smugly. “Would you like your hankie back?”

      “Shut up.”

      “Sugar?”

      He pokes his head into the living room and gives it a nod of approval. “I daren’t sit on your couch. I’ll fall asleep.”

      “Do you want sugar?”

      “Oh, sorry, yeah, three.”

      “Yikes.” I set about making his drink as he explores the downstairs of my house, looking for somewhere to sit that’s uncomfortable. “We’ll sit outside.” I flick the switch for the outdoor heaters and smile when they light up the lounge chairs that surround a cement block fire pit.

      “Outside?” He looks through the window. “Yeah, that’ll do just fine.”

      “Good.” I hand him his cup and pick up my own, though mine is a tea because I’m not in the mood for coffee. We pad across the back decking, down a few steps, across the grass and to the lounge area. The chairs are freezing, though the lights we have will heat us up soon enough. “How old are you?”

      “I’m eighteen in May.”

      “No kidding?”

      “You’re still seventeen, right?”

      “Until August. I’m the youngest in our year, yet still the smartest.”

      “It’s actually true; your grades are ridiculous.”

      I smile and turn to face him on my lounge chair, bringing my feet up and tucking them under my butt. “I should do what everyone else is doing and get drunk and laid more, give you a chance to catch up.”

      “Laid, huh?” He eyes me carefully as if planning his question. “Have you?”

      “Have I…?”

      “You know? Gotten laid.”

      Blink. “Oh… umm… have you?”

      “I asked you first.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You have?”

      “No!” I blurt, panicked. “I was just agreeing that you asked first. My umm… I’m still waiting for that ship to sail.”

      “Me too,” he admits and I have to stop breathing to stop myself from choking.

      “But you’ve done other stuff… like last night?”

      “Yeah.” He stares at the dark sky and so do I, purely in hopes that he doesn’t see how red my cheeks are right now.

      “I haven’t,” I admit. “I think I kissed maybe one person back in year five, but I can’t remember if I made it up or not.”

      “Wow, you’re totally fresh,” he laughs and at that comment I have to look at him, only to find him grinning and staring at me with wonder. “That’s crazy.”

      “Not many people want to kiss the fat girl. I didn’t exactly have a queue of people waiting to kiss me.”

      “You’re so self-loathing,” he sighs and leans back. “You’re really pretty and you’re not fat. People just don’t talk to you because you’re so uptight.”

      “Why don’t you say what you really mean?” I laugh, though I’m not offended because I know he’s mostly right. “I’m not uptight; I’m just guarded.”

      “Whatever that means.” He drains the rest of his coffee and checks his watch. I wonder if he’s eager to leave or if he doesn’t want time to fly. I’m voting for the latter. “You should get out more.”

      “Is this not getting out?”

      “Maybe try dating or something.” He gives me a sideways look. “I know a couple of guys who are interested.”

      “And risk handing over my virtue to a premature ejaculator? I’ll pass,” I giggle and he chokes on his own laughter. “Thank you, Dillan. I appreciate it but the guys I’m interested in aren’t interested in me and unfortunately never will be.”

      “Celebrities?” He asks, grinning playfully. “Older men?”

      “Cousins,” I lie and squeal when he tries to grab at me.

      “That’s just wrong. You have such a sick sense of humour.”

      “Yeah,” I agree and recline my lounger before stretching out on it. “I guess I do.” Something he said lets off a little ding in my mind and I peer at him through partially open eyes. “Who’s interested in me?”

      “Martyn.”

      “Martyn?” I raise my brows, because it’s totally not what I was expecting. He’s actually a really nice guy, a little bit on the silly side but sweet. He’s Polish and has an accent I can hardly understand, but he’s also never been mean to me. I suppose not everybody has been mean to me; I just judge them all based on their friends.

      “You’re considering it?” He looks repulsed. I wonder why. “I have his number…”

      “I can approach him without technology.”

      Now he looks sceptical. “Are you sure that’s wise?”

      “It’s me; it’s who I am. If he doesn’t like it then he’s not worth it but I, for one, won’t be spending my life on Instagram, bragging about how amazing my boyfriend is when really he hasn’t actually looked beyond his own phone all week.”

      “Agreed.” Dillan reclines his own chair and stretches at the same time as I do. We both lie flat and look up at the sky. “This is as peaceful as I’ve ever heard it in London.”

      “Yeah.” I smile softly and inhale a lungful of cool air. “I love it. Thank you for such a good night, Dillan.” Even though you did break my heart. “I really hope you and what’s-her-face hit it off.”

      “Me too.”

      “If you need somebody to practise on, just let me know.” Silence follows my awkward statement and my eyes ping open when I realise how that sounded. “I meant like… chatting and stuff.”

      “Are you sure?” Dillan smiles sleepily and rolls on his lounger to face me.

      “Shut up.”

      “I really should go.”

      “Maybe you should stay the night?” I suggest because of how tired he looks. “My mum won’t mind. She loves showing off the guest room.”

      “Or is it that you want to practise?” I can tell he’s joking but my womb still gives a delighted little flip. When he stands, my delighted little flip turns into an unhappy little flop. He holds out a hand; I take it and allow him to pull me up to standing. “That coffee is starting to kick in. Thank you for allowing me the rest.”

      “Anytime, Dillan. I’m starting to like your face. It’d be a shame to ruin it in a car wreck.”

      He flashes me his handsome, cheeky smile with a little eyebrow wag and pulls me in for a hug before I realise what’s happening. I pat him awkwardly on the back as he holds me around my shoulders and brings me to his chest. I consciously keep our groins apart because I just can’t handle them touching right now. I’ll burn to death.

      “Goodnight, don’t see me out,” he orders and gives me a gentle nudge towards the back door that leads to my kitchen. “Go to bed. I want you up early tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow I’m sleeping off my dessert hangover.”

      “We’ll see.”

      As promised I don’t see him out, though I do watch him drive away when I get to my bedroom. Then, like a cliché teen from a tacky movie, I drop onto the bed and sigh as I think of how close we were and how easy it would have been for me to touch him.

      On other news, does Martyn really like me? I’m not totally repulsed by that. Maybe I do need to date someone to get over my silly crush on a friend.
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      “I’ve lost one and a half stone,” I slide the paper towards my mum, who just gapes at it. “Even with all that food on Saturday. None of my clothes fit me.”

      “Oh, honey, I am so bloody proud.” She pinches my nose between her fingers. “Does this mean we’re going shopping?”

      I shrug. “No point until I’m at my goal weight.”

      “What’s your goal weight?”

      “Size ten.” I look down at my smaller tummy podge and pinch it much like she just pinched my nose. “I’m almost there.”

      “You don’t seem as exhausted after your morning with

      Dillan either.”

      “I almost kept up this time.” I’m even prouder for that. “He had to push me harder than usual too and I don’t ache nearly as bad as I used to.”

      “You’ve been in a much better mood recently too.”

      “After workout high.” I flex my arm muscles and laugh when she pats the flabby under part. “Piss off.”

      “Oi!” Dad enters the kitchen and takes my coffee from my hands. “Don’t tell the bitch to piss off.”

      “Don’t call the bitch a bitch,” I snap playfully.

      “Right here.” Mum waves between us. “You’re both so mean to me.”

      I kiss her cheek and try to grab my coffee from my dad’s hands but he moves too quickly. It’s not worth spilling it all over my baggy clothes. They really are loose on me. I have to use a hair bobble on my jeans to keep them up.

      “I don’t care if you’re waiting to reach your goal weight,” Mum laughs when she sees my makeshift belt. “We’re getting you a few bits. My daughter doesn’t dress like this.”

      “I’d actually appreciate it.”

      “Then it’s settled, shopping later?”

      “Time to hide my wallet,” Dad mumbles jokingly and Mum, being Mum, pulls it out of her own pocket.

      “You need to have it first to hide it.”

      He gapes at her, his jaw on the floor. “How?”

      “Magic fingers.” She winks and that’s my cue to leave. I hear them kiss before I slam the back door shut.

      I bet it’s nice having someone who loves you so deeply they want to attach themselves to your mouth constantly.

      Speaking of kissing, lunch time puts a major boost in my ego when I make eye contact with brown eyes, sparkling and sweet. Martyn keeps looking at me across the hall as I sit with Dillan and Leroy and the rest of their friends. He’s with his own little group. I’m certain they’re all Polish, though most of them were born here so they don’t have the accent like he does. The girl to his left, whom I’m sure is a relative of his as they have similar features, used to throw stones at me in the playground. One hit me on my temple and made me bleed. There’s still a scar there.

      Leroy is regaling us with a tale of how he got so drunk he fell out of a tree and broke his wrist without memory of how he got up the tree in the first place.

      “That’s so funny,” I find myself saying without really thinking about it.

      “Normally when you find something funny, you laugh,” Leroy points out.

      I shrug. “I’d have laughed had I seen it.”

      “You could see it.” He raises his brows, grinning. “If you come to my next party.”

      “I’ll consider it if you make it a tall building next time?”

      “Oooh,” Carl laughs. “Burn!”

      Leroy, being the good sport that he is, flips me off without genuine distaste. He appreciates my sick humour, mostly because his humour is the same; he’s just more in your face about it.

      “I’ll take that as a maybe.” I smirk when he doesn’t respond beyond his finger.

      “All this flirting…” Amina, an absolutely stunning girl from the year below, leans on our table, sticking her rear in the air in the process. “I thought I was your best girl, Leroy?”

      “I’ve upgraded.” Leroy winks at me and even though I know he’s joking, Amina doesn’t and her face flushes with anger and embarrassment. “Are you coming to my party next weekend?”

      “Duh.” She flips her thick, black hair over her shoulder. “Why do you even bother asking? When do I not come?”

      “You’re killing me here,” Leroy groans and reaches for her. She winks and saunters away, smiling at me as she passes, though not a vicious one. This one is a friendly one, despite Leroy’s joking.

      “That’s his night time friend,” Dillan whispers in my ear. I feel his warm breath. It heats my entire body.

      “She’s his fuck buddy,” Carl also adds and Leroy hits him upside his head.

      “Nah, I’m a changed man. I’m not doing that shit anymore.

      I’m looking for something with a bit more substance.”

      “Cocaine?” I ask and the entire table laughs loudly, drawing the eyes of those in the canteen.

      “Well that and maybe loyalty.” He seems sheepish. I notice the slight pinking of his cheekbones and suddenly I’m seeing Leroy in a completely different light.

      “You don’t need bitches for loyalty,” Carl jests. “That’s what your pals are for. Just dip your wick and go for a beer.”

      “Is this some kind of role reversal I’m unaware of?” I ask Dillan, leaning back into his thigh so he can hear me.

      “He’s not listening; he’s texting his beau.” Leroy makes kissy faces at him.

      “Get lost,” Dillan snaps and hops down off the table top. “I’ll call you later, okay, Ty?”

      I nod because what else can I do? “Have fun.” But not too much because ewww.

      He walks across the canteen, leaving me with Carl and Leroy, who keep me involved in the conversation. I’m trying to process this without seeming like a freak. I’m jealous and annoyed that Dillan has left me but I don’t want to be, so I follow Carl and Leroy and distract myself by laughing at their antics.

      “Where’d Dillan go?” I ask, after leaving it long enough for them to not suspect me of envy. We’re far out into the middle of the school field and I’m sitting on the grass, phone in hand as they kick a football back and forth.

      “Probably to meet his new piece,” Leroy replies. “I think she’s working for Clinton’s office.”

      “The shrink?” Carl butts in and kicks the football high. Leroy hits it with his head and it bounces back with perfect precision. “You still see him, Leroy?”

      “Only when my own isn’t available.” Leroy sees the counsellor?

      “Why do you see a counsellor?” I shouldn’t ask. It’s such a personal question, but I’m curious and my brain to mouth filter doesn’t work.

      Leroy looks to the sky for a minute as he rolls his foot over the ball. “Childhood trauma. My dad’s a cop; he’s met some bad people in his work. Some of them…” He looks at me, his eyes haunted. “Let’s just say they aren’t afraid to hurt a kid to get what they want.”

      “Fuck.” I shake my head. “Now I feel like a pussy.”

      “Dude…” Carl grins, shaking his own head. “A chick just said pussy. I love that. Say it again.”

      Maybe he’s not gay?

      “You see Clinton too?” Leroy kicks the ball but this time it misses its mark and Carl has to go running after it.

      “Sometimes, not in a couple of weeks now.”

      “Why?”

      “I was bullied a lot,” I explain blankly. “I got depressed.”

      “Yeah, well depression is no joke and just because you think somebody has shit worse, doesn’t mean you aren’t allowed to feel.”

      This makes me feel a little better. “You’re wiser than you look.”

      “I watch a lot of Jeremy Kyle,” he chuckles and I smile with him. “Come on, I’m bored. Let’s go and kick the vending machine until it drops something.”

      “I have to get to next class.” I frown, checking the time on my phone. “I’ll catch you guys later?”

      “See you later.” Carl picks up the ball and Leroy gives me a wave before they head in the other direction. Then he turns to face me and holds out his hand. I hand him my phone and watch as he inputs his number. “Call me. We might be going back to the mats later.”

      “The mats?”

      “The trampolines,” he adds and then leaves.

      I head towards my next class feeling normal for the first time ever. I’m fairly certain I have friends now that I can hang out with in school and out.

      Tyler: Got your number.

      Carl: Sorry… new phone, who dis?

      Tyler: Dick.

      Carl: Nope, you’re the dick.

      Carl adds Leroy to the conversation.

      Leroy: Your both dicks.

      Tyler: *You’re. Stop skipping class.

      Leroy: Only if we can play footsie under the table.

      Tyler: He’s speaking to you, Carl. Have at it.

      Carl leaves the conversation.

      Leroy: HAHAHAHAHAHA

      Leroy adds Carl to the conversation.

      Tyler: I’m in class. Bye.

      Leroy: No kisses?

      Tyler: Stop ignoring him, Carl.

      Carl leaves the conversation.

      Leroy: He’s only playing.

      Tyler: Duh!

      Tyler adds Carl to the conversation.

      Tyler: Later.

      I find a moment to message Dillan after pulling out my things and placing them on the desk.

      Tyler: Are we still on for tomorrow morning?

      No reply, well at least not one before class starts anyway.

      I don’t go trampolining with Leroy and Carl, even though they invited me; I’ve got too much to do. That and hanging around with them without Dillan is a little bit awkward. I don’t want him to think I’m pushing my way into his life, even if he did drag me into it to begin with. There has always been this part of me that feels as though I’ll be a burden, even to my parents. It’s an issue I’m supposed to work through with Clinton but he doesn’t give a fuck. I wonder if his daughter is as self-centred and disinterested as he is. I hope not for Dillan’s sake; he deserves somebody so special like him.

      Dillan: Definitely. What are you doing?

      Tyler: Coursework, what else?

      Dillan: Aren’t you done for the year yet?

      I’m in the middle of typing a response when his name lights up my computer screen, followed by his profile picture. I answer the video call and prop myself up into a more forgiving stance.

      “Hey,” I say when his face comes into view. The light hits his profile, highlighting his sharp features. He looks like his mum at this point in time. “How’d your date go?”

      “I just dropped her off,” he responds and I hear his fingers tap on the keys. “Were Leroy and Carl all right?”

      Smiling, I reply, “They were really nice, invited me to go trampolining.”

      “You didn’t go?”

      “Do you see me bouncing?”

      He laughs through his nose and rolls his eyes. “You could’ve been back by now. Why didn’t you go?”

      “I dunno. I guess I just thought it’d be weird without you. I thought they’d maybe asked me to be polite.”

      “They don’t know how to be polite,” he jokes and rests his hands under his chin.

      “Are you at a desk? Where are you?”

      “In my room.” He moves his head to the side and I see the foot of his bed in the background. “Want a tour?”

      “Sure?”

      “Kidding. It’s a mess; it’s almost embarrassing. I’m surprised my dad hasn’t been in to clean it yet actually.”

      “His OCD?”

      “Oh yeah. I’m not too bad but I’m not up to his standards.”

      “I doubt anybody will be if he’s OCD.”

      He grins and his eyes narrow with it, making him look mischievous. “Me and Mum are always winding him up. It’s great.”

      “Yeah? How?”

      “I’ll show you when you visit. If he’s here then anyway. It’s much more fun in person.”

      When I visit? He really is taking me under his wing as his friend.

      “How did it go with Clinton’s kid?”

      His look of mischief turns to one of confusion. “You mean Leona?”

      “Duh.”

      “It went good.”

      “Did you get your freak on?” I wag my eyebrows after learning this move from Leroy. It makes probing questions open to laughter if the subject feels uncomfortable answering.

      He notices. “You’re spending too much time around that knob head.”

      Gasp. “Did you just swear?” I place my hand on my heart. “It called for it.”

      “I agree. Swear again; you sound sexy.” I giggle, flirting like a whore. I quickly flip the subject. “So, how’d it go?”

      “It went fine. We just sat in my car and talked.”

      “Talked?”

      “There might have been some lip action.” Shudder. “Gross.”

      “I literally have no idea what I’m doing.” He cringes. “I thought I did, but I suck.”

      “You’re supposed to pucker, not suck.”

      “Oh, HA. HA. You know what I mean.”

      I squeeze his face into the corner of my screen and reopen my coursework. “This essay will never be right.”

      “The Shakespeare one or the one on Churchill?”

      “Churchill. I keep rewriting it.”

      “You need to get out more. It’s done; leave it. Let it be.”

      He’s right. I close the file after clicking save and push my hair back with my fingers. “Have you put any more thought into universities?”

      “I’m constantly thinking about it. I’m probably going to stay local. I keep changing my mind.”

      “Me too.”

      His eyes light up like they do when he thinks of something good. “Road trip!”

      “Huh?”

      “We should go and tour a few of our top choices, gate crash a couple of parties.”

      “With me?” This seems too good to be true.

      “Definitely. I’d have way more fun than with Leroy and Carl.

      They won’t take it seriously.”

      Is that why he likes me? Because I’m serious? “It sounds amazing. Just say when.”

      “I’ll plot the course and provide the car; you provide the music.”

      He’s not kidding. This is amazing.

      “Reckon your parents will mind?” He asks. “We’ll only be gone a couple of days.”

      “I doubt it. My mum will most likely provide the condoms.”

      At this he groans and looks to the heavens. “Right, that’ll be the foregone conclusion.”

      “You speak like an old man.” I laugh when he scowls. “It’ll be fine, Dillan. We’re friends, buddies, whatever. God knows why, because I’m way too good for you.”

      “And my old man language.”

      “Exactly. Screw everyone else. This sounds amazing and now I’m excited. You can’t let me down.” Then I wince. “What about Leona? I’m not sure she’ll be happy about it.”

      He winces too but goes on to explain, “If she doesn’t trust me then we shouldn’t be together anyway.”

      “Amen to that.”

      “When I do meet the right person, she won’t give me boundaries. She’ll give me trust and I’ll return it.”

      “Right?” I agree enthusiastically. “My brother got with this psycho who used to go through his phone and ban him from going to places with certain people, etcetera. So I came up with this theory that people in relationships, like my mum and dad or whoever, should simply be best friends who have amazing sex.”

      “By George, you’re onto something!”

      “Piss off,” I laugh, looking away with burning in my cheeks. “It makes sense in my head.”

      “No, I completely agree. One hundred percent. Too many people treat a relationship like a dictatorship. It’s their way or no way. It’s like when you start to have sex, you own them and that’s not how it should be.”

      “You’re wise like an old man too.”

      “If you were here, I’d genuinely yank your hair.”

      “Oooh, kinky!” I laugh even harder than before.

      “Whatever,” he sighs, still beaming from ear to ear. “I’m going. Go to bed. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Night, lover.”

      He closes the camera leaving me feeling happy and tingly yet slightly deflated. He’s simply solidifying this barrier between us and using the wisdom passed to me in a girl’s bathroom. I’m choosing to take everything I can. Mum says you don’t meet enough good people in life so when you do, hold tight. I’m not going to let him go simply because I can’t have him romantically.
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      Unfortunately, my mind ramblings of the past couple of weeks just don’t coincide with my body, because seeing what I fear the most in reality slays me.

      Him and her, side by side, cheek to cheek, set as her new profile picture.

      Saying that I just want to be his friend is one thing; stopping myself from feeling more is another entirely and this has just made me not want to get up this morning.

      It’s official. They’re official. They’ve set their statuses to ‘in a relationship’ on Facebook so it must be official.

      Fucking official.

      I pull the cover up over my head and pray the bed swallows me whole. My hand sneaks out from underneath just to poke a hole in the smothering darkness, enough to allow in oxygen into my cavern of loneliness.

      “It’s done,” I snap. “Get over yourself!”

      My phone beeps, lighting up the small dark space and near blinding me.

      It’s not him and I’m grateful for that. I need space. I need time to get over this. I can’t help how I feel any more than he can help how he doesn’t feel.

      Leroy: I have a bong. You game?

      Is he serious?

      Tyler: I’ve never done drugs in my life. Is this a joke?

      Leroy: Hell nawww. I’ll be at yours in ten.

      Tyler: You can’t bring drugs here!

      Leroy: Chill, no weed, no sweat.

      Tyler: Are we staying or going?

      Leroy: We’ll decide when I get there.

      I have hardly spoken to Leroy all week. Maybe he knows that I’m going out of my mind. He seems rather in tune with the people around him. I doubt it’s a secret to the outside world that I hold a shining torch for Dillan. I follow him around like a puppy. I’ve been to the shelter with him three times this week, for the dogs too but mostly because I’ve been trying to force my way into his heart and it’s not working. He doesn’t see me that way and I’m tired of the repetitive hurt I’m putting myself through.

      This has to stop.

      When Leroy opens my front door without knocking, I’m halfway down the stairs.

      “Holy shit!” I gape at him and the small gash on his forehead that’s seeping a small amount of blood, which is building up in his dark, thick eyebrow. “What happened? Are you okay?”

      He presses the heel of his palm to his head and plays with a lip piercing that looks fresh.

      “Seriously, answer me,” I demand and move to get a better look at him. “What happened?”

      “Nothing.” He wipes the blood onto the black sleeve of his jacket and looks around my house. “Sorry for just letting myself in. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “It’s starting to swell.” I grab his arm and pull him into the kitchen. “You need ice and a Steri Strip.”

      I’m grateful when he doesn’t oppose my aid. He sits quietly as I spray the area with antiseptic and wipe it down with clean materials from the first-aid kit. When I Steri Strip the small, yet seemingly deeper than originally thought, wound, I see him wince and quickly apply the ice pack I have waiting.

      “What happened? Not that I’m an expert, but it looks like you were punched in the head?” I tread cautiously with a careful tone, but he stares at my collar bone, his sharp brown eyes slightly dazed. Is he concussed or stoned?

      “I was,” he answers, his tone quiet yet level.

      “Do you… do you want vodka?”

      His eyes meet mine and his good eyebrow rises with his lips. “You have vodka?”

      “I’m not a total loser, you know.” I lick my lips and check my watch. “I’ll just go and get it.”

      “Is it in your room?” He’s far too excited by this and jumps up, beating me to the stairs and opening three doors in the hall before settling on the right one.

      I don’t have time to feel awkward as he’s diving on my bed with his shoes on and pulling my laptop onto his lap.

      “Stalking Dillan’s new girl?” He grins wickedly.

      “Piss off.” I slam the laptop shut and snatch it away. “I was just being nosey.”

      “Sure,” he chuckles, though I can tell he doesn’t believe me.

      Rolling off my bed, he starts rifling through my drawers.

      “You have no sense of boundaries,” I snap and shove him back to the bed. He pulls out his phone while laughing and holds it above his face. I silently wish he’d drop it on his nose.

      “What’s with the piercing?”

      “Felt like it.”

      “It actually suits you.”

      “Thanks.” He sits up sharply. “Vodka?”

      Kneeling beside the bed, I reach under and pull out a box full of my coursework from last year. The vodka is hiding beneath multiple folders. Mum would never look here for booze, not that she’d ever snoop anyway.

      “It hasn’t even been opened,” he laughs. “There’s me thinking you were a secret rebel.”

      “Hey, I’m not doing so badly.” I fold my arms and raise my chin. “I have alcohol and a boy in my room who has piercings, tats and looks like he’s been fighting.”

      “Shit, lass, you went from zero to ninety.” With that he untwists the foil cap and has a large gulp. “I hate vodka.”

      I laugh at his wheezing and do the same, but my gulp is a lot smaller.

      “We should play strip poker.”

      “Get a grip.” I toss him the remote to the TV. “Have at it.”

      “I hate TV; it numbs my brain.”

      “Then put the radio on.”

      He takes the vodka from me. “I think I prefer this to the weed. My nose is already tingling.”

      “Mine too,” I snort and touch it with the tip of my finger. It feels as though it’s buzzing. We giggle together like tipsy school girls. “Why’d you come here anyway?”

      “Should I not have?”

      “No, I’m happy you did.”

      “Then don’t moan.”

      Eye roll. “I’m not moaning.”

      “Your tone is whiney.”

      “And yours is superior.”

      He grins and puffs out his chest. “Well I am the one with the penis here.”

      “Oh god… don’t even…” I laugh loudly and almost throw up the vodka I’ve already consumed when I take another swig.

      “Are you parents coming home anytime soon?”

      “Mum, yes, Dad, no. He’s at some kind of conference for dentists in Birmingham.”

      He cringes. “Sounds boring.”

      “Yup.” Then I ask, “What do you want to do when you leave school?”

      “I want to get the hell out of here. I want to travel.”

      “You need money to travel.”

      “I have money. I just don’t have it until I’m twenty-one. Until then I’ll do as I’m told and study. I need something to fall back on if my travelling and living off the land doesn’t work out.”

      He’s deadly serious and I feel terrified for him. “Are you going alone?” Maybe he’ll change his mind by then, but part of me doesn’t want him to. It sounds like an amazing adventure.

      “Are you coming with me?”

      “I can’t. My next five years are mapped out.”

      “Is that the only reason you can’t?”

      “That and I don’t like walking.” When he offers me the bottle, I shake my head. I’ve had enough for now until the alcohol I’ve consumed catches up with me.

      “You run every day with Dillan.” Shrug. “That’s to lose weight.”

      “You can lose weight on the road.” I can’t tell if he’s serious or if we’re just having one of our pointless arguments. As if sensing my confusion, he changes the subject. “What do you want me to do when your mum gets home? Hide or announce myself?”

      “She won’t be home until late.”

      He rolls his tongue over his plump lower lip and glances at the window awkwardly. “I’ll hide.” Meaning he won’t be gone when she gets back.

      I watch his throat bob with another gulp of the vodka and hold my hand out for the half empty bottle. “You’re going to pass out if you’re not careful. You’re necking this like water; it’ll kill you.”

      “Only for the night.” He grins and his dazed eyes redden with the effects. “You’re the best, you know that?” Uh-oh, drunk talk. I stand ready to move to open the windows, but his next sentence freezes me in place. “You always know what to say to make me feel good.”

      “I do?”

      “He’s an idiot,” he mumbles and rubs his eyes with both hands. “He’s only with her because he’s worried what people will think if he gets with you.”

      Ouch.

      “Ty…” He shuffles forward and looks me directly in the eye. It helps me to focus on him and not the pain. “I didn’t mean it like that. He’s just… Dillan is eager to be the perfect boy in the perfect family. You’re damaged; you’re higher maintenance than that stick insect he’s dating.” He continues, standing so that we’re on the same level. Well, almost as he’s three inches taller than me at least. “He doesn’t deserve you and you… you need somebody who’s like you.”

      “Like me?”

      “Somebody with secrets.” He steps closer, so close I feel his body heat against mine. “Somebody who gets you.”

      Gulp. My throat feels suddenly dry. “You’re drunk.”

      “Maybe.” He smiles and slides a hand onto my waist. “At least it’s giving me the courage to say what I wanted to say.” His other hand circles my bicep to keep me in place. I feel trapped. I’m trembling. “He’s not worth your time.”

      “Who is?” I take a step back but he follows. I try to divert my eyes and suck my lower lip into my mouth as a way to protect it.

      “Nobody, but let me try to be,” he whispers and I give him my cheek.

      “I’m not.” I place my fingertips on his shoulders and push him back. “I don’t want this. I’m sorry.”

      “Sure you do,” he chuckles, completely ignoring me. “Why’d you bring me up to your room?”

      “You’re kidding, right?” I snap and shove him backwards, harder this time. He stumbles, his drunken state ruining his balance. “I thought we were friends, Leroy.”

      “We are.” He rubs his eyes and turns to the door. “I’m sorry, I thought… I thought you felt the same.”

      “I brought you up to my room to just chill,” I yell after him and follow him into the hallway. “Maybe you should have been clearer about your own expectations.”

      “Whatever,” he grumbles, sitting on the top stair. “I’ve had a shit night; you’ve said no; stop talking about it.” I realise that he’s embarrassed and curse under my breath before sitting beside him on the top step.

      “We’re still friends, right? I like spending time with you.” I say, scrunching my nose up at his profile. “Well… sober you.”

      He stares down at his knees and sighs heavily. “I don’t know how to be friends with a girl.”

      “Practise makes perfect.” I grin stupidly and he returns it. “Come on, let me set the guest room up for you.”

      “Naw.” He stands and stumbles sideways into the banister. “I’m going to shoot.”

      “How are you going to get home?”

      “I’ll walk. I only live around the corner.”

      He does? I know he doesn’t live overly far away, but around the corner seems a bit of an overstatement.

      “What street?”

      “Does it matter?”

      We descend the stairs and he doesn’t stop to say goodbye before he exits the house. I watch him leave, remembering the slightly bristled kiss that he placed on my cheek instead of my lips. My gut churns with an instinct I can’t place. Something doesn’t feel right about any of this. I have a feeling that my happy little drama free bubble is about to burst.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Dillan doesn’t come in the morning. I’m half grateful for it but also restless, so I decide to get up and exercise anyway. My body feels pumped and ready for the day ahead regardless of my small, lingering hang over.

      “I want to start doing my driving lessons,” I say to my mum as she nurses a coffee between her hands in the kitchen.

      She beams, looking thrilled and also looking a lot more like me than I realised. “Really?”

      “Yes, it’s time. I’m leaving in a few months. It’d be nice to have a car.” Hint, hint.

      “Oh, babe, this is great.” She places her coffee on the side and opens her arms for a squish. As we embrace each other, she teases my hair with her fingers. “You’ve lost so much weight, you’re disappearing. We’ll have to get you more clothes.”

      “This is becoming an expensive endeavour,” I sigh and take a step back. “I should probably get a job.”

      “Not yet. You need to focus on your schooling. Get the good grades; that’s what’s important right now. Your dad and I will take care of your needs.”

      “I love you.” I smile and check my face in the mirror. My stomach clenches with pain when I bend to pick up my bag. It’s just confirmation that I pushed myself enough this morning. “I have to go.”

      “Need a ride?”

      “No thank you. I’m enjoying walking at the moment.”

      “I don’t even know who you are anymore,” she laughs and picks up her coffee again.

      “Mum, I feel amazing. You have to let me train with you, show you how good it feels.”

      “And give up chocolate?” She looks disgusted. “Go. Have fun and leave my addiction out of it.”

      Giggling, I leave the house with a bounce in my step.

      My mind rushes through the possibilities of things I can study in university. I want to be a midwife, of course. That’s my dream, to bring life and joy into the world, but the possibilities are also endless. There’s so much to discover, so much to learn.

      I arrive at school, smiling at my peers and feeling beautiful and happy. This elation, this focus I suddenly have, brings me a kind of confidence I’m not sure I’ve ever felt before.

      I feel as though I can do anything.

      I’m on such a wave of euphoria that even when I meet with Dillan, Leroy and Carl, I don’t feel saddened to see Leona and Dillan chatting quietly and intimately to each other, arm in arm.

      Leroy bumps his hip into mine and grins down at me. Any animosity that might have existed because of the night before clearly doesn’t. Weight lifted.

      “Your lip is looking better,” I note and touch his jaw gently. “Probably the vodka,” he mutters and I smile and nod.

      Dillan watches our exchange with curiosity but doesn’t ask about it.

      “Hey,” Leona says to me, now realising that I’m here.

      “Hey,” I respond, and smiling comes easier than I thought. “How are you?”

      “I’m great. I’m sorry I intruded on your morning workout.

      My car isn’t working.”

      I wave her off, trying not to look into Dillan’s guilty eyes. “I wanted the rest anyway.” Complete lie considering I spent almost an hour doing sit ups and other forms of body torture.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket so I pull it out and open the message.

      Mum: Do you want to tell me why I just received an invitation in the post to attend a dinner with Dillan’s grandmother and parents? You’re not pregnant, are you?

      Blink.

      I hand my phone to Dillan, who takes it and groans loudly. “She’s a nightmare.”

      “Who is?” Leona asks as Leroy tries to look at my phone. I pocket it after Dillan hands it back.

      “My grandmother,” he responds and laughs with me. “There’s no getting out of it now; you know that right?”

      “Yeah,” I sigh. “Never mind, it’ll give me an excuse to try on the new dresses my mum bought for me.”

      “Is somebody going to fill me in?” Leona asks, flipping her thick, blonde hair over her shoulder tersely. Her blue eyes glitter with annoyance.

      “Our families are meeting,” I say and check my watch. I turn to Leroy. “Are you coming to class this morning?”

      “Only if I get to sit next to you.” He wags his eyebrows and tugs on my hair. “You smell like strawberries.”

      “Touch me and I’ll bite you.” Batting his hand away, I wave to the others and walk side by side with Leroy to class. Did I just flirt a little? Yes, I did. It felt better than I thought it would. Leroy is so easy to get on with.

      “Bye then!” Dillan calls after us. Do I detect a tone? I’m sure he sounded annoyed just then.

      “See you later, arse wipe!” Leroy shouts, flipping off his friend in a playful manner. “So, you coming to my party this Saturday?”

      “Maybe,” I reply.

      “You always say that,” he laughs. “Fine. Milkshakes, today, after this shit day?”

      I shouldn’t but… “Fine, but I’m having a healthy smoothie, not a shake, and you’re paying because I left my purse at home.”

      “You drive a hard bargain.”

      “I’ll get it next time.”

      “Deal.” He looks pleased with himself and I’m glad. This is what being friends is all about, right? I just hope he doesn’t expect anything more from me again. I just can’t see him in that way; there’s no chemistry. I wonder if that’s how Dillan looks at me too. I’m starting to see things a bit clearer now.

      Tyler: When???

      Mum: Saturday at six, at that fancy restaurant that Dillan took you too. You’re definitely not pregnant, right? Because if I find out at a table full of strangers you are so GROUNDED.

      Tyler: Mum… really?

      Mum: Yeah, you’re right, who’d want to sleep with you?

      Tyler: You are a massive bitch. I’m telling Dad about how mean you are to me.

      Mum: Hehehehehe.

      I send a screenshot of the conversation to Dillan, one because it’s funny and two because he didn’t react before to her asking if I’m pregnant. I want to know if he’s repulsed at the idea of sleeping with me. I’m not even sure why I want to know; I just do.

      Dillan: Your mum is hilarious. She has a point though…

      Tyler: FU! I’m hot.

      Dillan: Hehehehehe.

      Tyler: You’re worse than she is. You’re supposed to offer me pity sex at the very least.

      Dillan: Fine, do you want me to pity sex you up?

      Tyler: Ewww. Only if I can put a Henry Caville poster on your face.

      Dillan: FU! I’m hot.

      I laugh loudly once and my tutor’s eyes fly at me with no small level of chastisement. Gulp. I stuff my phone back into my pocket and focus on my work, all the while ignoring the sniggers of my peers. It’s rare that I get busted. I hate the feeling I get when I am.

      At the end of the day I meet Leroy by the back doors which lead to the car park. We made the plans at lunch time.

      Dillan and Carl come out not long after us and for some reason they follow us, regardless of the fact they were never included in our plans. It’s after a minute that I realise they think we are walking to Dillan’s car because when they turn and we don’t, Dillan stops and calls my name.

      “Where are you going? I’m parked this way?” He points to his shiny car peeking out from between two grubby looking ninety-eight plates.

      “We’re off to get shakes.” Leroy wraps his arm around my shoulders and shakes me a little. I glare at him and he moves away, laughing almost hysterically.

      “Shakes?” Carl asks, looking interested. “I want a shake.”

      “You weren’t included in the plans,” Leroy snaps and Carl grins with raised eyebrows.

      “Me too,” Dillan puts in. “I want a shake.”

      “Neither of you were invited.” Leroy sounds tense. I don’t want to get involved but I might have to. If this is just an outing between friends then what does it matter if Dillan and Carl tag along?

      “So what?” Dillan shrugs. “You’re always coming to places you aren’t invited.” I feel his arm around my shoulders. “Besides, I’m going to Tyler’s in an hour anyway to work out so I may as well stay until she’s done. Right, Ty?”

      I don’t remember him mentioning that at lunch time. Why is he holding me around the shoulders? I’ve forgotten how to breathe.

      Leroy doesn’t respond but he does glare at them both.

      Dillan keeps his arm around my shoulder as we start walking again. I’m not sure what to do with my own arm so I hook my pinkie through the belt loop on the back of his trousers and bite on my lip so I don’t start panting like a rabid mutt.

      “What kind of shake are you having?” Dillan asks as we walk side by side, locked together in a peculiar half-embrace.

      “I was going to get one of those health smoothies.”

      “Good choice.” He grins down at me, his eyes full of respect and pride. “But feel free to indulge. When we started this, I never expected you to give up everything.”

      “I’m too scared to remove the barrier.”

      “Worried you’ll gain?”

      “Yeah,” I admit and release his belt loop as we turn a corner and he finally begins to unwrap himself from my side. “I’m happy right now. I don’t think about it much.”

      “You’re amazing,” he tells me and it makes my heart swell. “I mean… your progress is and your willpower. Even I wasn’t this good in the beginning.”

      “I have an excellent mentor,” I respond truthfully.

      “What are you two whispering about?” Leroy asks, frowning and squeezing himself between us.

      “Milkshakes,” Dillan replies, shoving his friend forward. “Don’t be rude.”

      “Says the person who just invited himself along,” grumbles Leroy, making me laugh.

      “It’s not a big deal.” I wink at him and skip over to the Shake’a’wake café. After opening the door and motioning for them to go through with a wave of my arm and a bow, I finish, “We can finish that vodka or something on Friday.”

      “What about my party on Saturday?” Leroy asks at the same time that Dillan snaps, “What vodka?”

      Is he upset with us?

      “Saturday is the night that my parents are for some reason meeting Dillan’s.”

      “This Saturday?” Dillan asks, looking perplexed, and I nod. “Cool. I can’t come either then, Leroy. Sorry, mate.”

      “For real?” He looks disappointed and huffs over to the counter. “Triple chocolate and cookie swirl shake, he’s paying.”

      Dillan rolls his eyes but doesn’t protest. Why is Leroy acting like such a baby?

      “What are you having?” He asks kindly and slides his wallet from his back pocket. I don’t know how guys can do that. I find it uncomfortable.

      “The orange coloured one with the little green bits in it. I’ve forgotten what it’s called.”

      The woman behind the desk nods and types it into the till screen. “He’s paying,” I jest, pointing at Dillan with my thumb.

      He rolls his eyes, though his mouth is smiling so I know he’s not offended. He wouldn’t have let me pay anyway.

      “And you?” She asks Dillan, but Carl quickly tells her his order and joins Leroy at the table.

      “I’ll just have what she’s having,” Dillan adds at the end and taps his card against the machine.

      It beeps and we both join the others. Leroy is still sulking, Carl is playing on his phone and Dillan is scowling at the wall.

      “This is fun,” I sigh and pull my own phone from my pocket.

      Dillan and I leave the others after an hour and head back to mine where my mum is cooking sausage casserole in the kitchen. It smells great and looks equally as good.

      “Are you staying for dinner?” She asks him.

      “If it’s not too much trouble,” he responds politely. “It looks lovely.”

      “I doubt it will compare with what you get at home but I do my best.”

      “It really does look great.” He smiles. “My mum’s cooking is… well it’s really fancy and flashy. It’ll be nice to have a home cooked meal that doesn’t have more than ten herbs I can’t pronounce in it.”

      Mum’s shoulders lower and I know she feels relieved.

      “You got this; your sausage casserole slays.” I whisper in her ear as I greet her with a hug. “We’re going upstairs to chill.”

      “Leave the door open.”

      “Too late,” Dillan chuckles. “She’s probably already pregnant.”

      “Oh!” Mum whips at him with a tea towel as I shove him from the room and towards the stairs.

      “How come you aren’t hanging with Leona tonight? I thought you were both inseparable.”

      He shrugs. “I made plans with you.” Plans I don’t remember being made. “After I let you down this morning…”

      “Not a big deal, Dillan.” I drop onto my large bed and yawn. “I went to see Zeus the other day. He’s so sweet, I can’t handle it.”

      “Yeah, they said you’d been and walked a few of them. Apparently he humped you though?”

      “That wasn’t fun. He needs neutering.”

      “They won’t let me pay for it,” he frowns and sits on the bed. “They won’t let me keep him there if I pay for him either.”

      “It sucks but it’s understandable.” I place my hand on his wrist as we lie side by side on my bed. “They need the space. In the beginning, I thought they were cruel but now I get it. All of those poorly doggies waiting for a space that need help, who might have a chance at a happy life.”

      “I just wish I could adopt him.”

      “I know.” I turn my head towards him. “Can’t you take him with you to university?”

      “Not if I’m in a shared dorm.”

      “Maybe consider getting an apartment?”

      “Even then it’ll be hard finding someone who’ll accept animals,” he sighs heavily and rubs his face with his hands, leaving mine to flop onto the bed. “Come on, let’s get started before I fall asleep.”

      When he sits up, my left side feels suddenly cold.

      “Can’t we just chill today? I worked out this morning anyway.”

      He looks surprised. “You did?”

      “Yeah.” I nod and lean up onto my elbows. “My stomach is killing me.”

      “Then I guess we can chill.” He grins and I can’t help but swoon a little. His smile is so handsome and sweet. “Netflix?”

      I wag my eyebrows. “Netflix and chill, aye?”

      “Don’t tease me,” he jests, shuffling back onto the bed beside me, fluffing up my pillows behind his back. “What do you want to watch?”

      “I don’t mind.” I’m the worst person to ask what to watch. I never know and it takes me longer to choose a movie than it does to watch it. “Just stick something on; I’m going to get a drink. You want one?”

      “A bottle of sparkling water if you have any.”

      “Lemon wedge?”

      “Need you ask?” He responds around a yawn.

      “Coming right up.” I run downstairs, grab our drinks from the fridge, cut up a lemon, stuff slices into the bottles and then dart back upstairs. I’m not even out of breath. “What was up with you earlier?” I ask after bouncing back into my spot and handing him the drink. He takes a sip and places it on the desk on his side of the bed.

      We’re not even romantic and he has a side of my bed.

      “What do you mean?” He doesn’t look at me and his tone is so insincere I know he knows exactly what I’m talking about.

      “You went all gloomy in the shake place.”

      “Nothing.” He shifts in his space and clears his throat. He’s lying and he feels uncomfortable. I can read him like a book.

      I stare him out, bringing my leg up so it’s bent at the knee as my arms cross over my chest.

      “I was just… I don’t know… it’s stupid.” He rolls his eyes and nods to the movie. I’m not letting this go. “Fine, but it’s hard to explain.”

      “Try me.” His eyes meet mine and I let mine explore his face, taking note of the fact that he’s shaved this morning as there are no bristles along his jaw or around his mouth at all. “I don’t trust Leroy with you.”

      Okay… what? “You’re going to have to elaborate.”

      “He treats women like objects and he’ll treat you no differently. I don’t want you getting suckered into his… charm.”

      Snort. “You’re kidding?”

      “No. I know, he’s my friend. I shouldn’t talk about him like that, but it’s true. He’ll use you.”

      “I’m not interested in Leroy like that and he knows it.”

      “What do you mean he knows it?” His eyes darken and I shift in my seat and bring both knees up to my chest.

      Shrugging, I nod back to the TV but I know he isn’t dropping it so I sigh heavily and explain, “He showed up on my doorstep last night.”

      “What?” His tone darkens even more so than his eyes. His vibe is menacing. I don’t like it.

      “He seemed upset so I offered him a drink.”

      “A drink of what?”

      “Vodka.” I shrug, smiling.

      “And he was up here? In your room? Alone? Where were your parents?”

      “Chill. It was fine. He got the wrong end of the stick and I sent him on his way.”

      “Wrong end of the stick?” His hands fist in the bedding either side of his hips. “He touched you?”

      “It’s not a big deal.” I laugh nervously. “How did he touch you?”

      Okay, he’s clearly upset. “He kissed me but I gave him my cheek, that’s all.”

      “That absolute tool.”

      “Chill out, Dillan. It’s done with and we’re staying friends.”

      He snorts, “Oh, Leroy doesn’t do friends with girls. Especially not girls who invite him into their bedroom and offer him vodka. Are you insane?”

      “I didn’t do anything worse than what we’re doing right now.”

      “Yeah but you know me; you know I’m not like that. Leroy is… he’s not right in the head. Don’t spend time alone with him again. Okay?”

      Frowning, I stand, needing space from him, but he follows. “You sound jealous.”

      “Jealous?” He laughs as though this is hilarious. “Why would I be jealous? I’m with Leona. You’ve seen her, right?”

      I let out a laugh, mostly to hide the fact I want to cry at that insult. “At least he makes me feel beautiful.”

      “Leroy makes everyone feel beautiful until he gets what he wants and then you’re back to being everything you were before.”

      A hot tear scalds my cheek, scarring me under my skin, directly onto my soul. “Yeah, because God forbid I could actually be beautiful, right?”

      “That’s not what I meant,” he murmurs, looking ashamed and sad. “I’m sorry, that’s not what I meant at all.”

      “Just go.”

      “Go?”

      “Why are you even here, Dillan? You have Leona, remember?”

      He stares at me, confused by my question. “We’re friends.”

      “Are we? Because even my worst enemies haven’t hurt me as

      badly as you always seem to. I get it, okay? I’m not Leona. I’m not pretty, or slim. I don’t know how to apply make-up; my fashion sense is questionable and I eat more biscuits than fruit. I know who I am.” I wipe my tears on the underside of my wrist. “I know who I want to be and I’m honest about that. You… you’re nothing but a pretender. You come in here under the guise of friendship when in reality you just need somebody who isn’t quite loving life to remind you about how perfect you are, how perfect your girlfriends are and to give you the charitable ego kick you need to remind yourself of how good you are as a person.”

      “That’s unfair.”

      “You need to go,” I snap, raising my hands defiantly. When I close my eyes, more tears spill down my cheeks, opening the fresh wounds even deeper on my soul. “I’m not kidding; you really need to just get out of my house and out of my life.”

      “You’re being so unreasonable.”

      “And the fact you think so just further proves to me that we aren’t compatible as friends or anything more and that is my mistake.”

      “Right.” He looks around for his car keys and snatches them from the top of my chest of drawers. “I guess I’ll tell my Nan to cancel that meeting if that’s how you feel.”

      “It is,” I sniff, moving to the door and tugging it open. “Thank you for all of your help.”

      “Sometimes you’re an absolute head case, Ty,” he sighs, stopping in the doorway.

      “And you’re an idiot.”

      “I’m not the one that reads into everything,” he snaps, still standing in the doorway. “It’s like I can’t say anything without you analysing it and twisting it into something I didn’t mean. You’re just hurting because I like Leona intimately and not you.”

      “Oh my god, I just… I can’t breathe I’m so enraged right now.” I run my fingers through my hair and hold it tight atop my head so I don’t scratch his face. “You really, really need to go and you have no business telling me who I can and can’t hang around with alone. I’m sorry I ever liked you.”

      “I’m sorry I ever met you,” he hisses and walks away, leaving me aching and broken in my bedroom.

      “Fuck you,” I curse at the space he just left and sniffle like a child.

      That escalated quickly.

      “Honey?” Mum calls up the stairs. “Is everything okay?”

      “Dillan isn’t staying for dinner, ever again,” I call back. “Oh dear.”

      “I hate him.”

      “Oh no.”

      “Make my portion a double.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “No.” I close my bedroom door and bury my face into my pillow. “I hate you, Dillan Weston. You arrogant arsehole.”
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      “Has she called or anything to cancel it?” I ask, rubbing my eyes tiredly.

      “No and we have to go; we RSVP’d and I got a confirmation email this afternoon. He probably won’t be there anyway if he hates you as much as you hate him.”

      “You suck,” I grumble. “I’m poorly.”

      “You’re not poorly; you’re feeling sorry for yourself and you’re not missing any more school,” Mum snaps. “Now go upstairs and change or you’re grounded.”

      “I like being grounded.”

      “Then you’ll be ungrounded!” She yells, shoving me to the hall. “Go. Right now.”

      “Fine.” I stomp to the stairs and stomp on every single step up them before slamming open my door and then slamming it behind me.

      I might be being childish but I’m hurting and I don’t want to see him. I don’t want to see him so much I haven’t been to classes since that day and I haven’t even turned on my phone. I’m pathetic but I’m sad. He hurt me and to be honest I just can’t deal with any more drama.

      Though if I’m being forced to go to this thing and there is a possibility that he’ll be there, I’m going to make an effort to look at least half decent.

      I toss my new dresses onto my bed and eye them from a distance. There’s a black one that’s actually tight to mid-thigh; it’ll look gorgeous with my new silver bomber jacket and matching clutch. But then there’s also a dark green one that is a turtle neck with an open back. It’ll hide my small tummy pouch and make my butt look bigger, but it’ll also look like I’m trying too hard.

      Fuck.

      “MUM!” I yell, getting rid of the clothes I’m not wearing. “WHAT?”

      “COME HERE!”

      “I’M BUSY!”

      “PLEASE!”

      I hear her footsteps ascend the stairs as I throw the matching jackets, shoes and bags with the dresses on the bed.

      “Which one?” I ask, biting on my lip as she assesses both. “The green one. That’ll make his head spin.”

      “Not the point of the outfit.”

      “Course not.” She grins, totally not believing me. “The green one. Go shower.”

      “Can you do me another favour?”

      “What?”

      “Help me do my makeup.”

      “I’ll open YouTube,” she laughs, picking up the TV remote. “Now please go and shower.”

      “I’m going.” I skip into the bathroom.

      I’ve never been so daring when it comes to my looks. I shave everywhere and I mean everywhere, not because I think I’m going to get lucky, but because it makes me feel more confident and clean. Though I’m not sure that I like how I look; it kind of reminds me of how I looked when I was eight, not including the boobs, back before puberty hit me and I wasn’t yet bordering on the edge of obesity.

      My skin down there feels rough yet smooth, depending on which way I drag my fingertips. It’s bizarre.

      “Go with the nude stockings,” Mum shouts through the door. “The dark ones are just too much.”

      Once dry and moisturised yep, I’ve moisturised for the first time ever, who even am I? – I skip into my bedroom completely nude and lock my bedroom door. It’s time to do my makeup. I’m not bad at it but tonight I want it to be perfect. I want the perfect wing tips coming from my eyes and the perfect contouring so my face doesn’t look orange. I have the makeup I need, I just don’t have the patience to use it every day.

      I twist my hair in bunches at the top and pin them, so when they dry my hair is bouncy and full of volume. I leave the rest to dry naturally and hope I’m not ruining it.

      After watching the YouTube video my mum set up, I follow the instructions step by step with a trembling hand. This is harder than they make it look.

      I’m going to look like a clown by the end of this, I just know it.
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      Mum’s jaw hits the floor, my dad literally chokes on his beer, I try not to bite on my freshly coloured lips as I attempt to walk in three-inch black stiletto heels to where my parents are waiting for me in the hall.

      “Could you do me a favour and tell my daughter to hurry up? She’s still not here,” Dad jokes, taking my hand and giving me a careful twirl. “You look stunning. I hardly recognise you.”

      “I feel as though you just grew up in an hour and it’s making me want to cry.”

      “Don’t cry; your eyeliner is perfect,” I snap happily. Their reactions are just what I needed.

      “Is this jacket too much?” It’s brown leather and is basically the only thing I have that matches. Though it’s a little big, I like it.

      “It’s perfect.” Dad opens the front door after draining his beer and leads Mum and I to his car. He even opens the door for us both, waiting for me to climb into the back seat before closing it.

      “You look smart; your tie is perfect,” I tell him as I buckle myself in.

      “Thank you, now remind me why we’re meeting your friend’s parents again?”

      “His grandma is old school and likes to network.” I reply. “I think she’s trying to find Dillan a perfect match or something.”

      “Ah, and we’re old money,” my dad chuckles. “What’s old money?” I ask them.

      “It means we’ve had money and class in our family for generations. That’s why she wants to network with us.”

      “It makes sense. You know tons of rich people, don’t you, Dad?” I ask curiously. I’ve never put much thought into it before.

      “I have plenty of friends in the right places but I’m not friends with them because they’re in the right places. I’m friends with them because they’re good people.”

      “Understood,” I say as Mum pats his thigh and smiles warmly. “That’s because you’re a good person.” She turns to me.

      “Honey, you get out of life what you put in. If you’re a good person, you attract good people.”

      “You also attract bad people and that’s why you have to keep your attitude. Good people will stick around to get to know the real you behind the sharp exterior.”

      “I don’t need any life lessons tonight, thanks, guys. My head is messed up enough.”

      “Oh,” Mum whispers as though I can’t hear her. “She still hasn’t spoken to Dillan.”

      “Think he’ll be there?” Dad whispers back.

      “Really?” I sigh. “You honestly think this is a private conversation right now, don’t you?”

      They snigger together like naughty school kids and it makes me badly miss my brother. He’s missing out on everything right now, but then again, I bet he’s saying the same thing about us.

      We arrive at the restaurant and Dad parks our car up front as instructed in the invitation. It’s taken by a man in a red jacket and I’m guided up the stone steps like a queen by my father. Mum trails behind, stumbling in her own heels, but I need Dad’s help right now. She isn’t trying to impress anyone. She already landed the guy she likes. If I fall on my face right now, all sex appeal is out of the window.

      We’re greeted by the same man that greeted Dillan and I the last time I came. This place is still absolutely stunning.

      I marvel at the tapestries and the huge chandelier on the ceiling. The walls are solid stone, like a museum, yet so well looked after. The tables are like something out of a movie. It’s so fancy and beautiful.

      I’m merely distracting myself so I don’t look for him as we are led to their table at the opposite end of the room. It’s the best table in here, by the large windows overlooking a beautiful garden with fountains, lights and gorgeous flowers.

      My eyes meet his mother’s first as she stands and kisses my mum’s cheeks before mine.

      “You look absolutely beautiful,” she tells me after pulling back. “I see you have such a charming mixture of both of your parents. I can’t decide who you look more like.”

      “Agreed.” Patricia Weston touches her cheeks to mine after doing the same to my parents. “Such a handsome family. Please, sit.”

      I notice Mr Weston doesn’t shake our hands and I vaguely remember Dillan telling me about his OCD. My parents are cool though and aren’t offended. Though I suppose they think it’s because there’s a table between them.

      “This is my husband, Nathan.” Gwen beams at him with so much love and when their eyes meet I see it reflected right back at her. “He’s a man of few words.”

      At this he rolls his eyes and pinches her hip with his finger and thumb.

      “Behave, you two,” Patricia snaps. “We’re with company.”

      Gwen sticks her tongue out at the old lady behind her back, and my mum lets out a bark of laughter. Fortunately, nobody but Gwen notices.

      “Dillan should be with us at any moment; he just stepped out to make a call.”

      “He’s standing by the doors gathering the courage to join us.” Nathan speaks calmly, his tone rising with curiosity. “It seems our reasons for greeting are in the middle of a quarrel.”

      My cheeks heat. I’m lucky I’m wearing so much makeup.

      “Is that why he’s been so miserable the past couple of days?” Gwen clucks and presses her fingers to her lips to hide her smile. “I thought it was because I accidentally dyed his favourite shirt purple and blue.”

      “Laundry isn’t her strong suit,” Nathan chuckles and places his leather clad hand on hers. My heart melts. “What did you do to upset my son?” He’s only kidding but the question scares me. I don’t want them to think badly of me.

      “Nothing,” Dillan replies for me, seeming to suddenly appear behind me. “The blame is entirely on me.” Then he adds, “This time, anyway.”

      “Guinevere, you must inform your staff to be quicker when asking for drinks.” Patricia sighs as she raises her hand to capture the attention of a nearby waiter.

      “They’re all petrified of serving me,” Gwen grins. “I suppose serving your boss is quite daunting.”

      “Exactly the reason I chose this venue, two birds, one stone. You must test them more. They’re failing already.” Patricia locks eyes with my father. “I’ve done my research on you.”

      My dad’s eyes lift from the leather-bound menu. He looks terrified.

      “There’s a waiting list for your practise.”

      “Always is.”

      “A waiting list of forty-three.” She looks mildly impressed. “And you are on call for members of the royal family.”

      One of the things I love to brag about.

      “I’d like to think I’m good at what I do.” He smiles, showing off his own set of perfect teeth. “Most of my clients are also my father’s clients.”

      “Have you ever been chomped on?” Dillan asks, making my mum laugh.

      “That’s what I asked his father the first time we met.”

      I don’t look at Dillan, despite the fact I feel his eyes burning into me. I don’t want to look at him. I’ll not forgive him for saying he wishes he never met me. Not yet anyway. Not unless he apologises and means it. I’m not entirely convinced I even want him to apologise either. He really hurt me, so much that I waxed my eyebrows to feel better. That’s a form of self-harm… it has to be because it really bloody hurt.

      He keeps trying to capture my eyes, especially when the adults lose themselves in conversations that are of no interest to our age group. Is he looking for a companion at this dinner? I certainly hope not. I’m too busy eyeballing a young man across the room who looks to be as uncomfortable as I am.

      Truth be told, I want Dillan to think I’m looking at other men. I want him to know I don’t worship the ground he walks on anymore.

      We order food after our drinks arrive and it’s as we’re waiting that Dillan taps my foot with his under the table. I shift away and sip my drink, acting as casual as possible.

      “Excuse me for a moment,” Dillan murmurs and stands. He rounds the table and stops at my chair. He nods for me to follow as his hands grip my chair and slowly drag it out, with me on it.

      Mortifying.

      I glare at him but take the hand he holds out to me and give the table an apologetic smile.

      “You couldn’t have waited until afterwards?” I hiss as I’m pulled through narrow passes between chairs and past the table where I was ogling the young guy who was also ogling me. I give him my most charming smile and revel in my inner glee when Dillan growls at me.

      If that isn’t jealousy, I don’t know what is.

      We step outside into the cool air and I’m further pulled around the building, around a pillar and finally we stop in a private area between a few flower beds, a statue that I can’t make out in the dark and the pillar we just rounded.

      “Great view,” I remark and roll my eyes to him. “Care to tell me why I’m out here in the cold and not in there?”

      “Do you want my jacket?”

      “Definitely not.” I raise my chin defiantly. “This had better be important.”

      “We look ridiculous in there,” he snaps. “You’re clearly avoiding me.”

      “I’m granting your wish,” I snap back, finally meeting his eyes in the darkness.

      “I didn’t mean what I said. Upon reflection, I realise how it all came across.”

      “Bravo, you have a brain cell. Can I go back inside now?”

      His frown is dangerous. “Now you’re being a bitch.”

      “No, I’m choosing to not forgive you.”

      “I’m sorry,” he says, pinching my chin between his thumb and finger to force me to look at him. “I should never have spoken to you the way I did, but this…” He motions to my new look. I couldn’t be more annoyed and offended if I tried. “You didn’t have to do this just to get my attention.”

      “Oh and the narcissist is back,” I laugh, throwing his hand away. “I didn’t do this for you. I did this for me.”

      “Let me finish.” He grabs my arm but I pull free. “Don’t touch me.”

      “I’ve said I’m sorry. I mean it. You’re my friend, Tyler. I miss you, okay?”

      “Not buying it and also not interested,” I respond. “I don’t give third chances.”

      “Not interested?” He looks as though he can’t believe this is happening and I’m glad of that. I want him to feel as frustrated as he makes me feel.

      “You missed your chance,” I tell him. “To be my friend, to be more. I don’t like you anymore. At all. You literally fucking broke me the other day and if you honestly think I’m going to let you back in so you can break me again, you have another thing coming.”

      “Fine.” He raises his hands and neatens his tie. “You’re a piece of work, you know that?”

      “Thank you. Now if you don’t mind, I have family and guests to entertain. Feel free to sulk out here for the rest of the night.” I step past him and race ahead to the dining hall. If only I had vodka right now.

      That was so fucking hard to do.

      When I return to the table, I see my mum and Dillan’s mum cringe together. I’m assuming they’ve gathered that we haven’t resolved anything due to the fact I’ve returned before him.

      I retake my seat quietly so as to not disturb the conversation between Nathan, my dad and Nan. Dillan joins us a few moments later as his mother asks me about my future as a midwife. She seems genuinely interested and I love talking about it, so I’m happy to respond.

      When Dillan returns he claims his seat opposite me and gives me the longest glare imaginable. It doesn’t go unnoticed and neither does the rolling of my eyes. I swear his mum snorts at my response or at our behaviour. I don’t look at her to gauge her reaction though for fear that she dislikes me purely because her son seems to.

      “Smile,” Mum whispers into my ear. I plaster on a fake one and continue conversing with his family. At least now they know we obviously hate each other they won’t bother to make plans such as this.

      “Oh, that would be amazing!” Gwen grins, obviously excited about something. I shouldn’t have been so lost in my own head. “We’ll make a plan first thing.” She turns to her husband, who smiles warmly at her. “Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

      “It does,” he agrees.

      “You never told me you had horses.” Dillan frowns.

      “I don’t; my grandparents do,” I respond, giving him a blank look.

      “I love horses,” he mumbles.

      “You love all animals,” I comment, raising a brow. “Except beetles.”

      “Yeah well, beetles are just creepy.”

      “And turtles.”

      “I don’t like that they can just pop out of their shells at any time.”

      I laugh because it’s weird, just like I laughed when he first confessed his fears to me.

      “Suddenly I’m thinking a pet turtle isn’t a bad idea,” I tell Dad and smirk when Dillan’s scowl deepens.

      Nathan grins at his drink and Dillan turns his scowl to him.

      “How’s Zeus? He’s a lovely dog,” Mum asks Dillan. “Tyler introduced me to him on Friday last week.”

      Dillan looks at me with a curious eye as he replies, “He’s amazing. I taught him to roll over.”

      “I taught him that,” I argue. “We both did.”

      This time I scowl at him. It’s childish but I can’t help it. “How many horses do they have?” Dillan asks as my mum and Gwen continue to converse about my grandparents’ business after talking about how sweet we are for volunteering at a pet shelter in our spare time.

      “They have around thirty, I think. They raise them.” I bite on my lip. “It’s a big business. They stay there rarely. They’re more into it for the money than the joy of it.”

      “Shame.” He looks to his parents. “Why don’t you own horses?”

      “Too much work,” Nathan responds and sips his drink. He turns to Gwen. “Is the food coming yet?”

      “Give them chance,” she snaps. “They’re perfecting it, probably scared of how I’ll react to it.”

      “Are you a rager?” I ask, grinning at the thought of such a sweet woman being an angry bitch with her staff.

      “Sometimes.” Her wink makes me grin broader. “The food is amazing,” I tell my parents.

      “We’ve been trying to get a table here for ages but every time we’re free, the restaurant has no spaces,” my dad sighs. “This is going to be such a delight.”

      “I can only apologise. I don’t handle the bookings but I’ve heard it’s a long waiting list.” Gwen explains and then her eyes light up with an idea. “I tell you what, we’ll impose on you and your beautiful horses and I’ll cook in the evening.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that.” Mum waves her off. “It’s not necessary. You’re welcome anytime, with or without food.”

      “But preferably with,” I joke and even Dillan snorts at that.

      “It’d be my pleasure.”

      Nathan sighs with relief when the plates of food that were ordered during our outdoor talk finally arrive at our table. My stomach growls hungrily. So hungrily it hurts.

      “Oh my gosh,” I say wistfully and spear a potato with my fork. “I never want to eat anywhere else again.”

      “You’re too kind,” Gwen smiles. “She’s so appreciative of my food, unlike a certain male at this table.”

      “You’re just sour because I’m going to be better than you soon.” Dillan grins arrogantly but playfully.

      “I’m hoping so. I can stop doing most of the cooking at home,” Gwen adds and Dillan’s smile falls.

      “Hey, don’t take it too far.”

      Gwen turns her attention to her mother in law. “How’s your fish, Patricia?”

      “Wonderful as always.” The lady smiles and her eyes sweep across the table. “It all looks lovely.”

      “Better than Kerim’s?” Gwen looks as hopeful as she did just moments ago.

      “Maybe one day,” Patricia states and both Nathan and Dillan snigger quietly. Gwen scowls at them both and I’m shocked to see how much her and Dillan look alike when scowling.

      “It’s not you cooking though,” I point out, “so it doesn’t count.”

      “True.”

      Mum and Gwen exchange numbers at the table. Patricia rolls her eyes and I can only assume it’s because they’re breaking the no phone rule. Fortunately, she’s deep in a conversation with my dad and Nathan so I doubt she minds too much. Dillan follows their lead and pulls his own phone out. He taps away at the screen before tucking it back into the breast pocket of his jacket. I can’t believe I didn’t notice before that he’s wearing a suit. My anger at him has clearly blinded me to his looks and bloody hell he looks handsome. He always looks handsome but there’s just something about a well-dressed guy in a suit that really gets my blood racing.

      As he puts his phone away, I feel mine vibrate in my pocket. Normally I wouldn’t be so rude but I have to know if it’s from him or not.

      I have a few missed messages; two are from Leroy, both begging me to go to his party tonight.

      Tyler: Depending what time this gathering finishes, I should be able to come for a little while. Who’s there?

      I leave Dillan’s until last, purely to score a point against him. He watches me intensely as I use my phone. I hope he notices that I ignore his.

      Dillan: Come back to my Nan’s after this. Let’s hang out. I’ll drop you off later. I feel bad for hurting you. You know that, right? I am sorry. If I’ve been a dick, let me work at being better. Just like I helped you run five miles without dying, you help me to be a better person.

      Fuck. He’s good with words. I chew on the inside of my cheek.

      I catch his eye and soften my gaze before responding.

      Tyler: Okay, maybe I’ve been a bit of a psycho… I’m sorry too. But I can’t tonight, I’m going to Leroy’s party after this.

      When his phone vibrates, he pulls it from his pocket and his angry eyes snap to mine. “Looking like that?” His tone is louder than even he was anticipating as the entire table look at him. My cheeks heat as they assess us. He doesn’t seem ashamed as he continues, “That’s not happening.”

      Blink. “Hey, Dad.” I elbow my dad in the ribs. “I don’t need you anymore; I have a new one.”

      “Funny,” Dillan says, glaring openly at me.

      “They thought so,” I comment, smiling with smugness.

      “I’m serious though.” He lowers his voice even though everybody else can still hear. I know they’re pretending not to listen, but I also know that they definitely are.

      “I told him I’d go.”

      “Then un-tell him.”

      “That’s not even a thing,” I mutter but it only spurs another glare from him. “I’m not the kind of person who lets people down. I said I’d go, so I’m going.”

      “Going where?” Mum asks, leaning into me. “To a friend’s gathering at his house.”

      “It’s a party,” Dillan corrects, quirking a brow at me.

      “You’re going to a party?” Mum asks, looking impressed. “I hardly believe it.”

      For crying out loud. “I’ll be back by midnight.”

      Mum frowns but I know she won’t say no. She trusts me and it isn’t like I ever go anywhere.

      “I’ll take her and bring her home,” Dillan assures her. “Seeing as she’s so insistent on experiencing one of Leroy’s parties.”

      “Ugh, Leroy,” Gwen cringes and my mum’s eyes lose their excitement and fill with concern.

      “Leroy?” Mum frowns and looks to Gwen for answers.

      “He’s hard to take,” Gwen replies with an apologetic smile. “He’s a troubled kid.”

      My dad stiffens. “You better not be mixing with the wrong crowd, Tyler.”

      Eye roll. “And what would you say is the right crowd?”

      “He’s not bad like that; he’s just weird and a little bit in your face,” Gwen goes on, reassuring them that I’m not about to start shooting shit into my arm.

      “He’s a player,” Dillan says this to me and I resist the urge to roll my eyes again. “He’s got no respect for anyone, especially not women.”

      “I’m not about to marry him. He treats me well enough for now.”

      “For now,” Dillan mimics carefully. “And for now, I’ll enjoy it while it lasts.”

      His jaw clenches and his lips thin to a white line. “We’ll go together. I said I’d show my face anyway.”

      “Oh joy.” Sarcasm drips from my tone and it doesn’t go unnoticed. “This should be fun.”

      “You have your key?” His Nan asks and he nods.

      “You’re never home anymore.” Gwen pouts. “I miss you.”

      “Mum.” He rolls his eyes but I see his cheeks pink. “I’ll come home tomorrow.”

      “Leave him be. He loves his grandma, don’t you, Dillan?” Patricia grins and pats his hand on the table.

      “Both of you be safe,” Nathan implores, giving us an intense look. “Don’t even think about having even a sip if you’re driving.”

      “I’m not stupid.” Dillan rolls his eyes and I can see that his father disapproves of his lack of respect.

      “You really don’t have to go,” I say to Dillan. “I do,” he says back, his frown evident. “Why?”

      “Why don’t you two go ahead to your shindig and let us adults do some bonding?” Gwen suggests. “It’s getting late anyway.”

      I look to my parents who give me a nod of approval. I then look to Dillan, who shrugs and stands.

      We say our goodbyes, thanking them for the meal, and, with a hand on the crook of my arm, he leads me from the restaurant and outside.

      “Did you and your parents come in separate cars?” I ask when he leads me to his. “That’s weird. Do you even have a life with them anymore? I feel like you’re too grown up for your age.”

      He doesn’t reply. I wonder what’s wrong but I think I already know. He’s upset that I’m essentially forcing him to go to this party.

      “You don’t have to take me,” I say after her opens my car door for me. He slams it shut once I’m in the passenger seat and walks steadily around to his side. “I’m serious. You’re starting to piss me off.”

      “You said you don’t want to see me anymore, remember? So, I’m just here to chauffeur you silently.”

      “You’re kidding?”

      “You don’t want me in your life,” he points out, putting the car in gear.

      “Now you’re being pathetic. I’m not going anywhere with you if you’re going to be like this all night.” I blow out a breath when he ignores me. “This is making me so uncomfortable. Your mood swings are stupid. Get yourself a manpon and get the fuck over it.” He continues to ignore me. “Why does it bother you so badly? What is it about me wanting to go to a party for the first time in my life that makes you so bloody irate?”

      “Because he’ll see what you’re wearing as an invitation to treat you like an object.” He turns to look at me, his eyes softer this time.

      “He won’t.”

      “You don’t know him like I do,” he laughs humourlessly. “You rejected him; now you’re a challenge.”

      “I’m not that easy. Still a virgin, remember?”

      “Shit happens after vodka. I don’t want you to do something you’ll regret.”

      I laugh a little, feeling more and more annoyed at his presumptions and mood. “If something happens, it happens. What’s the big deal?”

      “Are you serious?” He frowns, running his hands through his hair. His look is one of disbelief.

      “Deadly.”

      He places his hands back on the steering wheel and finally gets the car moving.

      It takes him a while and a few deep breaths but he does finally speak. “Do you like him?”

      My eyes roll heavenward.

      “Just be honest about it. Do you like him like that?”

      “I’m a big girl. It’s really none of your business.”

      “We’re friends. Of course it’s my business when you’re doing something stupid.”

      Annoyed at his questioning, I decide to twist it around onto him, to see how he likes it. “Pretty sure you and Leona got it on at one of Leroy’s parties. Why is it okay for her and not for me?”

      “Are you forgetting that me and Leona did stupid shit while under the influence of vodka?” The thought of this still makes me a little jealous so nope, I’m definitely not forgetting. “We aren’t a good example.”

      “Yeah, but,” I push. “Did you get angry at her for wanting to go or did you get excited at the thought of her being there?”

      “She wasn’t my friend before.”

      Sigh. “It’s too late; we’re going. Get over it. You can’t control me.”

      “I’m not trying to control you. I’m trying to protect you.”

      Okay, this thaws the frost in my heart a fraction. A very miniscule fraction but enough to make me not hate him so much right now.

      “Look, I appreciate the concern but I actually want to go. I promise to not drink if it makes you feel better. I’ll get my dad to pick me up. Okay? You don’t have to babysit me.”

      “We’re going together.” His tone is final so I don’t argue.

      We’re already on our way anyway, so what more can I do?

      “Won’t Leona be upset? I don’t want to step on her toes and put myself on somebody’s death list.”

      “Leona’s cool,” he responds, his tone finally calm, and I wonder if that’s the effect she has on him. All I seem to do is piss him off. “She’s not that kind of girl.”

      “You hope.” I giggle and check my face in the mirror on the underside of the sun guard.

      “If she is, it won’t work,” he states, keeping his eyes set on the road.

      “Not nice being controlled, is it?”

      He winces. I see it in his eye as it creases at the corner and his lips thin briefly.

      “You aren’t going to change him, you know?”

      “What on earth are you going on about now?” I resist the urge to rub my temples. My head is starting to hurt. “Change him?” And then I ask, “Change who? Leroy?” I hit the back of my head against the head rest. “You’re obsessed. Mind your own business. There’s being a friend and then there’s just being a dick. You’ve made it loud and clear that I’m not good enough or pretty enough for anyone.”

      “That’s not what I mean and you know it.”

      “Just drive in silence like you promised me in the beginning.”

      “Fine,” he mutters bitterly. “That’s not silence.”

      He growls low in his throat and I smirk to myself, happy that I’ve hit him where it stings.
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* * *

      “We  really  don’t  get  on  anymore,  do  we?” I’ve been thinking about it the entire journey here and it’s true. We just can’t seem to click like we used to. We’re both always doing something to piss the other off.

      “Nope.” He switches off the engine and turns to face me in the darkness. Leroy’s large home is in the distance; it really is only a few streets from my own.

      “I wonder why. I used to really like you.” This has him smiling. “You still like me.”

      “Nope.” I pull my phone out and frown at my lack of messages. “Well… not like I used to.”

      “You mean when you tried to kiss me?”

      “Oh my god!” I cringe at the memory. “Why would you even bring that up?”

      He laughs as though it’s hilarious. It really isn’t hilarious. “Don’t ever mention that again.”

      “No promises,” he tells me, still laughing. “If it makes you feel any better, I had a raging boner the whole way home.”

      “You did?”

      “Yup.” He shifts in his seat. I hope he’s remembering it. “So why didn’t you kiss me back?”

      “I didn’t know how to react. I’ve never been kissed first before and… well I didn’t like you like that.”

      “Yet you got a boner.”

      “You’re hot, Ty. You don’t see it, but you are.”

      “If you think I’m hot, why don’t you like me like that?”

      He shrugs and rubs his face with both hands.  “I don’t know.”

      “Why are you even telling me this?”

      He laughs and shakes his head. “I don’t know.”

      “You’re so screwed up, Dillan. You can’t say shit like that. You’ve got a girlfriend now and you rejected me. This isn’t fair.”

      “I know. I never know what to say or how to act around you. Sometimes…” He bites on his lower lip, making me want to kiss him again, despite everything. “You’re just different, Ty. You’re not like other girls to me.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “It means I’d gladly kick the crap out of anyone who put their hands on you, including myself. You’re too good for shits like Leroy.”

      “I’m not going to shag Leroy. Why are you so obsessed?” His eyes darken.

      “He can be persuasive.”

      “He can’t persuade me.”

      “If you like a guy like me, you’ll like him.”

      “What?” I’m not even sure what that means. “You kissed me.”

      “Oh my god,” I groan, embarrassed. “Stop bringing that up.”

      “I’m just saying that if you think I’m the kind of guy you should be with, then Leroy is also in with a chance and that just makes me mad.”

      “Dillan,” I place my hand on his thigh, “I appreciate whatever this is you’re trying to do, but I just want to go and enjoy myself for the first time in forever. Okay? So, I’m going to climb out of the car and go into that house, see what all of the fuss is about and then leave in an hour or less with you. Okay?”

      “Okay.” He nods and I open my car door and climb out.

      After meeting him at the boot of his car, I elbow him gently in his side and remind him, “But I’m still mad at you.”

      “I figured as much. Can you even remember why?”

      “You’re a dick; that’s all I need to remember.”

      I squeal a high-pitched noise when I feel the bite of his palm against my rear. “You can’t do that.”

      He goes to do it again, laughing as though it’s hilarious, so I spin and shove his chest. Unfortunately, my heels don’t allow for such a move and my ankle gives way as my heel slips in the dust of the concrete.

      Dillan, laughing even louder than before catches me before I fall. His arms encompass me, his body heat swarms me and if it wasn’t for my foundation, my face would glow in the dark.

      “You’re hilarious, Ty,” he tells me as I right myself and try to pull free of his arms. “You good?”

      “I’m fine,” I giggle. “Let me go.”

      “You smell nice.”

      “I’m wearing perfume.”

      “You don’t usually.”

      “I wanted to dress up for once. Is that okay?”

      His hands are still locked around my back and mine press against his chest. His eyes search mine for something, the distance between us non-existent and entirely intimate. “I’m not saying it’s a bad thing; it’s just different. You’re different. I almost don’t recognise you.”

      “What are you two loitering for?” Leroy’s voice booms over a shout of music that appeared when he opened the door to his house.

      Light spills onto the large driveway as he makes his way towards us, triggering the motion light above the porch.

      “The fun’s inside!”

      Dillan drops me as though I’ve scorched him and I move away just as abruptly.

      “Leona included.” Leroy wags his eyebrows and bumps his hips towards his friend.

      “What is Leona doing here?”

      “I invited her,” he states.

      “Why?” Dillan hisses, leaving my side and stepping into his friend’s bubble.

      “To keep you company, duh.” Leroy finally brings his eyes to me and I see them widen with surprise as he takes me in, dragging them from my head to the pointed toe of my expensive heels. “Though I’m not sure she’ll be happy knowing you’ve rolled up with such a fine piece of female candy.”

      “Don’t even.” I raise my palm to ward off his assessment of me.

      “You look gorgeous, as always, Tyler.” Leroy grins genuinely and holds out his arm for me. “May I escort the lady inside?”

      “Certainly.” I place my hand on his arm and look at Dillan. “Go find Leona; I’m good here.”

      “She’s in the living room,” Leroy calls over his shoulder as he helps me up the two steps that lead to his front door. “We’ll be in the kitchen where the drinks are at.”

      We step into his house and are immediately engulfed in a plume of smoke coming from a room on the right.

      “It’s just shisha,” he assures me and the scent of strawberries and cotton candy add to that assurance. “People aren’t allowed to smoke in the house.”

      “Good rule.” I look back at Dillan, whose eyes I swear divert from my rear when he senses me looking. “It’s not as loud as I thought it would be.” The music is but the chatter is low.

      “That’s because there’s only a few of us. I told you it wouldn’t be some raging house party,” Leroy snorts and then glances over his shoulder again. “Dill, go play with Leona in the room; we’re good here.”

      I look at the same place he’s looking and nod my agreement. Dillan, with a clenched jaw and a tense body, turns to the door on our left and pulls down the handle.

      “Dillan!” I hear his name cheered by at least two women and one guy. I try to separate them to see if I recognise them, but the only voice I know is Leona’s. Her cheery high voice with such a posh lilt to it winds me up.

      “Vodka, whiskey, beer? Name your poison.” Leroy throws his hand out to the array of bottles scattered along the side.

      “Bloody hell, Trip!” Somebody grabs my hand and spins me under their arm in the middle of the kitchen. “You clean up nicely.”

      “Thank you?” My tone is questioning as I pull my hand free and steady myself.

      “Back off, Simon,” Leroy snarls, taking my hand in his.

      “Yeah, I always look nice,” I joke and point to the vodka.

      “Need you ask my choice of poison?”

      “A lady with excellent taste.” Joseph, Simon’s friend, grins and hands me a clean glass. “Are you to have it mixed or on the rocks?”

      “A dash of cranberry and orange if there is any.”

      “Ooh, only a step away from sex on the beach.” Joseph smiles mischievously, flashing slightly crooked teeth and tilting eyes. “I can make you one of those instead if you like?”

      “Joseph’s parents own a bunch of clubs and pubs around the UK,” Leroy explains, as though I don’t know who Joseph is.

      “Yeah, I know. Joseph also photoshopped my head onto the body of a sunbathing pig a couple of years ago,” I add, trying not to sound as bitter towards him as I feel.

      “I did?” He drains his drink and crushes the can in one hand. “My bad. I’m a wanker sometimes.”

      “Fuck,” Leroy hisses. “Really, Jo? That’s fucking sick, man.”

      “I said I’m a wanker. I thought it was funny at the time. I didn’t mean for it to go as crazy as it did.” Joseph steps to my side and hooks an arm around my neck. “I tell you what, I’ll let you get a shot in and we’ll call it even. How’s that?”

      “I don’t do violence.”

      “In that case…” He drops to his knees before me and clasps his hands under his chin. His brown eyes become round like a puppy’s and his bottom lips sticks out. “Please forgive me for my sins towards you and I’ll get you a VIP pass to Harvey’s club on the strip.”

      “Make it two and I’ll consider it.”

      His grin broadens. “Done.”

      “Then you’re forgiven.” I smirk and he stands before shaking my hand. “Also, I’d love sex on the beach.”

      “Here’s hoping you don’t mean the drink,” Leroy whispers in my ear, his tone full of amusement.

      I bat him away and stand by the fridge, watching them make a glass jug full of my drink request. They do it in front of me without turning their backs, probably to reassure me that nothing is being spiked and because everything but the juice is on the table already.

      When I receive my first glass, I drain it eagerly. It’s delicious and I can’t imagine wanting any other kind of drink ever again.

      “This is amazing,” I say and Joseph refills my glass. “It doesn’t even taste like alcohol.”

      “Right?” Leroy agrees and downs his own glass. “It’d be so easy to lose yourself on these.”

      That’s why I’m sipping my second glass, or at least I thought I was. Joseph is refilling it again.

      Leona, Dillan and a girl I don’t recognise enter the kitchen. The girls have empty glasses in their hands and when they see the orange and red mixture they squeal with delight and demand Joseph fill them up.

      “Come on, ladies, lessen the noise,” Simon yells over them. “This is the chill room, seeing as your loud arses already claimed the comfy room.”

      “Sorry, Simon,” Leona and her friend echo over one another.

      Leona, with her perfect blue eyes, gives me a sideways look and then peruses me in the same way as everyone else has upon greeting me today. Then she wraps her bony arms around Dillan’s neck and places a kiss to the skin below his ear. My heart is jabbed with a painful spike of envy, I look away as his eyes come to me and his hands go to her waist.

      She’s claiming him in front of me. I can tell. She’s threatened by me in a way she wasn’t before. Is she so shallow that she thinks I’m a threat now I’m not huge and now my body is on display more so than usual?

      I was just as fabulous then as I am now, the stupid bitch.

      She whispers in Dillan’s ear. I can’t hear what she says over the music and chatter but it makes his eyes go wide. When they leave the room smiling, her pulling him behind her, my heart sinks to the pit of my stomach.

      “More poison?” Leroy asks, resting his chin on my shoulder.

      “More poison,” I confirm.

      “Don’t let it bother you. Some things just aren’t meant to be.” He wraps his arms around my middle and kisses my cheek, the stubble around his lips tickling my jaw.

      “Your drink, my lady.” Joseph hands me a fresh glass as Simon lingers in the corner with Leona’s friend.

      “So, other than drinking and standing around in a kitchen, what do you guys get up to?”

      Leroy releases me and nods his head towards a door on the other end of the kitchen.

      When he opens it, I see a long set of stairs that lead up into seemingly eternal darkness. I was expecting a basement of some kind, not a secret room.

      “It was originally a priest hole,” Leroy explains and flicks on a switch on the right wall. “It was a secret staircase behind a book shelf but then they turned this into a kitchen and extended the dining room. A bookshelf just didn’t fit, hence the door.”

      “Oh. What’s up there?”

      “It’s a place where no girls are allowed. Understood?”

      “Should I strap on a penis?”

      Joseph chuckles and shoves Leroy up the first two steps.

      “Why does she get to go up there?” The girl who wrapped herself around Simon asks.

      They ignore her and slam the door shut behind me. This is a little bit scary; I’m not sure I thought this through. My attitude soon changes when we step into a large room at the very top of the house. It’s huge and well-lit with tiny, round windows scattered evenly across the walls.

      A large snooker table rests in the middle of the room, near a couch facing a huge, wall-mounted TV, with an array of games consoles below it. A dart board is on the wall to my right near no windows or breakables and finally there are two vending machines, one for drinks and the other for snacks.

      “This is mine and my dad’s man cave.” Leroy grins, checking to see my reaction. “Not even my mum comes up here to clean.”

      “Is it sanitary?” I ask, laughing. My hand gently teases the felted surface of the snooker table.

      “Probably not.” Joseph dives onto the couch and picks up the TV remote.

      “Get up,” Leroy demands and moves to the snooker cues that are hanging on the wall by the door.

      “I can’t be bothered.”

      “I’ll play.” I kick off my heels and snatch a stick with a narrow head from the wall. We chalk up, eyeing each other like true opponents.

      “You any good?”

      “Probably not as good as you.” I grin and wait for him to set up the balls on the table. As he does, I watch his arse. It’s not Dillan’s, but it’s still a good arse. “Your favourite pastime?” I jest after a moment of ogling my friend in my tipsy state, earning me a confused look from Leroy. “Snooker?”

      “Playing with balls,” I giggle and step to the side when he pretends to throw a ball at me.

      “Need me to help you with your aim?” Joseph asks, leaning up from his position on the couch.

      “No, but you can get me another drink if you feel so inclined.”

      “Ugh,” he grunts happily. “She’s so bossy. I like it.”

      “Please,” I add and laugh when he stands, bowing low.

      “Would you care for something stronger?” Leroy asks as Joseph makes his way to the stairs.

      Joseph stops and gives Leroy a look of excitement. “You have some?”

      “I do.” Leroy grins patting his back pocket. “You game?”

      “Umm…” I feel nauseous suddenly. “I’ll ask that you don’t do that shit around me please. I’m certainly not game and I don’t want to be guilty by association.”

      Joseph shrugs and descends the stairs, leaving Leroy and I alone.

      “Duly noted.” Leroy nods. “I’ll keep things vanilla around you.” He doesn’t look disappointed and I’m relieved. I didn’t realise he was into a heavier way of partying. Now I know, I’ll try and sway him from it. No good can come from that kind of substance abuse.

      “You go first,” I demand, changing the subject, and he gladly acquiesces, breaking up the red balls and potting one. “What are the rules? I’m more of a pool player than a snooker player.”

      “We’ll just do a ball point system.” A what?

      He chuckles at the confused look on my face. “Whoever pots the most balls wins.”

      “Oh! I like that.”

      He sinks another two.

      “Okay I don’t like that.” I pout. “You’re winning already.”

      “Before I’ve had the chance to see you bend over the table? Never.” He side-swipes the ball and announces, “Two shots to you; I missed.”

      With a tingling face and a slightly spinning head, I line up the cue and bend over the table, my breasts brushing against the soft surface as I line up the stick with the white ball.

      Breathing out, I pull back the stick a few times until it’s resting on my fingers comfortably.

      “Please don’t tear the table top,” Leroy chuckles, leaning by me as I take my shot.

      The ball hits a red and I watch as it misses the hole by just an inch.

      “Darn,” I mutter. “The holes are wider than on a pool table.”

      “No shit.” Leroy runs his finger along the skin of my back, just across the top of the base of my spine where the dress leaves me exposed.

      I shiver and try to ignore it as I line up my shot again. This time I sink a red and jump for joy, high-five Leroy who is no longer touching me and dance around the table to where the ball landed.

      “Is Dillan joining us?” The door opens just as I ask and Joseph enters with a tray of drinks.

      “Dillan is a bit… tongue tied.” He holds the tray in front of me. I take my drink, necking half of it in a few gulps, and place it back on the tray.

      I take another shot, feeling a bit wobblier than before, and curse when I miss. “I’m never going to win.”

      “Probably not.” Leroy takes a pull of his beer, his throat bobbing with each swallow. Smacking his lips, he chucks the empty bottle into a nearby litter bin and opens his new one using the skin of his forearm. That’s creepy. “Should have made it a bet.”

      “We still could,” I shrug, nonchalant. “I’m very competitive and my skills shine bright when there’s stuff I want on the table.”

      “Really?” He steps into me, stick in hand, his chest an inch from mine. “And what is it you want?”

      “An open promise.”

      “An open promise?” He repeats, placing his beer bottle onto the snooker table.

      “Yep, to cash in whenever I want.”

      “Deal.” He smirks and steps even closer. “And I want…” He brings his cheek to mine and grips my waist with his free hand. “Five minutes in heaven with you.”

      Gulp.

      “That could be open to interpretation.”

      “So could an open promise.”

      “Phew!” Joseph cries from his space on the couch. “Is it getting hot in here or is it just me?”

      Leroy nips at my lower lip with his teeth. It sends a chill right through me.

      I’m drunk.

      I repeat that mind statement aloud. “I’m drunk.”

      “So am I,” Leroy murmurs and drops his stick on the ground.

      I swallow and suck my lower lip into my mouth when his hands travel from my ribs and down to my waist.

      He kisses me just as I let free my lip and I kiss him back. I kiss him not only because I’m drunk, but also because I need to get Dillan out of my head and Leroy is willing to do that for me.

      I’m seventeen, I’m completely inexperienced, I still have my virginity, and I’m in love with a guy who doesn’t feel the same. This is what I need. This is a good idea.

      My hands grab the front of Leroy’s shirt and pull him tighter to me. He groans, twisting us so my hips are pinned between the table and his. His tongue enters my mouth and that’s new. The last time I kissed it wasn’t like this.

      Soft, gentle hands creep down my body and I tense because I think they’re going to lift my dress, but instead they curve around my curves and lift me onto the table with an ease I never expected.

      I squeal and automatically part my thighs. He slots himself between them and I feel him, all swollen and hot, nothing but my thong and his jeans separating us.

      “Wait,” I say, pushing at his shoulders, inevitably slamming on the brakes.

      He pulls back, panting, his lips plump and red from their assault. “You okay?”

      “I… yeah but I need to stop,” I say, swallowing and glancing around the now empty room. “Where’s Joseph?”

      “He bailed.” He reaches around me and takes another swig of his beer. When he offers some to me, I shake my head. “That was pretty fucking amazing.”

      “It wasn’t bad,” I grin and rest my arms on his shoulders, “for my first time doing that with tongues. I’m not sure I like that.”

      He blinks, dazed from my revelation. “You’ve never kissed anyone before?”

      “Not like that.”

      He pecks at my mouth and nips my lips again. “I couldn’t even tell. You’re a natural and now I just feel extra special.”

      “You should. I don’t just kiss anyone.”

      Smiling, he kisses me again and then presses his forehead to my collar bone. “You taste amazing.”

      “You taste like beer,” I reply, making him laugh and kiss me again.

      “Let me make you feel good.” He drags his fingers up my thighs, stopping at the edge of my dress.

      “My first time is not going to be on a snooker table with a guy I hardly know.”

      His answering smile is contagious. I really am drunk. “We don’t have to have sex for me to blow your mind.”

      “Not here,” I reply, looking around the room. “Not now. I’m too drunk to be making these kinds of decisions.”

      “Then let me make the decision for you.” He presses his mouth to mine again, this time more forcefully than before.

      “I said no,” I snap and shove him harder this time.

      “I was just playing.” He steps back into me and lifts my hands back onto his shoulders. “I’d never force you to do something you didn’t want to do. That’s not my style.”

      This time I rest my forehead on his collar bone and wish I hadn’t drunk so much. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” He tilts my head back with his hand in my hair and kisses me sweetly this time.

      With a loud bang, the door hits the wall and Dillan moves into the room.

      “We’re going.” He grabs my bicep after clearing the distance in a few long strides.

      “What the fuck, man?” Leroy yells when Dillan shoves him away from me.

      “We’re going,” he responds, helping me down from the snooker table and pulling the bottom of my dress down to make me decent.

      “She doesn’t want to go yet.” Leroy grabs my other bicep. “What’s your problem, Dillan?”

      “No, I should.” I pull myself free of both of their grasps and steady my core. “I’m drunk. I drank too much. I literally can’t see my nose right now.”

      “Don’t you mean feel your nose?” Dillan sighs.

      “Right, that too.”

      “Come on.” He places his jacket around my shoulders. “Let’s get you home.”

      “See you later, guys. Thank you for an amazing night.” Leroy seems too angry with Dillan right now to follow. Or maybe he’s angry with me?

      “Dillan, the major cockblocker!” Joseph laughs as I walk through the house back the way we came.

      “Fuck off, Joseph,” Dillan snarls. I’ve never heard him swear before. It’s so sexy. I bet it’s the first time he’s sworn in his whole life.

      “Where are you going?” Leona’s friend whines, following closely behind, and I wonder where Leona is.

      “Home.” Dillan keeps pulling me forward towards the exit.

      “But you only just got here!” She steps in front of us and stops Dillan in his tracks, giving me the side eye. “Where’s Leona? Does she know you’re leaving?”

      “We’ve been here for hours,” I slur, pointing at the clock on the wall.

      “Forty-five minutes,” Dillan whispers in my ear and I hear the smile in his voice.

      “Well, crap. I suck. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” he chuckles and holds me tightly to his side, then, with a darkening look, he says to Leona’s friend, “Leona is aware I’m going.”

      “You’re seriously ditching Leona for her?” Leona’s friend’s mouth falls open. I need to at least try and remember names in future. Was I even introduced?

      “Why is that such unbelievable?” I ask, irritated by her insult. “I’m fabulous.”

      Dillan laughs his sexy, deep laugh and leads me around her. “Come on, Fabulous.”

      “Wait… I said such instead of so, didn’t I?”

      “Yep.”

      “I’m so tipsy right now.” I lean into him, pressing my temple against his shoulder. “My arms are tingling.”

      He opens the car door and puts his hand on my head to stop me banging it on the roof of his car.

      “And my cheeks feel weird.”

      “Shut your eyes,” he insists.

      “No, because I feel sick when I do that.”

      “Okay then maybe don’t shut your eyes.”

      “I’m cold,” I say and he immediately turns the heating on. “Can I hug you?”

      “Sure.”

      I shift closer to him and lean over the console. My arms wrap around his and my temple rests against his shoulder.

      “I am so sorry,” I say quietly as my eyes close. “I didn’t mean to ruin your night.”

      “You didn’t; don’t be daft.”

      The car begins to move as I continue to nuzzle his warmth.

      “I think I made out with Leroy,” I say softly and I feel him tense.

      “Do you even like him? I know I asked already but I need a straight answer.”

      “He’s a good kisser.”

      His body becomes concrete and the air in the car feels even cooler. “That wasn’t my question.”

      “Oh.” I peer up at him through my thick, painted lashes. “What’s your question?”

      “Do you like him?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He sighs. “Why would you kiss him if you don’t know if you like him?”

      “I do like him. Just not like I like you, I guess.” I smack his thigh. “It really, really sucks that you don’t like me like that, but I get it. Leona is so pretty. You guys look great together. Like one day when you have babies they’re going to be so good looking.”

      “You’re ridiculous and stop saying sucks; you’re not American.”

      “I wish I were.”

      “You’re nuts.”

      I smile to myself and nuzzle his arm again. “You’re my best friend. Actually… you’re my only friend.” I sit up to look at him. “Am I that awful that everyone hates me?”

      “Nobody hates you.”

      I stare out of the window; my eyes are tingling. Am I going to cry? Am I becoming one of those emotional drunks?

      “Sometimes I hate me,” I murmur and look back at the man of my desires. “Like right now, I wish I didn’t kiss Leroy but I just wanted to forget that you were in another room making out with Leona.” My fingers go to my throat as I pretend to vomit.

      He laughs and opens his arm. “Come here you knob head.” I snuggle back into him. “I really like you, Ty, but…”

      “I know. I understand.” Yep, I’m going to cry.

      “No, you don’t.” He squeezes me. “We need to talk about that.” Is he going to ditch me? Is he sick of me pining after him?

      Nope. No, he’s not because I’m a genius. “I have an idea!” I slap his chest and sit up straight.

      His smile shines through the darkness, “What?”

      “Make a left turn!”

      “Here?”

      “Duh!”

      “Where exactly are we going?”

      “Left,” I order, pointing across his face. “Just go with the flow, Dillan, and follow me.”
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      I wake up on my bed; my mouth won’t close and when I try, my gum hurts. My hands touch my face, sticky from some kind of substance which seems to cover my cheeks and my fingers.

      I spit out the stick in my mouth that’s making my gum hurt, which turns out to be a toothbrush, then I try to sit up but I’m stuck beneath a warm, hard body. Somebody’s warm breath tickles my ear and hair. Swallowing, I wet my dry lips and dare to peek at the imposter who has me pinned to my mattress with a hand across my middle and a leg tangled between mine.

      “Dillan?” I whisper when my eyes find his handsome face. He doesn’t stir; he’s completely out. His cheek is squished against my mattress, making his lips form a peculiar shape. I admire them for a moment, despite their odd appearance. The urge to kiss them makes me stop breathing and then, upon further inspection, I notice a fading red, shiny substance smeared across his cheek, as well as a white powder.

      I sniff, hoping to figure out what it is from a distance. I can’t catch anything so I lean in closer. He smells sweet, like raspberries and powdered sugar.

      My mind retraces the memories of the night before. I remember us visiting a certain doughnut place and buying way more doughnuts than even we could manage.

      I recall us throwing two at a car that cut us off and then speeding away giggling like lunatics.

      We made it to my house and I dragged him to my room, where we found my left-over vodka and I convinced him to drink some, promising him my bed instead of the floor. I walked to my bedroom door, doughnut in hand, and locked it, placing pillows at the bottom for extra noise protection. He watched my every move intently and I wondered what he was thinking, especially as he seemed to gulp the vodka down as though it was water. He was seeking courage at the bottom of the bottle as we laughed, joked and play fought on my bed, careful not to alert my parents yet also almost too drunk to care. Snapping from my thoughts, I look down at our bodies and blink as I remember his hands on the bottom of my dress, lifting it gently, slowly, taking his time as he peeled it from my body. Up and over my head it came. I was almost naked, wearing nothing but a black lace bra and a matching thong. I felt so sexy. My hair cascaded around my shoulders when I pulled out the clips and shook it with my hands.

      His eyes, they were dark as they took me in, mirroring my own.

      “I…” He swallowed, his lip disappearing behind his teeth as he bit it with a no doubt painful force. “I should go.”

      “Stay.” I wetted my lips with my tongue, finding sugar there from the last treat I had eaten in the car. I was covered in it. It had fallen onto my breasts and I moved my hand to wipe it away as I stared down at the twinkling white powder across the curves of what made me sexy.

      “Don’t.” He snatched my hand out of the air and held it in place, hovering between us, his thumb pressing deeply into the palm of my hand.

      “Why?” I frowned, annoyed that I wasn’t allowed to clean myself.

      Then he did something that I was not expecting, something that set me alight so badly I almost crumbled to the ground.

      He dipped his head and touched the top of my breast with his tongue, tasting me and the sugar, swiping it away.

      “Dillan,” I whispered, surprised by his confusing change in demeanour.

      Then his tongue moved from my breast. It travelled up as a hand dug its fingers into my hip to bring our bodies together. My skin was aflame; I’d never felt so hot. Even now, at just the thought of it, I spasm below with the feeling it brings.

      He tasted me one more time before nipping at my jaw with his teeth. My legs began to move as he walked me backwards carefully to the door, still hidden in the crook of my neck. I needed to see his eyes; I needed to see his motives, his agenda, what he wanted, how he felt.

      I couldn’t let myself be hopeful. I couldn’t let myself want and reciprocate, not until I knew he meant it.

      Then they finally hit mine, his lips, they tasted mine and I finally got to taste them. After releasing my hand, he gripped me around my back, holding me tightly to him, as tightly as could be, regardless of the fact I was already pinned between his warm, hard body and the door.

      “I can’t resist you anymore,” he said quietly, pulling back and staring intently into my eyes. “I want you.”

      He wanted me. My breath hitched and my heart skipped a beat. I grabbed him wherever I could and pulled his face back to mine. I kissed him hard, devouring him as he did the same.

      He tasted amazing, sweet from the sugar and sweet just because he’s Dillan.

      My fingers found the buttons of his shirt, grateful that he’d already shed his jacket and tie. I fumbled with the buttons, my hands trembling, my body needy and weak.

      We kissed forever yet not for long enough.

      “Wait,” I stopped him, still dizzy from the alcohol and even more so from his kiss.

      He pulled back, curious looking with swollen lips and messy hair from where I grabbed it.

      “Didn’t you just say we had no chemistry?”

      He blinked, looking unsure, and I wish I knew why.

      “How can we go from having no chemistry to making out half-naked in my bedroom?”

      He shrugged. “Am I allowed to be wrong?”

      I shrugged too. “Yeah, sure.” Then I grabbed him and yanked him back to me. Talking wasn’t going to happen anymore. I was willing to lose everything pure about myself in that one moment. I wanted to lay myself bare on my bed. I wanted him to push inside of me, to be my first, to erase my sexual naivety.

      He didn’t disappoint. He kissed me harder, deeper. His tongue entered my mouth and my door rattled with the force of his lust. It was as if he wanted to take me into himself. I’m not sure how much closer he thought he could get, but he tried. His breathing became as erratic as his movements. I wondered if he was as nervous as I was. My heart was fluttering painfully and when I reached for his belt, he shook off his shirt, dropping it on the carpet. A brief pause allowed me to rid him of the leather strap that guarded his manhood from my first caress.

      My hands shook as I unlatched the button from its grip and then dipped my hand into his trousers. I wanted to watch what I was doing but I didn’t want him to stop kissing me. His stomach muscles rippled against my arm and he tensed when I finally slid my hand into the unknown and found him with my fingers. He felt nothing like what I imagined, a lot harder and warmer than I ever concluded from pictures of penises and regular daydreaming. I gripped him. He was velvet over steel and so soft on the surface.

      His lips left mine and his forehead touched my own. I peered at his closed eyes and nudged his nose with my own.

      “I don’t want to do this wrong,” I whispered, still nervous and unable to move my hand beyond the vice like grip of his length. He was bigger than I thought. I never really thought about size before now because I figured I’d never be lucky enough to actually touch an above average one. I was now and I was intimidated. I didn’t know what to do.

      He sucked my lower lip into his mouth and pulled my hand from his trousers. “Me neither.” We turned and he guided me backwards once more until I felt the bed against my legs.

      Lowering me onto it, he nudged my chin with his nose, sucking at the delicate skin just beneath. I wished I could do the same to him but I never got the chance as when he stopped, he just started kissing me and I forgot because fuck, he started kissing me!

      We crawled up the bed, still attached at the lips, laughing when he almost lost his balance as the mattress dipped on the right.

      I’m not sure how or when but he shed his boxers on the way up here and situated himself between my thighs. I pulled the blanket over us, unable to watch and wishing I’d turned out the light. He stared between us and I felt him tap against me. My body jolted and suddenly panic set in. I was about to lose my virginity. This was huge. I became terrified.

      I gulped and covered my eyes with my arm, scared as he leaned on one arm and used his free hand to wet himself with my arousal and find his mark.

      “Hey,” he whispered and nudged my arm away. I looked at him, breathing heavily and ragged. “We don’t have to do this.”

      “What?” I cried, even more panicked than before. “Are you kidding? Just get it over with for crying out loud; you’re making me wait and it’s making me more nervous.”

      He snorted and kissed the tip of my nose, a gesture so sweet it made my eyes water. “Don’t look away from me.”

      Stretching, burning, aching, all of these things happened at once, then a peculiar pop which made us both wince. It didn’t hurt; it just felt weird. I’m assuming that was my virginity.

      Then it began and all worries melted away, regardless of the discomfort, when he began to thrust. It began to burn in a way that was no longer bad and was every part good.

      I moaned breathily as he finally sank all the way inside and collapsed onto me trembling. His face vanished into my neck and I tickled his spine with my fingertips as we both adjusted to this new feeling. The tingling was insane. I needed him to move; I needed him to tease the flame into a roaring fire, so I dug my feet into the mattress and pushed up against him, forcing him even deeper than before.

      “Nope,” he said, shaking his head. I felt his lips against my neck. “Nuh-uh.”

      “Nuh-uh?” I question. That’s a new one.

      “No, nope, no,” he chanted, burying his hand between my back and the mattress to hold me so tight I couldn’t breathe, let alone move.

      “Are you okay?” I giggled, wriggling beneath him to try and free myself from his grip if only a little.

      “Don’t move, don’t speak, don’t breathe, don’t… literally, don’t do anything…”

      “Why?”

      “Don’t.”

      “Yeah, but why?” Didn’t he understand that I needed this? I needed him to move. He’d given me a sample of how he feels inside of me and now he was teasing me with it. I couldn’t cope. I was becoming desperate.

      “You feel…” He trailed off, pulling his hips back less than a fraction and then stopping.

      “What?” I pushed, horrified by the thought that I felt bad. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

      “Definitely not hurt.” He finally lifted his head and smiled at me. The way he smiled, it was as if I was the most beautiful thing in the world to him. It was a smile he’d never graced me with before then. I wanted to wake up to it every day for the rest of my life. I still do. “You’re just so… warm and…” He tensed his length inside of me, making it jump, making me groan with need. “Tight and perfect. I never thought it would feel this intense.”

      “Right?” I agreed, raising my chin so he’d kiss me again. He didn’t disappoint. I pushed up against him again, eager to continue with the deflowering. “That feels so much better than I thought it would. Or maybe it’s just you.”

      He smiled again.

      “Please, Dillan,” I begged breathily. My eyes closed softly and my hands drifted up his back to his shoulders. I pulled him back down against me, my bra digging into his skin and my own. We forgot to take it off; I didn’t care but if I was going to do this I wanted the full experience, so even with us still attached, I sat up a little, unclipped my bra at the front and manoeuvred my arms from it.

      Dillan stared down at my chest, his eyes hungry. I pulled him to me once more, shy from his view and also looking forward to the feel of our naked chests together.

      “Ah!” he cried loudly in my ear and just as he swelled and began to throb, his hips began to piston as quickly as an electric hammer. I sighed with relief as he finally began to move but, unfortunately, he was moving not because we were actually having sex but because he’d finished.

      His moans were amazing. He grated out my name through tight lips and a clenched jaw, his body jerking and spasming with quiet moans and grunts. If he’d just lasted another few seconds I’d have probably joined him in his climax. I’d never felt so tingly as I did then.

      “I am so sorry,” he murmured, hiding his face in my hair. “I am mortified.”

      “Don’t be.” I grinned, grabbing the back of his hair with my fist and lifting his head from its hiding spot. “Just regroup and we’ll go again.”

      But we didn’t regroup. We fell asleep after eating more donuts, while I was attempting to brush my teeth in bed avoiding the subject of what just happened, and now here we are. I blow out a heavy breath before I spontaneously combust.

      My body is sore; it’s achy and it’s wonderful. I’m tangled up with a guy I have liked for far too long. I’m on cloud nine. I lost my virginity and it really wasn’t as bad as what people make out.

      It’d have been nicer if it had lasted longer but I’m not complaining.

      I stare down at his crumpled lips and wonder if now we’ve done this, does that mean I get to kiss him anytime I want to?

      I test the theory and bravely press my lips to his. His eyes snap open and blink slowly as I pull back.

      “Hey,” he whispers, looking directly at me. Then he gives me that smile, the same smile he gave me last night, the one that has to be just for me and nobody else. “Some night, huh?”

      “Some night?” I quirk a brow and smirk. “I think it was a little more than that, don’t you?”

      The curtains glow brighter as the sun rises in the sky.

      “It was incredible,” he murmurs and rolls onto me even more.

      Our naked bodies entwine. I feel him harden against my hip and turn to face him.

      “Again?” I ask, too nervous to kiss him without him instigating it.

      He answers by grabbing my thigh with his hand and hitching my leg over his hip. I gasp when he pushes against me, teasing gently, ensuring my level of natural lubrication before even trying to gain entry.

      Kissing me again, he finally does it, sinking slowly into me. It throbs a little from the night before but soon that throb becomes something more potent, more enjoyable.

      “Oh my god,” he hisses in my ear, shuddering as I clench around him.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, teasing the hair at the base of his head.

      “I umm… I need to say something before we go on.” He rests on his arms on either side of my head.

      “Really?” Is he going to withhold from me the pleasure I’m desperately craving? “Right now?” He smiles and kisses the very tip of my nose. “You couldn’t find a better time?”

      “Shut up,” he sniggers and pushes deeply into me. Wow.

      “Can’t you just make me come first and then give me the low down on how,” I lower my voice a few octaves and look away as I mimic his voice the best I can, “this was a vodka fuelled error. I like Leona, so please let’s stay friends all the while keeping this a dirty little secret.”

      He tenses and his entire body becomes a tan, meaty rod of fleshy steel. “That’s what you want?”

      “Of course not, but it’s inevitable.” I shrug and trace the space under his eyes with the pads of my thumbs. “In reality I want this to last forever, but no pressure. I understand. I just want you to know that I’m ready for your rejection and I…”

      “I’m in love with you.” He states it simply, as though naming the colour of my hair.

      My heart stops. “What?”

      “I’m in love with you,” he repeats, watching my face, his eyes flooded with anxiety.

      “Since when?”

      “Since…” The wheels turn in his eyes. “I don’t know; I just know I am.”

      “How? I thought you didn’t like me like that?”

      His sweet smile warms me from my head to my core, which is still holding tight to his length, hoping he’ll fuck me already. “The problem was I liked you too much. I just didn’t realise it until it was almost too late.”

      “Well this is a revelation I wasn’t expecting.” I bite on my lip and slide my hands from his face to his shoulders.

      “You don’t have to feel the same,” he continues. “And I’m sorry for everything I said the other day. I wasn’t trying to insult you; I was trying to convince myself that I didn’t feel this way.”

      “What about Leona?”

      “I ended it last night.”

      My heart does a happy little jolt and before I can stop myself I slant my lips over his in a kiss that’s painful and deep. “You’re not kidding are you?” I ask breathlessly, shoving him until we’re rolled onto our sides, still connected in the best way. “You mean it?”

      “Yes.”

      “I feel as though I’m dreaming.” I might cry. “Stuff like this just doesn’t happen to girls like me.”

      “Ty,” he chuckles, tickling my thigh with his fingers. “You are fucking beautiful.”

      “You just said fucking.”

      He ignores me. “You’re sexy, you’re confident, you’re sweet, considerate, kind… you’re everything I need and more than what I ever wanted. If you feel even a fraction of the same way, I promise I’ll never treat you again like I have done in the past, or I’ll do my best not to.”

      “Are you saying you want to be with me?” I’m definitely dreaming. “As in boyfriend and girlfriend?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay,” I nod, still grinning with a joy I can’t contain. “Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      He kisses me with smiling lips and finally starts to do his thing after rolling me back onto my back.

      I groan when his happy kisses become sensual ones, slow and determined. His hips circle, putting pressure on all of the right areas, making the tingle I feel spread like fire through gasoline. I’m engulfed in the flames. My nails dig into his back and my heels dig into the mattress.

      When his pace quickens, my eyes roll back into my head. I’ve never felt anything like this. I’m dying from pleasure. Is that even possible?

      The burning seems to gather in the pit of my stomach. The sounds I make I can’t control as it starts. He pushes deeper, grabbing my shoulder to hold me in place as he thrusts.

      “Dillan,” I mewl desperately. “I… It’s…”

      Every single cell in my body tenses and his mouth covers mine to silence my cries as my orgasm hits me in waves, each one making me jerk and jolt. He joins me, growling into my mouth as his hips go even faster. I have a feeling my thighs are going to hurt later but I don’t care.

      “Wow,” I sigh when he collapses onto me, breathing heavily. “I can hear your heart beating…or maybe that’s mine.”

      “Both.” I feel his chest shake with silent laughter. “What’s so funny?”

      “I’m not a virgin anymore. I now know what sex is.”

      “And that’s funny because?”

      “I don’t know. I just feel… happy about it I guess.”

      I frown and grab the back of his hair so I can find his eyes, “You’re not just in love with me because you’re inside of me, right?”

      “No, I’d be in love with you with or without this,” he promises, his brows furrowing with sincerity. “Though preferably with.”

      “Oh hell yeah,” I agree. “I’m not sure I want to stop.”

      “Then don’t.” He wags his eyebrows.

      “We have to. My parents are going to be up any minute now.”

      “I’d forgotten about them.”

      I mentally curse when I hear somebody’s footsteps in the hall and then mentally laugh when my dad farts loudly, ruining the romantic moment. We both stifle our laughter in each other’s necks.

      “It’s okay, we’ll figure it out.” I say softly and push him off me. “Let’s just wait until my dad leaves.”

      “Good plan. What about your mum?”

      “If my mum catches you, she’ll be more forgiving and more likely to believe any spun tales.” I stand, keeping the blanket around me. It’s funny how I’ve given my body to him yet I’m still too shy to bare all.

      “Where are you going?” He asks, his voice quiet.

      “For a shower. I stink of sex and I’ve got something going on between my thighs that I don’t even want to think about.”

      “Nice,” he chuckles and rolls onto his front, showing me his amazing back and arse. “I’ll be napping until you’re done.”

      I tiptoe into the bathroom, dropping the blanket on the ground just outside of the door. Then, completely nude, I stand in front of the mirror by my sink and look at my body. I have little bruises here and there from random events. I have stretchmarks on the top of my thighs that I hate; that’s from all the weight I’ve lost. My breasts aren’t as big as they used to be but they’re still perky and big. I like them.

      None of my body looks different from yesterday. Apart from the fact I’m a little bit flushed, it’s exactly the same. Yet it feels different. I feel like a woman. I feel as though I’ve stepped out of my body and into a new one.

      He loves me. He’s mine.

      I don’t know how or why this happened but I’m so happy.

      Dillan showers after me and I take the moment to get dressed and figure out damage control. My dad has left for work and I’m hoping he didn’t notice Dillan’s car in the driveway. If he did, I hope he thinks he stayed in the spare room. I can’t stand to be grounded, not now.

      Pushing open my bedroom door, I creep into the hallway and click the door shut behind me. Mum still isn’t up thankfully and Dad has definitely gone, so I head to the kitchen and find breakfast for both of us.

      I opt for eggs because they’re easy and we need protein after last night.

      Once they’re in a pan on the stove, swimming in bubbling water, I skip back upstairs and head into the spare room. Dillan leaves my room and I call for him to join me.

      “What are you doing?” He laughs quietly when he sees me rolling around in the bed like a dog rubbing its scent on grass.

      “You need to do this,” I demand, moving towards him and throwing him onto the bed. “You need to make it look like you slept in it.”

      “Why?”

      “My dad saw your car.”

      He winces. “Oops. I forgot I drove here.”

      “Yup. So make it look like you slept in it and then meet me downstairs. Okay?”

      After he salutes me, I exit the room, clicking the door shut behind me.
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* * *

      Downstairs I prepare the eggs, cooling them under the cold tap and then peeling them carefully in a bowl of water. As I’m cutting them into quarters on a plate, I jump with surprise when I feel Dillan’s arms sneak around my midriff.

      He lifts his phone as his teeth nip at my ear and captures us in the front screen.

      “Did you just take a selfie?” I ask, frowning.

      “I don’t want to forget the moment we had sex and you made me breakfast.”

      Snort. “You’re an idiot.”

      “I am. I should have realised sooner and not wasted so much time.”

      “Yeah, well… you can make it up to me.”

      Mum clears her throat loudly from behind us. Neither of us heard her enter so both of us jump. How much did she hear? I begin to perspire from the panic.

      “Morning, Dillan.” She smiles and looks at his hand still on my hip.

      “Morning,” he responds, smiling nervously.

      “Been for a run?” She asks and I inwardly curse at my own stupidity. My parents are used to seeing him here this early. We didn’t have to mess up the spare bed; we could have just said he left last night and came back this morning for our usual jog.

      “Not today.” I show her the plate of boiled eggs. “Want some breakfast?”

      “I’ll pass.” She looks between us both again. “Everything okay?”

      “Yes,” we both chant. “You seem nervous.”

      “No, we’re fine,” I say at the same time that Dillan says, “All good here.”

      Her lips twitch. “Well, okay. I’ll leave you both to it. I promised your mum I’d organise a day with the horses, so I’ll go and call your grandparents. You two stay out of trouble.”

      “Okay.” I wait for her to leave before finally breathing again. “If she suspects, she’s not letting on.”

      “It’ll be fine,” he reassures me, turning and hooking his arms around me as I still balance the plate on one hand. “It’s not like we’re doing something illegal, Ty.”

      “I know, but I don’t want to upset them.”

      “Understandable.” He kisses me and I can’t help but think back to my earlier thoughts about being allowed to kiss him whenever I want.

      “What took you so long?” I murmur against his mouth, hooking my fingers around the top of his trousers to hold him to me.

      “Just promise me one thing.”

      “Anything.”

      “Don’t go near Leroy anymore.”

      Blink. “I won’t kiss him again, if that’s what you mean.”

      His green-grey eyes darken. “That’ll do, I guess.” He scowls. “I don’t like the way he looks at you.” His eyes become dangerous. “Or the way he talks about you or to you.” Then he kisses me again, melting me into oblivion. “The sooner he finds out you’re my girl, the better.”

      “Whatever,” I sigh, raising my mouth to his again. “I don’t owe him anything.” Then I frown and add, “Though I don’t want people thinking I was your side piece while you were with Leona.”

      “They won’t and, if they do, what does it matter? In a few months, we’ll be away from all of that, studying and partying like crazy.”

      He’s so optimistic; this all feels too good to be true.

      After we finish breakfast, we head into the garden with mugs full of tea and sit on the lounge chairs. It’s a little bit chilly so Dillan pulls his chair to mine and we lie side by side, hip to hip.

      “Are you sure this is what you want? It just feels so surreal. We’ve gone from no chemistry to having the best sex I’ll likely ever have.”

      “Best sex, huh?” He grins, pushing his arm under my neck and pulling my head to his chest. He kisses my hair and sighs. “But in all seriousness, this is what I want. Is it what you want?”

      “Duh, did my pining after you for months not show you that?”

      He kisses me again. I tilt my head back to meet his lips and find his eyes, soft with a kind of peace I’ve not seen in him before. I wonder if this look is just for me and nobody else.

      “Let’s nap.”

      “Agreed.” I snuggle into him, hook my leg over his thighs and drift into my own kind of peace that is saved solely for him.
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* * *

      When I wake, still in Dillan’s arms, I notice that the sun, though it warms the area, doesn’t seem to be touching us. I peek up at the shadow looming over us and immediately recognise it to be a large sun parasol, one used for the table and chairs.

      I push out all my limbs, feeling the aches in my bones and muscles, only getting a small reprieve when they click and stretch. Dillan joins me, stirring from his nap. He nuzzles the side of my face, causing me to giggle.

      “That tickles.” I push him away and sit up. I’m directly over the crack that separates our lounge chairs; that explains why my bum is catching a draft. “I think Mum came out here to protect us from the sun.”

      He opens his eyes a crack and grins when he sees the parasol. “Your mum is ace.”

      “She has her moments.”

      “Well at least we don’t have to tell her we’re together.”

      “She’ll probably still give me one of those awkward conversations that parents feel are necessary. As if we don’t already know everything at our age.”

      Laughing, he kisses my cheek and stands, ducking under the edge of the parasol so he has space to stretch and yawn. His phone vibrates on the ground by the lounger, where it must have fallen out of his pocket. I pick it up for him and hold it out.

      “It’s your dad.”

      “Thanks.” He takes it and puts the phone to his ear. “Hey, Dad.” Pause. “Yeah, I guess so. Can I bring Tyler?” He smiles at me when his dad says something on the phone. “I grovelled; we’re good.” He winks. I smile and lie back on the lounger, keeping hold of his eyes as he continues his conversation. “You could say that. No, I promise we’ll pay attention to her.” To who? “I swear, I wouldn’t do that. You know I wouldn’t.” He laughs at something else his dad says and then finishes. “We’ll be there in a couple of hours. Love you too.”

      Aww. That’s sweet. “Daddy’s boy.”

      “Shut it.” He literally dives on me, covering my body with his, covering my mouth with his. “We’re going to my place. Pack a bag; you’re staying the night.”

      “Oh.”

      “Is that cool?”

      “Definitely. I’m just a little nervous.”

      “Don’t be. It’ll just be me, you and Ashlyn after five.”

      “Your parents are okay with that?” I don’t want them thinking I’m some kind of whore.

      “Of course, they’re cool. They’ll just expect you to sleep in the spare room.”

      “Which is completely fine,” I assure him. “Don’t be doing anything that gets me barred from your house.”

      When his phone vibrates again, he frowns and says, “It’s Leona.”

      “Aren’t you going to answer it?”

      “No, she knows not to call. I’m not interested in whatever she has to say. It won’t change my mind.”

      “I’m so glad she doesn’t go to our school,” I murmur. “I can’t be bothered with ex drama.”

      “Think how I feel; you were sucking Leroy’s face last night. He’s my best friend.”

      Wince. “Not my fault. I blame vodka and you for making me need to forget you.”

      He’s not annoyed. I can see he’s joking and so am I, sort of. When he lifts his phone again, I snort. “Really?”

      “I want to show you off, Ty.”

      “I forgot how badly you used to flood your Instagram.”

      “I enjoy it.”

      I pat his chest. “If it makes you happy then I don’t care. Just remind me to open up an account later.”

      “You don’t have an account?”

      “I do but I forgot the password and I want a fresh start from my old look and life.”

      “You are who you are, Ty. I loved how you looked then and I love how you look now.”

      That was one of my worries. I was concerned that he only found me attractive because I suddenly slimmed and toned. It’s worrying because who’s to say I’ll stay this weight? Would he leave me if I put it all back on again? I hope I never do but if I do, will he still want me?

      No. I mentally chastise myself. I’m not letting my insecurities ruin the now. There are a great number of reasons why this could end and I’m not dwelling on that. For now, he’s mine. I have him.

      “Does this mean we can stop working out so much?” I ask, hopeful.

      “Nope, this just means we can get more creative,” he responds, equally as hopeful as he looks me up and down.
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      We roll up through rows of trees, along the most gorgeous driveway I’ve ever had the opportunity to experience. It’s so long and narrow; a cobblestone wall lines the sides and wildflowers spring to life from between the cracks.

      “Wow,” I breathe, all but pressing my face against the glass. “This is where you grew up?” The large house comes into view and it looks new.

      “No, we moved out here a few years ago. Mum and Dad had it built after the old one burned down.”

      “Oh, well that makes sense as to why you go to school so far away.” He lines the car up with a double-wide garage door and clicks a button on the dashboard. The garage door starts to roll upwards with a dim humming sound. “Your garage is way cooler than my garage.”

      He rolls his eyes, smirking at my silliness. “Come on.”

      We climb from the car and the garage goes dark as the door closes behind us. Luckily an automatic light system clicks into action, making the sparse, white and grey area come into better view. There are two other cars in this wide garage and only a small area for tools in the far corner.

      My dad’s garage is so jam packed full of crap that he can’t even fit his car into it. Nathan must have a serious dose of OCD.

      “This way.” Dillan takes my hand in his and pulls me up two steps that lead into a utility room of his house.

      “I’ve always wondered what it would be like to have sex on a working washing machine,” I comment, skimming my hand across the surface of his as we pass.

      His head whips around, his pupils large in the dark room. “Don’t say stuff like that if you actually want to get to where we’re going.”

      I snigger mischievously and allow him to literally drag me from the utility room and into the kitchen. “Your house has sprinklers.” I point to the little metal balls on the ceiling that blend in well with the décor.

      “They almost died in the fire here,” he says quietly. “They kit up everything they own with full fire prevention and safety measures.”

      “That’s awful.” I stroke my hand down his arm. “How frightening.”

      “I was just a baby but luckily I wasn’t here when it happened. Mum was pregnant with Emily at the time.”

      “Who’s this?” Emily steps into the kitchen, wearing denim skinny jeans and a white and blue floral off the shoulder top.

      “Emily, that’s not how you greet anyone,” Dillan chastises. She looks at me with familiar eyes. The eyes of Nathan.

      “Sorry, I’m Emily, the one who got the looks.” She elbows her brother in the ribs. “I’m guessing you’re Tyler?”

      “That’s me.”

      “She’s way prettier than Leona. Leroy was right,” Emily states and then grins at me with mischief in her eyes. “Leroy fancies you; did you know?”

      “I’ve heard.”

      Dillan gives her a look to shut her up. She doesn’t heed the non-verbal warning. “Oh yeah, he got totally jealous. I’ve never seen him so mad. He was all, stay away from her, she’s not one of your toys.”

      I look at Dillan and bite my lip to stop my smile.

      “All right, enough.” He shoves his sister to the door and leads me into the kitchen past her.

      “Oh my god! You’re holding hands! That must mean…” She grins wildly and claps her hands once. “Do Mum and Dad know?”

      “Know what?” Gwen appears behind her daughter and I go to pull my hand free of Dillan’s but he just holds tighter. “Tyler, how lovely to see you!” She moves to me and embraces me in a warm, motherly hug. “I’m so glad to see you’ve both made up.” When she pulls back, she holds me on my shoulders and smiles kindly.

      “They did more than make up if that hickey on her neck is anything to go by,” Emily comments dryly.

      My hand flies to my neck and my eyes throw daggers at Dillan.

      “What? There’s nothing on her neck, Emily!” Dillan snaps and my cheeks flush with embarrassment.

      “I know.” Emily grins wickedly. “I was just testing out my theory.”

      “Don’t worry.” Gwen takes my arm and leads me to a seat in the large conservatory that links the kitchen and the dining room. “No judgment. I’m just glad to see you’re both happy.”

      I can’t talk. I don’t know what to say. “Are you hungry?” She asks.

      “We haven’t eaten since eight,” Dillan replies and I hear him pull the fridge door open.

      “You sit and relax. I’ll bring you something to eat.”

      “Thank you,” I respond, feeling even more awkward now that I know that she knows I’ve been naughty. “And thank you for having me.”

      I slide my hands over the velvet surface of the small loveseat I’m sitting on and stare over the huge garden. It goes on forever. I wonder how much land they have.

      “Emily is a div.” Dillan takes the empty space besides me and flicks at my chin with his index finger. “She’s always stirring something.”

      “I thought it was clever how she caught me out like that.”

      “She’s an evil genius.” He rolls his eyes and laces our fingers together, as though he’s done it before a thousand times. We end up in a thumb war, battling for supremacy as his mum hums away in the kitchen and clatters dishes around.

      “Where’s Ashlyn?”

      “She’ll probably be in the treehouse.”

      “By herself?”

      “No.” Gwen leans against the door jamb, her eyes warm and her smile even more so. “Her dad is working on some stuff for his next jewellery line; he usually sits up there with her as she plays pretend.”

      “That’s adorable. My dad was like that when I was little.” I smile with remembrance. “He had a little playhouse in the adjoining room and sometimes he’d take me to work with him.”

      “How lovely.”

      “It was. He’s the best.”

      “Your parents seem like very nice people.” She checks her watch and I assume it’s so the food doesn’t burn. “I’m looking forward to meeting with them again.”

      “Mum is too; first thing she did this morning was sort out a day trip to the stables.”

      “Yay!” She looks way more excited than I thought she would. “So exciting. I love horses.” She looks at Dillan and then our joined hands. “It’s such a romantic way to spend a day with your partner.”

      “I don’t need dating tips, Mum. I’m better at it than dad.”

      “Puh-lease,” she snorts. “Nobody is better than your dad.”

      “Which one?” Dillan chuckles and I look between their smiling faces, hoping somebody explains that joke.

      “Both, actually. Caleb had his moments.” She looks at me and smiles more broadly when she sees my confusion. “Caleb, Dillan’s biological father, died when I was pregnant. Nathan came along shortly after and saved me.”

      “Oh, wow, that’s so interesting.”

      “It’s a fun story. People don’t know what to say about it, especially when they find out that Nathan is Caleb’s brother.”

      Blink.

      She cackles loudly. “See? That look right there, that’s why I tell it and that’s why he doesn’t.”

      “It’s only because people don’t get it and I tire of having to explain it,” Dillan grumbles. “I don’t want them calling you names.”

      “Baby, we don’t care. We’re not ashamed. Caleb would be happy for us and that’s what truly matters.”

      “No use caring what people, who don’t matter, think about you,” I agree.

      “So why do you get so upset over how you look?” Dillan probes, his tone one of curiosity.

      “Only when it comes to you.”

      “You’re beautiful, every single inch of you,” he says softly. “Awwww, I wish I had a camera right then. I raised you well,

      Dillan,” Gwen cries. She turns back into the kitchen but a second later pops her head around the door again. “Separate rooms tonight; we’ll know if you don’t.”

      “What time will you be home?” Dillan asks, yelling after her as he pulls my thighs over his.

      “I’m not telling you. I’m not that stupid,” she calls back and my cheeks heat again.

      “Come on,” Dillan chuckles. “Let’s go and find the brat at the treehouse.”

      “Wait!” Gwen shouts. “I’m still making your lunch.”

      My stomach cheers her on, but the rest of my body however just wants to get lost in the trees with Dillan.

      “Sorry, almost forgot.” Dillan snuggles back into me, unashamed at our display of affection. Has he brought a lot of different girls home to meet his mum? Is that why this seems so normal?

      “Don’t worry, I’ll pack it so you can take it with you.”

      “Let go,” I whisper, giggling when he nuzzles the space behind my ear. “We’re being so disrespectful.”

      “I don’t care.” He chuckles and I slap his hand away when he slides it up my thigh.

      “Stop,” I laugh, shoving his hand away and trying to stand in an effort to escape.

      He grips my hips and tugs me back down, wrapping his arms around my waist so I can’t escape.

      “I’m going to slap you in a minute.” I finally pull free but only because his mum comes back into the room with a cooler bag in her hand.

      “Is he annoying you?” She asks as Dillan takes the bag from her.

      “Only when he’s awake.” I smile at my guy who smiles back and holds out his free arm to me.

      “Let’s go.”

      As we walk across the deck I peer out at the expanse of grass and trees. I don’t see a treehouse within sight but I do spy a well-cut lawn with the greenest grass I ever saw.

      “Your mum doesn’t mind PDA?” I enquire as he leads me towards the trees.

      “She’ll bust me for it later.” He lifts the bag and peeks under the flap which hasn’t been zipped. “I love it when Mum packs me a lunch.”

      “That’s for me, actually.” I look under the lid myself and grin when I see the multiple sealed tubs stacked on top of each other. “Is there coffee in that canister?”

      “Probably some kind of herbal tea. I only really drink coffee when I’m with you.”

      “Sorry, I’m pushing my bad habits onto you.”

      “And I’m pushing my good ones onto you.”

      “Don’t even think about it. I’m not dressed for jogging.”

      He holds my hand and navigates me through narrow gaps between trees and bushes.

      “Isn’t there a path that leads to the treehouse?”

      “Yep, but I’m not taking you there yet.”

      “You’re not?” I wet my lips and duck under a branch after him.

      “You’ll see.”

      We seem to just travel deeper and deeper into the dense forest. I hope he doesn’t get us lost; that’ll ruin this moment.

      “How long since you kissed me?” He asks and we stop suddenly in an open circle. It’s eerie; the ground is hard packed dirt with a scatter of branches and leaves resting across the top.

      “A few weeks I think. I’m not good with time.”

      “If I’d just been…” He leads me to a fallen tree and removes his jacket. I wait for him to place it on the thick, brown trunk. “Sit.”

      “I can’t sit on your jacket.”

      His eyes roll. “Sit.”

      “Fine.” I do as I’m told and straddle the side of the log. He mirrors my position and places the bag between us. “What were you going to say?”

      “Just that I’m sorry and I’m an idiot.”

      “Dillan,” I laugh, “it’s okay. Really.”

      “No.” He opens the first tub and hands it to me. “It’s not. I knew I liked you, even then, but… I don’t know.”

      I watch him grimace, shame in his features as he looks away. “You figured I was too high maintenance?”

      “Turns out you’re less maintenance than Leona and the rewards with you are…” He blows out a breath and opens his tub of pasta. “You’re amazing and you’re so cool; you don’t take my shit and you don’t give me shit for no reason.”

      “Don’t hold me to that.”

      He shakes his head with amusement. “I think that’s why, mostly because I didn’t want to lose that easy friendship we have.”

      “Yeah, I’ve never felt comfortable around someone else like I do around you.” I begin to eat just as he does, in easy and comfortable quiet, surrounded by trees.

      “Look,” Dillan whispers, pointing to the trees across the way. “This is why I brought you here.”

      “I was beginning to wonder. We passed a hundred prettier spots on the way.” Though I still can’t see what he’s pointing at. He hands me his pasta tub and pulls a little plastic bag from the jacket hiding under my arse.

      “Be really quiet and still,” he whispers and carefully opens the bags. Tipping the contents into the palm of his hand, he rolls his fingers through the small, multi-coloured pile of nuts and seeds.

      “What am I looking at?”

      “Shush.”

      “Did you just shush me?”

      Then I see it and my eyes widen. He lowers his hand to the ground, palm out, and a tiny, red, fluffy little creature hops cautiously from the trees. It twitches its nose in the air, its little whiskers seeming to tremble as it assesses the level of danger, before finally hopping the rest of the way.

      Dillan doesn’t talk, nor does he move; he just waits patiently as the tiny red squirrel takes the treats from his hand, stuffs a few in its mouth and then darts back to the woods faster than if I’d started barking at it.

      “Oh my gosh!” I grin, placing my hand on my heart. “That’s… just amazing.”

      “I’ve been feeding them for a few years and eventually they just got closer and closer. There’s usually a few of them but you’re here, so Scrappy is scoping it out.”

      “Scrappy?”

      “He’s the bravest.”

      “So you named him Scrappy?” I giggle and watch as he throws the rest of the nuts onto the ground by the trees.

      “Zip it; it’s a great name.”

      “Speaking of your love for animals, I was going to go down the animal shelter tomorrow. Do you have plans after classes?”

      He shakes his head. “Nope, we’ll go together.”

      “We don’t have to. I don’t want you to think I want all of your time now that we’re… whatever we are.”

      “Why not? I want yours.” He smiles easily and takes a large mouthful of his pasta. “Hurry up and finish.”

      “Your mouth is huge.”

      He winks and then pulls the canister of tea from the bag. I finish my pasta, put it away and search the bag for the pots of fruit I saw Gwen preparing through the doors when we were sitting on the loveseat.

      He puts the bag on the ground and shuffles closer to me. We both sit facing each other, my knees over his.

      “This is the best orange ever.”

      “Mum gets good stuff.” He pops another segment into my mouth and then kisses my lips. “Tastes better on you.”

      A shiver runs down my spine and happy dances in my womb. He tickles my neck with the tips of his fingers and shuffles even closer, until I’m almost straddling his groin.

      “I’m sorry I took you for granted,” he murmurs and kisses me again.

      I thread my fingers through his hair and yank his head back. “I’m so lucky.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Have you seen you?” I smile. My core clenches when I kiss him again, deeper this time. I feel his groan vibrate through his chest and into mine. “Promise me that we’ll still be like this when I wake up a week from now.”

      “Promise, unless you kiss Leroy again.”

      “Ew. Don’t even bring that into this right now.”

      Lips touch mine once more, forcefully, erasing any memories of kissing somebody else.

      “I could kiss you all day,” he hums against my mouth. “I could think of something else I’d like to do all day.”

      I squeal when he nips my neck and pulls me further onto his lap.

      “I will never get enough of this,” he mumbles, groaning when I grind against him. “I don’t remember what was good in the world before last night.”

      “And this morning.”

      “And tonight, when Ashlyn is in bed.”

      “I don’t feel comfortable doing it when there’s a kid in the house.”

      “She sleeps like the dead; it’s fine.” He rubs my thighs with his hands and then slides them over my hips and up to my shoulders.

      “I don’t think I can do it, purely because I also need some recovery time. Girls work differently down there.”

      “It’s fine. We don’t have to have sex every single day.”

      “Though it would be preferable.” I grin, grinding against him again. “Come on. Before we get caught.”

      “Drink your tea first.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      “It’ll give you a boost of energy.”

      “A much needed one.” I yawn to prove that point and cry out as my body begins to move upwards. “I’m heavy!”

      “You are not,” he laughs loudly, holding me under the thighs. I lock my arms around his neck and my ankles around his back. “This is an interesting position.”

      “Dillan?” I hear called from the distance and Dillan drops me so quickly I fall backwards and land on my arse in a pile of soggy leaves.

      “Oops,” Dillan laughs and helps me up. “Sorry.”

      “A little warning next time,” I snap, smacking his arm as he brushes me down, taking extra care on my arse. “That your dad?”

      “Yeah, he knows I come here. He must be checking up on us.”

      “Oh.” I look behind me and smile when I see two little red squirrels gathering the scattered nuts. “They are so freaking cute.”

      “Freaking,” he mimics jokingly.

      I smack his arm and then take his hand for extra stability.

      “DILLAN!” His dad shouts again, followed by a cute, girly little voice that repeats immediately afterwards.

      “WE’RE COMING!” Dillan shouts back, the sound bouncing from the trees.

      “So, this is all of your land? Trees and everything?”

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      “Cool.” I look around to make sure the coast is clear. “I still can’t believe I’ve had sex.”

      “Me neither.” He presses his lips together to stifle his smile. “I feel like I grew up ten years overnight.”

      “Me too.”

      “Hey.” Dillan waves and I spot a little blur of brown hair and pale skin come rushing towards us.

      “DILL!” The little girl screeches as Dillan lifts her up and swings her around. “Can we play fort fight today?”

      “Maybe later.” He drops her on the ground and she looks up at me with large grey-green eyes. She looks just like her mother. “This is Tyler.”

      “Is she your girlfriend?” The cutie asks, her eyes still on me.

      “Yes.”

      Her eyes shoot to her brother and her look of disgust is coupled with a dramatic, “EWWW!” She looks back to me even more disgusted than before. “Boys are gross. Especially Dillan. He never tidies his room.”

      “Leave your brother alone, Ashlyn,” Nathan sighs, shaking his head though I can see the amusement in his eyes. “Hello, Tyler. It’s nice to see you again.”

      “You too, Mr Weston.”

      “Call me, Nathan,” he insists and his face melts with such a handsome smile when Ashlyn literally begins to climb up Dillan like a monkey up a tree. She doesn’t stop until she’s on his back. “Was the journey okay?”

      “It was fine. Dillan’s a good driver.”

      “That’s because I taught him.”

      I look to Dillan for confirmation and he shrugs. “He started teaching me when I was thirteen.”

      “We got the recklessness out of his system before he could make any fatal mistakes in a busy place,” Nathan explains and I can’t deny that I see the logic in this. “Do you drive, Tyler?”

      “I start lessons in a week.”

      “Really?” Dillan raises his brows with surprise.

      I nod, tucking my hair behind my ears. I feel nervous as they all look at me.

      “You’ll never want to stop driving once you start.”

      “Come on then, you two.” Nathan walks ahead, leading us back to the house on a path this time.
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* * *

      “Okay, so,” Ashlyn whispers, cupping her tiny hand around her mouth. “We need to make him think we’re in the fort so we can sneak up behind him.”

      “How do you suggest we do that?” I laugh quietly. This kid is hilarious.

      “That’s what this is for.” She points to the walkie-talkie that’s clipped to her belt. “You leave yours in here.” I follow the miniature ninja out of our fort made of old sheets, a few pillows, a chair and a table tipped onto its side.

      The objective is to tag the other person before they tag you and in this huge house, avoiding each other is entirely possible. Ashlyn hides in a cupboard against the wall and I hide behind the couch feeling ridiculous. This is never going to work but I’m letting her take the lead.

      I hear her little voice carry from her hiding space but I also hear a crackly version come from our fort and stifle my laughter in my fist.

      Dillan enters the room and sighs. His tone couldn’t be any more sarcastic when he says, “Oh no, I wonder where they could be… Could they be in their badly made fort?”

      “Hey!” The cupboard in which Ashlyn is hiding opens with a bang. “It’s better than yours. Yours isn’t even high enough to sit up in!”

      “Tig!” Dillan yells and Ashlyn screams with glee. “Get back here, you little git!”

      I hear them race from the room and pop my head up to look over the couch. The room is empty so I shuffle out of my hiding space and wait for them to return.

      His sister is so bloody cute.

      So cute that, only hours later, we sit at opposite ends of the couch, Ashlyn spread out between us, her head resting on Dillan’s thigh as he plays with her hair with his left hand.

      It’s only eight and I’m exhausted from all the running around. Kids have way too much energy.
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      When I awoke this morning, the last thing I expected was to find Dillan’s car in my driveway and Dillan sitting on the bottom step of my porch.

      “Hey,” I sit beside him and run my fingers through the back of his hair. “You okay?”

      “I’m exhausted,” he admits and when he looks at me with such tired eyes, my heart gives a painful spasm.

      “Me too,” I agree. “Shall we skip?”

      “And miss the chance to see the look on Leroy’s face when he realises he can’t have you anymore.”

      Cringe. “I should talk to him. I may have led him on and I actually feel really badly about it.”

      He rests his head on my shoulder, using me as support for the first time. “Leroy is a big boy. He can take it. He’ll shag you out of his system and move on.”

      “I hope so. He’s fun to hang around with.”

      I feel him tense. “Not without me, though, yeah? Not until me and him have established a few boundaries anyway.”

      “Oooh,” I grip his hair and pull his head back. Slanting my lips over his I murmur, “I like it when you become possessive.”

      “I don’t. Jealousy feels like a bag of Monday morning crap.”

      “Gross,” I giggle and nip at his lips. “We need to move or we’re going to be late.” I check my watch and cringe. “Too late, we’re late.”

      “Five more minutes won’t hurt.”

      I smile across my driveway, letting him have his few minutes. With a loud yawn, he stands and we walk hand in hand to his car. Mum waves at me through her bedroom window after catching my eye as we back out of the driveway.
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* * *

      School is desolate when we arrive due to us being late.

      We decide to hang out until the end of first period so as to not draw attention to ourselves. Instead, we sit in the back of his car; at first we kiss for a while but then Dillan rests his head in my lap and falls asleep as I tease his hair.
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* * *

      Lunch time is here and I’m unsure how to approach Dillan. Fortunately, as I make my way across the room, he comes to greet me and strokes under my eye with his thumb before showing me the stray eye lash.

      “I’m going to be selfish and steal this wish,” he murmurs, his eyes on mine as he blows the lash into the abyss.

      “What did you wish for?”

      “You to not slap me when I do something bad.”

      “Something bad?”

      I squeal when he grabs me and pushes his lips onto mine. The sound of people cheering and hollering make me blush but not enough for me to push him away.

      “You didn’t slap me,” he breathes, still holding my waist so I can’t escape. “Wishes work sometimes.”

      “Sometimes?”

      “I never got to fly…”

      “Oh,” I giggle. “Me neither.”

      “Come on.” He laces our fingers and weaves us through the students at tables, grinning from ear to ear.

      “You’re a dick,” I whisper, still smiling so as not to give away my embarrassment and annoyance.

      “I’ll show it to you later,” he says so quietly I have to think about it to ensure that he actually said it.

      “I just don’t even have an answer for that.” My tone and volume switches when we make it to the table. “Hey guys.” I then address them singularly. “Hey, Carl.” He sits at his usual seat, smiling, chewing gum in his gob.

      “S’up, Ty?”

      My eyes drift cautiously to a scowling Leroy. “Hey, Lee…”

      “Ty,” he grumbles, giving his chin a sharp jerk upwards.

      I take a chair and pull it out. As usual Dillan sits on the table and rests his foot between my thighs. He still looks exhausted but he doesn’t show it. Saying that, though, after the weekend we had, I don’t feel so golden myself.

      I would love to go back and do it all over again. Dillan is so attentive, romantic and caring. He always made sure I was okay before himself. How did I get so lucky?

      Even now, considering how tired he is, he still took the time to make me a lunch this morning. I take it graciously, feeling almost guilty about the heavy bagel filled with cream cheese that I hid in my bag. I just love any bread type foods when I’m feeling sluggish. At least now I can get rid of it and not feel guilty for the rest of the afternoon and bloated. I’ve eaten a lot of junk this past week and I’m scared I’ll fall back into old habits.

      When I open the box I’m happy to see my usual salad, but this time shredded chicken breast accompanies it on a bed of couscous. I’ve never felt hungrier.

      “Thank you,” I smile, tilting my head back to kiss him. “Careful, Dillan,” Leroy snorts, his tone slightly hostile.

      “Those lips get around.”

      “Roy,” Carl warns, giving his friend a glowering look that I would never have expected from him.

      Leroy stands, kicking his chair backwards which draws looks of intrigue from the people around us.

      Fuck.

      “Whatever.” Leroy kicks the chair to the side, this time purposely, sending it skidding into the back of a poor, year nine kid’s chair, who seems equal parts shocked and frightened. “I’m out of here.”

      I’m tempted to go after him but then everybody would know exactly why he’s upset and I’m not entirely sure I’d even be the perfect person to comfort him right now anyway.

      “He’s just sore; he’ll come around,” Dillan reassures me as though he can read my mind.

      I certainly hope he’s right.
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* * *

      Leroy doesn’t attend our shared classes this afternoon,

      not that it’s a new thing; he often skips. I wish he wouldn’t… so much wasted potential.

      He also ignores and avoids us all for the next two weeks. Nothing hurts me worse than knowing that, because I have been a using bitch, I’ve broken up their friendship. No amount of Dillan telling me ‘not to worry about it’ and that ‘it’s deeper than just what you did’ makes me feel better.

      So I ignore the advice given to me by my boyfriend and message Leroy.

      Tyler: Hey, so I saw a picture scribbled in the back of my notebook today and I know it was you. Only you would draw a massive joint having sex with a pillow… what even is that?

      I saw it a week ago but I wasn’t sure how to approach him about it. We’re not talking so there was no approaching him about it.

      Leroy: My imagination has been known to shock even the most creative minds.

      Another follows immediately afterwards.

      Leroy: I was wondering when you’d finally breach the barrier.

      Tyler: You’re not upset with me?

      I bite on my lip hard as I dare to press send, hoping that this doesn’t fuel some kind of rage that he’s holding back.

      Leroy: Nah, not with you, Ty. You made me no promises.

      Made him no promises?

      Leroy: You want to hang out?

      Tyler: It’s late or I would.

      Leroy: Would you? I find that hard to believe. You and Mr Relationship Goals aren’t exactly on a long leash. Have you even spent a second apart since you got together? Not including at night.

      Tyler: I would. Relationship goals??? Really, Leroy???

      Leroy: That’s what everyone is saying about you on Instagram.

      The photos your lover boy has been posting have created quite a following.

      Tyler: It’s his thing. I leave him to it. I don’t use Instagram much.

      Leroy: You typically stick to sarcastic Facebook statuses I’ve noticed.

      Tyler: Yup. I know how to use Facebook.

      Leroy: You’ve blocked half of the school from there.

      Tyler: Duh.

      Leroy: You sure you don’t want to hang out?

      Tyler: We’ll make a plan tomorrow? In college?

      Leroy: Ugh… that means I’ll have to talk to Dillan dipshit.

      Tyler: Don’t call him that, not to me. It’s not fair.

      Leroy: My bad, I forgot you’re all in love, sunshine and puppies and shit.

      Dillan: Goodnight. <3

      Tyler: Goodnight. <3

      Tyler: Goodnight, Leroy. Please catch me tomorrow, okay?

      Leroy: Something I said? :-P

      Tyler: Night, X

      My phone vibrates again but I ignore it and roll over in bed, tucking my hand under my pillow and letting out a heavy breath.
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* * *

      As promised, Leroy joins us at lunch and without a word, he and Dillan share one of those man hugs that only men can do and all is well in the world. He winks at me, straddles a chair and plays on his phone, seeming to be back to normal.

      That is until Dillan gets grumpy when I tell him that I texted Leroy first. I let him wallow for a night and he makes it up to me the next day by forcing me to run five kilometres.
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      “Mum,” I say softly, sitting on the arm of the chair. She looks up from where she and my dad are tangled on the sofa opposite. He’s doing a crossword and she seems to be reading a book about unsolved murder cases. Her writing gets her researching the oddest things. “Dad.”

      He looks up too, placing his puzzle book down, and waits for me to go on.

      “You know I’ve been dating Dillan for six weeks now.” And three days but who’s counting?

      “Well the fact he’s here every day is a big giveaway, Ty…” Mum giggles.

      “Everything okay?” Dad adds.

      “His umm… his parents have invited me to share Christmas with them.” Their faces fall but I quickly go on before they jump to conclusions. “I was hoping that I could spend the morning, until say one, with you guys and then join them for the evening?” My dad opens his mouth. “But I was hoping that Dillan could come here? See how we do things?”

      They both look at each other, communicating wordlessly with their eyes.

      “We’ll have to talk about it, honey,” Mum replies softly. “I’m a bit thrown, I’m not sure I’m ready to let you out of the nest on our favourite holiday.”

      “Yeah.” I twist my mouth as I chew on the inside of my cheek, trying to stifle the nausea I feel so suddenly.

      “Of course, your young man is welcome to join us though,” My dad adds. “He’s a good lad is Dillan. I don’t completely hate the fact that you’re dating somebody knowing it’s him.”

      This makes me smile despite the pending vomit in my throat.

      “I agree; he’s lovely and he makes you so happy,” Mum adds.

      “Aren’t you going to tell me to slow down? Get some space from him?” I’m not quite sure they know how to parent right.

      “Falling in love as a teenager is the best thing ever,” Mum sighs wistfully. “It hurts when it ends, but enjoy it while it lasts and don’t do anything stupid.”

      “This conversation just ended.”

      “Don’t forget your brother will be back for Christmas,” Dad yells as I leave the room.

      “I know,” I yell back, taking two stairs at a time.

      I make it into my room and into the bathroom just in time to vomit across the top of my closed toilet. Ew.

      That will teach me to not mix tequila with vodka, unbeknownst to my parents who were already asleep when I got home last night.

      I brush my teeth after cleaning up and, with a still twisting stomach, I curl up in bed. Leroy’s parties are killers. The entire night is one massive blur of alcohol, dancing in the room with Dillan, getting high by accident just from the air and then telling the designated driver to drop us off at our different homes, me first and then Dillan. It was amazing. My head is so sore.

      I can’t wait until I turn eighteen and I can do that shit legally, in a nightclub, with the proper atmosphere of a nightclub. Minus the drugs. I’m not a fan of getting high. It fogs my brain worse than alcohol, or maybe that’s just the mixture. I need to stay completely clean for my future job as a midwife. What if they make me take a lie detector?

      The thought panics me and sends me racing back to the toilet to purge the water I just drank.

      Ugh.

      I think I’m broken.
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* * *

      “She’s been asleep all day,” I hear my mum say as footsteps ascend the stairs.

      My bedroom door opens and Dillan asks quietly, “Ty? You under there?”

      “Mmhmm,” I daren’t open my mouth; I feel way too ill. “Did I kill you?”

      The bed dips and his arm wraps around my swaddled body. “I think so.” I shiver sharply and try not to puke up my actual stomach.

      “Hey.” His voice switches from amused to concerned and the blanket leaves me. “What’s wrong?”

      “Don’t look at me.” I fumble weakly for the blanket and try to cover my head once more. “I’m gross.”

      “You’re not gross; you’re just a bit clammy.”

      “I’m hanging out my arse.”

      “Well,” he chuckles and instead of removing the blanket again, he kicks off his shoes and climbs in with me. “That’s one way to put it.”

      “I love you, by the way,” I whisper as he curls his body around mine. His body stills. “I know I never said it back but I wasn’t sure until last night when you were holding my hair back as I vomited on the curb. I’m so embarrassed.”

      “Don’t be.” He kisses my ear. “We all have messy nights like that; I’m just glad I was there for yours.”

      “Mum will kill you if she finds you like this. She’ll know I’m not a virgin.”

      “Pretty sure they already know.”

      “My dad would never let you in my bedroom if he knew.

      They’re a bit naïve like that.”

      “Or you’re naïve for thinking they’re naïve.”

      I cringe. “I hope they still think I’m a virgin.  I  mean… ewww.”

      “Yeah, ewww. Let’s just leave that conversation for when we’re married.”

      Married? “Oh, god…” I climb out of bed and race back to the bathroom again.

      “Shit, Ty.” Dillan kneels beside me and strokes my back as my stomach retches painfully and noisily. “Nothing’s coming up. You need water or something. I’ll be right back.”

      He returns with a glass of water. I gulp it down and then rest my forehead against my arm, which crosses over the toilet seat.

      “More?” He asks. I shake my head no and close my eyes. “Should I get your mum?”

      “Hell no, she’ll smell the alcohol in here a mile off and fucking kill me… and you, seeing as you were looking after me last night. They did nothing but praise you earlier by the way.” I lift my head and hold out my hands for him to pick me up off the ground. “They’re going to talk about Christmas, but you’re invited here.”

      “If you can’t come, I’ll still spend the morning and then just leave at the planned time.”

      “Toothbrush.” I lean against the sink and hold out my trembling hand.

      “You’re really unwell.”

      “I’ll be fine. I just need to eat and keep it down.”

      “I know just the thing.” He grins and leaves the room, leaving me alone to brush my teeth.

      He returns five minutes later with Weetabix made with nothing but boiled water and a squirt of honey.

      “You know you go to somebody’s house too much when you feel comfortable helping yourself to their kitchen,” Dillan chuckles and spoon feeds me a bite of the peculiar breakfast concoction. At this point I could eat anything. I’m so hungry, despite the fact I’m so ill.

      “I’m just grateful you didn’t bring me a fry up. The smell will kill me.”

      “Next time we won’t mix our drinks.” He feeds me another bite and, as bizarre as it is, I kind of like it. I want to be fed more often.

      “I’m surprised you’re not banning me from drinking ever again.”

      “I’m not going to be a controlling boyfriend, I promise you that. I’d hate it if you started trying to tell me what to do.”

      I want to kiss him but I’ve been puking so I’m not going to. “I promise I won’t start trying to control you.” Then I add. “Within reason.”

      “Yeah, obviously there are always boundaries when one is in a relationship.”

      I take the bowl from him and place it on the table next to the bed. “Exactly.”

      “You should rest more. You look like you’re going to pass out.”

      “I am.” And I do.
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* * *

      Emily’s face lights up my screen, I haven’t spoken to her in a few days so I answer, despite my ailments. “S’up?”

      “Can you do me a favour and leave my brother for long enough to help me pick a dress for my prom?”

      Holy crap. “You’re asking me? Really?”

      “Yeah, you’re the only lass I like that doesn’t think fishnets are hot and dresses like a total slut.” She inhales sharply and I wonder if she’s smoking. “Also, it’d make my brother happy to see us bonding.”

      “Your prom isn’t until July next year though,” I point out, clearing my throat to stop myself from vomiting again.  It turns out the alcohol isn’t the only thing screwing up my internal system. I seem to have contracted some kind of bug. Not a good one. It’s been four sleeps since the night in question and I’m still ill. Though I managed to get myself to school today and I felt better by one, unfortunately now I’m home and after a milkshake with the guys, I feel like crap again so I left Dillan with his friends and  came home.

      Now this surprising call.

      “I like to have options.” She inhales sharply again. “If you’re smoking, your parents will kill you.”

      “Ew, god no.” She starts laughing maniacally. “I’m doing sit ups. I have to maintain my figure for prom.”

      “Right, because prom is what you should be focusing on in your last year of school.”

      “You sound just like my mum.”

      “Whatever, you know I’m right.” I smile and move to my bedroom window. “I’d love to come dress shopping with you; just name the time and place.”

      “Next Saturday at eleven. We’ll get lunch too, so bring my brother’s wallet.”

      “I’m not stealing his wallet.”

      “Fine, I’ll bring my dad’s, you big pussy.” The line goes dead. That’s how a lot of my conversations with Emily go; they’re short, funny and then end without a goodbye. She doesn’t like goodbyes. I think I might be as much in love with her as I am with her brother, but in a non-weird platonic way. She’s such a character, so genuine and lacking any kind of bullshit. Her filter is non-existent. She just situated herself into my life a few weeks ago and hasn’t shifted since.

      Tyler: I’m going prom dress shopping with your sister.

      Dillan: I am cringing for you.

      Tyler: Don’t, it’ll be fun.

      Dillan: If you say so. How are you feeling now?

      Tyler: Loads better than I was. It’s probably just because I’ve not been eating much.

      Dillan: If you’re not better by Monday, I’m taking you to a doctor myself.

      Tyler: Don’t be soft, babe. I’m fine, promise. It’s just a bug. I love you.

      Dillan: I’m not kidding. Love you more. Hence the fact I have to be sure you’re okay. You’ve not been right all week.

      Tyler: Pick me up some ginger ale on your way in the morning again if you can.

      Dillan: Sure, anything else?

      Tyler: Just yourself and preferably leave your weird morning energy at home.

      Dillan: But you hate grumpy Dillan.

      Tyler: I don’t hate any Dillan.

      Dillan: I hate grumpy Dillan. He makes you roll your eyes.

      I snort and roll my eyes purely for the hell of it.

      Tyler: Don’t ever leave me for somebody else.  I love you so much I’m not sure I could take it.

      Dillan: Mardy Dillan is quite attached to you. Don’t worry, he’s not going anywhere.

      Tyler: And happy Dillan?

      Dillan: You’re the reason happy Dillan is happy.

      What on earth do I do with that other than smile like a girl and squeal into my pillow? I love the sop. The sop is good.

      Emily: You still ill?

      Tyler: Nah, just a bit weak from lack of eating for so long. Why?

      Emily: Epic. I’m on my way seeing as Dillan has ditched you for the mats.

      Tyler: You didn’t mention this two seconds ago.

      Emily: I thought he was with you, or at least on his way.

      Tyler: Fine, see you soon.

      Emily: Don’t seem too eager to see me…my ego will get too heavy for my dainty little body.

      Tyler: Too late for that.

      Emily: Fuck you. I’ll be there in five.

      She gets here in half an hour, not five, and we sit in the comfort of my room, eating beef burritos and watching some teen angst series that I’m ashamed to admit is really good.

      At seven her brother comes to pick her up, make out with me on my front porch for a little while and then leave.

      It gives me a chance to race to my room and expel the contents of my stomach into the toilet. Beef burrito coming up is not as nice as beef burrito going down.
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* * *

      “Your dad and I have been talking.” Mum sits on the end of my bed. I close my laptop and wait for her to continue. “And we’ve agreed that it’s okay for you to spend half of Christmas at the Westons’.”

      I try to stifle my ear-splitting grin but I can’t. “Really?”

      “Really.” She grins back and I move to hug her. “Jesus, Tyler…” She holds me at arms-length and forces me to stand. “You’ve lost way too much weight.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I tug on my oversized shirt and look away. “I had a really bad bug the other week.”

      “Honey…” She presses her fist to her lips and asks quietly, “You’re not… making yourself sick are you? Because if all of this is for a slimmer figure, it’s not worth it. It’ll wreck your teeth, your hair… you’re starting to look a little gaunt.”

      “God, no, Mum, honestly. I miss my fuller shape. I don’t feel myself looking like a stick.” I’m over exaggerating but never mind. I’m still not quite a stick, but she’s right. The amount of weight I’ve lost isn’t healthy. “I promise.”

      “You sure?” I nod.

      “Okay.” She doesn’t look completely convinced. “And you’re better now?”

      “Honestly, I’m so much better. I’m just a bit shaky from not eating properly for so long.”

      “Maybe it’s the dramatic change to your diet.”

      “That’s what Emily said; she brought me a tub full of chocolate to ‘boost my body’s morale’, whatever that means.”

      Mum smiles. “She’s a good girl that one, like her brother.”

      “I’ll have to let Dillan know you think he’s a good girl.”

      She laughs and hugs me again. “I’m always here for you; you know that, right?”

      “I know, Mum, now let me finish my coursework. It has to be handed in tomorrow.”

      “Since when do you procrastinate?”

      “I didn’t; I’m just not happy with it.”

      “Perfectionist.” She pinches my cheek, frowning when she doesn’t get as much meaty flesh as she used to. “Do you want a cup of tea?”

      “I would love one.”

      Tyler: Mum said yes!

      Dillan: To Xmas?

      Tyler: Yup!

      Dillan: Brilliant. How are you feeling?

      Tyler: I’ll be a ton better if I had a burrito.

      Dillan: Another one? That’s your third this week. Not that I’m judging, just observing.

      Tyler: I just love them so much right now.

      Dillan: In that case, I’m on my way.
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      The end of term comes far too soon, yet not soon enough, especially since my brother Dominic is finally on his way home. He’ll be here any moment and we’re all on the edge of our seats, waiting for his car to pull into the driveway.

      When it finally does, Mum and I start squealing with glee.

      That is until we see that it’s Dillan’s car.

      “I’ve never been sorrier to see you,” I grumble playfully when he walks inside and slides his jacket down his arms.

      He doesn’t look upset or sorry; he just looks amused. I peck his lips briefly, not wanting to gross out my parents, and then pull him into the living room that overlooks the driveway. The waiting game continues.

      “Sorry I’m late,” he whispers. “Shh.” I wave my hand at him.

      “Yes, because me being quiet is going to get your brother here faster,” he chuckles and my dad joins in. They both fall immediately silent though when Mum’s and my death glares pierce their very souls and shatter their spirits to oblivion.

      “I’ll go and put the kettle on.” Dillan kisses my forehead as his hand discreetly gropes my rear.

      “I think I’ll join you.” Dad slaps Dillan on the back. “Too many hormones flapping about in this room.”

      Finally, less than a minute after they leave the room, another set of headlights shines across the wet driveway.

      “HE’S HERE! MY BOY!” Mum screams and goes flying through the door faster than my eyes can register.

      “Move!” I all but shove Dillan out of the way as he comes to see what the fuss is about.

      “Dom!” I throw myself onto my mum and brother, who can’t hug us back for the bags in his hands.

      “I’ll get those.” Dad yanks one bag from his hand and Dillan squeezes in to take the other. Meanwhile, Mum and I smother Dominic in between us.

      “I missed you too,” Dom sighs and finally wraps an arm around us both.

      “You’ve gotten taller.” Mum pulls back and cups his face with her hands. “I can hardly reach you.”

      “Mum,” he laughs, releasing us both, “it’s cold, can I go inside now? I’d like to see you all in the light.”

      “Sorry.” I can’t contain my smile, especially not when we finally move into the warmth and I get to see my brother for the first time since May.

      Tears fill my eyes, but his eyes fill with disgust.

      “What the hell happened to you, Ty?” Everyone looks at me and my cheeks heat. “You’re so different.”

      “Good different or bad different?”

      “Both. My baby sister isn’t a baby anymore.” Scowl.

      “You’ve lost so much weight.”

      “So I’ve been told.” I roll my eyes and let out a breath of frustration. “Can everybody please lay off my weight now?”

      “First time I’ve said anything.” Dominic raises his hands defensively, looking so much like our dad.

      “They remind me daily while they try to force feed me bacon and toast.”

      Dominic frowns at them. “Eating fatty foods isn’t a safe way to gain.”

      “Sorry, Doctor.” My dad hugs his son, slapping him on the back loudly with one hand. “Good to see you, lad.”

      “You too.” Dominic’s eyes find Dillan and I watch as they narrow. My palms begin to sweat when he approaches him and doesn’t hold out his hand. “You the boyfriend I’ve been hearing so much about?”

      “I hope so, or Tyler has some explaining to do,” he jests, taking the hostile tone from my brother without any bitterness. He holds out his hand and my brother takes it. I see him squeeze hard but Dillan doesn’t falter.

      “You good to her?”

      “As good as I know how to be,” Dillan responds.

      “Leave him alone,” I snap, shoving my brother to the side. “It’s not like you can talk anyway; you’re always too busy for me.”

      “That’s not true.” He looks genuinely offended and this time it’s Mum I see in his features. “You just never call at a convenient time.”

      “And you never call me back at a convenient time.”

      We both smile at each other right before he grabs me in a headlock and starts messing with my hair.

      “Who’s hungry?” Mum calls over my screams and my brother’s grunts.
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      “Your brother doesn’t like me.” Dillan rids me of my jacket as his lips explore my neck.

      “Don’t talk about my brother when we’re being naughty.” He snorts attractively. “Naughty, huh?”

      “It’s a major turn off.”

      “But he really does hate me.”

      I stop him from lifting my shirt and yank his head back with my fist in his hair. “He doesn’t hate you; he just doesn’t know you.”

      “He glared at me whenever I touched you. Surely that should be what your dad does and not your brother?”

      I giggle and shrug. I’m not really sure what to say. I don’t think Dominic does hate him. Trust is earned.

      Dillan shakes his hair free of my hand and kisses me deeply. For a moment I forget what we were talking about. That is until he adds, “What can I do to get him to like me?”

      “For god’s sake,” I laugh and wrap my legs around his hips. “Just don’t break my heart. He’ll get used to you.”

      He holds me by my arse, his fingers digging into my flesh and the door pressing against my back.

      “You really have lost weight,” Dillan frowns. “I knew we should have gone to the doctor.”

      “Totally pointless.” I’m so tired of hearing about how I look. People are entirely obsessed with my appearance and health. “I’m fine now. No more throwing up, no more dizzy spells. I’m good.”

      “Promise me you’ll go back if you get that way again.”

      “You have my word.” I fumble between us and release him from the confines of his jeans. He carries me to his desk and sits me on the edge.

      With his eyes clenched shut, he sinks into me and both of us shudder together. Me more so than him as my body welcomes him with a desperation it never has before.

      “Jesus,” I cry, gripping the desk edge with my fingers so tightly my entire arms ache.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” My head lolls back, exposing my neck to him. “It’s just really intense.”

      “Intense.” He grins arrogantly and starts a steady, slow rhythm.

      It’s torture. I moan louder than ever before. My eyes close and my hips buck against his as I try to feel more of whatever this is. It burns. It tingles. It’s like being on the edge of the most powerful orgasm forever. I never want it to end but I’m scared I’ll lose my mind if it doesn’t.

      “Harder,” I beg and he complies, but it’s just not enough. “Harder, Dillan!”

      “Fuck,” he curses, breathing heavily. Hands wrap around the base of my thighs. His hips slam against them as he holds me tightly in place.

      When he finally pushes in as deeply as he can, I lose it. The way he connects with me just rubs me in the right spot and my vision goes black.

      I wrap my arms around him, my nails digging into his skin. His deep guttural growl just keeps me going. I can’t handle it. It’s too much. Tears fall down my cheeks, my nose tingles, everything is fucking burning so badly that my body begins to shake. “Bloody hell,” Dillan grits through clenched teeth. “Tyler… you feel amazing. I… it’s…” Burying his face into my neck he stills. I feel him pulse inside of me, throbbing, tensing as I clench. “I’m not done,” he whispers as we come down from that high together. “I’m not done.”

      “Good.” I grin, wiping my forehead on my top. I don’t even care how gross that is. “Me neither.”

      We fall asleep together until two in the morning when I hear his nan come home.

      I’m too tired and too comfortable in his arms to care.
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      We awake at five and jog back to my house where Mum, Dad and Dominic are all still sleeping. I should have gone back last night but one thing led to another. I’m horny again already. I need to slow down.

      “Mum and Dad are going to be upset,” I say quietly.

      “That’s if they notice you didn’t come home.” Dillan kisses me and pushes me up against the side of the fridge. “Which I don’t think they will have.”

      “Want to go back to your Nan’s?” I giggle quietly. “I feel as though we haven’t done it in months.”

      “Christ, Ty, you’ve almost broken me. I’m not sure I could go again even if I wanted to.”

      “Boring.” I push him off me and move into the hallway where I tilt my head to catch the sounds from upstairs.

      “Hear anything?” He asks.

      I shake my head. “This house is too big.”

      “Not big enough.” My brother states as he descends the stairs, his angry eyes on the man I love. “What time do you call this?”

      “We always go jogging at this time,” Dillan responds, stopping by my side.

      “From nine at night until the next morning?” He clips. “I was up until three.”

      Oops.

      “I just hope for your sakes you’re being responsible. Sex is for the sole purpose of breeding and breeding will ruin your fucking lives.” He gives me a stern look. “Be safe.”

      Oh… my… god.

      When he brushes past me, I race up the stairs. The nausea I’ve been feeling has suddenly returned and I almost don’t make it.

      “Bugger,” Dillan sighs and rubs my back as I vomit up nothing but water. “That’s it. You’re going to the doctor.”

      Tears stream from my eyes and my body shakes, though not because of the sickness.

      “What’s their number? I’ll book it myself.”

      “No,” I blurt, shaking my head and quickly closing the door to the bathroom. I brush my teeth, tears still gliding down my face as my brain works through dates and days and months and… “We haven’t. We’ve been so stupid.”

      “Huh?” He looks blissfully unaware of my mental torture. “Dillan…” I turn to face him and lean back against the sink.

      “We haven’t been safe. It never even…” His face begins to pale. “We never spoke about it.”

      “Safe as in contra… contra…”

      “Contraception,” I whisper hiss and run my hands through my hair.

      “I…” He looks as ill as I feel. “You aren’t… you can’t be.”

      “I’ve been sick.”

      “A bug.”

      “I’ve been so horny.”

      “We all get like that.”

      “My boobs are sore.”

      “Are you due on or something?”

      I bite hard on my lip. “I haven’t had a period since a week or so before the first time we…”

      “No,” he shakes his head and takes a step back. “We aren’t that unlucky, okay?” He turns, yanks open the door and paces through my room to the window. “It’s not possible. I can’t… we can’t… there’s no way we can…” His own hands rip through his hair, but his stay there. I step up behind him and wrap my arms around his waist.

      “We’ll figure it out.”

      “There’s nothing to figure out, Ty. If you are… there’s only one option.”

      “Yeah,” I agree, squeezing my eyes shut. My tears dry. “We’re only seventeen.”

      “Exactly.” He turns and holds me in stiff arms. “Why didn’t you get the pill or something? Aren’t all girls on some kind of preventative?”

      “I was a virgin. It never came up,” I point out, frowning. “Why didn’t you use condoms?”

      “I didn’t think.”

      “Exactly,” I snap, jabbing him in the chest with my finger. “So don’t blame me. Besides, we should do a test first before we start panicking.”

      “Right.” He blows out a breath. “I’m already panicking.”

      “Me too.”

      “Promise me you won’t complicate this if you are.”

      “Complicate it?”

      “Just… you know… let it all be over.”

      My heart sinks at how badly he doesn’t want this. Not that I want it; it just hurts knowing he also doesn’t, as hypocritical as that is.

      I’m such a mess. I can’t believe this is happening to me. This doesn’t happen to people like me. I should go on to university, to get married and then have babies after tons of cocktail parties and expensive holidays.

      “I should go anyway,” Dillan states, pushing me away with stiff arms.

      “Please,” I beg, wrapping my arms around his neck. “Please don’t be like this with me.”

      “Like what?” His tone rises. “I’m not being anything.”

      “You’re tense and distant.”

      “I’m stressed. What do you expect?”

      “I am too.”

      He pushes me gently away again and my lower lip trembles. I feel as though my whole world is crumbling.

      “Hold me,” I beg, placing my hand over his heart.

      He does, but it’s as stiff as a dead guy’s embrace and with even less feeling. “I’ll call you later.” His equally stiff, dry lips touch my temple.

      “I love you,” I murmur, gripping his top with a tight fist.

      He doesn’t speak as he peels me from him and exits the house, leaving me feeling worried, empty and terrified.

      I try to nap but unfortunately sleep evades me. I have a horrible feeling it’ll be evading me for some time to come.

      What ifs torture my mind. The thought of losing Dillan… it tears me up inside. But the thought of what I might have to do alone, without my mum to hold my hand, is even more terrifying. I never agreed with termination but what choice do I have?

      I have so many aspirations. So many wants.

      Why didn’t I protect myself? Why didn’t it even enter my mind?

      Why don’t I have a best friend I can call to cry to?

      Tyler: I’m really scared. Will you call me? I just need to hear your voice.

      Dillan doesn’t respond. I become panicked and send him two more messages, begging him for his attention, yet I get nothing.

      He’s going to leave me. No.

      He’s not that kind of guy.

      Is he? How well do I really know him?

      “You coming down for breakfast?” Mum yells after a few torturous hours of silence.

      “I’m not hungry,” I shout back, hugging my legs like a child. “I’ll save you a plate for when you are.”
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      “Where have you been?” I hiss at Dillan when he arrives at my house in the late afternoon.

      He nods towards the stairs and follows me up to my bedroom. As soon as the door closes behind him, I unleash my fury.

      “I have been going out of my mind,” I whisper shout. “I thought…”

      He pulls a bag from the inside of his jacket and drops it on the bed.

      “What’s that?” I ask and watch him tip it out.

      Three different brands of pregnancy tests lay on my duvet, brazen as day.

      “I feel sick.” I tell him quietly, my hands going to my stomach. “I don’t want to do this.”

      He passes me the bottle of water on my dressing table and forces me to drink half of it.

      “I need to know. I can’t clear my head,” he says, unable to make eye contact with me. “I need to know.”

      “I’m not sure I want to.”

      His eyes meet mine, full of stress and annoyance. “Just take the damn tests, Tyler.”

      I snatch a box and rip it open. The stick within is encased in a white, foil packet. I tear it and stare at it in my hand for the longest time.

      “You pee this end.”

      “Piss off,” I snap, not needing his attitude right now. “Give me a break.”

      “I can’t… not until you give me one.”

      “Yes, because I’m doing this on purpose?” I stomp into the bathroom and slam the door behind me. My legs bounce after I sit on the toilet and place the stick below my crotch, praying internally that I don’t accidentally pee on my hand.

      “Are you done?” His tone is clipped and his hand bangs on the door.

      “Seriously?” I hiss under my breath. I place the stick beside the sink as I wash my hands and Dillan, hearing the taps, walks in uninvited. He rests the box next to the object of truth and looms over it, his eyes never leaving the space in which the lines form.

      “Anything?” I ask, sitting on the closed toilet, my hands trapped between my knees. “Dillan…”

      “Wait,” he replies, his tone just as clipped as before. “No…” He picks up the stick and the box to get a closer look. “No… no.”

      “What?”

      “Do the others,” he demands, near shouting. “Be quiet.”

      “Take the other tests now… this one’s faulty.”

      I snatch the stick from him and stare at the pink plus symbol in the little rectangle. I don’t even need the box to compare it to. It tells me on the stick exactly what that means.

      “Oh my god.” It clatters in the sink and my hand goes to my stomach. “I feel like the world has stopped.”

      “We’ll deal with it. We just need to make an appointment or something.” He gives me a look of mourning and determination. “Now. Get your phone.” He pulls his from his pocket. “Use mine.”

      “Give me chance to think.”

      “You don’t need time to think,” he shouts, his eyes blazing with a fury that startles me and equal parts scares me. “You need to deal with this so everything can go back to normal.”

      “It’s not that simple,” I cry, hating myself for the tears that scald my cheeks. “Just let me have a minute to adjust to this.” He goes to argue. “I’m fucking pregnant, Dillan. I’m fucking pregnant and I’m terrified and I don’t have anyone and you are… you’re not you.”

      “This just got too serious too fast,” he admits, his tone softening. “I don’t know how to deal with this level of stress. I just… I just want it over.”

      “Me too,” I admit solemnly. “I’m pregnant.”

      “Stop saying it. Stop.”

      “You’re not helping how I feel right now.”

      He laughs humourlessly. “I’m not thinking beyond how I feel right now. I’m devastated.”

      “Because we’re getting rid?”

      “No, because I was so bloody stupid. I’m supposed to be smart. I’m supposed to set an example and instead I knock my girlfriend up who I’ve only been seeing a few weeks.” He shakes his head as if trying to erase his brain. “I need to go.”

      “No!” I panic. “Please… please don’t leave me. Not yet. I need you.”

      “I can’t do this right now.” He walks out of the room. “I need space. You need to book an appointment.”

      “On my own?”

      “It’s just a phone call. I’ll be there for the thing itself.”

      My lips part. “No, Dillan. I need you now. I… please. Please don’t go. Not yet. Just hold me. Let me cry. Don’t shut me out.”

      “I can’t be your fucking crutch right now, Tyler,” he snaps and yanks open my bedroom door.

      He’s gone, leaving me with two unused pregnancy tests and one used to deal with.

      As promised, I call my doctor and make an appointment for the morning. I text Dillan the time and place but he doesn’t reply. He also doesn’t show.

      I’ve never felt heartbreak like it.

      I thought I knew heartbreak before but that was mild in comparison to this.

      Tyler: Where are you? Why are you doing this?

      He’s gone and he’s not coming back.

      Tyler: I have to go in to the hospital on Monday for a sizing scan or something and to choose. I really need you with me. I can’t do this on my own.

      No reply.

      Tyler: It’s at ten. Will you take me? Please?

      Dillan: I’ll pick you up at nine thirty.

      Tyler: Can you drop by after college? I miss you.

      Dillan: I’ve already made plans. I’ll come tomorrow.

      Plans? How can he have plans when  I can’t even leave  my room?

      Tyler: I need you, Dillan. I NEED you.

      Dillan: And I NEED space.

      Tyler: Me too but it’s inside of me so I can’t get it.

      Dillan: I’ll see you tomorrow.

      Tyler: Suddenly there’s no I love you? Now that everything got real?

      Dillan: I didn’t ask for this.

      Scoff.

      Tyler: And I did? Are you tapped in the head? I’m as scared as you are, maybe even more so because I’m the one who’s going through it.

      Dillan: I’ll be there tomorrow. Message me again and I won’t bother.

      What an arsehole.

      Tyler: Then don’t fucking bother.

      I scream into my pillow and resist the urge to throw the contents of my room around like a psycho. I need to vent. There’s too much anger in me that I need to get rid of.

      He’s horrible. Horrible. What did I ever see in him?
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      The next day, after avoiding everybody without rousing suspicion, I head to classes. I need to act normal even though I feel far from it. The last thing I need right now is Mum finding out about this. That’s just extra anger and stress piled on my shoulders, as if I don’t know how stupid I am already without them telling me.

      I don’t see Dillan before classes start, nor do I catch him at break and I desperately search his regular hangouts.

      It’s not until lunch time that I find him, sitting on a chair at our usual table with our usual friends.

      He doesn’t look up when I approach and the others notice. I sit beside him and place my hand on his. His eyes finally come to mine, bloodshot and confused.

      “I’m sorry,” he mimes and strokes my cheek with his fingers.

      “Me too,” I mime back and wait for him to kiss me. Our fingers lace as our lips meet and then I rest my head on his shoulder. “Don’t let me do this alone.”

      “I won’t.” He nudges my nose with his. “I promise.”

      “Let’s go?” I plead. “I can’t handle another moment in this stupid place.”

      He nods and stands. “See you later, guys.”

      “Bye, lovers,” Leroy calls in a singsong voice.

      “Don’t forget,” Carl shouts over Leroy.

      “Forget what?” I ask Dillan quietly.

      “We’re going to his Nan’s tomorrow. I’m keeping him company as she renews her vows. It’ll be entirely mundane.”

      “Rather you than me.” I try to smile but it’s as forced and flat as my mood. “You’ll be there on Monday, right?”

      “Yes, I just needed time.”

      “Did you get enough of it?” I hiss bitterly.

      He stops and turns to face me. “Lay off, Tyler. I don’t know what to do, okay? I’m doing the best I can.”

      “Then do better,” I demand. “We can’t fall apart right now.”

      “No, I know.” He pulls me into his chest. “Just promise me that you’ll go through with it.”

      “I promise.” I tuck my hands between us and sigh when he squeezes me. There’s never a moment that I feel safer than right here in his warmth. Or I used to. Now I feel as though I’m clinging on out of fear rather than safety.

      Fear that he’ll walk away from me when I need him the most.

      “I love you,” I say into his chest.

      “You too,” he replies and finally lets me go. “Will you come to mine later?”

      He shrugs. “I have to get my suit ready and everything.”

      “Right.” I bite onto my tongue to will myself to not cause an argument right now. “What about tomorrow?”

      “I’m with Carl.”

      “The next day?”

      He nods. “I’ll come in the morning.”
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      “Dom.” I hop onto his bed and shake his shoulders. “Dom, wake up.”

      “Why?” He yawns loudly, still completely under his covers. “It’s Saturday.”

      “Mum said you promised to take her to see a show this afternoon.”

      “Exactly… afternoon being the key word here. It’s too early.”

      “It’s nearly one,” I laugh, standing and observing the new mess in his room. It’s odd to think that this place has been gathering dust for so long and suddenly it’s full of life.

      “Oops!” He tosses back the blanket and rolls out of bed, stretching his back from side to side. “Where’s lover boy?”

      “Swimming with his little sister. He came earlier.”

      “Mum said you’re inseparable.” He raises a judgmental brow. “Either she’s a liar or your pet has been avoiding you the past few days.” His smile becomes an evil one. “Or maybe you’ve been avoiding him?”

      “Stop sticking your nose into my business and concentrate on keeping your plans.”

      He chuckles and moves to his suitcase. “You haven’t unpacked yet?”

      “Of course I did. Mum washed everything and told me to put it away. Stacking it and hanging it up just seemed like too much work.”

      “She’ll kill you.”

      He grins at me over his shoulder. “Probably.”

      “Well, my duty is done. I’m going to be a hermit in my room again until further notice.”

      “Further notice? Make yourself pretty; you’re coming with us.”

      My heart does a bounce of happiness. “Really? You want me there?”

      When he stands, his eyes full of sympathy fly to mine. “Why the hell would you think otherwise?”

      I shrug and find my eyes become moist without my consent. “Haven’t you heard? I’m the friendless wonder.”

      “You’re also such an attention seeker. You want friends?” I nod.

      “Then fucking make them. It’s that easy.”

      “If it was that easy, I’d have made them already.”

      “You’re not even trying, you little tit.”

      Frown. “Don’t call me that.”

      “Then stop being it.” He guides me towards the door with hands on my shoulders. “Go shower or something. I need to get ready.”
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      We head to the city to take advantage of my brother’s connections. He’s good at making friends and lucky enough to find friends with certain advantages when it comes to getting tickets to events.

      “We haven’t done this in years.” Mum grins, full of excitement.

      We stand in a long line of equally excited people. The city always becomes so full of life when there’s a good show on.

      When we make it inside, Dominic heads straight for the popcorn and I head straight for a drink. Mum follows Dominic, but I don’t mind; she never gets to see him anymore.

      As I’m waiting in yet another line, my vision goes black and soft hands cover my eyes.

      “Guess who?” Whispers a familiar, feminine voice in my ear.

      “Emily?” I turn and hug her and she squeezes me a little too tightly. “What are you doing here?”

      “Daddy, daughter date,” she replies, pointing at Nathan across the way who is speaking to somebody in a suit. “We have a box.”

      “Fancy,” I reply, smiling and shuffling as the line gets shorter. “We have row seats.”

      “I’ll be able to throw things at you from above.” I roll my eyes.

      “Where’ve you been anyway?” She asks this seemingly innocent question, yet it makes me want to cry. “Dillan keeping you busy?”

      “Something like that.” I change the subject. “I honestly can’t believe you’re here. It’s such a small world.” When I look back over to her dad I notice Mum talking to him, laughing at something he’s said. She catches my eye and waves.

      My brother, with a massive box of popcorn, comes our way just as I purchase our drinks.

      Emily stills beside me and when I look at her, I notice her eyes widen and her lips part.

      “Emily, this is my brother, Dominic. Dom, this is Dillan’s

      little sister Emily.”

      Dominic, being the charming arsehole that he is, takes her hand and kisses the space just above her knuckles. “It’s a pleasure, Emily.”

      “I… you… me too,” she stammers.

      I try not to snort but I do and she elbows me in the ribs for it.

      “Dominic’s staying for the holidays,” I continue.

      She remains silent and I wonder if she’s broken. Her cheeks are bright red and her hands are clenched into fists. This is hilarious. Emily is totally crushing on Dominic and he seems completely oblivious to it.

      “Are you two coming?” Mum asks, stepping into our bubble with Nathan by her side. “Nathan has kindly invited us to join him.”

      “Yes!” Emily whispers. “Now we can throw stuff at people together.”

      “I heard that. If you do that, you’re grounded.” Nathan casts a stern gaze at his daughter.

      She rolls her eyes. “Chill out; I’m just kidding.” Then she murmurs, “He’s getting so grumpy in his old age.”

      I laugh when he grabs his daughter in a headlock and marches her past my brother and mother. We follow, amused by her squeals.

      “Dillan’s little sister?” Dominic whispers.

      “Yes.” I reply, giving him a pointed look. “She’s a good friend.”

      “See?” He grins. “You do have friends.”

      If only he knew that I can’t talk to Emily about everything that’s going on; then he’d understand.

      My life is so fucked up right now. For a moment there I forgot about it all. I wish I could go back in time and use a condom. I’m a moron.

      What’s worse is, this morning when Dillan showed up, he brought breakfast but he couldn’t have been more distant if he’d tried. He spent the entire visit playing on his phone. I know he’s scared but I need him right now. I thought he was better than this.

      I’m losing him. I know it. This isn’t my fear talking. He’s gotten cold feet. This has all become too serious and hard for him. People don’t want relationships that are full of stress; they want easy, not hard.

      It’s hard now. He’s bailing on me.
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      The drive here had me vomiting twice. Dillan had to pull over; it was awful.

      Will the nausea stop once it’s out of me or will it stay forever, haunting me for my selfish choices that led up to this moment?

      Dillan holds my hand, his leg bouncing. We don’t speak. Neither of us want to be here.

      “Tyler Shepherd?” The woman calls, looking perfect with her blonde hair in a neat bun and her uniform ironed to perfection.

      I stand, Dillan too, and we follow her into a dark room. She makes me lie on a bed in the centre, beside a monitor on wheels with more buttons and gadgets than I can count. The paper beneath my back tears a little but I don’t apologise. I can’t breathe.

      “Lift your top and unbutton your jeans,” she instructs softly as she taps away on the keyboard.

      I do just that.

      Dillan chews on his lip and I stare at him as she squirts a sticky, cold, gel onto my midriff. He keeps my eyes on his and his thumb strokes gentle patterns on the palm of my hand.

      When she presses a peculiar prong onto my stomach, I jolt.

      “It’s okay,” she soothes, placing her free hand on my shoulder. “It doesn’t hurt.”

      Pressure increases on my lower abdomen as she rolls the prong around, on top of the gel. Her free hand leaves me and she clicks away using a mouse. I’m not sure what she’s doing but I’m curious. I sit up. I know I shouldn’t, but I can’t help it and before she can stop me, I see it.

      The tiniest blob shrouded in black. A little white flickering heartbeat in the middle. It doesn’t resemble a baby, not even a little bit, but I know it is.

      It’s alive. I created that.

      One tiny sperm and one tiny egg created that flickering heartbeat.

      “Oh sweetie, don’t do that,” the nurse says softly and pushes me back onto the bed. “You don’t need to see that.”

      “Is it wrong that I was hoping it would already be dead so that I wouldn’t have to do this?” I sniff as she hands me a tissue. I hadn’t realised I was crying until now.

      “Not at all.” She places her hand back onto my shoulder. “Would you like a minute?”

      “No,” Dillan interjects before I can say anything. “We’re fine.”

      “Well,” she starts to clean up my stomach with dry blue roll, “I’m all done here. If you go outside and wait…”

      “How far along am I?” I ask, cutting her off.

      She hesitates but finally replies, “Seven weeks plus three days.”

      “Our first time,” I murmur and squeeze Dillan’s hand.

      “What happens now?” Dillan asks calmly.

      “Just wait outside and a nurse will be with your shortly to discuss your options.”

      He nods and helps me off the bed before leading me back out into the hall where we take our vacant seats once more.

      A woman sits alone in the corner flicking through an old, slightly torn magazine. I wonder if it’s to distract her from the images of babies on the wall being breastfed and toddlers taking their first steps. I’m not sure this is a fair environment for somebody making this decision.

      My mind keeps drifting back to the heartbeat I saw. It’ll forever be burned to my memory.

      It’s a baby. It’s mine. Can I live with this choice? Is this what I want?

      I just have so much going for my future, but it didn’t ask for this. It’s unfair that I’m killing it for a future I didn’t protect.

      Adoption is always a choice.

      Mum would probably end up taking it though. I wouldn’t be able to say no to her.

      This is ridiculous. I can’t do this. Not now. I need more time to think. I don’t have more time to think.

      Fuck.

      “I want to go home,” I say quietly, closing my eyes. Dillan’s energy becomes so very cold that I shiver. “What?”

      “I don’t want to do this. I need to think.”

      “No,” he snaps. “You need to do it and then you can think.” I open my eyes and look at him. “I can’t do it.”

      “Please,” he begs, gulping so aggressively his throat bobs. “I can see its heart beating every time I close my eyes.”

      “Ty, you promised. Don’t complicate this.”

      “But… it’s alive.”

      “It’s not even the size of a fifty pence piece yet, Ty. There’s nothing live about it.”

      “I saw its heart.”

      His lips thin to a white line. “Don’t complicate this. Just get it done. It’s our choice. Not just yours.”

      “No,” I snap, swiping away the tears from under my eyes. “It’s our mistake, so it’s our responsibility.”

      “We can’t take care of a baby, Tyler!” He yells and grips my hand in his, tightly, painfully. “Don’t you love me?”

      “Don’t try to manipulate me. Look… I know it’s going to be hard.”

      “Fuck!” He shouts and stands, looking wide-eyed and frightened. “You’re actually serious, aren’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “If… If you make this decision, you’re making it alone. I want no part in it.”

      I see the woman’s eyes come to us both but I ignore it. I don’t care if we’re making a scene. This is how it is. I’m not doing this. I don’t disrespect anybody else for doing it; I just personally can’t.

      My heart stops. “You’ll come around.”

      “I won’t.” He shakes his head, scowling with a look of evil I’ve never seen before in him. “I’ll tell everyone that it’s not mine. My family will never accept it. I’ll never accept it.”

      Holy crap… his words gut me. I feel as though my love for him has been vaporised, turning to ashes of hatred. “Who are you?”

      “I’m just telling you how it is, Ty. I can’t be a dad, okay? I’m too young. You’re too young.”

      “You’re a horrible person.”

      “No, I’m a selfish one. I never claimed to be otherwise. Now do the right thing.”

      “Okay,” I nod, sobbing when his hand grips my shoulder.

      “Everything will go back to the way it was if you just do the right thing, okay?”

      I nod again and look at the door, “Leave.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. I said leave.” I can’t look at him; it hurts too much.

      “You’re breaking up with me?”

      “No.” I place my hand on my stomach. “You’re breaking up with me because I’m keeping it. I’m doing the right thing.”

      “No…” he begs. “Please… I’m petrified here, Tyler. I don’t want any part of this. My family… everything we’ve worked for.” My scowl darkens. I’ve never felt anger like it.

      “Don’t worry, Dillan. You won’t have a part of this. Be sure of that.” I start to walk away, ignoring the nurse when she calls my name. Dillan chases after me, stopping me the second I feel the fresh burst of outdoor air.

      “I can’t do this, Tyler. I don’t want to lose you but…”

      “You’re a coward,” I snarl, pushing his hands away. “We did this. Together.”

      “I want my future. You could just go in there right now and take it all back.”

      “I’m sorry, Dillan, I am, but I just can’t.”

      “And you called me the coward?” He hisses and his eyes glisten with unshed tears. “You’re ruining my life.”

      This breaks my heart so I shoulder past him and head to the nearest bus stop. He doesn’t come after me.
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* * *

      When college ends for Christmas it’s a lot easier to hide from the world. My parents think I’m going out with Dillan and my friends think I’m with my family.

      That is until Christmas comes and Mum and Gwen, who seem to have become fast friends, figure out that we’re no longer together.

      When Mum asked me about it a couple of days before the festivities, I burst into such powerful sobs I couldn’t stand. She sobbed with me.

      That was the last time I cried over Dillan.

      It’ll be the last time I ever cry over him. I have bigger things to worry about.

      Fortunately Mum never asked me about him again and I think she passed that memo on to Dad and Dominic too because they’ve been nothing but attentive these past few weeks.

      This is why, after bringing in the New Year with my favourite people, I’m a wreck. Not because of Dillan, but because Dominic is leaving again and it feels like just yesterday that he got here.

      “I’ll come back at Easter,” he promises, as though April is only around the corner.

      In April I’ll be a blimp. I’ll have my own gravitational pull.

      He’ll be so ashamed of me.

      They all will.

      Emily: Milkshakes?

      I’ve spoken to Emily a few times over the past few weeks but not much. It’s getting harder and harder to not tell people about my predicament. I’m suffering alone and I hate it. I never was very good at keeping secrets. Because of this I’ve been avoiding her too and I’m surprised she doesn’t hate me for it.

      Tyler: That would actually be perfect. Are you free now?

      Emily: Can you drive yet?

      Tyler: I’ve only done about six lessons.

      Emily: I’ll get the bus… I can be there in an hour or so.

      Tyler: I’ll get my dad to drive. You at your Nan’s?

      Emily: Yup. You know the place.

      Tyler: Is Dillan there? I don’t think I can handle seeing him.

      Emily: He is but I’ll come outside so you don’t have to suffer.

      I breathe out a sigh of relief.

      Tyler: Thank you, Emily. Sorry if you feel in the middle.

      Emily: We’ll talk soon. <3

      “Dad, can you take me to pick up Emily and then drop us at the shake place?”

      “Right now?” He calls from the living room.

      “Yeah, right now,” I call back and smile when he stomps towards me, grumbling under his breath. “Thank you.”

      Emily thanks my dad and makes small talk during the journey to our favourite shake place. It isn’t until we’ve ordered and found a table out of ear shot that she hisses, “Okay so… what the fuck is going on with you and Dillan?”

      “I really don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Well you’re gonna.” She sits back and folds her arms over her chest. “He’s a miserable, mardy mess. I’ve never seen him so grumpy.”

      “That’s his own fault,” I snap, really not wanting to talk about this. “He broke up with me.”

      She blinks as though registering that fact. “No way. But… he’s obsessed with you. He has your pictures by his bed… he talks about you constantly… what happened?”

      “He’s a dick.” I scowl.

      She frowns. “He’s my brother; he’s never been a dick.”

      “People change.” Our milkshakes arrive but suddenly I don’t want to drink it anymore. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “I just don’t understand how you’ve gone from being what you were to what you are.”

      “Ask him.” I sip my drink but it tastes like ash. “I really don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

      She huffs but says nothing. “Well, whatever. I’m still your friend and I’m still his sister so I’m not taking sides.” I bet she would if she knew the real reason behind our break up. “Do you want to catch a movie?”

      I shrug. “Are you going to keep talking about Dillan?”

      “No, promise. I’ll never mention him again unless I have to.” she pats my hand on the table. “Do you want to go and see a movie?”

      “There’s nothing on at the moment.”

      “True.” She scrunches up her nose with thought. “Shopping?”

      “Actually,” I slide my teeth over my lower lip, “that’s a good idea. I need a few new pieces, no thanks to my weight loss.”

      She nods, smiling. “Let’s go then.”

      We pick up our shakes and exit the little diner.

      Looping her arm through mine, we head towards our favourite stores and browse the aisles, picking things up to try on. I go for baggier clothing, clothing that will hide my shameful predicament.

      “You really don’t know a thing about fashion, do you?” Emily sighs, holding up waist-high, torn jeans to her legs and a crop top to her breasts.

      “I dress in what’s comfortable.”

      “Me too. It’s not like these clothes are uncomfortable. They fit me well, they look good, I can move in them, breathe in them.” Then, with a look of mischief, she adds, “You want to make him jealous? Change your look.”

      “I can’t,” I say, shaking my head. “Those clothes aren’t me.”

      “Of course they are. You just don’t know it yet.”

      She hands me my own pair of waist-high jeans and a netted, floral lace top. I decide to try it on if only to appease her.

      Giggling, she pulls me to the changing room and starts to strip. I do the same, looking at myself in the mirror when she turns her back to me. My hand flutters to my stomach. I still can’t believe how much weight I’ve lost. I look like a completely different person.

      I pull on the top first and then the trousers, almost falling as one leg gets stuck on the heel of my foot.

      “Need a hand?” Emily snorts as I finally tug them up to my hips.

      I pull the top button to the loop and it just reaches.

      “We should do some sit ups together,” Emily grins, turning sideways and looking at our midriffs in the mirror. “Tone up these loose tums.”

      I look at mine and it has a slight roundness to it that it didn’t before. This is different to the podge I used to have. All the exercise gave me hard abs and an almost flat stomach. This is a bump in the making, or maybe I’m imagining it.

      I can hardly be imagining it when there’s an actual thing growing inside of me.

      “You should buy it; you look so good.”

      She’s right, I do look good, but I just can’t justify spending this much money on something I won’t fit into in a couple of weeks.

      “Maybe next time,” I shrug, taking it all off and quickly donning my own clothes.

      I leave the items Emily picked with the lady just outside of the changing rooms and purchase the cute, funny T-shirts that I chose and the stretchy leggings.

      “I’m dreading going back to college on Tuesday.”

      “I bet.” She gives me a sympathetic smile. “Just keep your head down and avoid him if he’s being that much of a dick.” Then, after a brief pause, she adds, “I wish you’d tell me what happened. I feel as though I’m going to find out anyway.”

      She’s right. Everybody is going to find out anyway, but I need more time to adjust to this myself before everyone starts having a go at me.

      “I’m just not ready to say it aloud yet,” I say softly, keeping my shameful eyes on the ground. “Let’s just have fun and forget about it, okay?”

      “Deal. Sleepover? Celebrate our last night of the holidays?”

      “Hell yes,” I beam, feeling a lot better already. “Movies, snacks and gossip.”

      “And no talk of boys… except your brother. I want to know everything.”

      “Ewww.”

      “Definitely, definitely not ewww,” she replies with a dreamy look in her eyes.

      I pretend to vomit though I genuinely feel like it. “He’s too old for you anyway.”

      “In two point five years when I’m eighteen, age will be nothing.” She sighs again. “I can wait. I’ll be patient.”

      “You’re a freak,” I giggle, looking around us as we cross a busy street. “If you’re staying over tonight, you have to promise me something.”

      “What?”

      “No talking about my brother.”

      “Fine.” She pouts. “Boring.”

      Shudder. As if she fancies my brother. It’s just gross and I don’t need to hear about it.
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      I’m late back on the first day. This nausea is kicking my arse and it took me forever to convince myself to actually go. I think I might be depressed or just terrified that somebody will notice my condition. I still have yet to figure out what I’m going to do, how I’m going to tell my parents. Every time I think about the disappointment that will shine from their eyes it makes my lip tremble and a lump rise in my throat. The last thing I want to do is hurt them.

      The more I think about it, the more I figure that adoption is a better option. I’ve done some research online. It would be discreet. I’m thirteen and a half weeks gone. It’ll be born August, I think. College ends in May. I could easily ride this out, keep it hidden and then go away after school, have the baby, give it to a nice couple who can’t have kids and then come back. Nobody would ever have to know. My reputation would be okay. Mum and Dad won’t hate me and maybe I’ll still be datable.

      The problem is figuring out where to go.

      The next problem is, will I be able to give it up? I already feel a strange attachment to it and it’s not even bigger than an orange yet. At least I hope it isn’t; I need to stay skinny for as long as possible.

      A torrent of whispers find me wherever I go. People stare at me in classes and stare even more when I skip the canteen and hide under a tree on the grounds with an old book I abandoned in my locker last year. I have yet to finish reading it and it has yet to capture my attention. I just want to look busy.

      Everybody seems to know that Dillan and I are no longer a couple. It’s killing me, the thought of him dating somebody else, especially while I’m in this condition. Would he be so cruel?

      It’s just as much his fault that I’m like this and I hate him for it. Why does he get off so easily? Why am I the bad guy?

      I leave before the bell rings and make it home before anybody can capture me. This is my life for the next four days.
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* * *

      “Okay,” Mum snaps, barging into my room uninvited. “Cut this shit out and tell me what’s going on.”

      I blink, surprised by her sudden question. We were literally speaking in the kitchen only ten minutes prior to this burst of craziness.

      “Huh?”

      “You are moping in your room; Dillan is moping in his; you’re constantly down… what the hell is going on?”

      “Nothing.” I roll my eyes. “Dillan broke up with me and I’m sad about it, okay? Can I not be sad about that?”

      Her eyes soften with sympathy but I know I’m not getting off that easily. “Yes, but you’re being too sad and so is he. I still speak to Gwen, remember?”

      Shrug.

      “Tell me what happened.”

      “He’s a dick. He’s not the person I thought he was.”

      “So you broke up with him?”

      “No,” I sigh, slamming my laptop shut. “He broke up with me. I just said that.”

      “But why?” She moans. “You two were so lovely together.”

      “He said things were getting too serious for him and he wanted to focus on school.” It’s a half truth.

      Her brows hit her hairline. “Too serious?”

      “Yes, like… I told him I loved him and he bolted. Okay?”

      Her fingers go to her lips; she looks to be in shock. “No… but he loved you. Anybody could see that.”

      “He’s seventeen, Mum… what do you expect?”

      When her eyes darken, I shrink back into my headboard. “Did you sleep with him?”

      “Mum!”

      “Sorry, I just… did you?”

      “Please go away,” I sigh, reopening my laptop. “I have things to do.” I glare at her. “Don’t speak to Gwen about this. It’s nobody’s business. Okay?”

      She places her hand on her heart. “Of course, sweetie. Shall I make you some dessert?”

      “I would love some dessert,” I grumble. “Make it chocolate, chocolate, double, triple chocolate.”

      “The way I love it.” She smiles and then moves towards me. With her knee on the bed she hugs me tight, making me feel even crappier than I already do. “You can tell me anything, you really can. I’m not just your mum; I’m your friend. Don’t ever feel alone, okay?”

      I nod into her hair and return the hug with as much force as she’s giving.

      “When will I be over him?” I sob, hating myself for being so weak.

      “How much did you love him?”

      “More than I’m physically capable of. The thought of him getting with anyone else makes me want to die.”

      She pulls back and with soft hands begins to play with my hair. “It’ll pass. I don’t know when, but it will. One day you’ll look back and laugh at this when you’re chilling with your new, handsome beau.”

      “You think?”

      She nods and kisses my temple. “Anybody would be lucky to have you in their life. He’s just too dumb to see it. Boys at this age usually are.”

      “Agreed.” I smile genuinely for what feels like the first time ever. “I don’t need him.”

      “No, you don’t.” She kisses me again and stands. “Right, I’m going to go make us some pudding and you’re going to continue to wallow until you feel like you’re ready to not wallow anymore. Okay?”

      “Thanks, Mum,” I say and pull my laptop back onto my lap.

      The urge to stalk Dillan on Instagram and Facebook overwhelms me and I find myself scrolling through his updates, relieved when he doesn’t have any. Maybe he is suffering as badly as I am.

      Leroy: You free??

      I don’t reply; I’m too tired.

      Leroy: Bitch, I know you’ve seen my message. You free?

      Tyler: I’m trying to sleep.

      Leroy: It’s not even six yet. Get dressed, you’re coming to my house. We’re playing Monopoly.

      Tyler: Monopoly? Is Dillan there?

      Leroy: Nope, I invited you first. I’ve spent enough time with him this week. Come on. I’m on my way.

      Tyler: In what? On foot?

      Leroy: You shall see. Be there in ten.

      I can’t even be bothered but I need to get out, especially since I’m doing the one thing I promised myself I wouldn’t. I’m searching for Dillan. He doesn’t deserve it. He doesn’t deserve me. Mum was right. He doesn’t deserve any part of me. Not my body, not the baby that he doesn’t want.

      Now I know what I’m doing, now I have my plan, I need for him to not even exist. I can’t risk him telling anybody about this.

      Tyler: If it makes you feel better, I did it. No more baby.

      I lie and his response is almost immediate.

      Dillan: Thank you. Are you okay? Do you need anything? You should have called. I’d have gone with you.

      Tyler: Don’t contact me anymore. I just wanted you to know, but I don’t want anything beyond that.

      Dillan: But everything can go back to how it was.

      Tyler: It can’t because I don’t trust you or even like you anymore. You broke my fucking heart.

      Dillan: I’m coming to see you.

      Tyler: If you even think of stepping foot near me, I’ll tell my parents exactly what you forced me to do alone. Don’t contact me and don’t speak to me. You’re dead to me.

      A weight has been lifted, a painful one, like ripping duct tape from my heart strings. It’s brief but once the stinging stops, I feel so much better.

      I’ll never feel one hundred percent but I feel better than I did.

      Then, when Leroy arrives and we go to his and play Monopoly with his Mum and Dad after he picks me up in his new car, I feel even better.
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* * *

      “Ty!” Dillan yells and jogs to catch up with me.

      I look away, keeping my eyes front and centre. “Tyler.” He grabs my arm and stops me in my tracks.

      “Get off,” I hiss, pulling free and shoving my bag back onto my shoulder. It slipped when he stopped me from walking. “What?”

      “I’m sorry,” he says quietly, backing me into the space between the door and the wall. “I’m so sorry. I’ve been…”

      “I don’t care.” I look away, unable to meet his eyes for fear of loving him all over again. It’d be a lie. He’s only here because I did what he wanted me to do, or at least he thinks I did. “I’m over it.”

      “Over it? Is that why you’re hanging around Leroy again?” He snaps.

      I shove my shoulder into his chest as I pass him. “My life is none of your business. Stay away from me, Dillan. I mean it.”

      “But I love you.” He grabs me again. “I don’t feel complete without you.”

      “Your love is a fucking joke. You made me do something I didn’t want to do and now you’re back? Love doesn’t choose a time to be present. It exists regardless of what happens. You’re a pathetic excuse of a man and I wish, wish, I hadn’t given myself to you.”

      “You don’t mean that.”

      I continue on my way, breathing deeply so I don’t become the kind of person I hate by punching him on his nose.

      “If it’s true what you said about love,” he shouts after me, drawing the attention of the people around us that I tried so hard to shield from my private affairs, “then you still love me and I’m not going to stop fighting for you, Ty.”

      “You already did, Dillan,” I call back, walking backwards away from him. “There’s no coming back after that. I never want to see you again.”

      I never should have messaged him. I’m an idiot.

      Keeping my head low, I slink away and leave the school completely when I know he’s no longer following me. I have things to do anyway. Things that don’t involve thinking of Dillan or his spawn.
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      No amount of wishing that this could be over has brought my body any relief and I know it must make me a terrible person. I’m not going out of my way to harm the baby, but every morning when I wake up and don’t find evidence of a natural miscarriage, my heart sinks a little. I’m the worst kind of person there is. I know it, but I can’t help it.

      Standing sideways in front of my bedroom mirror, I move my hand over my swelling belly. I feel huge, though I don’t look it, not yet. I can still hide it under baggy clothing. Under anything tight it’s blatantly obvious that I’m carrying an alien.

      I can no longer run from it; I have to see a doctor or something.

      I pull my leggings up as far as they will go and let my T-shirt drop, then I wrap an obnoxiously large scarf around my neck and let it hang down and over my belly before donning a thick wool cardigan. Now I don’t look pregnant at all and thankfully the nausea has stopped.

      Though it is the only thing that has stopped. Dillan still comes to me in school and strikes up conversations as though nothing ever happened between us. He’s not stopping despite my efforts to avoid him and despite my ignoring him.

      He’s even gone as far as to send flowers through my mum.

      I should tell him I’m still pregnant; he’d leave me alone then.

      No. He doesn’t deserve any part of this and I can’t handle his harsh words again.

      For now, I distract myself in my studies, with Emily and occasionally Leroy who, despite our history, has become a decent friend. He’s not so much a friend that I could confide this to him though. I don’t have anybody that I can confide this to.

      Over the February holidays I stay with my Grandparents in their cabin in Sherwood Forest. It is amazing and had Dillan been a better boyfriend, he’d have been welcome to join me. More fool him. I upload a lot of pictures, not only to make him jealous but also to show him that I’m moving on.

      But am I moving on if I’m trying to make him jealous?

      I’m such a child. I’m going to have a baby in twenty-two weeks and I’m trying to make a man who abandoned me jealous.

      Holy crap.

      I’m going to have a baby in twenty-two weeks.

      I pick up my phone and call my doctor, who gives me the number for the local family services where I speak to a midwife. I beg her to keep this quiet and not send anything through the post.

      She must think less of me than I think of myself, though she doesn’t show it. She books me in for a scan the day after tomorrow due to me being so far along and promises no surprise calls or letters.

      “You free?” Dad taps on my door and lets himself into my room.

      I cross my legs and lean forward so my T-shirt completely drops over my curves, hiding everything from even the most accidental glimpse.

      “I am.” I spin my phone in my hands between my thumb and finger.

      “Shall we go to dinner?”

      I grin. “Definitely. What’s the occasion?”

      “Your mum just got confirmation of publication for that piece she spent months on.”

      My lips part with excitement. “The one about the school failure to spit out well functioning beings?”

      “The one and only.” He beams, his face a mask of pride. “So… dinner?”

      “Yes! But I’m getting dessert.”

      “Whatever.” He winks and tugs on my hair. “Your mum’s paying.”

      “I heard that!” Mum calls from the landing.

      We both laugh quietly and he leaves me to get ready. The problem is, what do I wear?

      Thankfully due to how much weight I’ve lost, I have a few dresses from back in my bigger days that bury me enough.

      I push my swollen breasts up to keep eyes off my lower half and let my hair fall in silky waves. It’s getting so long. I’m thinking of adding blue to it the next time I go for a trim.

      “Gwen is joining us.” Mum lets me know just as we’re leaving the house.

      “Emily?”

      “No, she’s already busy tonight apparently.” I hesitate before asking. “Dillan?”

      “I doubt it. She didn’t mention him. You two still aren’t talking?” She asks kindly. “Those flowers he sent were beautiful.”

      “Next time he sends flowers, send them back.” I tell her for the twentieth time. “Traitor.”

      “Gwen said he seems really sorry.”

      “Mum, whose side are you on?” I feel like stomping back inside to escape this. My temper is shocking now. All these hormones in my poor body are screwing me up terribly. “I said I don’t want anything to do with him.”

      “Everyone deserves a second chance.”

      “Well maybe he had his,” I snap. “Did you ever think of that?”

      “Ladies,” Dad rests his arm around my shoulders, “why are we fighting on such a beautiful night?”

      “Mum’s being pushy.”

      “Mum,” he jests, “don’t be pushy.”

      “I am not! She’s being stubborn.”

      “Ha!” I laugh once. If only she knew. “Just leave it.”

      “Yeah, Maaa, just leave it,” Dad mimics in a whiny tone and a heavy London accent. Then he elbows me in my arm and grins. “Innit, bruv?”

      “You’re a knob,” I sigh and make my way to the car. “Let’s go. I’m starving.”

      “’Urry up, Mam, innit,” Dad continues and climbs into the car. “I’m starvin’, blad.”

      “You really need to stop now. Nobody sounds like that.”

      “You do a little bit,” Mum points out. “Though you pronounce your words nicely.”

      “For sure.” Dad flicks his fingers out, trying to make them snap.

      Mum and I both roll our eyes; then she sticks her tongue out at me and I know we’re good again.

      “Brrrrrap.”

      “Dad!” I yell in a laughing tone. “You’re such a weirdo.”

      This is exactly why he can never know about my situation.

      Things will never be like this again. Ever.

      As if agreeing with me, I feel a little flutter in my stomach for the first time ever and my hand flies to my belly. It moved. It just moved. If I was on my own, I’d probably be crying.

      This is insane.

      It’s real. It’s all becoming so real.

      “I cannot wait for the lamb shank,” Mum sighs.

      “I’m looking forward to the Italian flatbread thing,” I say; my cravings now include tomatoes and rocket leaves.

      “I’m having the pie.”

      “Adventurous,” I respond. “I love you both, you know that right?”
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* * *

      Gwen is already at her restaurant waiting for us at a table. She smiles and hugs my mum, kisses my dad’s cheek and then moves to me.

      I can’t think of a way to avoid her embrace and it’s far too tight. So tight my stomach touches hers and I feel her tense, or at least I think I do. Fuck. Not good.

      I quickly pull away and smile shakily. “It’s great to see you.”

      “You too,” she replies, her brows furrowed, and I watch as her eyes drag down me from head to toe. “You’ve lost weight.”

      “I wouldn’t,” Mum warns, smiling at her friend. “She’s sensitive about that right now.”

      She gives me another once over and her eyes linger on my stomach. I try to suck it in but to no avail. I can only hope she doesn’t see anything.

      She keeps glancing my way and deep down I know that she knows. I just have this horrible gut feeling that she knows and I’m just waiting for her to bring it up.

      She catches my eye and gives me such a sympathetic smile. “I took the liberty of ordering ahead.”

      “I messaged her,” Mum adds proudly, as though only she could have thought of texting.

      “The flat bread is a new one for you, Tyler,” Gwen points out, smiling though I can see the cogs turning.

      “Dillan had it when he brought me a few weeks ago. It was lovely.”

      She smiles genuinely. “It’s my own recipe, right down to the dough.”

      “Speaking of recipes, you really should release a cook book,” Mum states and Gwen sighs, her eyes full of amusement.

      “This again?”

      “I just think it would be a great investment. Your recipes are to die for.”

      I nod my agreement. “They really are. I’d sell my soul for your lemon cake.”

      I feel soft hands cover my eyes and familiar lips touch my cheek. “You can’t sell your soul; it belongs to me.”

      I scowl as I remove his hands from my eyes.

      “You look radiant,” Dillan whispers in my ear and Gwen’s sympathetic smile becomes one of love and pride. “As always.”

      I remain stiff and continue to look at my empty champagne glass, not that I’ll be drinking but I wish I could.

      “Are you not enjoying yourself?” Dillan asks quietly, taking the seat beside me.

      Mum and Dad both look at me for any sign of distress but they receive nothing but a look of frustration and defeat. I’m not going to make a scene.

      “I didn’t know you were coming.” Gwen blinks at her son. Dillan leans into me and asks, “How could I resist?”

      “You should have,” I murmur so only he can hear. He helps himself to the leftover food on my plate.

      “I missed you,” he whispers into my ear, sliding the back of his fingers along the outside of my thigh. “Join me outside while we wait for food.”

      His words penetrate my steely façade and I fight to keep a clear head and dry eyes.

      “Can we please not go over this for the thousandth time?”

      “I told you I wasn’t going to give up,” he replies smugly and I’m starting to wonder if he’s being genuine.

      “You should.”

      “I’m not.”

      I glare at him. He comically glares back and through my anger bursts forth a laugh that I haven’t felt in far too long. My hand flies to my mouth to stifle it and my eyes narrow around my thumb.

      He grips my hand, pulls it away from my face and kisses it.

      “Excuse me.” I stand, smile at my table and move towards the lavatories, which I hope are empty. The toilet is my frequent friend since week six of this pregnancy.

      “Excuse us,” Dillan stands and follows.

      When I exit, Dillan takes my arm and steers me out of the restaurant. We hide behind the same pillar that we hid behind the last time we slipped out to talk in private, before any of this happened.

      I close my eyes and dream of that time. A time I was so innocent.

      “You’re killing me. The sorrow you’re feeling, it’s all over you.” He rests back against the pillar and watches me with sad eyes. “I want to take it all away.”

      “And I want you to feel it with me,” I snap. His eyes darken. “You think I don’t?”

      “Not in the same way.”

      “Maybe not, but it’s hurting me too.” He looks away and his lips thin to a white line. I see his eyes glisten. “I wish things could have been different for us, Ty. I truly do.”

      Hearing him say this only brings me more grief. “I guess I just had this romantic fantasy that my first pregnancy would be after marriage. We’d have been trying for a little while and we’d take the test together; the lines would appear and we’d be deliriously happy.” I sniff and close my eyes to push the fresh tears onto my cheeks.

      “We can still have that one day.” He grips my forearms and holds me to him.

      “Mum and Dad would be overjoyed at the birth of a grandchild.”

      “That will still happen.”

      “We’d have a baby shower and get so much crap that we don’t even need.”

      He tips his head to see my eyes. “That’ll still happen, Ty.”

      “No, it won’t!” I shout, unable to control my tone. After a few deep breaths I continue, my voice as shaky as my body. “It won’t, because the next time this happens to me, I’ll remember this moment. I’ll remember the baby I couldn’t have.” I wipe at my eyes and bat his hand away when he reaches for me. “You have no idea.”

      “Come here,” he pleads, trying to pull me into his chest, but I duck under his arm and move away from him. Holding myself, I stare over the gardens. “I’m sorry about everything. It’s all my fault.”

      “It’s our fault,” I sigh. As much as I hate him for what he’s done, I can’t rest the entire burden on him. “Ours.”

      “Well, all of this pain you’re feeling is because of my cowardice.” He drops his hands and looks at the cloudy night sky. “I’ve been trying to give you space but…”

      “You’re only here because it’s over with.”

      “No.” He looks genuinely offended. “God no… I…” Pause. “You wouldn’t believe me now if I told you anyway.”

      “Told me what?”

      He shrugs. “It doesn’t matter anymore. What matters is now and how I promise that I will never hurt you again. I’ll never abandon you again. I was vile. I was the kind of person I don’t want to be. Especially not to you.”

      Hands cup my face. I grip his wrists while I ask, “You’re kidding, right? After all you’ve put me through, do you honestly think I’ll just let you back? I’ll never trust you again.”

      “I’ll work at it.”

      “I don’t want you to.”

      “Deep down I know you do.” He grips my face between his hands. I soak it in, his energy, his warmth. “I know you. I know that you love me. I know that you know that I know that I messed up.”

      My lips pinch together as I try not to smile.

      “See?” He whispers, pulling me into his chest and enveloping me in his arms. “We’re too young for all of this drama holding us back.”

      “Definitely.”

      “If you gave me another chance, I’d wait. This isn’t about the sex. We wouldn’t have to do anything.”

      “We should go back inside,” I sniff, trying to move away, but he doesn’t let me. “Dillan…”

      “Tyler. Please. Just one more chance.”

      “You’re in dream land,” I scoff.

      “Why? Don’t think you can resist?”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m just not in the mood to put myself in a position where I’ll be badly hurt by you again.”

      “Then let me prove it to you,” he pleads, kissing the tip of my cold nose.

      “It’s too late.”

      “There’s no such thing as too late.”

      “Oh, trust me,” I laugh humourlessly, “there is.”

      Sighing heavily, he steps out of my way and loops my hand through his arm. “I’m still not giving up.”

      “In a couple of months when we’re both leaving for different universities, you’re not going to have a choice.”

      “Then I’ll just have to up my game.”

      I round the pillar, pulling him unwittingly behind me. “What’s the point?”

      “I love you. I don’t need a point.”

      “Let’s see how long your love lasts this time, shall we?”

      “Does that mean you’re giving me another chance?”

      “No.” I deadpan and when I hit the light of the lobby, I plaster on a fake smile. “I’m hungry.”

      “You’re always hungry.”

      I punch him in the arm and squeal when he tries to wrap his arms around me in retaliation. “Stop.”

      “You started touching me; that means I have permission to touch you back.” he grins handsomely. “Equal rights and all that.”

      “You’re a knob.”

      “I know, but I’m working on it.”

      I wish he wouldn’t. I almost wish he were still avoiding me. I never should have told him I aborted. I should have anticipated this. Is he preying on me while I’m weak? Does he think I’m easily manipulated while I’m so vulnerable? Would I be easily manipulated had I gone through with the termination?

      “What are you thinking about?” Dillan asks quietly as we make our way back to our table.

      “Food.”
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      With my final exams getting closer, I really start to knuckle down. It helps to keep my mind off everything. Mum and Dad are leaving me alone, what with Mum all excited about her next new project, her new friendship with Gwen and her new Zumba fitness class. Dad is busy as always around this time of year. People seem to break more teeth in March than any other month. I don’t know why, maybe it’s from all the sugar they consume over Christmas?

      Gwen fortunately didn’t figure out I was pregnant. I think this unhealthy dose of hormones and lies have been screwing with my paranoia levels.

      I hear a tap on my window and it startles me so badly my text book flies out of my hand.

      “Open up!” Emily hisses.

      “What the fuck?” I make a dash for the window and push it open as Emily clings to the top of the frame like a monkey. “Are you insane? I have a door you know.”

      “The very door,” she grunts, swinging herself in and dropping onto the carpet with a thud. She knocks my ornaments from the window ledge and as she rights herself, pulling her mini-skirt down and her shirt down over her belly bar, I quickly put them back. “You never open when I call.”

      “I’ve not been home.”

      “Lies.” She clicks her fingers in my face. “You don’t want to be my friend? Tell me.”

      Oh shit. She’s upset. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’ve called you a hundred times.”

      “I know.” I look away, ashamed of myself. “I’m a terrible friend… I’ve just been trying to avoid Dillan.” When I look back at her, I find her eyes on me, her jaw on the floor. Her eyes are on my stomach. My protruding stomach, covered by nothing but a thin, white vest. Mum and Dad aren’t home yet so I didn’t bother covering up. I’m such an idiot.

      “What’s wrong with your stomach?” She asks, swallowing visibly.

      I try to conjure an elaborate excuse to come up with what this is, but my mind is blank.

      “Why does it look like that?”

      “I… I can explain.”

      “Is that…” She gently touches me, placing her hand on the top of my growing bump. Tears fill her eyes. “Is that my brother’s?”

      I pinch my lips together as both of our eyes fill with tears.

      When I nod she seems to stagger back a step. “Does he know?”

      I look away. “It’s complicated.”

      “What the fuck is so complicated?” She turns and slams my window closed. “Does he know?”

      “He did.”

      “Did?”

      “Like I said…”

      “Explain!” She orders, her voice loud.

      “Emily, chill out.”

      “Chill out? You’re pregnant…” She looks at me as though I’ve grown another head, which if you really think about it, I have. “You’re like… really pregnant.”

      “I know.” I move to my bed and sit down, my bump resting on my thighs a fraction. “It sucks.”

      “Does Dillan know?”

      I shake my head. “When he found out…”

      “So, he does know?”

      “Oh my god!” I give her a pointed look. “Will you shut up and I’ll explain?”

      She zips her lips closed with her fingers.

      “We were going to abort but then I couldn’t,” I start, twisting my fingers in my lap. “I couldn’t.”

      “And Dillan?”

      “That’s when we broke up.”

      I spill all. With each word I feel a weight lift, but a new one takes residence on my shoulders. Can I trust her? Does it matter if she tells anyone? I’m getting bigger by the day; I’m surprised nobody has noticed yet. Especially Dillan, he’s constantly in my space when he can be.

      “My brother wouldn’t do that,” she says when I finish.

      “You hold such a torch for your brother. How well do you really know him?”

      She looks at the ground, shame in her eyes. “Not well enough, apparently.” Then her eyes light up. “I’m going to be an aunty.”

      “No!” I blurt, shaking my head. “Don’t say that. Don’t get attached.”

      “Right.” Blowing out a breath, she locks her hands behind her head. “You need to tell somebody.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      When she rolls her eyes, I want to slap her twice. “You just think you’re going to continue blimping up.”

      “Not a word.”

      “And then pop out a baby and give it up and nobody will notice?”

      It sounds stupid when it’s said aloud. “Pretty much?”

      “That’s stupid. You’re stupid.”

      “What else would you suggest?”

      “Not having intercourse would have been a good thing.”

      My glare does little to penetrate her arrogance. “Not helping, Emily.”

      “I don’t know what to do,” she admits, looking at my belly once more. “I feel so sorry for you. I don’t think you realise how hard this is going to be.”

      “I know.”

      “You need to speak to somebody.”

      “I can’t.”

      She puffs out her cheeks and then blows out a breath. “You need to tell Dillan.”

      “I can’t handle his savagery right now. He can be vicious.”

      “You need to tell him.”

      I pull one of my old baggy jumpers on. “I don’t need to do anything but take care of myself.”

      “You can’t do this alone.”

      “I can and I will.”

      She moves back to the window and looks outside. I see her shoulders sag. “You won’t do this alone. I’m here.”

      Dare I hope? “You mean you aren’t going to tell him?”

      “No.” She gives me an apologetic smile. “Because you are.”

      “You’re supposed to be my friend.”

      “Yes.” She shrugs. “And I’m his sister.”

      “Damn it, Emily,” I snap and start to pace backwards and forwards. “Why did you even come here tonight? How the fuck did you get through the window?”

      “I climbed up the pipe and then onto the bay window. Because I was worried, because we’re friends, and also because I needed somewhere to stay as I’m high.”

      Blink. “I was wondering why your eyes look so bugged out.” My anger rages. “What is wrong with you? Drugs now? Jesus, Emily.”

      “Says you, Miss Duff.” Touché.

      “I’ll set out the guest bed,” I sigh.

      “I’m going to stay with you tonight. You look like you need a cuddle.” She smiles softly.

      “I’m not sure I want a cuddle from the person about to rat me out.”

      She bounces on my bed and flops back onto the pillow. “He’s my brother. I can’t keep this from him. He deserves to know.”

      “After how he treated me?”

      Rising up onto her elbows, she bites on her lip as her hazy head no doubt tries to find a way to not piss me off further. “It’s still his kid. Besides, I’m pretty sure you can’t give up a baby without the dad’s consent.”

      “I was going to say that it was a drunken one night with somebody I don’t know.” I laugh a little. “Wouldn’t be the first time a girl my age has done something like that.”

      She pats the bed beside her. I climb on and we lie face to face, hands curled under our cheeks. “I’m never having sex. I’m now terrified.”

      “Good.”

      “I think Dillan will come around to the idea.”

      I daren’t hope. “He won’t and I don’t want him to. It’s hard enough convincing myself to go through with this.”

      “Then don’t.”

      I roll my eyes and then roll onto my back. “Please don’t tell him, Em. I’m begging you.”

      She rests her hand on my stomach. Spud, that’s the name I’ve given the baby, gives a happy little flip.

      “Did you feel that?” I gasp, placing my hand next to Emily’s, who just stares at my bump with wonder in her eyes.

      “I thought the weed was screwing with my head until you just said that.” She turns to scowl at me, her eyes full of tears. “You couldn’t have waited, could you?”

      “I’m aware of how stupid I’ve been.” I lift my jumper and vest and expose my stretching flesh. “The evidence is right here.”

      “Do you know if it’s a boy or a girl?”

      Shaking my head, I roll back on my side to face her. “I couldn’t look. I told them I didn’t want to know. The less I know right now the better.”

      “I think it’s a boy.”

      “I don’t want to think about it.”

      Emily shrugs. “I don’t think you have a choice.”

      “Especially now you’re not giving me one.” The thought of this little bubble of lies I’ve blown around myself suddenly popping is enough to make me want to run away. What if Dillan decides to tell his parents? “Just give me until the end of the month, okay?”

      “Why?”

      “I just need a few more weeks stress free, to finish my coursework. I won’t be able to concentrate if he knows.”

      She nods once. “Fine, you have until April third.”

      “Why April third?”

      “He won’t believe you on April Fool’s Day.”

      Good point. “I need to brush my teeth and get ready for bed.”

      “Where exactly were you planning on running to and having the baby, Ty?”

      I look at her questioningly.

      “You said you were going to go away in your last stages and have the baby in secret over the summer.”

      “Oh.” I shrug. “I don’t know. I guess I was just hoping something would pop up and save me.”

      “Dillan has money, you know? He could afford to pay for somewhere for you to stay,” she states. “He’s always working, especially at the moment. He has a trust fund and Daddy trusts him with his own credit card.” She places her hand on my arm. “I know you don’t want to tell him, but he loves you. He won’t let you go without. He was a mess when you two weren’t talking. He asks about you all the time. Give him a chance to be a bastard again before you paint him as one.”

      “After everything he did…”

      “He’s a stupid boy. He was probably terrified, as you are now. How is what you’re doing any different to what he did?” She has a point and I hate that.

      “I’ll tell him,” I promise and pad to my bathroom. “I need to brush my teeth. There are spare toothbrushes in the guest room.”

      “I know the drill.” She saunters out, leaving me alone with my thoughts. I should hate her for what she’s making me do but I know she’s right.

      I have no right to keep this from him, regardless of how he felt in the beginning.

      I am such a mess. My hands tremble as I brush my teeth and wash my face. I’m petrified right now.

      Petrified.
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* * *

      “You look pregnant,” Emily whispers in my ear as I pour milk over my cereal. “I don’t know how you’ve hidden it; I really don’t.”

      “Stop it,” I hiss, checking my extra-large shirt before eating a bite of cereal. “I look fine.”

      “Denial,” she sing-songs and grabs her own bowl from the side. “He’s going to figure it out before you tell him. They all are.”

      “Will you stop?”

      “I’m just pointing out the blatantly obvious.”

      “Well, stop.”

      “You’re huge and you’re only going to get huger.” She adds, frustrating me further. “And if they figure it out before you tell them, they are going to freak!”

      “I hate it when your tone gets all high pitched like that.”

      She shrugs, unaffected. “You know I’m right.”

      “Not if I pull it off.”

      I can see she thinks I’m insane.

      “This isn’t a bloody movie or a book, Tyler. This shiz is going to go psycho bat shit crazy and you’re going to be powerless to stop it if you don’t get your ducks in a row now. You don’t even have a plan.”

      “Okay, okay,” I snap. “Let me do this my way, okay?”

      “Daddy is going to kill Dillan if he finds out how he walked away from you.” She casts a sympathetic gaze. “I still can’t believe he did that.”

      “Me neither.”

      “He’s so in love with you… I just don’t get it.”

      “Me neither.”

      “I bet he regrets it.”

      I press my lips together. “He says he does but I don’t believe it. As soon as he finds out I lied, he’ll walk away again.”

      She huffs and places her empty cereal bowl by the sink. “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”

      “Unfortunately so.” I grumble. “Traitor.”

      Dillan: Can I come and see you? I have a surprise for you.

      Torn between needing to avoid him for longer and wanting to see what it is that he’s going to surprise me with, I place my phone down and walk away from it, not trusting myself to do the right thing. At this point I’m no longer sure what the right thing even is.

      “I should go.” Emily yawns loudly, stretching her arms above her head. “If anyone asks, I was with you from noon yesterday. We just chilled in your room and talked about boring stuff. We had sausage and mash.”

      “If you won’t lie for me, I won’t lie for you,” I reply, raising my chin defiantly.

      Her mouth drops. “Touché, fat bitch. It’s like that is it?” I shrug. “I give what I get.”

      “Whatever,” she giggles. “I know you won’t rat me out.”

      “You know nothing.”

      “John Snow,” she adds with a heavy accent, still giggling. “I love you, Tyler. You need to get out more. Make some friends.”

      “You sound like your brother. I have yet to meet people who I feel so connected to that I know we’ll be friends in fifty years.” I flip my hair over my shoulder. “I don’t want scattered memories with acquaintances. I want to spend my time with genuine people who love me as equally as I love them in return.”

      “Such as myself.” She grins mischievously. “Have you applied for university?”

      I nod. “I’m guaranteed a space at The University of Edinburgh. They have the best course in the UK, according to ratings, but I’m keeping my options open, I really want De Montfort.”

      “Good. I want to learn from you when you do your applications.”

      I nod. “Fine by me. Just don’t try to influence my choices. I need a clear head.”

      “Would I?”

      I snort at the deceptive innocence on her face.

      “I really should go,” she sighs.
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      “Where’ve you been?” Leroy asks, pulling out the seat beside  me.  “You  avoiding  us  because  of that wanker?”

      I know he’s referring to Dillan.

      “No, I just didn’t want to bring any awkwardness to the table.” I lie. I couldn’t care less about awkwardness. This heartburn is killing me.

      “Well, I’m about to bring it to yours.” He grins and pinches a crisp from my open packet on the grey tray before me. “I’m here not only because I’ve missed your miserable façade, but also because you’re ignoring my boy and he’s displeased.”

      “He’ll get over it.”

      “He sent me to ask why you haven’t been to the shelter in a while.”

      I read something online that said animal faeces can cause blindness and other scary things in babies. “I’ve been busy.”

      “That’s what I told him already, that and you don’t want him anymore. He’s become a lost little puppy.”

      I shrug. “I have bigger things to worry about than Dillan’s feelings.”

      His smile widens. “Then perhaps you’ll put yourself in the path of mine and allow me to invite you to dinner this weekend?”

      Blink. “Are you seriously grafting on your friend’s ex?”

      “You’ve been separated enough time. You’re fair game now.”

      I look over at Dillan, who is staring at us both, his eyes as desperate as my soul is longing to be free of this torment.

      “You’re an idiot.”

      “Ah, yes, but I must try,” he chuckles, tugging on a lock of my hair. “But in all seriousness, please allow me to take you home to my parents again. They enjoyed your company last time.”

      A strong pain vibrates through my lower back. I wince and grip the table for support.

      “Are you okay?”

      I nod. “Just back ache.” I’ve been getting it on and off all day. “I’d love to join you again, but I’m actually going away this weekend with my own parents. They insist on dragging me along to this weird arse convention over in Sheffield. I’ll most likely end up sitting alone in the hotel, praying for death.”

      He chuckles and takes another crisp. “Then tomorrow?”

      I don’t have an excuse as to why I can’t tomorrow. “Fine, pick me up at five in your flashy new car.”

      “Will do. You bringing vodka?”

      I cringe, my stomach giving an unsettling jerk. “Still off vodka?”

      “I just can’t stomach it right now.”

      He shrugs. “No worries, I need to keep a clear head anyway so I can drive you home.”

      When he takes my hand in his I startle, especially when he brings it to his lips.

      “People are staring,” I hiss, snatching free and making him laugh.

      “So is Dillan.”

      “I’m not trying to make him jealous.” Yet I glance over my shoulder and find his eyes boring into my own.

      Leroy winks and hops up off his chair.

      Like every other day I attend this hall, which is rare now I’m growing, I sit and wait until nobody that I know lingers. I can’t risk anybody seeing my bulging belly. It’s becoming so hard to hide and I only have a few more days left before Emily rats me out. She will, I know she will; she’s too loyal to her family and I’ve been ignoring her calls yet again.

      Seeking the solace of my own friendship is my only saviour right now. I can’t trust anybody to throw my plan in the trash. That’s why I’m leaving Saturday morning.

      I’ve handed in my final assignments for this term and by pretending to be my mother, I ensured any further work would be emailed to me. Luckily, due to being a loner, I’ve always been ahead in classes so until exams I trust myself to do the work. I can’t afford to fail this year, not when I have so many opportunities for the future.

      My aunt is housing me from the weekend in her home in Oxford. She doesn’t know and nor will she; she’s constantly away. That’s what makes this so perfect. It also makes me wish I’d thought of it before.

      She’s quite excited to house me.

      I just hope these aches will go by then because I don’t relish the thought of packing while this agony clenches a tight fist around my lower spine.

      The pain worsens at the thought of Mum and Dad’s faces when I tell them I’m leaving. Well, I’m not even telling them. I’m going and then I’m going to call. Or maybe I’ll text.

      My belly shudders so I pat it discreetly.

      Speaking of parents, my phone rings the second I step onto my driveway. It’s Mum.

      “Okay,” she begins, sounding giddy. “We’re going to the Weston’s tonight for dinner.”

      “What?” I squeak, my voice catching on the lump of panic in my throat.

      “They had a cinema room installed,” she almost shouts. “A cinema room!”

      “Are you a pubescent teenage boy?” I scoff. “I’m not going.”

      “Please,” she begs. “It’ll be awkward without you and I know Emily and Dillan are looking forward to seeing you.”

      “I’ve gone to great lengths to avoid both. I’m not just going to put myself in their way now.”

      “What is your deal?” She snaps, making me tense. Another pain forces my eyes shut. I search blindly for the door handle, phone trapped between my shoulder and ear. “You’re being such a little twat to them. Get over it already. Okay?” Before I can speak she adds, “Drama. So much drama. Your bed is what you make it and you’re making it crappy.”

      “I’m sorry you feel that way.”

      “You’re so entirely frustrating!”

      Well I am your daughter, I think but don’t say.

      “You’re ignorant, moody, you stay in your room all of the time. I haven’t seen you in weeks.”

      “I know,” I say softly as my heart sinks at the reality that this could be our last night together for a while. Before I go away and do the unimaginable. “Ah!” I cry when a strong pain rips through my stomach.

      “Are you okay?” Mum asks, her anger turning to concern.

      “I just stubbed my toe,” I lie through gritted teeth. “I’ll come, okay? But don’t force me into any situations I feel uncomfortable in.”

      “I’ll have a word with Gwen about Dillan…”

      “No!” I choke. “No… Dillan will leave me alone.” He’s gone quiet over the past couple of weeks. I can’t tell if he’s giving me the space I’ve asked for simply because I’ve asked for it, or if he’s just grown tired of chasing me. Neither make me feel good.

      “We’re just going to watch a movie and eat junk food.”

      Normally I’d be ecstatic at the thought of junk food but this back pain and stomach ache is just bringing on bout after bout of nausea.

      I’m looking forward to getting to say goodbye, not just to my parents but to Dillan and Emily too. Not that I’ll be telling Emily that I’m leaving.

      I get myself ready, relieved that baby is resting in a position that seems to make my stomach less pronounced. I hide it under a straight drop dress and couple it with a knee length cardigan.

      My hair is thicker, so much thicker than it was. I pull it from my neck and tilt my face from side to side as I try different hairstyles.

      I settle on a messy style, held up by a clip. It looks lovely. I feel lovely. Except for these aches. I’m not big enough to start getting back ache yet, am I? I really should start seeking proper help for this entire thing. I’m looking forward to the freedom of being able to do that. Just call the midwives and go to hospital without fear of being spotted. To lounge around all day in next to nothing. To let baby kick in the sunshine as opposed to constantly under the covers.
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* * *

      “You look so uncomfortable,” Mum hisses.

      “I’m dying for a wee.”

      Luckily this serves as a way for me to avoid hugging anyone because the second light spills onto the driveway, I rush past our gracious hosts and all but dive into the nearest bathroom.

      “Nice to see you too,” Emily calls through the door.

      “Leave her alone, Emily.” I hear Gwen chastise her from further away and hope they can’t all hear me peeing.

      “Hurry up, before Dillan hears of your arrival and hunts us down.”

      When she hears me washing my hands, she opens the door and slips inside, only to molest my stomach.

      I bat her hands away. “Stop it. You’ll make her move.”

      “Her? It’s a girl now?”

      “He, it… whatever.” I correct.

      She raises a brow but changes the subject. “They finally converted the basement into a games room.”

      “Finally? When did all this come about?”

      “Last week.”

      I blink slowly. “Your parents are crazy.”

      She shrugs. “Probably where I get it from.” Then her face turns serious and her tone lowers to a whisper. “I take it you’ve not told him?”

      “No and I’m not telling him until Saturday. Let me have tonight with my parents and you guys, okay?”

      “Okay.” She sounds genuine. I just hope she keeps her promise. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s just back ache.” I frown and press my lips together. “It comes and goes.”

      “Looks awful. Want me to get you some pain killers?”

      I thank her and exit the bathroom. She moves towards the kitchen as I round the corner and find the stairs to the basement. Just before I can reach for the handle, I’m pushed gently into the door itself and gentle lips touch my ear.

      “I missed you,” Dillan whispers, pulling my hair to one side and nibbling at my neck.

      He presses his body to mine, crushing my breasts and stomach against him, but he doesn’t seem to notice. Nor do I. His lips on my neck and shoulder light a fire in me. Tendrils of lust lick out from my soul, drawing him in, wishing we could take this further.

      He kisses me deeply and for the first time in weeks and I allow it. When he feels me relax, he pulls me in tighter, cupping my head with the back of his hand so I can’t escape.

      “Are you finally ready to let me in again?” He asks breathlessly.

      I push him away by accident as another ache tears through my midriff, causing me to double over with the pain. It squeezes and clenches. I’ve never felt anything like it. I’m starting to wonder if this is back ache at all.

      “Two pain killers and one bottle of…” Emily stops in her tracks when she sees me folded over, using Dillan’s arm to stop me from completely toppling.  “Water…  Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” I right myself when the pain fades and shake my head.

      “What the hell?” Dillan asks, his gorgeous eyes full of concern. “What is it?”

      I nod. It’s a lie. I’m absolutely petrified right now. I wish I’d stayed at home. “Just pulled my back. When I straighten too much it hurts.”

      He frowns. “You should see a doctor.”

      “I already did; it’s just muscle strain,” I lie. I’m getting good at lying.

      “Should I call for your mum?” Dillan asks softly, tucking my loose locks of hair behind my ear.

      “No!” Both Emily and I startle. I immediately right myself and laugh unconvincingly.

      “I’m fine, honest. It was just a twinge.”

      He doesn’t look convinced but I think he’s just too happy to be in my space without drama that he daren’t argue.

      We descend the stairs into a darkened room. A huge semi-circle shaped sofa sits opposite an even larger screen. A projector, controlled by a remote device in Nathan’s hand, spills a flickering white light onto a pull-down backdrop.

      “This is amazing,” I whisper so Mum and Gwen, who are happily giggling in the very centre of the couch, don’t see us enter. Nathan is far too engrossed with his new gadget and my father is pouring popcorn kernels into a miniature popcorn machine by the bar.

      “There’s a bar,” I laugh. Though it’s only small, it’s cute and imitates a real bar, with glasses on shelves and alcohol bottles pinned to the wall. “Since when are your parents into this kind of thing?”

      “I think they think it’ll make Dillan visit more often; they’re redoing the guestrooms too, for any future friends he makes.” Emily sighs as though it’s idiotic.

      “They’re worried I’ll spread my wings and lose my way home.”

      Dillan tries to put his arms around me from behind, but I jump forward and glare at him. He grins easily and oh so innocently. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “Lies.”

      Dillan tries to hug me again when we sit down, shifting until his thigh is against mine. When I move up, he follows.

      “Stop,” I hiss in the dark.

      “No. If I’m going to get you for the rest of this marvellous evening then I’m remaining as close to you as physically possible.”

      Why must he torment me?

      “Behave,” I whisper, stifling my giggle when he nuzzles the side of my head with his nose.

      “Dillan.” Nathan frowns at his son and shakes his head.

      Dillan only rolls his eyes, kisses my temple and relaxes beside me. His arm rests behind my head along the back of the sofa and I laugh when Nathan takes the exact same stance besides Gwen. My mum and dad sit side by side, fighting over the fresh popcorn, which leaves a warm, sweet scent in the ventilated room.

      “What are we watching?” I whisper as Emily hands my parents their drinks from a tray and moves onto Gwen and Nathan.

      “I’ve no idea, nor do I care. I intend to do nothing but kiss you for the entire night until my dad kicks us out and we can go to my room and do other things.”

      “We’re not together.”

      “We are.” He flashes a smile, his profile lighting up as the images on the screen change. “We’re just on a break.”

      I shift with discomfort, not because of his words but because of the pain that radiates through me again. This is just crap.

      “Watch the movie,” I command, trying not to arouse suspicion.

      I’m fine. I repeat this in my head as though it will fix everything. It won’t. Something isn’t right.

      “Shush,” Mum hisses at us as Gwen tells Emily to put her phone away.

      Emily huffs and puts it down, though only for a second.

      “Vin Diesel is so hot,” I sigh as the camera zooms in on his amazing biceps.

      Dillan frowns; I see it in his profile.

      “Agreed,” Emily adds.

      Dillan rolls his eyes to me and quirks a questioning brow. Then he mimes the word, “Really?”

      I shrug, smiling a smile of mischief. “I’d do him.”

      Dillan’s frown vanishes and in its place shifts a mask of thunder, his eyes almost glowing with envy. “Don’t. Tease. Me.”

      “Or what?”

      His envious eyes glower and his hand caresses my cheek with a deceivingly soft touch. “You’ll see.”

      I can’t see. Not yet.

      “Kiss me,” he murmurs, nudging the tip of my nose with his. “Please. Kiss me.”

      My fingers trail up his chest and settle just below his jaw. I tap his Adam’s apple gently and then smooth my fingers over the stubble along his jaw. With a small shift in my position, I press my lips to his and allow them to linger, unmoving, fearful that my parents who sit just to the left of us only half a metre away might hear us and make us stop.

      Fortunately, it isn’t them that makes us stop.

      Unfortunately, my stomach gives a painful clench unlike any of the pains I’ve felt so far and I can’t fight the gasping cry that tears its way up my throat.

      My eyes clench shut and I feel hands on my body. I beat them away with my own. The pain doesn’t end, not until it does, and even when it does, it lingers. A dull, murmuring ache in the pit of my stomach.

      I feel queasy; I feel… this is agony.

      “Tyler,” Mum’s tone is panicked. The lights flicker on and when I open my eyes, I startle at them crowding around me, all of them concerned.

      “I’m fine,” I say, panting. “I’m, fi…. Ahhh!”

      I shut my eyes again and my hands find anything they can to hold. The intense pain blinds me, not just my sight but my other senses too. I can’t think; I can’t feel anything but the clenching.

      “I’m sorry,” I cry. “Mum, I’m sorry.”

      “Oh, Tyler, please tell us what’s wrong.”

      “Call an ambulance,” Gwen shouts and I hear Nathan start to speak, words I can’t understand because I’m fading with another pain.

      “I’m sorry,” I cry. I know what’s happening. It’s clear to me now. I’m an idiot. “It’s too soon.”

      “What’s too soon, baby. You’re scaring me.” Mum wipes away the tears from my face as she crouches before me.

      “Are they coming?” Dad asks, his tone loud and as panicked as Mum’s.

      “Yes,” Nathan replies, but again I’m stolen from reality by awful pains ripping through me.

      It hurts. “It hurts so much.”

      “What hurts?” Mum yells, tapping my cheek to get my attention. Attention I can’t give.

      “I don’t know what to do,” Emily sobs.

      “She’s pregnant.” Dillan’s voice silences the room. It comes just as the pain leaves and I stare at him, open mouthed. “She’s twenty-four weeks pregnant.”

      Mum, without hesitation and in front of a room full of people, lifts my dress to expose my tightening stomach.

      She just stares at it in disbelief. They all do.

      Right as my water breaks, I feel a pop and then a warmth spread from between my legs and down my thighs.

      “It’s too soon.” I sob. “It’s too soon! It won’t live.” I look at my mum, panicked. “PLEASE! HELP ME!”

      “For goodness sakes,” Gwen snaps, practically shoving my mother out of the way. She’s in shock; she’s just gaping at me. Gwen, with a clearer head, moves into the spot my mother just vacated.

      “You’re okay.” I see the tears in her eyes. “You’re going to be okay, but we have to get you upstairs and into the car.”

      “What?” I don’t want to be moved.

      I see my dad pacing backwards and forwards, phone to his ear.

      Nathan, his face blank, moves to me and suddenly I’m airborne. He rushes me up the stairs but as soon as we hit the top step I plead to be put down. I can’t handle it.

      “Gwen!” He calls and I’m lowered onto a soft rug in the lobby of their home. “It’s too late, she’s there.”

      “What?” She comes around me and looks into my eyes. “Breathe, babe, breathe. You’ve got this.”

      “It’s going to die,” I sob, overcome with grief and agony. The agony in my heart outweighs the agony in my stomach. “I want my mum.”

      “I’m here.” Mum kneels behind me and pulls me back into her chest. I see Gwen give her a worried look as Nathan turns away from us and uses a towel Emily has handed him.

      Red. So much red.

      I start screaming. Pain and fear swamp me, holding me down.

      I lift my own dress this time and see the beautiful beige rug, the same one where Dillan and I made love, covered in my own blood.

      “Oh god,” I sob. My head feels light. “Am I dying?”

      “No!” Mum yells. “Definitely not. The ambulance is coming and you’ll be fine.”

      “I was going to…” I pant, leaning my head into her chest. “I was going to give it up for adoption. I couldn’t… I couldn’t abort. I just couldn’t. I’m so sorry, Mum. I’m so sorry.”

      “Stop apologising. Spend your energy on getting this baby out safely.”

      “But it’ll die. He’ll die. I… can’t.” My thighs press together as though that will help in saving my unborn child. “He needs to stay. He’s safe.”

      “You need to do what your body is telling you to do,” Gwen demands softly.

      “I’m really sorry about your rug…” She brings my hand to her mouth and kisses the top of it. “And your couch. And this… I didn’t mean for it to happen.” Another pain cripples me. I concentrate on my breathing and on my mum’s soothing voice in my ear. “We were so stupid. We didn’t even think about it.”

      “It’s my fault.” Dillan finally speaks. I look for him and find him as he crosses the room and kneels by my knees. “This is all my fault.”

      He looks as distraught as I feel.

      “Don’t let him die,” I demand, grabbing his hand and placing it on my bump. “Stay with him, okay?” He doesn’t reply so I urge, “Promise me. Please, Dillan. Stay with him.”

      “But… I can’t leave you.”

      I growl and dig my heels into the ground through another pain, this one bringing with it so much pressure.

      “I’m so scared.” I grab his hand and he closes both of his over it. “This is my punishment for all of the lying. Please don’t hate me.”

      “We don’t hate you,” Mum says, her voice gruff from her own sorrow. “Just keep talking, okay?”

      “Talking? I can hardly breathe. God… Mum it hurts. It hurts so badly.”

      “I know,” she sniffs. “I know.”

      Even though she tells me not to, I close my eyes. I need to.

      They feel heavy. My body feels heavy and painful. “Placental abruption.”

      “Haemorrhage.”

      “Baby on its way.”

      “Airlift.”

      I hear chunks of conversations between men. I hear people leave. I feel the cold against my clammy skin.

      I feel everything, yet I don’t feel a part of it.

      I don’t cling to anyone but the desperate hands of hope as I push my child from the safety of my womb. I feel him leave me.

      I hear them announce the beautiful words, “She’s a girl.”

      But I don’t hear her cry.

      “Breathe,” I hear Dillan beg, his voice so distant. “Please, breathe. Breathe. Just breathe.”

      Is he talking to me or the baby? I want to see her. I want to hold her. I want to feel her against my skin but I can’t even open my eyes.

      My body is lifted, or maybe that’s my soul becoming detached? I can’t be sure anymore.

      Beep… beep… beep…

      I hear my heart beating in my head. I feel my lungs expanding but I don’t feel as though I’m doing it myself.

      “The doctor told us…” Mum begins to sob. I don’t feel her; I don’t see her but her voice echoes around me as though I’m locked in a cave, devoid of light. “That we have to say goodbye. But I refuse. He’s wrong. This isn’t goodbye. I refuse to believe it. I refuse.”

      Beep… beep… beep…

      There’s a buzzing sound, like a bee trapped in a glass. It feels like pins and needles in the air. My limbless spirit is floating, vibrating in this endless torment. I can hardly remember who I am anymore.

      “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry,” Dillan sobs. I want to reach out and touch him. I want to scream at him to tell me about our baby. How is she? Is she alive?

      I wish I’d gotten just a glimpse of her. I don’t even know if she has hair.

      Did she ever open her eyes?

      Why am I being punished like this? Why?

      I can’t feel much but what I can feel is her kicks, her movements. I can hear her heart beating in my soul as if it were still linked to my own. I can feel the aches and pains of my body as I slept, annoyed at the discomfort yet comforted that it was to keep her safe and warm.

      I failed at that. I failed at the one thing my body was created for. To house a baby. My baby. My daughter. My daughter who I decided to give away so easily without letting her experience the love of my family, or the love of Dillan’s family.

      This is my punishment.

      If she doesn’t survive, I don’t deserve to either.
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      I wake to sunshine. It used to make me happy. Now it does nothing but remind me that I’m not dead. Death would have been kinder to me.

      Perhaps it would have been too kind.

      “You’re awake again.” Dillan blows out a breath. I feel it against my cheek and turn my head towards him. He’s lying on the bed beside me, trapped between my arm and the railing. “Ty…” When his eyes fill with tears I shut my own, wanting to block out everything. Every single thing.

      “Is she okay?” I don’t know where the strength comes from but I have to ask.

      “First, we need to concentrate on getting you well.” Dad speaks for the first time since this entire thing began. I feel his hand on my wrist as I reopen my eyes.

      “No.” I try to sit up but an awful pain ricochets through my lower regions so I stay lying down. “Please. I have to know.”

      Mum enters the room looking awfully unkempt and as exhausted as I feel. In her hands is a toothbrush, toothpaste and a cup of water. She stops when she sees I’m awake and bursts into such powerful sobs my dad has to leave me to tend to her.

      Dillan presses his forehead to my cheek to hide his face and I know the worst has happened.

      “She didn’t make it, Ty,” he whispers.

      “No.” I choke.

      “I’m so sorry. She couldn’t take a breath.”

      “No.”

      “She was so tiny. So perfect and beautiful.” He sniffs, his voice breaking. “She looked like Ashlyn did when she was a baby but so much smaller.”

      I can’t breathe.

      He leans up and presses his forehead to mine. “I got to hold her. I held her until they wouldn’t let me anymore.”

      “You got to hold her?” I shout, startling him. He sits up, surprised. “Ty…”

      “You didn’t want her and you got to hold her?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I didn’t get to say goodbye. I went through the pain. I’ve lost everything and I… I didn’t get to say goodbye,” I cry, slapping a hand against his chest as my other rests on top of my empty womb. “How’s she going to know that I love her? How’s she going to know that I changed my mind? How’s she going to know that I want her?”

      “Tyler.” Tears fall freely down his cheeks. “Please… you’re breaking my heart more than I can stand. How can I take this pain from you?”

      “I want to see her,” I beg and look at Mum and Dad, who both stand at the end of my bed, looking as useless and as powerless as I feel. “I want my baby.”

      “It’s impossible…”

      “I WANT MY DAUGHTER!” I scream, trying to find the strength to exit the bed. “I didn’t get to say goodbye! I didn’t get to say goodbye. What if she’s waiting for me?”

      “Baby, please,” Mum begs, moving to my side.

      “No, just get out. All of you get out. Now. I can’t… I don’t want this.” I sob, my body shaking violently. “Why is this happening to me? Why has this happened to her?” I sit up, despite the pain and their protests. “Please… just let me hold her. If only for a minute.”

      “You were out for too long,” Mum responds as Dillan climbs from the bed and my dad presses buttons on a wall.

      “What does that even mean?”

      “You’ve been in and out of consciousness for four days. You bled too much and caught an infection, sepsis. They had to… take her to rest.” Mum explains softly, as though speaking to a child. “But we can plan a funeral for her…”

      A funeral? “No… I need to hold her. I can’t say goodbye to a coffin, Mum. I need to just hold her. Just once. Please.” I beg, desperate. My heart yearns for it. My eyes sting. My body trembles and aches. “Please. I just need one moment. Let me hold her. Let me feel her in my arms. I didn’t even see her.”

      Dillan encases me in a hug but moves when my dad drops the railing, climbs onto the mattress and pulls me into his arms. He lets me sob into his chest, probably hoping I’ll calm down. I won’t. I don’t know how. I just need to see her. That’s all I know right now.

      Why won’t they let me? She’s my baby.

      Is this their way of punishing me because I failed to keep her safe?

      “I should have just aborted her when you told me to, Dillan.” I sniff as the sobs stop and exhaustion takes over my weak body. “I’d never have gone through this now if I’d done as you asked.”

      “Don’t say that,” he replies quietly. “You don’t mean it.”

      “I do. Could the sepsis still claim me?” I ask. “If it does, don’t let them bring me back. I don’t deserve to live while she waits to be placed into the ground like dirt.” My dad’s arms tighten around me. “Because I treated her like dirt. This is my punishment. This is karma. I did this.” I look at Dillan. “You did this.”

      “I know.” He doesn’t even try to deny it. His bottom lip trembles. “There’s not a second that goes by that I don’t regret how I treated you.”

      “I don’t care how you feel. We’ve lost her because we were too young and stupid.”

      “I know,” he whispers, wiping his own tears away on his sleeve.

      I look at my parents. “Will she be blessed? Has she been named?”

      “Yes, the hospital had a wonderful man come to bless her only minutes after she was brought in.” Mum tries to touch me but I just can’t bear it right now. “He was lovely. He had a companion with him who took…” She swallows, hesitating. I implore her to continue with my eyes. “She took pictures. Wonderful pictures.”

      My eyes sting and I swallow, trying to remain composed. “Please… ask them if I can see her.”

      “Hello there.” A nurse walks in, pushing a trolley into the room with a number of tools. “I… I hope you don’t mind but I need to take more bloods from you.”

      “More?”

      “You don’t remember waking up before?” Mum asks, trying to touch me again.

      “Stop it!” I demand as the nurse rounds the bed and takes my weak arm in her hand. She plugs an empty tube into the cannula sticking out of my arm, just below the joint. “Stop trying to touch me.”

      Mum nods, now also crying, and I wish she wouldn’t. I need… I want to be alone.

      “I want to see my daughter,” I demand of the nurse.

      “Sweetie…” The nurse sighs, compassion and pity written all over her face. “Her skin was so thin that seeing her now wouldn’t be in anybody’s best interests. I know you just want to hold her. Trust me… I know.” I wonder if she’s been through it, though I can’t unburden myself from my own grief for long enough to share any with her. “But you’ll only damage her.”

      I can’t accept it. It’s so unfair.

      “I need to see her,” I plead. “I just… need to know that I’m not losing my mind.”

      “We’ll show you the pictures,” Mum puts in. “I don’t want pictures. I want her.”

      The nurse finishes taking bloods and moves on to my blood pressure. “Have you got a name for her?”

      “How can I name a person I’ve never met?”

      She clamps her mouth shut and says nothing else.

      “I’d like you to try and use the bathroom today, so if everybody could leave, I’ll remove these wires holding her down and help her into a warm bath.”

      Mum doesn’t try to touch me; she only lets my dad guide her out of the room with an arm around her shoulders. Dillan lingers at the door, only for a second, his tired eyes full of sorrow that he doesn’t deserve to feel.

      I don’t even care. I’m too numb to care.

      I don’t deserve to care. I got what I wanted. I wanted this. I begged for this.
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* * *

      I’m prodded, moved, bathed, dressed and looked after for the rest of the day. I refuse visitors and instead spend the majority of it sitting by the window, my arms locked around my legs.

      My tears are gone; I’ve run out of them.

      My eyes are too swollen to produce anymore.

      “Knock, knock,” Dillan says as he pushes open the door.

      He steps inside and holds up a large bouquet of flowers and an even larger cooler bag.

      “Mum made lunch and I bought a ton of junk food and my extremely ancient portable DVD player.”

      I look back out of the window.

      “I’ll just set these up. Do you want to watch action or horror? I have a few selections of both.”

      “Whatever.”

      Another nurse walks in, a different one to yesterday. I let her check me over, take more blood and hand me pills.

      They keep sedating me with something to keep me numb. I can’t remember if I gave them permission or not, but I’m grateful for them all the same.

      “Shall I rub your shoulders? Tickle your back?” Dillan asks quietly as he finishes setting up the bed for a comfortable night of movies and chocolate. “They said you could be discharged tomorrow. You can go home.”

      “Go home to what?” I mutter.

      “To your parents, your brother…” He tilts my head back with his fingers just beneath my chin. “To me.”

      I look away again, unable to meet his eyes. It’s too painful. He said she looked like Ashlyn. Did she have his eyes?

      Ashlyn has his eyes.

      “She died without a name.”

      His hand squeezes my shoulder. “We’ll choose a name.”

      “I don’t deserve to choose her name.” I push his hand away. “Neither do you.”

      “She deserves a name. It’s not about who chooses it.”

      “Choosing a name should be…” I trail off and rest my head against the wall.

      “I like Cayla.”

      My head whips around, rattling my brain. “Cayla?”

      “After my father.”

      “A bit morbid naming a dead child after a dead man.”

      He frowns at my insult but doesn’t bite. “He’ll take care of her.”

      “If you believe in that sort of thing.” I’m being cruel. I can’t stop myself.

      “I do.”

      “Cayla,” I say again, this time testing the name without disdain. It’s a beautiful name and the fact that Dillan chose his father’s name should make me feel so proud. “Would you not rather call your future daughter or son by his name? Maybe children that will survive?”

      “I love her. I’ve never…” With his elbows on his knees, he buries his face in his hands. “I’ve never felt something so powerful before.” Red rimmed eyes find mine and hold them, a deep-set fire of determination and anguish lit within. “I have done nothing but cry and ache for her since she was pulled from you.”

      “Why couldn’t she breathe?” I ask solemnly. “Babies younger than her have survived!”

      “She suffocated when the placenta…” He moves to me and crouches before me. “I wish I could trade places with you. I can see you’re hurting.”

      “Hurting?” I scoff. “Hurting doesn’t cover it. I’m dying. I am fucking dying. I’m numb, trapped inside of my mind yet my body burns. As if I’m paralysed with full feeling of my body. I can think of nothing but the emptiness. In my stomach. In my heart. I feel empty. I feel nothing and yet… I feel everything.” I look at him, my eyes no doubt as blank as my soul. “How did…” Gulp. “How did she die?”

      Biting his lower lip, he laces his hands on his knees. “Placental abruption, no other reason. It’s just one of those things.”

      I blow a breath through my nose. “One of those things? She wasn’t just a statistic for normal pregnancies…”

      He remains quiet and it’s probably for the best.

      “Sit with me,” he asks after a few more minutes of silence, patting my cold, uncomfortable hospital bed. “Please.”

      “I don’t want to.” Shaking my head, I look back through the glass to the greying sky. “I just want to be alone.”

      “I’m not leaving you. You need me.”

      “No,” I snap. “I needed you months ago. Now I need my daughter, who I alone grew and nourished. You need to leave.”

      “Go on, Dillan.” My dad steps into the room. I don’t look back at him. I remain where I am, ignorant of their existence.

      “I’ll come back,” Dillan states, his tone one of sincerity and determination, meaning I don’t have a choice other than to accept his presence.

      When he leaves, my dad stands just behind my shoulder. “Dismal scenery isn’t it?”

      “If you’re going to lecture and chastise me, get it over with. I’m well aware of the shame you’re feeling. Maybe one day when I’m not feeling so empty I’ll apologise and mean it.”

      “Oh no, my dear, sweet girl.” He moves and sits on the low windowsill, facing me. His eyes are as sorrowful as Dillan’s were. “I think what you’ve been through is punishment enough. What we’ve all been through.”

      My teeth chatter as though I’m cold.

      “We’ll have no bad ties associated to this already devastating tragedy.” He leans forward and kisses my forehead. “I love you; we all love you and I can only imagine the extent of the pain you’re feeling; you and Dillan.”

      I allow my breath to leave me, though it’s staggered. A huge part of me was hoping that he’d shout so I could shout back and vent my gathering rage.

      “Shall I run you a bath?”

      I shake my head.

      “You should be allowed home tomorrow.”

      I nod.

      “That is, unless you’d rather go elsewhere? Your mother would be happy to take you away. I could follow in a few days.” He places his hands on my knees. “Maybe somewhere warmer? Spain perhaps? Nathan has informed me he has a villa in Spain that he’d gladly loan to us for your healing.”

      “I’ll think about it.” I say. “Daddy?” I look at him, my teeth still chattering. “Will you please ask them for my baby? Nobody will let me see her.”

      “My love… My sweet, sweet girl.”

      “I just need to see her. Please. Please.” When he doesn’t reply I push his hands away and stand abruptly. “This is torture.”

      “It’ll be even more so if you see her now. She was too small. Too tiny. Her body was too frail to cope with the environment outside of you.” He reaches for me but his hand lingers in the space between us after I step away. “We have pictures, wonderful pictures ready for when you want to see her.”

      “It’s not the same.”

      “I know. I know it’s not.” This time I let him hold me, hoping it’ll ease the pain. It doesn’t.
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      We don’t have a huge funeral where everyone can know and pretend to share with us their false grief. We have a small gathering, just Dillan, myself, Mum, Dad, his parents and Emily.

      Dillan carries the coffin on one shoulder. It’s tiny and so beautiful. He says the box is so weightless it feels empty. I wish it were. I didn’t want to carry it. I couldn’t bear the solemnity of it. I’m barely holding onto myself, let alone a coffin too.

      Nathan and my father both offered but Dillan insisted. I suppose it’s only fitting as she’s his child.

      I sit between my mother and Gwen, who both hold a hand each as though it’ll give me strength.

      Strength is something I lack. I can’t even remember what it is. How can one find strength when a child they never got to meet is about to be cremated? I feel as though just touching any part of anything she was is a huge betrayal. I wasn’t there for her. I should have stayed awake.

      “Such a beautiful urn,” Gwen says quietly. “Then keep it,” I reply. “I don’t want it.”

      I stand, step over my mother’s legs and leave the room. I can’t take this anymore. I need to go to anywhere but here.

      “Tyler,” mum calls after me.

      I hear Gwen hold her back with the soft-spoken words, “Let her go. She needs a moment.”

      Just a moment? I need more than just a moment. I need a thousand of them.

      Tyler: Are you home?

      Leroy: Yep. What’s up?

      Tyler: I need something stronger.

      It takes a thousand moments for him to respond.

      Leroy: Tell me where you are. I’ll come get you. It’s PAR-T time! ;)

      “So what, dare I ask, brings you to me on this fine evening?” Leroy asks, his smirk in place as he hands me a drink.

      I’ve become accustomed to his home being occupied by his friends or family. I’ve never been alone with him here. “I need something stronger than vodka.”

      “You want what you so blatantly told me to keep away from you?” He laughs nervously. “Is this some kind of test?”

      “No. I’m… dea… I’m serious.” I walk a slow circle around his living room before stopping at a picture of him and his mum together that sits on the fireplace.

      “But… why?” I can’t meet his eyes after hearing the concern in his voice. I’m scared I’ll cry again. “Not that I’m judging, but you’re so straight edge.”

      I down my drink, wishing it were pure vodka and not watered down with lemonade.

      “Woah,” he chuckles, taking it from my hand. “Steady on. Have you eaten?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t care.”

      “I’ll order pizza.”

      “I don’t want food. I want something to blow my fucking mind off earth,” I state, looking him square in the eyes. “Now are you going to help me, or are you going to be a pussy and force me to find the means elsewhere.” I add, to play on his feelings for me, “Somewhere where I could be taken advantage of in my vulnerable state.”

      “Shit.” He scrapes his perfect teeth over his lower lip, teasing the lip ring for a moment. “What happened to you, Ty?”

      “I don’t want to talk. I want to forget.”

      Sighing, he places my glass on the coffee table and takes my hand in his. I allow him to lead me to his room, somewhere that I’ve never been, and allow him to lock the door behind me.

      “Cute,” I say and sit on his bed as he pushes the wooden side of the fireplace. It slides across the ground a few inches revealing a tall, dark hole.

      “Nobody knows where my stash is hidden.” He gives me a wry smile. “Except you.”

      “I’m honoured. Now give me something to make me feel like another person.”

      “The best kind.” He smiles sadly, showing me a glimpse of his own demons in his eyes. “I have just the thing.”

      Moments later he places a tiny white pill into my hand, which has on it the image of angel wings. I almost snort. How apt.

      “This will make you fly.”

      I wait not a second longer and place it on my tongue.

      “Let it dissolve,” he says after placing his own under his.

      It tastes foul. I rub it against my palate to try and get it to vanish faster. “How long will it take?”

      “Relax.” We both lie down side by side and stare at the ceiling. “I’ll look after you.”

      My lips stretch into a smile, one I’m not sure I’m worthy of.

      “One hundred, ninety-nine, ninety-eight, ninety…”

      “What are you doing?”

      “I count down from a hundred aloud until I start slurring my words.”

      “Oh.” I watch the ceiling morph into twisting white waves. “I feel as weightless as the coffin.”

      “Huh?”

      “Nothing.” I smile again and a tear escapes my eye. Everything I thought I felt, I no longer do. I’m happy again. Truly happy. I want to dance. I want to sing. “Let’s go running.”

      “I’d rather not.” He curses under his breath. “I forgot to order pizza first. Shall we raid the fridge? Is that your phone ringing? It sounds like your phone. Let’s go eat. The cupboards are full. Your phone is ringing.”

      I roll off the bed and crawl over to my bag which I dropped by the door.

      It’s Dillan and two missed calls from my dad. I switch it off and drop it back into my bag before rolling onto my back on the rug and smiling at the ceiling.

      They will never be as happy as I am right now.

      None of them. They’ll be jealous and when they get jealous they’ll try to take away my happiness. Won’t they?

      “Who will take your happiness? Dillan? Sometimes I fucking hate Dillan. He has it all and he got you.” Leroy snarls. “What did he do this time? Huh? Did he hurt you?”

      “I’m not hurt; I’m happy.” I sit up and grin at the room. It’s dancing. I want to dance.

      “I’m hungry.”

      “Go get food then.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      I nod. “I think so. I could eat. You?”

      He nods. “Yeah. Could you?”

      “Yeah.” I giggle, holding out my hands for him to grab. He pulls me up and we stagger to the door, arm in arm. “Why have I never done this before?”

      “You’re too vanilla, too pure,” he explains. “Too uptight.”

      “Now I’m flying. I’m so happy!” I spin with my arms out to the sides, twisting my body as I go.

      “Careful,” he chuckles, yanking me away from the stairs. “I don’t want to be responsible for any injuries you might sustain under my father’s roof.”

      “Food.”

      “Right.” His smile becomes a look of focus. “Food. Pizza. Chocolate. Beer.”

      “Perfect.”
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      “Where the hell have you been?” My mum yells, her eyes bloodshot, her hair a mess.

      “I needed space.” I ascend the stairs to my room, needing sleep that escaped me last night.

      “You should have called! We’ve been worried sick!” She answers her phone and I know it’s my dad when she says, “She’s home; she looks okay. Tired but okay.”

      “Well I’m not okay,” I snap and enter my bedroom, locking the door behind me.

      Mum’s fist hits the other side. “We thought the worst. We thought you’d done something stupid to hurt yourself! Dillan is a state. We’ve all been looking for you.”

      I already know. Dillan called Leroy nonstop last night, even came to the house, but we hid in his room and switched all of the lights off.

      “I’ll call next time.”

      “There had better not be a next time!” With that she moves away and I hear her steps get quieter until they vanish completely.

      After staring at my phone for a long time, I throw it on my desk, still switched off, and climb fully clothed into my bed. I feel no sense of rest, even when I pull the blanket over my head.

      “Honey,” Mum reappears outside my room, “open the door please.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “Babe…”

      “Just leave me alone!”

      “I’m only trying to help you, sweetie. I’m not your enemy.”

      “Well don’t,” I snap back, throwing an old book at the door that was sitting on my bedside table.

      She gets the hint and leaves, leaving me alone to my own morbid thoughts. As I lie on my side, my hand drifts to my empty stomach. I should still be pregnant. I should still be worrying that everyone might find out.

      She should still be safe in my stomach. Then, when she’s ready, she’ll leave my body and I’ll get to hold her in my arms. She’ll drink from me, find heat from me, feel safe with me. She’d want for nothing because I’d give her everything I could. She’d own my heart and soul.

      Instead, she’s crumbling ash in a pretty vase.

      My tiny little bundle of joy is no longer with me. I failed her. I failed myself.
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* * *

      It’s night before I rise, shower and sneak downstairs for sustenance. I don’t feel hungry but I know I should eat, especially if I’m to meet Leroy again as planned. We’re both skipping classes tomorrow so we can have a late one tonight.

      It’s the last night this week that his parents aren’t home. He’s not stupid enough to risk doing that stuff around his father. His father is cop; he’d know immediately. I’m surprised he hasn’t been caught already, but I’m also grateful. I’d be stuck without him. I need to forget, even now, so soon after already taking one I just want to take another. I’m not sure I’d care if it killed me, though he has told me it’s a low risk high as long as it’s taken sparsely.

      Taking a second within twenty-four hours can hardly be considered sparse but, again, I don’t care. I just want to stop feeling like this. I want to stop thinking about it. Last night is the first reprieve I’ve had.

      It loops in my head over and repeatedly, every time hitting me with a fresh wave of pain more substantial than the wave before. I find no peace, no comfort. Not until that tiny little white pill last night that helped me forget all about everything and made me happy about it too.

      I never saw the appeal of drugs until now.
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      After eating a banana and drinking a mug of too hot coffee, I sneak out of the house, leaving my parents a note saying I’ll be home tomorrow and not to worry. I know they will worry; I just can’t push my pain far enough to the side to make room for regret or room for good decisions. I can’t care about anyone when I can’t even care about myself.

      “Someone looks beautiful tonight,” Leroy comments, leaning against the bonnet of his car swinging his keys around his finger. “You eaten?”

      “I had a banana.”

      “Let’s go and get some real food.”

      “I’d rather skip that and get straight to it.”

      He opens the door for me before rounding it and folding his body into the driver’s seat. “Well I need some real food.” When he places his hand on my thigh, I don’t push him away. I’m too worried he’ll tell me to get out of his car. “And some munchies for later.”

      “Good plan.” I remember my major cravings for sugary stuff last night. “Do you want any dollar towards our events? I brought my purse. I owe you.”

      “No, it’s on me.” He squeezes my thigh and reverses out of my driveway. I see Mum look through the curtains of the living room and wince when she turns, probably to come after me. I see the front door open right before we leave and turn my phone off before she can start calling me every two minutes. “Are you staying over again tonight?”

      I pat my bag and nod. “I brought my essentials.”

      “This time I’ll be sure we actually make it to a bed instead of just passing out on my rug.”

      I try to smile, certain that would have been funny under normal circumstances.

      “What’s wrong?” He asks, his thumb tickling my thigh in slow circles. “You seem sad, maybe more so than yesterday. Trouble with Dillan?”

      “No I’m over Dillan,” I state easily. “He doesn’t bother me anymore.”

      “So why so glum?”

      I shrug. “Maybe I’m due on or something.”

      He doesn’t believe me; I can tell by the glance he gives me. “Well I’m here if you need to talk.”

      “Thank you. Me too.” I lighten up and it’s forced but convincing. “I’ve got a major craving for spaghetti.”

      He grins. “Yeah? I have too, now that you mention it.” I scream with glee when he whips his car around, doing a full U-turn. “And I know just the place.”

      We enter a little Italian restaurant in West London. It’s small, it’s cute and the food is great. Leroy tries hard to impress me. His manners are impeccable. He also speaks Italian, something I wasn’t aware of. He tells jokes and keeps the conversation flowing and for the hour we spend here I feel a bit more at ease.

      When we leave, he takes my hand in his as though we’ve been lovers for a long time. He leads me to a nearby store where we stock up on a mixture of snacks. He doesn’t let me carry them either. I can’t tell if he’s genuinely this chivalrous to a woman he wants or if this is just him.

      “You sure you want to do this tonight?” He asks as we make our way back to his house.

      I nod. “Doubly sure.”

      “It’s not wise to do them so often.”

      “I won’t be able to do it again for another week,” I point out. “I’ve never done them before yesterday so I’ll be fine.”

      “I’m not going to try and control you.” He takes my hand in his. “I just wish I could take away your pain in some other way.”

      “Maybe in a couple of weeks you can.” I place my hand over his. “For now, let me have this. Please.”

      Sensing my need, he nods without further argument. “You’ll have to stay with me in my room tonight though.” He quickly continues before I can protest. “I’m not sure what time Mum gets home in the morning. Normally I’d offer you the guest bed, but she’ll insist on calling your parents if she sees you and something tells me you don’t want them to know where you are.”

      “You can read me well.” I don’t really have any other choice at this point.

      “What did Dillan do to make you move on?”

      Sigh. “Why are you bringing this up?”

      “I shouldn’t. I can see it annoys you but I’m curious as to what it takes to make you fall out of love with a man you so desperately loved before.”

      “He got me pregnant and left me when he found out,” I reply bluntly.

      His face would be comical if I had any joy in me to share. “Shit… you’re pregnant?”

      “Not anymore.”

      His mouth opens and closes a few times as he searches for the right words to say. In the end he settles for, “Let’s go get high.”

      “Amen.”
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* * *

      There’s a loud banging on the door.

      “LEROY!” I hear a familiar voice yell. “LEROY OPEN THIS FUCKING DOOR!”

      “No,” I moan. “Just stay sleeping.”

      Leroy kisses the back of my shoulder and stands. “He knows I’m here. If I don’t open, he’s going to break a window. Stay here.”

      “OPEN THE DOOR!” Dillan screams, hitting it repeatedly.

      I smile. It’s been ages since I saw Dillan.

      What’s he doing here?

      “SHE’S NOT HERE!” I hear Leroy yell. There’s a scuffling noise, some cursing, loud banging, something smashes and then feet ascend the stairs. “She doesn’t want you anymore, Dillan!”

      The door to the bedroom opens with a boom, bouncing off the door stop.

      I remain curled up in the foetal position. I’m not sure I can move, even if I wanted to.

      Dillan pulls my face to the side and rolls me onto my back. He taps my face gently. “Baby, what have you taken? Talk to me. Ty… what did he give you?”

      “Happy pills,” I reply, smiling and loop my arms around his neck.

      “Come on.” He lifts me easily, cradling me to his chest. When Leroy stands in the doorway, wearing nothing but a shirt and boxers, Dillan lifts his foot and, with a movement I feel but can’t follow, his boot connects with Leroy’s groin and poor Leroy drops like a boulder from a cliff.

      “You arsehole.” He grunts through his agony.

      “If you come near her again, I will kill you.” Dillan spits with a tone so menacing it sends chills down my spine.

      “You mean like when you killed her by leaving her? Pregnant and needing you?”

      Dillan tenses but steps over his old friend with me still in his arms. “Come on, I’m taking you away from here.”

      “She’ll come back…”

      “Away?” I whisper, still smiling and then the world goes black.
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      I feel a cold flannel on the back of my neck and it rouses me from my comfortable slumber. My cheek is pressing into the softest pillow, one that I don’t recognise but one that I’ll have to purchase in the future.

      “Hmm.” I nuzzle the pillow and the flannel is removed.

      “I’ve run you a hot bath.” He rubs my bare leg that pokes out from underneath the blanket.

      “I don’t want to move,” I grumble and grab blindly for him to pull him back to my body so I can soak in his warmth. He snatches my hand out of the air and kisses the top of my knuckles.

      “You have to move or you won’t get your surprise.”

      I smile and roll onto my back. I’m in a room that I’ve never seen before. The walls are white, reflecting the sun in such a powerful way I have to shield my eyes with my arm.

      Dillan leans over me, his hands either side of my head.

      “Where are we?”

      “Somewhere safe.”

      “Somewhere safe?”

      His eyes soften with a sombreness a person of our age shouldn’t harbour. “We’ll talk more after your bath.”

      With that he lifts me, reminding me of the night before, and carries me into the bathroom before carefully lowering my naked body into the hot, steamy water.

      I watch as he strips his body of his own clothing and lean forward as he slides into the large, deep tub behind me. Some of the bubbles spill over the sides and onto the tiled ground.

      He’s so handsome, every toned, perfect inch of him. Now I remember exactly why I fancied him in the first place. His skin is golden, his chest free of hair, though I’m sure that’ll come as he gets older.

      “I’m going to take care of you, Tyler,” he says softly in my ear as I rest back against his chest. “We’re going to get through this together.”

      “Don’t remind me of it all,” I murmur, closing my eyes. “I don’t want to be reminded.”

      “Okay.”

      I close my eyes and let out a heavy breath as he strokes my arms with gentle fingers.

      “I love you,” he whispers so quietly and softly, it tickles my ear. “Please don’t be so stupid again. I can’t lose you too. I just… can’t.”

      His arms come around me and hold me tightly. I place my hands over his forearms to keep them there. I forgot how safe and secure he makes me feel.

      “You don’t need drugs to get past this,” he continues, his tone still sweet and quiet. “We can do this together, me, you, your family. Let us love you. Let us help you.”

      “I’m not sure I want to get over it,” I admit and my eyes begin to sting again, the familiar pain returning and making my chest tighten. “I don’t feel I deserve to.”

      “Of course you do; it wasn’t anybody’s fault what happened. It’s just one of those horrific things.” He kisses my cheek, taking away the tear though it’s only replaced with a new one. “That’s why you and I are going to spend a week alone. We’re going to talk, we’re going to heal and we’re going to move on together.”

      “In just a week?”

      “No, but it’s a start, right?”

      I shrug. I don’t see it happening but I’ll give him this chance. “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “For ignoring you and blaming you.”

      This time he shrugs. “What I did to you was unforgiveable. It pained me to do it and I knew it was wrong but I still did it.”

      “I’m hungry.”

      “Well, it’s not your forgiveness but it’s a start.” He twists my hair into his hands and gently eases me away from him. I wrap my legs around my knees and soon his soapy hands start to massage my back. His fingers and thumbs dance down my spine and over my ribs. “First, as my mum said, you must learn to forgive yourself before you can even begin to forgive me.”

      “That feels nice.”

      “Good, because until I’m forced to leave, I’m going to spend every day making you feel good.”

      “To ease your own guilt or because you want to?”

      He thinks on it for a moment, his body stilling with his hesitation. “Both.”

      “How’d you even find me?”

      “Your mum called and said you left with Leroy. Well, she called him Leon but I knew who she meant.”

      “She never was good with names.”

      His sudsy hands move to my neck and my head rolls forwards. “I don’t ever want to see you with him again.”

      “I instigated everything. You can’t blame him. I wanted it. I called him, not the other way around.”

      “I can because he’s my oldest and closest friend. If his girl showed up on my doorstep begging for drugs, I’d call him. Clearly something isn’t right there, yet he fucking lied to me because he wants you. What kind of friend does that?”

      Okay he has a point, but still… “I called him first. Remember that.”

      “He chose you over our friendship.” He grits. “He chose to hurt you over our friendship.”

      Also a very good point, but it’s still all of my fault. “I’m sorry.”

      “Promise me you won’t do it again. You’re not that kind of person. You don’t do drugs.”

      “I promise.”

      He kisses my temple. “Now I promise to look after you, to take care of you, to become a man and be more responsible.”

      “What’s the point? In a few months you’ll be away to university and so will I.”

      “Then I’ll follow you. I can do what it is that I want to do anywhere.”

      “That’s just stupid, not to mention crazy.”

      He pulls me back against him and rubs my forehead with his hands. “I’m crazy about you.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ll have an entire list for you by the end of the week; how’s that?”

      I almost smile. “Was she as perfect as I imagined?”

      “She was so perfect we could never have imagined.” He threads the fingers of his right hand with my left. “Her little eyes…her cute, tiny nose…her lips were pursed like she was ready to receive a kiss.”

      “Did you kiss them?”

      “I was only allowed to kiss her tiny hand. It was the size of the tip of my finger.” I run my own finger over his and bring the tip of his forefinger to my own lips. I close my eyes and pretend I’m kissing her hand. This is the closest I’ll get to the real thing. “Tell me more.”

      “She could fit in one hand. Her legs were so long though, and every toe was near perfect, every finger.”

      I turn in the water and press my forehead to his neck. “I never got to meet her.”

      “That’s not true. We laid her with you for as long as we were allowed. She was in something called a cuddle cot as her body was so fragile, too fragile to touch. You knew she was there because you rolled over and we put your hand next to hers.”

      “I did?” I sniff and I feel him hum a yes. “Nobody told me that.”

      “You didn’t give us chance.”

      “I suppose not,” I sigh, thinking of how badly I reacted, though I’ll never blame myself for it. “I miss her.”

      “I know.” He rests his chin on the top of my head. “Right, you finish cleaning up. I’m going to get out and get your surprise ready.”

      With that he climbs out and leaves me alone.

      Where the hell am I?
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      “We’re in the middle of nowhere.” I frown as I stand at a set of open sliding doors, wrapped in a thick wool cardigan and cradling a hot cup of cocoa in my hands. “What is it with your family and houses in the middle of nowhere?”

      “This place belongs to my Aunt Sasha and Uncle Tom. It’s their holiday home near Mum.”

      “They bought a place to be close to you all?” I raise a brow with disbelief. That’s sweet.

      “That and they love the city. We’re only an hour from Essex.”

      “That’s why the air smells salty then.”

      He nods, grinning. “I can take you to the beach later if you like?”

      “Maybe.”

      Padding to me, his feet bare on the wooden floor, he presses his chest against my back and wraps his arms around my waist.

      “Did Mum and Dad take it well when you told them where we’d be?”

      His lips breeze across my neck to my shoulder as he slips the cardigan down to my bicep. “They don’t know where we are.”

      “What?”

      “They know we’re together and that’s it.”

      “Ugh.” I wince. “We’re going to be in so much trouble when we get home.”

      “It’ll be worth it.”

      “I can’t have sex with you,” I snap and his kisses stop abruptly between my shoulder and elbow. “I’m still not right down there.”

      “I wasn’t planning on that anyway.” He looks genuinely hurt. “I’m not trying to turn you on. I just want you to be relaxed.”

      Now I feel bad for jumping to conclusions. “I’m sorry, I just… don’t trust anyone right now.”

      “You mean you don’t trust me.”

      “You hurt me.”

      “I’m trying to make it up to you.”

      “I know, but don’t expect immediate results.”

      He nods. “Just remember that I lost my daughter too. I know I wasn’t there for you but it hurt me too. I fell in love with her the second I laid eyes on her, maybe even before then.”

      I sip my drink and continue staring over the vast countryside.

      “Do you want to go for a walk?”

      “No.” I turn to face him and kiss his jaw. “I want to veg out on the couch and eat the cake you made for me.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll do.” He grins and takes my near empty cup from my hands. “I love you, Tyler. Promise me you trust that much.”

      My sad eyes meet his and even though I see his sincerity, I find it hard to believe that a person who loves me could leave me right when I needed him the most. “I’m trying to believe you but…” I trail off because what do I even say?

      He smiles and closes the blinds covering the glass. “Get comfy.”

      “Yes boss.”

      We rest on the large sofa together. He sits behind me, his body against mine, his chin just on top of my head. He tickles my arm from my elbow to my wrist continuously. My eyes drift closed and I never want to leave this bubble. I feel safe, secure, loved, wanted, protected. How long for? How long until I have to go home to reality and face everything again?
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      “Do you have any idea how worried we’ve been?” Mum yells so loudly I have to hold the phone away from my ear.

      Dillan snatches the phone from me and walks out of the room with it. I hear his muffled voice through the wall but I can’t make out the words. He remains calm when I have zero doubts my mum is freaking out at him right now.

      Wiping away my tears on the back of my hand, I switch off the TV and bring my knees up to my chest.

      Flashes of the memory of Dillan leaving me when I found out that I was pregnant just continuously assault my mind.

      I stand and move to the open sliding doors, the heavy, knitted, thigh length jumper that hangs loosely from my shoulders itching at my sensitive skin. Pulling it off, I drop it on the floor and step outside into the salty air in nothing but a thin strap, white vest and a pair of Dillan’s boxers.

      It’s warm today. I haven’t felt it this warm since last year. Summer is on its way; it was once my favourite season. Just a single traumatic event can literally change the way you look at everything in life.

      Dillan steps beside me, my phone in his hand. I take it from him and look at the blank screen then place it on the porch railing.

      “Do you want to go for a walk?” He asks carefully.

      I shake my head. “No, I need to get my coursework finished and call school. If I leave it any longer, I might not get to do my exams.”

      “It can wait a little longer.”

      “No it can’t,” I snap, gripping the wooden railing tightly with both hands. “I need it done so I don’t have to worry about it.”

      “Okay.” His tone is defensive. “I’m sorry for suggesting you wait. I just don’t want you to overexert yourself right now.”

      “And I want to ensure my place in university so I can get the fuck away from here and from everything and everyone.”

      He doesn’t speak and that’s probably for the best. Nothing he can say will make this any better.

      I do as I said I was going to and use a desktop computer that sits in the study. It helps me take my mind off things and relieves some of the tension in my body and mind when all the emails to my different tutors are sent.

      Dillan brings me lunch that I don’t eat and Leroy rings my phone, which I don’t answer.

      I feel as though any trace of the girl I used to be is completely gone and every time Dillan pops his head around the door to check on me, it just makes me angry.

      When night falls, I join Dillan in the other room where he sits hunched over his phone.

      “Hey.” He looks up with tired eyes when he hears the sound of my voice. The dim lighting in this room really casts a shadow of mourning over his face. I can see all of the pain he’s harbouring, all of the guilt. How does he expect me to heal with him when I have to see this?

      “You done?” He asks calmly, forcing a smile.

      “Yes.”

      His smile falters. “Why do I feel as though you mean more than what I asked?”

      “I want to go home,” I tell him honestly.

      “What? Why?” He stands, keeping the length of the coffee table between us.

      “You know why.”

      He takes a step towards me and I let him. “We can get through this.”

      “You shouldn’t have come for me, Dillan.”

      “I love you. I want to help you.”

      “You’re too late,” I reply, my tone frustrated. My eyes fill with tears. “I can’t forgive you, Dillan.”

      I see the heart break in his eyes that mirrors mine.

      “I can’t forgive you because forgiving you would mean forgiving myself and I can’t do that either.” I brush away my tears with the tips of my fingers. “Whatever we had between us vanished the moment I lost the very one who connected us on a level I’ll never understand.”

      “You need time.”

      “Yeah,” I admit. “I do. I need time away from you, away from my parents, your sister, away from everyone that reminds me of what I’ve lost.”

      “No, you’re grieving…”

      Shrugging, I step closer to him this time and murmur, “I’m not grieving, Dillan. I’m broken. I’m fucking broken, shattered, obliterated, pick your adjective.” I inhale a sharp breath and fight back a sob. “I can’t look at you. I can’t be near you because you remind me of everything that I’ve lost and it’s just too painful.”

      “Then spend just a week with me here, just a week, that’s all I ask. See if it doesn’t feel better, even slightly, in a week.”

      “Feel better?” I scoff.

      “Give me strength here, Ty. I don’t know what to say or do.”

      “Just take me home,” I respond incredulously. “I appreciate the effort but I’d really just like to go home right now, okay?”

      “Shit,” he curses under his breath and runs his fingers through his hair. “Fine, but not until the morning, okay? I’m not driving this late.”

      I nod. “That’s fine, thank you.”

      His lips pinch together and then he repeats with a questioning tone, “That’s fine, thank you?”

      “Don’t start,” I plead.

      “Don’t start?”

      I turn and leave the room.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To the bathroom, is that okay?” Now I’m just being a bitch.
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* * *

      When I exit he’s waiting for me in the kitchen with a hot chocolate on the counter. I smile and step into his open arms, taking just a minute to feel safe and warm in his arms like I used to.

      “I need time,” I whisper into his neck. “I just need time to find myself again.”

      “I understand that.”

      I turn so my back is against his chest and pick up the drink.

      “Hey, that’s mine.”

      “Mine now.” I lick the rim of the cup.
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* * *

      Dillan drops me off at home with promises to call, only because I wouldn’t let him follow me in.

      Mum and Dad are mine to handle and I’ve avoided them and mistreated them enough.

      I let them shout at me. I let Mum cry. I let Dad call me selfish… I sit and just let them because there’s no fight left in me and they are right. I am selfish. I haven’t done a single thing right recently. I left my daughter’s funeral to do drugs.

      I didn’t get the proper medical care I needed while she was growing in my womb.

      I deserve everything I get and more.

      So when they’re done, I go to my room and stay there, checking emails and finding out when my exams are. I know they’re only around the corner and I know I’m going to pass, but beyond that I don’t know what I want anymore. It’s terrifying. Once upon a time I had it all figured out and now… now I just wish that I wouldn’t have to wake up in the morning.

      Tyler: I’m sorry about what happened with Dillan.

      Leroy: Don’t be, that’s on me. I shouldn’t have enabled you.

      Tyler: It was my decision. Just… don’t let me do it again, okay?

      Leroy: I promise.

      I place my phone on my bedside table and roll over in bed, sobbing until exhaustion claims me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When I returned for my first A-Level exam, I half expected to walk into a room full of people that knew all of my secrets. It wasn’t like that at all. Nobody was whispering about me; nobody seemed to know at all. How our families managed to keep it so quiet is beyond me, or maybe people were just being polite.

      By my final exam I’m so ready to leave and be done with it. I don’t have many friends anyway so drifting back into the background of the hustle and bustle is easy enough.

      Even Dillan respects my distance to a certain extent, only approaching me after the exams and not before. He probably doesn’t want to stress me out. When he does approach me, however, he hardly speaks, only wishes me luck for my next one, offers me a ride home and kisses my cheek when I decline.

      Everyone lied to me. They said the pain would fade the more time passed. It hasn’t. It isn’t.

      I feel as though I’ve had no closure and that’s what is making it hard. How do you say goodbye to a person you love so entirely but haven’t met? How do you get over the injustice of them being taken away before they even took their first breath?

      This is why I can’t be a midwife. Even if this pain does get easier, I don’t think I could live through this experience again, let alone every day for the rest of my life.

      If I could take my womb out, I would. I don’t want it. I don’t need it. I’ll never put myself through pregnancy and childbirth again.

      Never.

      I’ll never trust a boy with my best interests again, or with my body again.

      Never.

      From now on I can only rely on myself.

      School is over and there’s no reason for me to stay.

      I write my parents an apologetic note, pack what few things I need into a backpack, withdraw as much money as my bank will allow and slip out of my house in the middle of the night, leaving my SIM card behind.

      There’s nothing left for me here but pain.

      There’s no one left for me here that understands.

      It’s time to go.
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        Dillan

      

      “Are you sure she hasn’t called?” My dad asks, looking as worried as I feel. “You haven’t missed a private call?”

      “She hasn’t called, Dad. She’s not with Leroy. She’s not at any of her relatives…”

      “She doesn’t want to be found,” Mum says softly. “As awful as it is, I think we should just let her be.”

      “Would you let me be if I did this?” I shouldn’t speak to her so poorly but I’m angry that she’s even considering giving up.

      This is Tyler. My Tyler.

      She’s everything to me; they know this. I’m not about to let her go.

      “She’s in so much pain. What if she…?” I can’t finish the sentence because it hurts too much to think about, let alone say aloud. “She needs me.”

      Dad squeezes my shoulder. “She needs time.”

      “You don’t know her like I do. She holds herself to no worth.” I snarl, shrugging him off me and pacing back and forth. “She hates herself. She’ll find any excuse to hate herself even more and I know that she blames herself for losing Cayla. She’ll twist it and twist it until she finds some reason for why she’s not with us anymore.”

      “And she’ll bring you down with her if you don’t take a step back.” Mum frowns and raises her hands defensively when I pierce her with a fiery glare. “I don’t mean that to be heartless but she’s gone for a reason, Dillan. You tried. You start university in just four weeks. She’s gone. Let her ruin her own life; don’t let her ruin yours.”

      “Would you let Dad just walk away like this? Knowing he’s hurting?” She doesn’t answer so I add, “I thought not.”

      “But your dad and I are married. We aren’t children.”

      “I stopped being a bloody child the moment I had one, and married or not, I love her and I already abandoned her once to save face with you and our family. I’ll not make the same mistake.”

      “Son,” my dad, with remorseful eyes, sighs deeply, “she’s in the wind. You wouldn’t even know where to start.”

      He’s right. I know he’s right. “So what do I do? Huh? The Police won’t do anything because she left a note. Her parents have given up; you two have given up; her brother hasn’t even been home to help, so he’s definitely already given up… it’s just me now. It’s just me. I can’t give up.”

      “You’re not giving up by going to university and living your life.” Mum looks as though she wants to shake me. “It’s what she’d want and you know it.”

      I turn away. I don’t want them to see me on the verge of tears. I feel weak and useless but what can I do?

      “She’s given up on you, Dillan. It’s time to realise that.” Mum hits that final nail and I walk away to stop myself from losing my cool.

      Dad follows me and I allow him to. So far he’s the only one that seems to understand.

      “The love of your life got with your brother, fell pregnant with his child, hated you for so long and you didn’t give up,” I state quietly so mum doesn’t hear.

      He raises a brow, his eyes sparkling with intrigue. “And?”

      “Please help me, Dad. Help me find her.”

      “Fine, but,” he places both hands on my shoulders, “you still have to go to university.”

      “Okay.” I agree.

      “I have your word?”

      “Yes, I promise.”

      He nods, seemingly appeased, but that small smile vanishes and his face becomes serious once more. “When we find her and she doesn’t want to come back, what will you do?”

      “Convince her otherwise.”

      “And if that doesn’t work?”

      “It will.”

      “But if it doesn’t?”

      “She’s the love of my fucking life, dad. It will.”

      He smirks and doesn’t berate me for my cursing. “I’ll go and make a few calls.”

      “Dad,” I say when he reaches the doorway, “thank you.”

      He winks and exits and I start packing for university. It’s as I’m folding my jeans and placing them into my case that my dad bursts back into my room unannounced.

      “Looks like I won’t have to hire an investigator after all,” he grins.

      “What?” I breathe, my hope soaring where there was none before. “She’s home?”

      “No, your grandmother found her.”

      My lips part. “What? How?”

      “Grief counselling. Seems she attended the same group session.”

      I blink and clear my throat. “See? It was meant to be.” I reach for my jacket, ready to go, but Dad stops me with a hand on my bicep. “Don’t stop me, Dad…”

      “I’m not going to. Your grandmother said to bring the photos of Cayla.”

      “She won’t look at them.”

      He shrugs. “That’s what she said. I’ll text you the address.”

      “Thank you.”
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* * *

      
        Tyler

      

      “My name is Rebecca and I’m here because…”

      The young girl’s voice trails off when I see Patricia Weston through the glass door, looking into the room and directly at me. I apologise, stand and leave, not yet having had my turn, not that I ever took it. She stops me the second I exit the room and doesn’t give me a choice but to follow her.

      I sit on a leather couch in a psychiatrist’s office and watch as she boils the kettle, humming happily as she goes. I could easily have run but I’ve been raised to respect my elders and Patricia has this way about her. You just don’t disobey her, no matter what.

      “I lost my son; that’s why I’m here,” she says suddenly as she hands me a drink and sits on the couch opposite.

      “Dillan told me about Caleb.”

      “I allowed my husband and father in law to abuse my other son for years. Unknowingly, but it happened…”

      “Nathan?” My heart stops as I try to work out what she means by abuse. “I didn’t know that.”

      “Not many do,” she admits and sips her drink. “Still to this day, sixteen years after finding out about the torture my son endured at the hands of a monster, I have nightmares.”

      When I sip my drink, I gasp and splutter as it burns a path down my throat. “Whisky.”

      “Hmm.” She smirks but her eyes twinkle with sorrow. “Every night I wake up covered in sweat, sometimes vomit…”

      “I’m sorry Nathan went through whatever he went through.”

      “Oh, so am I, every day of my life, and I deserve to suffer for it. Or at least… that’s what I thought.” We both sip our drinks and this time the burn doesn’t surprise me. I welcome it. “I was neglectful, spiteful, cruel.”

      Why is she telling me this?

      “I focused all of my attention on my sick child, forgetting I had a perfectly well child to love too. I abandoned him to a fate worse than death. Yet, I had no say in his upbringing and look at him. He’s a wonderful, handsome and strong man with a beautiful family. How does that happen? How does a man given such a disgustingly poor hand in life become such a loving and caring man?”

      Her words affect me. My heart tingles with pain as I absorb the sorrow she’s putting out into the world. The solemn energy surrounds us both.

      “I can’t take credit for any of it. For a long time after Nathan and Gwen accepted me into their lives and I discovered what had happened to my son, I hid.” She smiles sadly. “I didn’t want to poison my grandbabies. I was scared that with my input they’d be poisoned and grow up to be less than everything they could be.”

      “But Dillan said…”

      “That I practically raised him?” She smiles genuinely this time. “He’d be right. He always loved me that boy, so much. No matter how much I pushed him away. No matter how much I pushed them all away. They knew I blamed myself yet they didn’t give up on me and my son, my wonderful, handsome boy, forgave me.”

      This has me smiling. It’s weak but I feel it. “That’s good, right?”

      “Definitely, but I was still scared. I didn’t raise my kids. Nathan was raised by a monster and Caleb by doctors and nurses. But time went on and Dillan and Emily got older and even though I’d had a permanent place in Dillan’s life, look at him.” Her eyes shimmer with tears and she looks away. “If I can help to raise such a wonderful young man and such a strong and independent young woman, then I can’t be all bad, not anymore. I’d give my life for those kids. I’d give my life for my son, my daughter, Gwen.” She stops me from interrupting with a raise of her hand. “I know you’re probably wondering why I’m telling you this. It’s not something I talk about or find easy to talk about.”

      “I was curious.”

      “I know what you’ve been through and though neither of us have had the same experience, we have lost a child and both of us lost a child that we hardly knew. I lost Caleb so suddenly, while he was with a woman I didn’t approve of, in some town miles from home. He hadn’t been interested in me in years, not really. Not when I chose his father over him, his abusive father…”

      Now I knew that he was violent, but not to what extent. Dillan doesn’t talk about it much.

      “But I know in my heart, just like Nathan has, Caleb would forgive me for all I’ve done. But what is the point in forgiveness of others if you can’t forgive yourself?”

      She makes a valid point.

      “That’s why I’m here. To stop the nightmares, to forgive myself.” She motions for me to drink and I do so, swallowing half of the contents of the cup. “Good girl, now it’s your turn.”

      “My turn?”

      “Yes, tell me your secrets. Let it all out.”

      I don’t speak. I’m frozen in place. How do I spill all to his grandmother when I can’t even say it out loud to myself?

      “And before you tell me it’s your fault you lost Cayla, let me remind you that my mother was a midwife and, factually and scientifically, you did nothing wrong. Sometimes these things just happen. Sometimes life is just cruel to innocent beings. Like Caleb, who spent a life in pain because of numerous tumours. Like Nathan who spent a life of pain because of a foul man. Like you, who is going to feel pain for a lifetime with no explanation as to why.”

      “Life is crap. Seriously crap.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong.” She crosses her legs at the knees and sits up straight after placing her drink on the table between us. “It doesn’t have to be. You will be happy again one day, just like I am. Just like Nathan is…”

      “Caleb and Cayla?”

      “They’re happy somewhere, looking down on you ruining your life because you’re allowing your grief to consume you and to blind you.”

      “Blind me?”

      “Dillan is just like his father. He has the best parts of both of them and even though he made a huge mistake, he’ll pay for that for the rest of his life, just like you will. I have no doubt that he cherishes you dearly.” I look away until she adds, “He came to me for a loan to hire a private investigator to track you down. I refused. I don’t need to tell you how distraught my grandson is,” she says with a raised brow. “You’re not the only one who lost a child that day.”

      “So why did you refuse?”

      “Because I understood your need for time, but unfortunately your time is running out. You’re about to ruin your life and your prospects. You’re about to lose the trust of your family. You’re putting your parents through hell. You’re distracting my grandson to the point where he’d rather be out scouring the streets for you than focusing on his future.” She explains simply as though listing off baking ingredients and not my failing life. “I thought by now he’d have moved on. I thought by now you’d have come to terms with it all, but the fact you’ve been here twice now and neither of those times did you speak, I see you still have such a long way to go and you’ll never get there until you say goodbye.”

      “I’ve said goodbye.”

      “No you haven’t.” Dillan’s voice startles me. I turn on the couch and look at him over the back of it. Our eyes meet for the first time since our final exam two months ago. “Gran…”

      “I’m going,” she says and stands. My jaw hits the floor when I realise that all of this was just a distraction to keep me here.

      Dillan rounds the couch and sits on the arm, looking down at me as I fiddle with my fingers in my lap. “You didn’t even say goodbye to me.”

      “I didn’t know how.”

      “I bought you a coffee after your final exam and you smiled genuinely for the first time in weeks. I actually thought I was getting somewhere.” His grey eyes bore into me with so much hurt I can’t bring myself to look into them. I can barely harbour my own pain. If he pours any more into this jug of agony, I’m going to spill over and lose it. “Then you just vanished. You didn’t leave me a note, a text, an email… anything.”

      “I didn’t know what to say to you.”

      “Fucking look at me, Ty!”

      I do, biting hard on my lower lip as he slides onto the couch cushions and takes my hands in his.

      “You are breaking me.”

      “I don’t mean to.”

      “I know.” He tucks my hair behind my ear and cups my cheek with his hand. “I know you don’t.”

      “I can’t do this.”

      “I don’t care. You’re going to.” He places a large, white envelope on my lap. “We’re going to do this together.”

      When I realise what exactly is in the envelope, my heart spasms painfully and my lungs constrict with panic. Dillan grips me tighter and pulls my forehead to his.

      “No more saying no; you have to do this, Tyler.” He shakes me a little. “You have to. It’s time to let go.”

      “If I see those photos, it’ll only make things worse.”

      “Shit, Ty,” he laughs humourlessly, “it can’t get any bloody worse than this.”

      “Please, don’t make me look at her.” I beg, tears stinging my cheeks as my hands grip his wrists, which he yanks free.

      “I haven’t looked at her either since the day after she was born.” He admits. “We need to do this. For both of us. Okay?”

      His hands shake as he carefully lifts the flap on the envelope and pulls out the contents. I look up at the patterned ceiling, hoping the light blinds me so I don’t have to endure this.

      “Look,” he urges and forces me to hold an image in the palm of my hand. “Look, Tyler. Please, look at our daughter.”

      I sob the second I see her tiny, almost translucent face. My tears blind me and I rush to push them out of the way.

      “She really does look like she’s ready for a kiss,” I cry, touching the image directly below her pursed little lips.

      Dillan pulls me into his arms and the photos fall to the ground and scatter. He buries his face in my hair and we both cry. Both of us tremble and shake.

      She was perfect. She was so beautiful and she looked so much like him. I feel as though I’ve lost a piece of him, not just a piece of me, as though he’s got a portion of his soul missing and I can sense it.

      “I know I was an arse, but I’d have been a good dad,” he says quietly into my neck. “I’d have done my best and my own dad would have sorted me out if I didn’t.”

      “Don’t,” I beg, clinging to his shirt.

      He pulls me onto his lap and we hold each other, the first photo resting on my thighs.

      After a moment we pick it up again and then, after some effort, we gather up the rest and flick through them. When I come to one of Dillan holding her in his arms, in the white padded cuddle cot, staring at her with tears in his eyes but a smile on his face, I break down again.

      I wasn’t there for this. There aren’t any pictures of me and my daughter together.

      Or so I thought.

      Dillan pulls a final one from the envelope after showing me the pictures of Cayla with our families. It’s of me, lying in bed, tubes coming out of me from all directions, monitors surrounding me. I’m on my side and there she is beside me, sleeping eternally, my little finger resting in the palm of her hand, and I imagine the feel of it there. I imagine her squeezing it like I’m her lifeline, which I suppose I was before she died.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper to her and to Dillan. “I’m sorry my body wasn’t enough for you.”

      “One day we’ll try again. We’ll be married, successful, and we’ll give him or her the life they deserve, the home they deserve. I’ll build them their own tree house and bake them their birthday cakes every year. Together we’ll kiss every boo boo and every tear.” He says it softly, quietly and full of love and hope. “We weren’t ready for her yet. The world wasn’t ready for her yet.”

      “I’m so sorry, Dillan.”

      “Me too. I’ll always be sorry, until you forgive me and then some.”

      “I forgive you.” I nuzzle my forehead against his chin. “I forgive you and I don’t expect you to stay with me because of what happened. I don’t want you to feel obligated.”

      “Obligated? Ty… jeez… I love you. I’m not here out of obligation.” He forces me to look at him. “I’m here because you own my heart. All of it.”

      “We’re just kids.”

      “We stopped being kids the second you got pregnant. The second she was born. I’m not a kid. I know what I want. I want you and I know you want me too.”

      “Every time I look at you…”

      “You don’t think I get that? I see her too whenever I see you. It hurts; it really hurts. I feel like I died with her!” He kisses my lips and wipes my tears away with his thumbs. “We can get past this, okay? Together. Let me help you.”

      Resolute and in need, I nod and hold him as tightly as he holds me when our lips meet. It’s brief but it’s powerful and I feel as though I could finally heal.

      “For as long as I know you want me and need me, I’m here.” He says. “I’m here and I’ll love you every single second of every single day.”

      “I’m sorry I ran to Leroy.”

      He shushes me and kisses me again. “Fresh start now, Tyler. There’s only forward. Whatever happened between us is done. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Promise me you’ll never do that again.”

      “I promise.”

      He smiles and it’s genuine and happy. “Good. Then I’m definitely never letting you go.”
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      “I have this theory,” I say as I push open the door to my house and quickly hang up my work jacket in the dark hallway.

      “Go on.” Dillan smiles; he’s always so interested in everything I say all the time, just as I am him. It’s nice to be with somebody who not only gets me, but also listens to me as though I’m the most interesting person he’s ever met.

      “Well today at work there was this older man with…”

      “SURPRISE!”

      I scream when the cheer of multiple voices attacks my ears just as the lights come on in the large living room.

      My heart hammers in my chest as I cling to Dillan’s arm for safety, who looks totally at ease with all of this.

      “What on earth?”

      My friends and family all stand around, beaming from ear to ear. I smile at them, perplexed as to why they’re all here as it’s not my birthday and I haven’t been promoted.

      “What’s the occasion?” I ask, laughing as everyone rights themselves and Dillan nods at two of my work colleagues, whom I’ve grown close to over this past year. I swear I only left them two hours ago and they didn’t even hint about such an event.

      They unroll a large banner and my eyes fill with tears when I realise what it says.

      “Congratulations,” I read aloud, “on delivering your hundredth baby.” My fingers cover my lips and tears fill my eyes. “You’ve been counting?” I ask them.

      “No, he has.” Emily laughs, coming forward to hug me and then turning me to my favourite person in the world.

      Even I haven’t been counting since I started midwifery training.

      I have to look down to find him, on his knee, on the ground, looking up at me with a cheeky grin on his face. A blue velvet box rests on the palm of his hand.

      My jaw falls open.

      “What are you doing?” I hiss, giggling uncontrollably. “Oh lord, please get up.”

      He ignores me. “Future Mrs Dillan Weston…”

      “He’s sure of himself,” Ashlyn, his younger sister, comments making the crowd laugh.

      “Love of my life,” he continues, ignoring them and holding my gaze as though I’m the only one here, which I’m not.

      “Please get up,” I hiss, trying to stifle my painfully broad smile. “This is mortifying.”

      “Will you do me the honour of wearing this ring, even though I already know that you’re going to say yes? It’s just so you have something huge and sparkly to ward off all of those attractive doctors that you now work with.”

      “How you doing?” My co-worker and doctor friend, Mitchell, calls out, eliciting even more laughter.

      “I’m not sure you’ll live long enough to see it on my finger if you don’t stand up now.” I laugh, grabbing him by the collar of his shirt and yanking him up to me.

      “That’s a yes, people,” he calls and the room erupts in cheers. “A sarcastic yes but a definite yes nonetheless.”

      “Please shut up.”

      He wraps his arms around my waist and spins me in a circle before dipping me and kissing me.

      “Dillan, our parents are right there,” I snap, shoving him away from me and straightening my work scrubs.

      He’s not offended. He’s done this on purpose to make a scene. He knows how I hate being the centre of attention so he’s constantly doing things to embarrass me. This time I approve though, especially as he slips the ring onto my finger. It’s beautiful and the stones form the letter D because that’s just how annoying he is. I love it. I later find out that Emily helped him design it and then made it herself, so it’s extra special to me.

      “You’re an arse.”

      “I am,” he agrees, kissing the space above my ring and then kissing my lips. “Sorry it took me so long. I’ve been waiting for this moment since the day you graduated with your nursing.”

      “I was genuinely going to ask you myself like next week anyway.”

      “Like really?” He mocks my words so I slap his chest.

      “Yes. I was getting tired of waiting and I’m not going to be this young and beautiful for much longer. If I’m ever going to marry, I want it to be when I actually look good in a dress.”

      “Mrs Dillan Weston, you’ll always look good in a dress… or naked… I prefer the latter.”

      “Okay guys, stop whispering. It’s time to play some party games.” Gwen grins, pushing herself between us.

      “Pin the cord on the baby?” I burst into laughter. “That’s totally barbaric but I love it.” I’m the first to be blindfolded and then kissed on the lips after each full turn. Dillan is a knob like that. He loves to tease me when everyone is looking.

      Sigh.

      Everyone is having a great time as I look around the room once my turn is over.

      So much so that I decide to make my own announcement. I was going to leave it for a little while longer due to fear, but I’ve decided that there’s no point in being scared anymore.

      I have everything and everyone that I want in my life. I’ve experienced pain like no other, joy like no other, love like no other and now it’s time to give a little back to the world.

      “You really do listen to everything I say, don’t you?” I smile at my husband to be. “Has it genuinely been one hundred?”

      “Give or take a few.” He smiles and pulls me into his arms. “You’re not very good at pinning their cords on, though. Pretty sure that’s the nose you got.”

      “Shut it.” I tilt my head back to ask for a kiss, which he gives me promptly. “I kind of wish I’d been keeping count of how many people’s lives you’ve changed.”

      “Helping people reach a goal is hardly equal to bringing life into the world.”

      “It’s still amazing, Dillan.” I smile. “I’m so proud of you. Also… I have my own surprise for you.”

      “Oh you do?” He pretends to look down my top for a new set of underwear. He loves that kind of surprise.

      “Just promise me that no matter how fat or grumpy I get, you’ll love me through it.”

      “What are you talking about?” He laughs nervously.

      “Because I will get fat and grumpy and I really will need you to love me.”

      His smile vanishes. “Ty… what are you talking about?”

      “I think you already know,” I say and press his hand against my slightly swollen stomach.

      His breath stutters as he stares down at his hand on my midriff. His eyes fill with wonder and tears, just like mine did when that little plus sign appeared on the test I took not long ago. “Really? You’re sure?”

      “Positive.”

      He laughs breathily and kisses me like there’s nobody else in the room. “Christ… I love you so much, Tyler.”

      “Right back at you, future Mrs Tyler Weston.”

      “Mrs?”

      I grin and nudge his nose with my own. “This time we’re going to do it right.”

      “Definitely. But I thought you wanted to wait until after we got married?”

      “You were taking too long to ask.”

      He frowns playfully. “I didn’t want to rush you!”

      “What are you two whispering about?” Nathan asks, stepping into our bubble. “Is she calling it off already?”

      Dillan, his eyes still on mine, replies, “Definitely not. I’m far too handsome.”

      “And disgustingly up yourself.” Emily laughs, joining our bubble. “Maybe you could let your future Mrs Dillan Weston go so we can celebrate her success together?”

      “Not a chance,” Dillan replies, smiling at me with so much love and warmth in his eyes. “I’m not letting her go for the rest of my life.” Then he adds, “Especially not while she’s carrying precious cargo.”

      “Holy shit!” Emily shrieks. “You’re pregnant?”

      “Well… that didn’t stay secret for long,” I laugh and kiss my fiancé again. “This is going to be an interesting adventure.”

      “Hell yes!” Dillan grins. “It’s going to be amazing.”
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        A huge thank you to Zean Maskell, not only for helping to edit Dillan, but also for being such a constant presence in my writing journey. I hope my writing never lets you down as you have never let me down. You nor William. It was a pleasure to meet you both officially in Newcastle.

        

        Sloane Murphy, your books, your words, you as a person, you inspire me and I love you. Thank you for my amazing covers, thank you for keeping me in the loop and thank you for remembering important stuff that I always forget.

        

        To my daughter Alyssia, I hope one day you’ll see this and know how grateful I have always been and will always continue to be for everything you do. You are one of a kind. Such a kind, sweet little soul, so helpful and considerate. I love you.

        

        Aydin, my strapping lad, you light up my life with your handsome smile and your cheeky attitude. You’re not only my little hero but the hero to your sisters also.

        

        To Samantha Heaney, thank you for making me sparkle… for three weeks straight. Now whenever I see glitter I’ll be forever

        reminded of Newcastle and you painting my forearm and my leprechaun. You were an amazing assistant, I was lucky to have you.

        

        Adriana Rizak-Healing, you got up so early for me, it must be love. You’re amazing, Nathan will always be  yours.

        

        Addi Whillock, you have been my rock this year. Thank you.
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        I'm now 26 and I’ve been writing since I could hold a pen in my hand! I love to write, it’s my passion, and I never stop. In fact I love to write so much I have started over one hundred and fifty different books before finally completing my first ever novel 'A Little Bit of Crazy' which I published in May 2013 on Amazon for Kindle. I was grateful when I received feedback as it helps me be a better writer.

        

        When I'm not writing, I love spending time with my family and when I get some spare time (not easy with young children!) it’s either reading or listening to music. You won’t find me without a book or my Kindle in my hand. I read whilst I’m cooking, cleaning, talking, walking… you could say reading is my other passion!

        

        Thank you for taking the time to read my book. I appreciate any kind of feedback be it good or bad. This has been a huge learning curve for me and I'm happy to receive any advice/criticism...praise? That you wish to provide. Don’t be shy.

        

        Thank you, Love Alex

      

      
        To get in touch with me please use the following

        
          a.e.murphy@hotmail.com
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