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Prologue
 
    
 
   January 2014
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   Lying back on a blanket that we’ve spread over the uncomfortable concrete, I bring the cheap, fizzy wine to my mouth and take a large swig. I’m pretty sure it tastes like what urine would taste like if you were to add bubbles.
 
    Hayley, my closest friend, is lying beside me. She snatches the bottle and does the same, giggling when some of it spills out of the side of her mouth. 
 
   “The stars are spinning,” she slurs, waving her arm in the air. 
 
   She’s not wrong. 
 
   “Hey girls!” A warm body lands over us both and I feel a head squishing my breasts. 
 
   I grunt and grab his hair, laughing when he grins wickedly at me. “Get off my tits, Riley.”
 
   “Get on my tits, Riley,” Hayley giggles, shoving at his legs.
 
   “Can’t… too tired,” he laughs, moving off Hayley and climbing fully onto me. “You’re looking very hot tonight, Elle.”
 
   I grunt and shove at his chest, not liking the fact that I’m being pressed harder into the ground, which hurts even with a blanket beneath me. He rolls off and snatches the same bottle Hayley and I just shared. In three gulps the rest of the bottle is gone and he’s throwing it across the car park. 
 
   Riley is cool, but I would never date him, not unless I want a taste of Hayley’s sloppy seconds. No thank you. Besides, no decent male would ever try it on with their ex’s best friend, especially in front of said ex. Not that Hayley cares.
 
   Wow… my head is spinning.
 
   I hear a yelp beside me and watch as Riley is yanked to his feet and goes flying several metres away from me.
 
   Oh shit.
 
   “Daddy,” I smile. It’s no doubt wonky and shows I’m clearly intoxicated.
 
   I’m airborne for a moment before I feel my feet hit the ground. The jolt rattles my bones and forces me to fall to the side, straight into my dad, who is picking up Hayley. “Grounded! Both of you!” He bellows, grabbing our arms and dragging us to his car.
 
   Bugger. “It’s just lemonade!” I try, but the look he gives me tells me I’ve failed.  I’m thinking that came out “issjusslemnade”. Bollocks. “Dad, come on. I’m, like, legal in ten months anyway.”
 
   He lets out a growl-like noise, one that reminds me of a wolf protecting its dinner. A giggle bursts forth before I can stop it and my foot catches on the curb, causing me to trip. 
 
   “Please don’t tell my mum, Mr. B.” Hayley begs, but her attempts are futile. As soon as we’re in his car, he picks up his phone and starts talking quietly into the receiver. I can’t hear what he’s saying, but from the look on his face as he paces by our door, it’s nothing good.
 
   Yikes.
 
   “You’re half an hour past your curfew,” he shouts after climbing into the driver’s seat. “We’ve been worried sick! To find you like this…” Turning towards us, he waves his hand between the both of us. “I’m disgusted. What the hell is going on with you at the moment, Elle?”
 
   I purse my lips and look away. Nothing is going on with me. I’m just having fun. What’s wrong with that?
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “No, you’re not! That’s the problem,” he hisses and turns the key in the ignition. “You have no fucking remorse for anything you do at the moment! You have your first exams in just a few months and the way you’re going, there’s no way you’re going to pass.”
 
   Rolling my eyes heavenward, I let out a sigh and kick off my shoes.
 
   “Are you paying attention?”
 
   No. “Yes.”
 
   “Less of the attitude!” He bellows. I’ve clearly pushed him to the limit. “You’re grounded, not including work or school.”
 
   “Whatever,” I respond and rest my forehead against the cool window.
 
   He smacks his hand against the steering wheel in anger but doesn’t say anything else for a while. Not that I blame him. I wouldn’t say anything else to me either.
 
   “I just don’t know what to do with you anymore,” he says softly after a few minutes, almost calmly, but not quite. “You’re going to ruin your life and, right now, you need to focus on school. You’re going to become an adult and there’s nothing you can do to stop it. Grow up, Elle. Just please… for your own sake. Grow up.”
 
   “It was just a few drinks, Dad,” I sigh, wondering why he has to be so dramatic. “It’s not going to ruin my life. Or your life would have been ruined three Saturdays ago when you fell through the door giggling like a little girl.”
 
   He only growls again. I stifle my laugh with my fist and nudge Hayley with my elbow.
 
   “Darren,” she mumbles, her head lolling onto my shoulder.
 
   “What, Hayley?”
 
   “Puke,” she gasps and then retches violently.
 
   I scream and press myself against the door as my dad pulls over and drags Hayley from the car. There’s a splat and a loud groan, followed by my dad cursing and looking at me as he holds my best friend’s dark hair back. “This is coming out of your allowance!”
 
   “Sorry, Darren,” Hayley chokes out between heaves. “I’ll get you new shoes.”
 
   There’s another splat two seconds later. Disgusting.
 
   “I told you not to eat that burger, Hayley. You never listen.”
 
   She flips me off, her body still hunched over and heaving.
 
   I smile and relax back into the seat. Even though the night has ended completely wrong, it was still a good night.
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I pull out, my body covered in a thin layer of sweat, and roll onto my back, my chest heaving with each breath. “Fuck.”
 
   “Yeah,” Kim, the beautiful brunette smiles as she also tries to catch her breath. “That was great.”
 
   “Hmm,” I lean over to the table beside the bed and grab a cigarette and lighter. “Want one?”
 
   “You asked me that last week,” she frowns. “I don’t smoke.”
 
   Oops.
 
   “Right,” I say, lighting the end and inhaling a large pull before blowing the smoke towards the ceiling. “Same time next week?”
 
   Kim sighs and sits up, not bothering to take the sheet with her, but then again I wouldn’t give it to her anyway. She has a body made for admiring, so that’s what I’ll do. Lie here and admire.
 
   “Maybe you should get that,” she tells me, forcing me to look away from the amazing globes that make up her arse. 
 
   “Get what?” I finally register the sound of my mobile ringing and lean over to look at the screen.
 
   I groan when I see whose name is on the display. 
 
   My dad… Ugh, I’ve been avoiding him, but not for lack of love for him and my mother. As I decide whether or not to answer the call, I remember that he’s actually called me five times this week, which is four times more than usual. He’s either worried or something is wrong. Well, it’s either that or Mum wants me to visit and won’t relent.
 
   I just hate that stupid town and its lack of interesting things to do and places to go. It wouldn’t kill them to visit me once in a while instead of me always having to go to them.
 
   Kim pulls on her jeans and buttons them at the front. I answer the phone as she looks around for her bra. She won’t find it in here. I think we lost it in the hallway. “Dad,” I clip, hoping he hurries up so I can undress my lady of the day again. 
 
   “Well it’s nice to finally hear your voice, Son,” he says gruffly and I fight the urge to roll my eyes. “We need you home.”
 
   What the fuck? That’s not quite what I was expecting. “Why?”
 
   I hear the long sigh he releases and frown. That doesn’t sound good. It’s not his usual sigh of exasperation, but a sigh of sorrow. “Your mother’s ill.”
 
   My heart falters for a second. “What?”
 
   “She’s just not been herself for a while now.”
 
   My heart restarts with a jolt and my palms become clammy. “I’ll call her.”
 
   My dad, even though I can’t see it, is definitely frowning, “You’re an arse, Son. You always were.”
 
   “Why do you need me home?” I choose to ignore his insult; no use in denying the truth.
 
   “I have to go,” Kim whispers, not bothering to kiss me goodbye. I give her a small wave and turn my attention back to the conversation I’m having with a man I’ve spoken to twelve times in twelve years.
 
   “It’d be nice to have the family back together. We miss you and I’m going to need help with your mum.”
 
   “Well, I’m sorry, Dad, but that’s not happening. I’m happy here. Besides, she’ll probably be better again in a few weeks,” I look around my large, expensively furnished flat and confirm my words. “I have a life here.”
 
   “You have an existence there and that’s it,” he snaps. “Please Son, come home. Even for a short while.”
 
   “I’ll think about it. I’ve got to finish up the school year; I’m on contract. I’ll visit more often or something.” 
 
   “Yeah right,” he snorts and lets out a long sigh. “I’ve never asked you for much; I’ve left you alone since you left. Trust me, the last thing I want to do is force you home when we spent so long trying to get you out of this shitty town.”
 
   Stubbing out my cigarette, I climb from the bed and glance at the family photos on the wall in the hallway with a wince. He’s right. He hasn’t asked me for anything since I left, but… I don’t want to leave my job or my life and home. The job that I spent so long kissing arses for and working my own arse off for. “I’ll come down for the six weeks holiday. She’ll probably be better by then anyway.”
 
   “She won’t,” he responds gruffly.
 
   “What do you mean, she won’t?” My hand goes to my short hair. Whatever he’s about to say, I have a horrible feeling it’s not going to be good. Cancer comes to mind. I pray it’s not that.
 
   “She has Alzheimer’s disease.” He chokes on the word and clears his throat as I collapse back onto the bed and rub my chest with my hand. “There’s no chance that she’s going to get better and we don’t know how long it will be before she gets worse.”
 
   Now I’m wishing it was, in fact, cancer. At least with cancer she’d have a chance. “I…” My words become lodged in my throat and my head slumps forward. Memories of a childhood long since passed come to mind: Mum making cookies in the kitchen, the smell as I opened the door, the stories she’d tell me at bedtime as she ran her fingers through my hair. These have always been our memories, but if what dad tells me is true, all too soon they will only be my memories.  I push them away and focus on the present. “I’m so sorry, Dad.”
 
   “Not your fault, Son.” He clears his throat again and continues, “Your mum doesn’t want to force you home and neither do I, but we need you.”
 
   “I’m under contract until the end of the school year. I’ll come for the six week holidays.”
 
   “We really need somebody to fill your mum’s slot at the school. She can’t go back to work for obvious reasons.” He exhales a shuddering breath and I close my eyes for a moment. “Think about it. We don’t know how long we’ve got her mind for.”
 
   “Dad,” I say, though I don’t know why. I just needed to say it. After a moment’s silence, I calm my thudding heart and shake my head to help clear the mist from my mind. “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “Good, keep in touch.”
 
   I place the phone on the desk and fall back into my pillows. Like hell am I going to move back to that dead end town. 
 
   Like hell.
 
   “I’ll just visit more often.” I say to myself to relieve the guilt hammering at my soul. 
 
   She’s my mum and she was always there for me. 
 
   Always.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter One
 
   August 2014
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   Finishing work, I step out into the cool air and inhale deeply. I can smell the lavender coming from the fields on the outskirts of town. It’s the crappiest, smallest town in the UK in my opinion, although I’ve never ventured farther than Lincolnshire, so I guess I can’t really be one to judge. I do love it on warm days like this, though, when the sun beats down and the breeze is cool, because the lavender fragrance is always carried in this direction. 
 
   I head from Crystal’s, a local café that do the best chocolate twist pastries and lattes in town, although there aren’t that many choices here, so I don’t have much to compare with. 
 
   Pulling my phone from the zipped compartment in my bag, I wander forward, quickly responding to the messages I received whilst working. I smile to myself at the sight of Hayley’s text. She’s sent a picture of herself and her little brother sliding down a long waterslide. She’s on holiday for the next week. Lucky for some.
 
   Sigh. 
 
   A split second later, the sound of screeching tyres and a horn blast sends my heart shuddering.
 
   Something grabs the back of my top and I’m flying backwards before I can register what’s happening. My body smacks into solid wall of chest, and arms come around me before we hit the pavement. All of my organs jolt back to the places they’re supposed to be after bouncing around my body a few times. 
 
   I finally let out a belated yelp and a set of hands pull me off the stranger’s lap and help me stand.
 
   “Christ, Elle!” I hear through my daze and look up at my uncle Stanley. “What the fuck?” He turns to the person who pulled me backwards and slaps him on the back. “Quick thinking pal, thanks for that.”
 
   “Stupid fucking kid!” A woman shouts out of her car window and races around the corner.
 
   Well that’s pleasant…
 
   I blink a few times, my phone still in hand. “What happened?”
 
   “You almost got hit by a car, that’s what happened,” the man who seems to have saved me bites out as he rights himself. He’s kind of hot for an older guy. No… not kind of… definitely hot. “Don’t you watch where you’re going?”
 
   I can’t help but gape at him. Holy crap. He is mesmerizingly hot. Bright, blond curly hair, deep blue eyes and the body of an athlete. Christ, look at those arms! Does he do push ups all day every day? I bet his abs are smoking. Better than Riley’s, definitely.
 
   Did he paint his T-shirt on? It’s literally clinging to his chest and waist.
 
   Shit, I’m already undressing him and I haven’t even seen him properly yet.
 
   “Did she hit her head?” My uncle asks and I feel him brush my hair from my face.
 
   I bat his hands away. “I’m fine, just shocked I suppose.” I look to the tall man and give him a small smile. “Thanks for…” Waving my arm at the road, I give a shrug and run my shaking fingers through the side of my hair. “Saving me I guess.”
 
   He runs his own hand through his short blond hair, almost mimicking my movement, and scowls down at me. Without saying another word, he turns on his heel and marches away. 
 
   “He seemed nice.” I roll my eyes and turn to my uncle, who’s sharing the same scowl as the man who just walked away. “I’m sorry, before you go off on me. I’ll be more careful.”
 
   “You could have been killed.”
 
   “Oh the horror,” I say, my tone laced with sarcasm in an attempt to hide the fear that is clogging my throat. I turn back towards the road, this time checking both directions before walking across. The guy who saved me seems to have vanished.
 
   Oh well.
 
   “I’m calling your dad,” my uncle shouts. I flip him off over my shoulder and ignore his chuckle as I walk away. 
 
   Christ… I almost died right then. That’s scary. 
 
   With that lingering thought in my mind, I make my way home, being extra careful of roads and parked cars. 
 
   I wonder who’d miss me if I die. Genuinely I don’t want to die, but I can’t help but wonder. All of my friends would probably place flowers by the road upon which my body was mangled; my dad would be distraught; my mum would probably shut down and my uncle and cousins would no doubt be quite sad.
 
   I think I’ll live for now. That would be better for everyone. 
 
   It would definitely be better for me. I’m going to a live band mash up next month. Woohoo!
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I shouldn’t care. I know I shouldn’t, but I do. How can somebody be so stupid? She’s probably lived here her entire life; she probably knows this crappy small town like the back of her hand, yet she can’t even stop at the road side and check for cars. 
 
   Stupid mobile phones and new technology. 
 
   No, I shouldn’t blame the technology. It’s the users of said technology that screw everything up. She shouldn’t have been so immature and careless. 
 
   If I hadn’t been there, she’d probably be dead and even though saving somebody’s life should bring me a small amount of satisfaction and pride, it doesn’t. It only makes me wonder, yet again, how somebody could be so careless with their own life.
 
   That said, she couldn’t have been older than twenty, so I guess being young and naïve can take part of the blame. 
 
   “Sorry I’m late,” I say as I walk into the house where I grew up. It hasn’t changed much, apart from the fresh paint job in the hallway. Still the same shade of magnolia, just brighter than it was due to being new and clean.
 
   “You’re not,” he responds, patting me on the back. “Your mother is just finishing dinner.”
 
   I glance through to the kitchen where I hear her soft voice as she talks to herself. This isn’t part of her illness; it’s something she’s always done. It’s one of the many things I loved about her as a boy and one of the many things I still love about her as a man. 
 
   “I’ll just go in and see her,” I tell him and make my way into the kitchen. The minute she sees me, she smiles brightly, her plump arms opening up ready for me to embrace her. I do so instantly, feeling like a small boy again, even though I’m a foot and a half taller than she is.
 
   “You look more handsome every time I see you,” she says, grinning as she tilts her head back to look at me. “So much like your father.” Her hand pats at my cheek and she steps back. “You need a shave.”
 
   I rub the stubble along my jaw and around my mouth and decide she’s not wrong. 
 
   “I have some things for your classes when term begins,” my dad states as he takes his seat at the dining table across the kitchen. “If you could drop by my office tomorrow to pick them up, I’d be grateful.”
 
   I smirk, folding my arms across my chest. “I heard you bike everywhere now.”
 
   “Good for the heart.” He pats his chest, which has gained a couple of inches of meat since the last time I saw him three years ago. I didn’t notice this yesterday when I arrived in town, but in my defence I was exhausted after a long drive and zero sleep. My dad was always a health freak as I was growing up; he was into exercise and a balanced diet. I’m assuming that stopped when I left home, because the man I knew twelve years ago would never let himself become overweight.
 
   “What time? I’m meeting some old friends at four.”
 
   “Any time before then. I’ll be in from nine. Got a few things to deal with and it’s quiet there during the holidays.”
 
   “No shit,” I mutter, earning me a slap on the shoulder from my mum. “Sorry.” It doesn’t matter how old you get, you never ignore a chastisement from your mother. 
 
   “So, is there a woman I should know about? Wedding preparations? Grandchildren on the way?”
 
   Jesus Christ, I hope not. “Sorry Mum, still looking for the one.” The next one to open her legs at least. 
 
   She sighs deeply, clearly disappointed, and now I feel guilty because she might never get a grandchild before she loses her mind to this awful illness. “Maybe you’ll meet somebody local.” This time she sighs wistfully. “Maybe you’ll fall in love and come home more often.”
 
   Now I feel extremely guilty. I only smile in response and take the seat across from my dad as Mum brings the prepared plates of food over. “So, is there anything I should know about the kids I’m teaching? Who to watch out for, who to pay attention to, etcetera?” 
 
   “They’re mostly good kids,” Mum answers and takes the seat beside Dad, after making sure we both have everything we need. “There are a few who I don’t approve of, but they aren’t bad kids. The year nines are the worst.”
 
   My dad nods his agreement. “I dread to see how bad they are now they’ve gone up to year ten. The older kids in sixth form are a lot better than they were last year. We got a bit worried about some of them. They started dabbling, but most of them snapped out of that phase.”
 
   “Thankfully,” Mum inputs and dabs at the corners of her mouth with a napkin. “You’ll be able to keep them in line; just make the lesson fun. When they get bored, they get restless and reckless.”
 
   “I know how to teach.” I frown, forking mashed potato into my mouth. “I have to go soon. I have a flat viewing. The sooner I’m in my own place, the better.”
 
   “You’re welcome here, always.” I take my mum’s hand as she places it over mine and thank her. As much as I’d like to stay, I’m too used to living alone. 
 
   


 
   
 
  



Eloise
 
    
 
   “I’m home,” I call and throw my bag onto the hanger by the door. “What’s for dinner? I’m starving.”
 
   No answer… huh. They better not be bonking; that would be awkward, not to mention disgusting.
 
   “Hello?” I shout again and finally hear my mum call back from the dining room. Opening the door leading to the beige room holding antique shelves and a large dark oak table that seats six, I immediately notice the headphones hanging around my mum’s neck and roll my eyes. “Jamming it to the seventies again?”
 
   “You know I can’t dust without music.” She squirts the table with white foam and wipes it down with a yellow dusting cloth. “You could help me, if you like?” Her smile is wide and welcoming. I cringe away. 
 
   “I did my chores already. Besides, I’ve just finished work. Give me a break.”
 
   “Coffee?” She offers politely.
 
   “Please.”
 
   “You know where the kettle is.” She starts cackling and puts her headphones back on her head. 
 
   Smiling whilst rolling my eyes again, I mouth, “Where’s Dad?”
 
   To which she shrugs and points at the ceiling. He’s in his man cave then.
 
   Making my way up the staircase, I enter my room and dive onto my bed, where my laptop and tablet wait for me. Both flash with unseen messages and alerts.
 
   I quickly update my status on Facebook:
 
    
 
   Almost died today, realised life is so much easier for everyone else with me here. Saved from a dragon car by a mighty knight with a very comfortable lap. ;)
 
    
 
   The comments start piling in.
 
   No way? Are you okay?
 
   She’s kidding… you’re totally kidding right?
 
   I got hit by a car last month, it wasn’t pleasant, be more careful.
 
    
 
   It’s funny because I have no idea who these people are. I respond anyway and, within minutes, I’m conversing with two of them in private chat. 
 
   This is my life. This is my summer. Work, Facebook and chores.
 
    
 
   Riley: Are you coming out?
 
    
 
   Am I?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Yes. Pick me up?
 
    
 
   Riley: On my way.
 
    
 
   Riley is my hot friend, the one who I used to have a crush on but since decided it’s better that we remain friends. Especially since hot guy Garrett moved into town last November. He is beautiful. Way too beautiful. 
 
   He’s also a black belt in Karate and so freaking good to look at when he takes his shirt off. He never dates though, even though he’s not shy. I’m still waiting for him to ask me out. I mean, I’ve dropped every hint possible. 
 
   Sooner or later I’m going to have to ask him.
 
   Ooh, he’s uploaded a new profile picture; damn that blackish hair and those dark brown eyes! 
 
   Swoon!
 
   Like!
 
   A chat box immediately pings in the bottom corner of the screen.
 
    
 
   Garrett: Thanks. :) 
 
    
 
   Eloise: No problem. :)
 
    
 
   Garrett: Any plans?
 
    
 
   I smile when he likes a few of my pictures in return and quickly type my response.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Riley is on his way to pick me up. Want to hang out?
 
    
 
   Garrett: Are you two together?
 
    
 
   Yes! Finally! I’m getting somewhere.
 
    
 
   Eloise: No, never have been. 
 
    
 
   Garrett: Awesome. Where are you going?
 
    
 
   I quickly text Riley.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Where are we going?
 
    
 
   Riley: Thought we could hit Ranger’s arcade?
 
    
 
   I quickly respond to Garrett.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Meet us at Ranger’s arcade in ten.
 
    
 
   Garrett: Will do. :) 
 
    
 
   Day planned. Wicked.
 
    
 
   “I’m going out!” I shout and quickly check my makeup in the mirror, making sure to touch up my lip gloss and push my boobs up an inch. 
 
    
 
   Outfit done. Wicked.
 
    
 
   “Where are you going?” My dad calls from his man cave. 
 
   “Out with Riley, to Ranger’s.”
 
   “Home by ten thirty. No alcohol!” He says the last part with a growl to his tone.
 
   “Promise!” I make a loud kissing noise and bound down the stairs, taking two at a time, and startle my mum, who’s organising the coats on the coat rack in the hallway. I give her a quick kiss on the cheek and leave the house, ready to meet my friends and hopefully my future husband.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   September 2014
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   I walk into the classroom with Hayley, my mind on things other than school. The first day back is always the worst. Always. I don’t want to be here, not at all.
 
   The minute we take our seats at a random desk, Hayley turns to the left and starts kissing Riley, who’s sat at the table beside us, and it’s not quiet at all. They hooked up when she came back from her holiday and have spent far too much time together since.
 
   I’m still working on Garret. He seems into me, but mostly he stays away from me. We had a few meetings over the summer, one of them being an accidental meeting down the sweet aisle in the corner shop last week. He shows all of the signs of being infatuated, to a certain extent, and he doesn’t seem shy at all. I wonder why he’s holding back. 
 
   It’s not fair. 
 
   Doesn’t he see that we are made for each other?
 
   Hayley elbows me in the ribs and my head shoots up from the notebook on my desk. I blink and then blink again when I see the person scowling at me from the front of the classroom. When my eyes hit his, his scowl changes into a look of confusion.
 
   Mine contorts into the same and then I smile widely in remembrance. “Hey.”
 
   “Hey,” he responds, cocking his head slightly before shaking it and looking back to the class. “So, as I was saying, you can call me Sir, or Mr Price. Yes, I’m the head teacher’s son and yes, I also share his zero tolerance policy.”
 
   “What was that all about?” Hayley asks, referring to the ‘Hey’ greeting the teacher and I shared moments ago. 
 
   “He’s the guy that saved me,” I whisper, leaning slightly to her side but keeping my eyes up front on my teacher.
 
   “You didn’t say he was a teacher.”
 
   I look at her, my gaze saying ‘are you stupid?’ “We didn’t introduce ourselves. He was quite mad at me.”
 
   “He is so hot! I mean… you didn’t tell me how hot he was… is,” Hayley hisses, her eyes never leaving Mr Price as he switches on the smart board and loads up a PowerPoint presentation on Mussolini. “Seriously though, how old is he? He can’t be older than twenty nine. Who cares? Look at his arse. I would so…”
 
   “Stop, you’re putting images in my head that I don’t need,” I laugh quietly and look to my friends at the desk to the left of me. “Want to swap? I have a feeling I’ll be dealing with this all year.” Wyatt, the boy in front, chuckles and shakes his head no. Sighing, I relax back in my seat and return my eyes to the teacher. 
 
   She is right, though. He is extremely good looking, in that stop and catch your breath kind of way. Definitely. 
 
   “What’s that?” Riley asks, frowning petulantly at his girl, who only giggles in response.
 
   She leans over and the sloppy noise that is their mouths connecting begins. I shudder, ignoring the giggles from the class around us, and look up to our new History teacher, Mr Price. I watch him walk between the two seat desks, a thin book in hand. The way he moves shows a confidence you don’t see in most men, but then again, I can understand why he has such confidence. His body is tall, lean, definitely toned from what I can see of the tight white turtleneck top that clings to his skin underneath a dark grey suit jacket. 
 
   The grey really brings out the strange blue and green mixture that makes his eyes, especially now they’ve darkened angrily.
 
   The room stills when he quickly, in one swift move, pushes the book between Hayley and Riley’s faces, effectively separating their mouths.
 
   “You,” he barks at Riley.
 
   “Sir?” Riley blinks up at him, looking slightly worried. He tries for charming, his smile now lighting up in his face in a way that would definitely work to persuade a girl his age, but would most definitely never work to persuade a man like Mr Price, who is hotter than sin and has probably used the same smile a few times in his life. 
 
   “Swap with your friend.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “Now.”
 
   “Fuck sake,” Riley mutters angrily, standing sharply. He waits for Josh to move and plonks himself into the seat he vacated, his eyes shooting daggers at Mr Price, who doesn’t seem to notice or just doesn’t care. 
 
   “Anyway,” Mr Price calls, silencing the laughter and chatter immediately. “If all of you could write your names on the cards I’m about to hand out and place them on your desk facing me, that would be a huge help. I’m terrible at remembering names.” He gives us all a warm smile before passing the cards to Anne, who’s sitting at the desk closest to him. She takes one and passes it on. 
 
   I scribble my name on mine and fold it like everyone else, so it stands up on its own.
 
   “Brilliant.” Rubbing his hands together, he moves towards the board. “This year we’re learning about Mussolini and Churchill for your A Level studies.” 
 
   “Yay,” I mutter sarcastically and his eyes shoot to me. The look he gives me is long, lingering and chastising and, unfortunately, my classmates’ eyes follow the direction of his. I roll my own back to my notebook. 
 
   “It’ll be hard. There will be a lot of reading and even more writing. I refuse to teach people who refuse to learn, so if you’re planning on being an idiot, I suggest you leave now.” Nobody moves. We all wait, yet not one person moves. “Good. Also, I refuse to accept lower than a B. You’re going into the real world. This is your last year before you go to University, or you go on to get a job. In the real world, less than your best will get you fired. I’m going to use the same terminology. I will not accept less than your best. It doesn’t matter how stupid you think you are; if you study, if you read the material and if you listen to me and show up, I will make sure you get that grade.”
 
   “I’ve never achieved higher than a C average,” Kim mumbles from beside Anne. “No matter how hard I work.”
 
   He shrugs, his broad shoulders flexing the material of his jacket. “For those who struggle, I’ll pair you with those who aren’t. If you still struggle, we’ll figure something out, but honestly, this is not difficult. It is all opinion based on fact. As long as you know the facts, there’s no wrong answer.”
 
   His instructions drone on until finally we’re told to put pen to paper and to copy down the information on the board. Taking notes is something I can only just manage on the first day back. If something requires brain power, people best not hope that it’ll get done by me, because it won’t.
 
   When the bell rings, signifying that class has ended, we all stand and pack away our things, giving our name cards back to the teacher on the way out.
 
   “Eloise Blackburn,” Mr Price calls, not looking up from the tablet on his desk. As if teachers are allowed phones, tablets and laptops in school. So unfair. “Can you hang back a minute?”
 
   Hayley looks at me expectantly. I sigh and inform her, “I’ll catch you up; grab me a Boost bar from the vending machine.”
 
   She nods and leaves, her eyes lingering on the teacher as she turns the corner.
 
   Making my way over to his desk, I bunk my bag up my shoulder and wait patiently as he taps at the screen of his tablet.
 
   “How are you?” He suddenly asks, startling me.
 
   Why does he want to know how I am? “Fine.”
 
   His eyes slice upwards, catching mine before his brow quirks. “I mean about the almost accident.” He leans back in his seat and folds his arms behind his head. My eyes trail up and down his chest. The way it expands when he breathes, forcing the fabric of his turtle neck to press against every contour of his chest and sculpted stomach, makes my mouth go dry. “It was quite a traumatic experience.” 
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “I hate that word; use a different one.” 
 
   My lips twitch. “Honestly, Sir, I’m okay. I was a little dazed about it all but… I haven’t really thought about it since.”
 
   He stares at me, his eyes narrowing slightly as if trying to figure me out. “Did you talk to your parents about it?”
 
   “Nope. My dad would flip.”
 
   “Right,” he chuckles. “Because almost dying is so much worse than getting told off.”
 
   “But I lived. Why would I want to spend my precious saved life on being yelled at? I know I was careless. I won’t make that mistake again.” I push my hair behind my ears and check the clock on the wall. “Can I go? I’m going to be late and Miss Hart already despises me.”
 
   It takes him a moment, but he finally nods and holds his hand out towards the door. “You’re welcome by the way.”
 
   I stop in my tracks and look back at him over my shoulder. “I’m genuinely grateful, Mr Price. Don’t mistake my lack of worship as disrespect. It’s the first day of school. I’m not even sure what my name is right now.”
 
   He smiles slightly, shaking his head in amusement, and waves me away. I do as I’m told and race to my next lesson. Unfortunately I’m late by five minutes. Fortunately Hayley has a Boost bar waiting for me.
 
   There’s only one thing I learned and remembered last lesson; Mr Price has a very nice smile.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   “Isaac,” Katherine Hart beams as I step into the teacher’s lounge. “How is your first day going?”
 
   “It’s the first day of term, so it’s safe to say it hasn’t been very productive.”
 
   She walks over to me with a coffee in hand, her almost black hair resting against her chin in a perfectly cut bob. “It’ll get better. As you probably already know.”
 
   I nod, looking past her at Stuart Diplock, one of my old friends from my school days. He catches my eye and smiles before making his way over to greet me. We then share what chicks would describe as a man hug. “How’ve you been?”
 
   “Good,” he answers, pulling his phone from his pocket after taking a step away from me. “You?”
 
   “Same. Heard you got married, had a couple of kids.” Why people insist on doing that I have no idea.
 
   “Yeah, two kids, both under five. I’m married to Georgia Becks. You remember her, right?” 
 
   I think on it but can’t seem to pull a face from memory. “Sorry. It’s been a while.”
 
   “I get it.” He grins at Katherine and throws her his phone. “Document this moment for me.” 
 
   Fuck that. I try to move away, but he throws his arm around my shoulder. “Really, Stuart?”
 
   “Come on bro, just one small pic.” He chuckles when I roll my eyes and turn towards the camera.
 
   “Say cheese,” Katherine calls.
 
   She’s got to be kidding.
 
   Fortunately she takes the picture without forcing us to say the word that you only say when you’re six years old and forced to live through an endless amount of flash induced blindness. 
 
   Stuart leads me over to the window and we both take a seat at the table there. “I left everything until last minute.” He motions to the papers in front of him. “I really need to stop doing that.”
 
   “I thought you went to college to study law?” 
 
   “Did, failed, took a teaching course for Maths instead.”
 
   “Nice.”
 
   “I thought you taught Advanced English and Literature? Don’t you have a book published or something?”
 
   I nod. “Yes, but my Dad needed this spot filled and History and literature are one and the same. It’s all reading; it’s just one is real and one usually isn’t.”
 
   “Which one?” He asks, smirking.
 
   I chuckle and shrug. “I haven’t figured that out yet. I guess we’ll know when time machines are invented.”
 
    
 
   Work ends and, with a box in my arms, I make my way to my car and then home. My new place is decent, save for the stupid, fucking noisy neighbour who seems to think loud music is a way of life. Loud, crappy music, I might add. The kind with a beat that doesn’t match the rhythm and a voice that replicates the sound a cat would make if you put it in a dryer.
 
   It’d be nice to be able to relax in the silence of my own home.
 
   Silence being the key word here.
 
   I’ve tried banging on the door, but that doesn’t have an effect, mostly because the twat can’t hear me over his stupid arse music.
 
   I call my landlord again. Normally I’d deal with it myself, but after the last time I tried that, I really do not want dog crap smeared on my door again. 
 
   That was quite possibly the worst day of my life. What kind of animal is he? 
 
   Also, where the hell did he get the dog crap from? As far as I’m aware, he doesn’t have a dog.
 
    
 
   I empty the contents of the box onto the desk that came with the flat and check over last year’s work to see who was doing well and who wasn’t. My mum has written about all of her students in each exercise book.
 
   There’s a few that catch my eye, but the one that really intrigues me is Eloise Blackburn, the girl I saved from getting hit by that car last month. I don’t know why I have such an interest in her, but then again I suppose it’s normal for one to feel connected to somebody whose life you saved.
 
   I read my mum’s neat scrawl and then read it again.
 
    
 
   Grades dropped by the end of the year, unsure why. Maybe problems at home. Has been caught twice drinking and has been seen more than twice under the influence, once being on school grounds. Why would such a good student fall of the rails? Teenage angst? Boredom?
 
   Must keep an eye on Eloise.
 
    
 
   I realise these are the notes she set for herself when her mind stopped becoming her own. The guilt eats away at me and I quickly close the book and throw it into the box with the others. 
 
   Eloise seems over it all now. 
 
   I’ve seen teenagers derail. Fortunately most of them pick themselves back up again and the ones that don’t certainly don’t make it back to school to finish their A Levels. 
 
   My phone rings, jolting me from my thoughts and startling me so much that the other books on my lap slide to the ground.
 
   I check the screen and smile when I see that it’s my mum calling.
 
   “Hey.” I carefully pick up the books and place them back into the box on my desk. “Is everything okay?”
 
   “No, I’ve run out of cloudy lemonade,” she states, sounding almost hysterical. 
 
   “Okay, have Dad pick some up on the way home,” I suggest, but all I get is silence. “Would you like me to bring you some?” More silence. “Mum?” Panic consumes me. I instantly stand and reach for my coat. “Mum?”
 
   “I’m here.” Thank Christ.
 
   “I’m on my way. Is there a brand you prefer?” 
 
   “Umm…” She goes silent again and my panic turns to frustration.
 
   “Mum, which brand shall I bring?”
 
   After another moment she clears her throat and finally speaks. “He gets me the one with the beige label. I can’t remember the brand.”
 
   “No problem.” I quickly tug on my jacket and make my way to the door. “Anything else?”
 
   “No. Just my cloudy lemonade.”
 
   “Okay, I’m hanging up now, Mum. I’ll be there soon.” 
 
   So much for a quiet afternoon.
 
    
 
   Fuck. I mentally curse as I stand in the drinks aisle, looking at four different kinds of cloudy lemonade. What label did she say again? Orange? 
 
   Bollocks.
 
   I try calling her, but get no answer. Blowing out a breath, I grab the orange labelled bottle and throw it into the basket. 
 
   “If it’s for Mrs Price, she likes the beige label,” comes a sweet and unsure voice from behind me.
 
   I turn and stare at the young girl with a basket full of junk food hanging over her arm. “Eloise.”
 
   “Yep.” She pops the P and I watch her mouth move as she chews on a wad of chewing gum. Her full lips are glistening with moisture from recently wetting them with her tongue. “She always drank the one with the beige label. Always.”
 
   “Thank you,” I say and place the one I grabbed back onto the shelf.
 
   “No problem.” She starts walking and I fight the urge to catch up to her. I fight the urge to ask her yet again how she’s doing. An accident like the one she so narrowly avoided has to have shaken her up a little, yet she seems calm about it. Although it was a month ago.
 
   Why am I still hanging on to it?
 
   Maybe because I’m shaken up about the fact that I came very close to witnessing a young girl’s death. 
 
   How old is she? Seventeen maybe? She doesn’t look it, but then again, most girls in their teens don’t look like teens in this day and age.
 
   “You might want to get a few bottles,” she calls, stopping at the end of the aisle and flipping her hair over her shoulder. It’s a really nice shade of red and I can’t help but wonder if it’s bottle dyed. I found myself wondering this in class earlier too. I’ve seen ginger hair, but this colour can’t be named as such. It’s not bright orange, but more of a subtle, deep red that seems to switch colours in the light. It falls in loose waves to the top of her shoulders. I can tell she probably braids it at night to make it that way. No way are those waves natural; they’re too perfectly formed. 
 
   “Sorry?” I ask, blinking myself free of my thoughts and meeting her hazel eyes.
 
   “Get her a few bottles. She drinks that stuff like its water.” 
 
   “Right,” I murmur, mentally kicking myself for forgetting this fact whilst piling five more bottles into the basket. My mum has always had an unhealthy obsession with cloudy lemonade, but I never paid enough attention to this when I lived at home, hence the fact I don’t even know what brand she drinks. “How do you…” She’s gone when I look up and my question trails off. “Know?”
 
   It seems Eloise is an observant character.
 
   I make my way to the tills and then make my way home, home being the place my mum is, not the place I’m staying.
 
    
 
   Mum is prattling about in the kitchen when I enter the home in which I grew up. I place the bags filled with the lemonade bottles on the side and clear my throat to alert her that I’m in the room. 
 
   She blinks when she looks at me, seemingly confused over my presence in her kitchen, but fortunately snaps out of it and thanks me with a kiss on each cheek before putting the bottles away. 
 
   “Will you stay for dinner?” She asks, checking the clock on the wall above the counter. 
 
   “I’ve already eaten, but thank you.”
 
   “How was day one?”
 
   Good question. “Interesting. You’re right about the year tens. They’re all way too bored.”
 
   “This town needs more to do; the streets aren’t safe for them to play in like you used to.”
 
   I nod my agreement before finally asking the question I’ve wanted to ask but haven’t dared. “So… how are you feeling, in yourself?”
 
   Mum stops in her tracks, a rolled up plastic carrier bag in her fist. I watch her eyes become dull and her brows crease with a frown. “I’m not sure how to feel.” She smiles suddenly and places the bag into the holder that’s pinned to the side of the counter near the tiled floor. “I’m glad you’re home. I feel good about that.”
 
   My jaw clenches as an unbearable feeling of sorrow consumes me. I clear my throat to rid myself of the lump that seems to be stuck there. “I’m glad to be home too.”
 
   “I’m not too sick to know a lie when I hear one,” she teases and pinches my cheek after turning back towards me. “Regardless, I know you’ve missed us and I know you love us as we love you and that’s all that matters, that and the fact that you’re here now.”
 
   The lump returns, but I swallow it down with a heavy gulp of air and move towards the hall. “I have a lot of work to finish. Is there anything else you need before I shoot off?”
 
   “Could you call your dad and ask him to pick up some lemonade on the way home from work? I forgot to order some during the food shopping I did online yesterday. Hasn’t the internet made everything so simple?”
 
   I leave without correcting her. I can’t handle another second in this house. Seeing her deteriorate breaks my fucking soul. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   Living in a small town has its advantages and its disadvantages. Frequently seeing people you know can be both a good thing and a bad thing. 
 
   If you’re trying to avoid somebody, it’s impossible and if you’re trying to find somebody, it’s possible. It’s also nice bumping into people you don’t expect to see but are happy to look at. 
 
   I won’t deny I turned slightly stalker when I saw Mr Price enter the shop. I followed him to the drinks aisle, but quickly disappeared after our brief conversation. If he noticed the lack of pop in my trolley, he’d know I had no reason to be down that aisle and that I’d probably followed him. Or maybe that’s just me being paranoid. He seemed to be thinking deeply about something and I don’t think it had much to do with the lemonade he was staring harshly at. 
 
   Mrs Price has mentioned her son on a few occasions in lessons in the past. She was and is very proud of him, but from her stories you could tell there was something going on there, a reason why she never had anything recent to tell us that seemed to be a personal memory. It all seemed like relayed information, as if retelling news rather than experiencing the event. 
 
   My mum always said I thought too deeply about things that didn’t matter. Speaking of which, I bet she’s wondering where I am. 
 
   I’m not even sure why I turned stalker on Mr Price. He gave us homework on the first day. I mean… who does that?
 
  
 
  



Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   Being late on day two of sixth form is probably not the best impression to make with my Maths teacher, Mr Diplock. He’s a cool guy, but harbours a strict no nonsense attitude. 
 
   I contemplate skipping class completely as I race down the empty halls towards the classroom where my lesson is being held. 
 
   I may look slim, but I’m definitely not fit enough to run more than five feet at any one time. Still, I make it to the door only fifteen minutes after the bell has rung. Unfortunately I’m wheezing like a dying man as my lungs fight for the air I deprived them of as I ran. 
 
   Once I’ve calmed myself, I wince and open the door quietly, hoping the inside is noisy and I can sneak in undetected. Luck isn’t on my side today as twenty heads lift and stare in my direction. 
 
   “Sorry, Mr Diplock,” I say, stepping fully into the room and shutting the door behind me. “It won’t happen again.”
 
   Mr Diplock sharpens his dark gaze on my face, his body tense and his demeanour clearly holding no small amount of annoyance. “You’re right, it won’t.” He sits on the side of his desk, his eyes still on me.
 
   I’m about to make my way towards an empty seat at the back of the room when he clears his throat, stopping me in my tracks. 
 
   “I remember last year, you were late to four lessons and didn’t show up to…” He taps on the tablet in his hand before pinning me with another stern gaze. “Twelve lessons. Considering there are only… I’ll let you work it out. There are fifty-two weeks in a year and, in total, students at this school get thirteen weeks off for their holidays and recreation. If we have two lessons a week, what percentage of lessons did you miss last year?”
 
   I gulp, my mind a blur of numbers and my eyes blurred with humiliation.
 
   “You don’t know? Well then I guess you can leave, figure out the answer and bring it with you for Wednesday’s lesson.” He holds out a sheet of paper. I move forward nervously and take it from him. “You can also handle these, seeing as you don’t need my class to help you further your education and would rather sleep in.”
 
   “But, Sir…” I try, but quickly close my mouth when he strolls past me and opens the door, waving his arm to motion me through. 
 
   I keep my eyes on the floor, too scared to look up at my peers, who are no doubt laughing silently. 
 
   I’m ashamed of the tear that falls after the door is slammed behind me and even more ashamed of the one that follows quickly after. My feet carry me along the empty hallway to nowhere in particular. I keep my head down, my heart hammering an angry beat as my humiliation turns to anger and the urge to go back and call Mr Diplock a few choice names almost overwhelms me. 
 
   Using the back of my hand, I wipe my tears away and continue onward, my face buried in my scarf that hangs in a loop around my neck. My hands grip my elbows and my body shakes with frustration.
 
   How could he humiliate me like that? Sure I shouldn’t have been late, but that was just… it was mean. It was unnecessary. 
 
   I make a left towards the sixth form common area and pray that it’s empty. Right now I need to be left alone to my own mind and the vending machine. 
 
    
 
   The spacious room has groups of couches on one side and computers on the other for last minute study time. It’s empty, save for the pictures on the walls and the shelves full of random non-fiction books and ledgers. I exhale a breath of relief and slump onto the nearest couch, the one hidden in the corner, so anybody walking past won’t see me and think I’m taking a morning nap. 
 
   I wish. 
 
   I’m far too annoyed right now to even think about napping.
 
   I don’t think I’ve ever been in a situation so humiliating. I hate being the centre of attention, especially when it’s negative. Sure, I don’t shrink away from group settings and animated chatter, but I certainly don’t go looking for situations where I’ll be in the spotlight. I’m happy to just mingle and have a good time.
 
   That right there, in that stupid arse classroom, was definitely not my definition of a good time.
 
   I rest on my back on the soft, leather sofa with my legs hanging over the arm. My eyes scan the ceiling tiles and count the stains and marks as my lungs fill to bursting point before releasing. I breathe this way over and over again, in an attempt to control my temper and my need to cry. 
 
   “Mr Diplock is a twat,” a voice I immediately recognise as Garrett’s says and I feel the couch sink, not far from my head. 
 
   Without moving, I point my eyes further up and see his cute, smiling face peering down at me. “You were in there?”
 
   “Yeah, there were a few people in there.”
 
   “Great,” I mutter and throw my arm over my face to hide the red flaming in my cheeks. “How badly did they laugh?”
 
   His warm fingers wrap around my wrist and pull it up as he leans over me, still smiling, showing perfectly aligned teeth. His mum obviously made him care about his dental hygiene. This is good; it means he’ll taste nice if he ever decides to kiss me. 
 
   “They didn’t. Most of them stayed silent, but Riley…”
 
   “Riley was in there?” He’ll never let me live that down.
 
   “Riley called him a cock, in those exact words.”
 
   I blink, frowning slightly in disbelief. “For real?”
 
   “For real.” Chuckling, he releases my wrist and waits for me to sit up beside him. “He was mean. He shouldn’t have singled you out like that. You weren’t the only one who was late. That kid with the greasy hair…”
 
   “Harry?” 
 
   “Yeah, he showed up five minutes before you did and Diplock didn’t say shit.”
 
   “I did miss quite a few classes last year though.” I wasn’t exactly on my best behaviour last year, that’s for sure.
 
   “It doesn’t matter. It’s the second day and everybody is still getting used to the new routine after six weeks of fun. Plus, you work at Crystal’s coffee shop right?”
 
   “Yeah, I finished late last night.”
 
   “It’s in the sixth form guide book that if you work, you’re allowed a bit of leeway with your tutors. It’s only right.”
 
   My brow quirks and I laugh a little. “You read the guide book?”
 
   He looks as embarrassed as I did only minutes ago and his hand scratches at the back of his neck. “I like to be informed.”
 
   Tilting my head slightly, my smile softens along with my eyes and I respond, “That’s not a bad thing.”
 
   His pale cheeks turn slightly pink and he chews the inside of his cheek as we hold each other’s eyes for a brief moment that seems to last an age. I almost forgot how much I like Garrett. He’s not like the other guys in town, not as far as I can tell anyway. 
 
   “Want to go to the food hall and get a coffee?” He suggests, standing and holding out his hand for me to take. 
 
   I nod and slide my hand into his, smiling secretly when he keeps a hold of it and leads me from the room. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I’ve finally finished going over yesterday’s work after a long night and an even longer morning. I was hoping for a bit of peace and quiet, a wish that can never be granted when working in a secondary school slash college. My dad advised me that the best time to get a hot drink is during first period, as almost every student has a class and the ones that don’t never show up until second period. So I’m disappointed when I hear the sound of laughter coming from the food hall. 
 
   Maybe whoever it is are getting a late breakfast. I hope so. I need them as far away from the drinks machine as possible; my migraine is killing me.
 
   Clearly that is too much to wish for too, as they seem to be sat at a table right beside the machine. Bloody hell.
 
   Rubbing my tired eyes, I set off towards the students, keeping my eyes on my schedule on the screen of my tablet. 
 
   “Morning, Mr Price,” a sweet, soft female voice calls as I make my way over. 
 
   I look up and nod at the red haired girl whose hands hold a steaming cup of liquid that has to be coffee; it’s too dark to be tea. The boy beside her, one I don’t recognise, also holds a cup and a friendly smile. Probably her boyfriend. 
 
   “Morning.” I move past them and drop a few coins into the machine, pressing the button for a cappuccino. The machine makes a few dangerous sounding noises before a plastic cup drops into a holder and starts to fill with my choice of drink. Eloise and the unknown male talk in whispers behind me. I vaguely hear the name of my colleague and old friend, Mr Diplock, but I pay no attention. 
 
   “So are you actually going to answer that maths question?” Is the last thing I hear the boy ask as I grab my coffee and make my way back to my classroom. The second I step through the door, the bell rings. I down my drink with two painkillers, ignoring the way it burns my throat. 
 
   The class soon fills with a group of animated year nines, who don’t seem keen to do much more than check their phones and talk about the coming weekend. This is going to be a long day. 
 
    
 
   “Hey, Isaac, do you want to go off grounds for lunch?” Katherine asks me after practically bouncing into my room, smiling brightly and almost seductively. She wants me; I can tell. It’s not hard to see. I should consider it. Fuck, I should just do it, but that’s a headache I don’t need right now. She doesn’t seem the type to give up on somebody after one night. Sure, she’d probably open her legs easily enough but she’d also sink her claws in, and being claimed isn’t on my bucket list right now. 
 
   Even though I won’t screw her, that doesn’t mean I won’t join her for lunch. Lord knows I could do with a few friends in this miserable town. “Sounds good. I’ll go find Stuart.” 
 
   Her disappointment is clear, but I don’t care. The sooner she sees that I’m not marriage and baby material the better. 
 
   Stuart, as expected, is all for a lunch away from school. Lunch time is the only free time he gets, at least that’s what I assume since he’s got a female ball and chain and two miniature ones. He seems happy enough, though. 
 
   We head to a place on the edge of town. It’s new and wasn’t here before I left for university God knows how many years ago. It’s strange that once you hit twenty-three, the years just start rolling by. Sure I’m only twenty nine, but I feel older, yet less mature than I should be. Time is flying and I’m in no hurry to settle down just yet. Maybe when I’m thirty-five, assuming I’m still alive. 
 
   Carpe diem. 
 
   “How are your classes?” Stuart asks after we sit by the window and pick up the menus. 
 
   “Not as interesting as my classes back in the city. Kids here are so riled all of the time.”
 
   Katherine nods slowly, her lips pinching. “I have a feeling this school year isn’t going to be the best. Like last year.”
 
   Stuart shudders slightly. “Yeah, last year was… manic. Uncontrolled chaos.”
 
   “Fortunately for us, most of the chaos kids have left and the ones that have stayed behind seem to have calmed down a lot.”
 
   I relax back into my seat and wait for the waitress to come over and take our order. She does so the second my thought ends and ushers herself away quickly enough.
 
   “So tell us about life in Cambridge. That is where you’ve transferred from, right?” Katherine pouts slightly, her thin lips plump, and I know she’s trying to draw my attention to her mouth. I let her have it for a second before returning my eyes to hers and responding, “It was good, modern, high tech and easy. Everything is done by hand here, whereas students in my old school all had netbooks to work on.”
 
   “The joys of working in a private school.” Stuart laughs a little. “It’s kind of shit seeing everyone from school make it in the bigger world while we all stay here. I’ve barely been more than two hours away and that was for a trip to that Holiday Park in Cleethorpes.”
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with this town…” Katherine interjects, clearly affronted. 
 
   “Not if you’re not a teacher looking after three hundred bored teens with a will to smash our cars and egg our houses.”
 
   She closes her mouth and opens it a few times before admitting defeat and quietening for a while. We all sit in silence until our food arrives. It’s awkward and uncomfortable, but we seem to share a mutual loathing for our current positions. Sure, we love being teachers. What we don’t love is the lack of power we seem to have at present. Kids don’t listen to us anymore. We have to do something to change that. Teaching is the only purpose I seem to have in life at the moment. It’s the only thing that gets me up in the morning and it’s the only thing that brings me any kind of happiness.
 
   “We’ll figure it out,” I tell them and take a sip of my drink. “We’ll figure something out.”
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   I have my tutorial just before lunch and don’t bother stopping to eat with my friends. My humiliation from this morning still hasn’t fully abated and I honestly need to just go home for an hour and lick my wounds before work.
 
   The weather doesn’t seem to be on my side and the rain hammers on the ground as I make my way home. With each quick step, water splashes up my ankles and my hair sticks to my neck and shoulders. Why didn’t I wear a warmer jacket? My scarf has been officially rendered useless; it would be better suited as a dishcloth right now.
 
   Upon entering my house, I’m not happy to see that it’s empty. Dad is probably working his arse off as usual and Mum, as usual, is probably getting her nails done. It’s not an issue; my dad works hard so she doesn’t have to. He’s a bit old fashioned like that and my mum does her stuff around the house, making it nice for when he comes home. It all seems a little sexist to me, but if that’s what they both enjoy then why not? I’d happily pack in work to be supported by a handsome man who thinks the world of me. What person wouldn’t?
 
   After a quick shower to warm my freezing skin, I dress in warm jeans and a waterproof jacket, doubled with a thick jumper underneath. I place my work clothes in my bag, along with my shoes, and tuck my phone into my bra to keep it extra protected. The rain hasn’t abated at all and I’m not looking forward to this trip to work. Now I’m starting to wish Mum was home. We share a car and have done ever since my dad took mine off me six months ago, only two months after I got it. That’s the reason I’m working now, trying to save up for my own car so I have something to drive when I start University in Boston next September. At least, that’s where I’m hoping to go. It is at least two hours away, which is far enough for me to have my own life but close enough for me to drive back if I need.
 
   Which I most likely will need to do on occasion. 
 
    
 
   “I’m early, I ran, I need to change and sit down.” I pant after racing into Crystal’s and almost colliding with the eighty-eight year old woman herself. “Sorry.”
 
   “Go,” she snorts and ushers me into the back room, where I hastily change and take five minutes to collect myself. 
 
   I tie my hair into a bun atop my head and head back out to the till. Crystal throws me an apron, which I tie into place, and announces that it’s her break time. I watch the silvery haired woman vanish into the same room I just vacated. 
 
   Then I get to work. Due to the lack of customers I’m able to check my phone, sighing when I see multiple messages from friends asking me to go to a party. I really wish I could, but I don’t finish until nine. I’m on clean up duty. 
 
   Hayley, being the awesome friend that she is, decides to come and sit with me as I work. I’m definitely grateful for the company, there’s no doubt about that. 
 
   “Shitty day at school?” She asks, leaning against the counter as I wipe down the boards.
 
   “I feel like our whole lives are consumed by schooling and education at the moment. I get that we need to work hard, but I just don’t feel as into it as I was in year eleven.”
 
   She nods, frowning slightly. “I know, everything just feels so serious now. Especially since we failed our mock exams last year, even if we passed our AS studies. That was scary.”
 
   “I need fun, but Dad won’t let me out later than ten at the moment. He really doesn’t trust me.”
 
   She laughs loudly and I’m startled by the sound, seeing as I didn’t say anything funny. “Sorry, I was just remembering when I vomited on his shoes during the holidays.” 
 
   Now it’s my turn to laugh. “You’re vile. They were his best work shoes.”
 
   “Who cares? He took your car, remember?” Her eyebrows wag, making her blue eyes brighten and widen. “Speaking of which, guess who’s going to ask you out soon.”
 
   “Who?” Please say Garrett, please, please, please!
 
   “Garrett, obviously. I heard him say to Riley that he thinks you’re a top lass.”
 
   My face falls. “Top lass? That’s hardly lad speak for wife material.”
 
   “He doesn’t seem the type to do lad speak. This could be the beginning of something special.”
 
   “Or a disaster,” I mutter, ushering her out of the way when a customer walks in and heads straight to the desk. I prepare their order and watch them make their way towards a table by the window. “We’ve only got thirty eight weeks left of school, then I’m going to Boston University and you, my ‘bestest’ friend, are going to London to pursue your singing career.” I give her a long look before adding. “Even though you can’t sing for shit.”
 
   “Oh come on, you know I was kidding. I’m just romanticising reality. I’m going to be stuck in this hellhole forever. I’ll probably end up a teacher like Mr Diplock and never leave.” 
 
   My heart twitches and my eyes become round with concern. “Hayley, you’re smart enough to be anything you want. Don’t give up.”
 
   “Coming from Miss Easy A herself.”
 
   I roll my eyes. “I failed my mocks last year too, H.”
 
   “Only because you stopped trying.”
 
   “The same goes for you! You were only one grade below me in your GCSEs. Four B and three C grades are nothing to be ashamed of.”
 
   “Whatevs.” She rolls her eyes and taps away at the phone in her hand. “Please ditch work early and come to the party. Can’t you just do the clean-up in the morning? We can party until eleven and then get up at five tomorrow, clean everywhere and go straight to class.”
 
   “That’s not going to happen. No way in hell am I waking up before seven. Not a chance.”
 
   “Lazy. I’m up every morning before seven with my little brother at the moment. He’s a fucking nightmare, I swear.”
 
   “But totally adorable,” I add and she can’t deny the truth behind that statement.
 
   “Maybe I should bring the party here.”
 
   “Don’t. I have homework to do.”
 
   “I know; what is up with the teachers giving us work during the first week? It’s insane.”
 
   And I definitely can’t deny the truth behind that. 
 
   She leans over the counter and gives me a kiss on the cheek, leaving a sticky patch from her peach coloured lip gloss. “I’m out of here. I’ll keep Garrett warm for you.”
 
   I growl possessively, which only makes her cackle as she leaves the shop, making sure to flip me off on her way out. When did we suddenly become so… grown up? I don’t remember a time we’ve ever had such a serious conversation about our grades and futures before. She really did look nervous about hers, although probably no more nervous than I am about mine. I just wish I could figure out who I am and what I want to be for the rest of my life.
 
   “Have a hot chocolate,” Crystal calls as she exits the back room and sits on her old lady chair (as we call it because only she uses it) behind the desk beside me. “Chocolate releases endorphins that make you happy and sometimes in love. You look like you need a dose of smiles right now.”
 
   I nod, but don’t set about making one. I really don’t fancy a hot chocolate right now.
 
   Crystal’s wrinkled yet soft hand grasps my wrist and gives it a little tug. I look down into her warm eyes and wait for the wisdom she’s about to part with. “My Mam always said worrying about your future is like throwing a deck of cards into the air and trying to predict where each card will land. It’s just not going to happen that way. You’ll never know until it happens, so don’t fret, kid. You’re smart, you’re funny, you’re gorgeous and you’ll live your life in a way that will make us old biddies envy you. Carpe Diem, Elle. Carpe Diem. Work hard, play hard, stay out of trouble and everything will be fine.” 
 
   “Thanks Crystal.”
 
   “You have a customer waiting.”
 
   My head whips around and I instantly apologise to the person standing patiently by the counter, clearly ready to order. 
 
   I will admit, her words have soothed me slightly. She’s right. I’ll never know and even if things don’t go as planned, I’m young enough to fix it. That’s what I should focus on, fixing things, making things right. Especially with my dad.
 
   Luckily for my grades, they play a huge part in that. Good grades and hard work equals a proud Daddy. I can do this, I know I can. I did it year eleven. I somehow managed it in my AS studies last year and I can do it now. Then I can spend my freshman year at University experiencing life, drinking, travelling on breaks and partying. Not too much, but enough that I’ll have been there and done that. 
 
   “I think I’ll have that hot chocolate now,” I grin, turning back to Crystal as the coffee machine makes a series of noises, signifying the fact that the customer’s drink is almost ready. “Care to join me?”
 
   “Only if you add a splash of whiskey and a whole lot of cream to mine.”
 
   Giggling, I get to work, smiling lovingly when the old lady, who I care deeply for, runs her fingers through my hair as she passes me to fetch the whiskey from the back. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   “Morning class,” I call as everyone enters sluggishly and finds their chosen seats. “I’ll be collecting your homework now. Thank you to those of you who took the initiative to email it to me. Trust me when I say it makes things a lot easier for me.” The class grumbles, exactly as I expected them to. “Look, I know homework is a fate worse than death.” This gets me a couple of cheers and a few laughs. I continue, “But you have a ton of work to catch up on that you missed last year. The sooner we get it done, the sooner we won’t have any homework to do. This means there might not be an assignment to complete over the Christmas holidays.” This admission they definitely like. “Does everybody have their text books?”
 
   “Fuck,” I hear from the back of the class and my eyes zone in on the female beside Eloise. Her name always escapes me. She immediately looks horrified and slaps her hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry, Sir, it’s just…” She motions me over and points inside of her bag. I’m instantly assaulted by the scent of strawberries. “It seems my perfume has smashed and… well… you can see and smell the results.” 
 
   Eloise, not seeming able to hold it in, almost face plants the table in a fit of giggles. Others join her as… what’s her name… starts pulling things from her bag. 
 
   I sigh gravely and head back to my desk. “Just one day,” I mutter to the gods above. “Just one bloody day of peace and ease.” Then I glare at the class as the sharp scent fills the room. “Somebody open an effing window then!” Everybody moves, but the open windows do little to rid the room of the vicious scent. 
 
   Everybody seems to be in better spirits now and the laughter from the far corner only proceeds to get louder.
 
   “Could you take your crap out of my classroom please…” Shit, her fucking name? 
 
   “It’s Hayley,” a girl from the front, who I recognise as Shannon, tells me when she sees me struggling. 
 
   I nod my thanks. “Please Hayley. Go and bag it up.”
 
   “But… my homework.” She waves a paper in the air and I take a step back. “Bring it back when it doesn’t smell like a florists. Thank you.”
 
   She stomps towards the door, her bag full and clutched to her chest. Elle continues laughing and it only gets harder when her poor friend stumbles over a small black bin and falls face first into the door. Everybody winces. Eloise however starts laughing so hard no sound comes out. 
 
   “I’m okay, I’m fine,” Hayley announces, her voice high as she picks herself off the ground. The second she leaves the room, that’s when my class becomes uncontrollable. 
 
   “Eloise,” I call in an attempt to calm her. Her laughter is very soft and feminine and also very, very contagious. So contagious that, as the class laughs, I find myself struggling to keep it in too. Before long we’re all laughing at the memory of the poor girl who face planted the door. 
 
    
 
   Once everyone has calmed down and I’m in a better mood, I find that they listen to me and absorb more of what I’m saying. I’ve been too hard on them. I was young once. I forget that sometimes. Overall, I have a feeling this is a good start to a hopefully great year. 
 
    
 
   The second I get home I take that back. The arsehole next door has his stupid music louder than before. This is getting fucking ridiculous. I don’t call my landlord this time as I just don’t have the energy. Instead I take my work to my parents and enjoy a nice meal while poring through homework with my mum. 
 
   I feel bad for neglecting her, but it’s hard. She’s still well in herself and doesn’t seem to be suffering; it’s the moments when she slips that I can’t take.
 
   She seems well enough now and is investing her time into helping me through a few things. History isn’t my strongest subject, but I know quite a bit from growing up with a history buff. Plus it’s all reading, which isn’t a huge difference from what I already do. I’m just thankful it’s not maths. I always did despise that subject.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   I’m only two weeks into the school year and I’m already fed up. My friends are constantly out and having fun whilst I’m constantly working and studying. I am looking forward to tonight, though. We’re all going bowling and even though I despise the game, they do the best burger and chips in town. 
 
   It’s only an hour into first lesson, which is fortunately history. It’s not my favourite subject, but Mr Price is definitely good to look at and is by far my favourite teacher this year. I feel bad for him though. His looks haven’t gone unnoticed, particularly by my closest friend, Hayley, Shannon at the front of class and the year nine girls, who keep leaving him love notes and silly things to express their ‘love’.
 
   It’s quite comical watching him grit his teeth and ball his hands into fists, but he still smiles charmingly at the girls who like him so as not to break their hearts. It’s sweet. He can be very sweet it seems, even though it is clearly irritating the crap out of him. 
 
   I wonder if he has a girlfriend. Shannon was talking to our group of friends in the food hall yesterday and I overheard her say that she’d seen Mr Price and Miss Hart having lunch together at The Hut, a quiet restaurant on the edge of town. That wouldn’t be fun to see. I like pretending he’s single; it makes for good daydreaming. 
 
   I’m only human. No female in her right mind wouldn’t be attracted to him, unless she prefers women. Plus he did save my life and something like that can cause a connection between the rescued and the rescuer. 
 
   Besides, he’s way too old for me anyway and I like Garrett, who is coming tonight. I cannot wait for that. 
 
   It’s not until his eyes connect with mine that I realise I’ve been staring at him. I’m the only person that isn’t looking at their work on their desk. Bugger. 
 
   His eyes linger on mine and I watch the dark blue darken further as his pupils seem to expand. My lips part and I inhale a short yet sharp breath. Flutters attack my stomach and my arms go numb with pins and needles. 
 
   I’m not even sure why we’re staring at each other. I can’t read his expression as it’s carefully blank. Or it is until his lower lids twitch slightly and his eyes seem to narrow a tiny amount, but enough for me to notice the change. I close my mouth and pull my lips in, before licking them with my tongue. They’ve become dry all of a sudden, so has my entire mouth. 
 
   “Mr Price, I was wondering if you could explain question six to me?” 
 
   And just like that the strange magnetism snaps and we both look away. 
 
   I’ve never felt anything so disturbing and wonderful in my entire life. It’s so strange it leaves me shaken until the end of class and I don’t finish anymore work; my mind is far too blank and my body too weak. Even my heart feels light, each pump seeming to be a flicker rather than the usual heavy beat of a heart. What on earth is wrong with me? 
 
   The second the bell rings, I grab my things, pile them into my bag and stand, pulling Hayley with me. Part of me is too embarrassed to look at Mr Price. He probably thinks I’m one of his weirdo stalkers, the way I was staring at him. 
 
   “Where’s the fire?” Hayley laughs, amused at my frantic need to get out of the classroom. “I was going to see if Mr Price needs an assistant,” she whines, pouting slightly as I drag her down the hall. “Hello? Earth to friend person.”
 
   “I need your notes from class.”
 
   We stop on the corner near the commons and she blinks, clearly confused at my demand. “Which class?”
 
   “That class.”
 
   “I knew it,” she giggles, pulling her bag from her shoulder. “You so day dream ditched. Were you picturing him naked?”
 
   “Ewww, no!” I lie, because I think I did at some point. “He’s our teacher. Our ‘older than us by at least ten years’ teacher.”
 
   “Now I know that’s a lie because I could have been talking about anybody!” She laughs harder, but I slap my hand over her mouth to silence her.
 
   “Can I have your notes or not?”
 
   “Let me think…” A smirk teases her lips as she taps her chin with her finger and guides her eyes to the ceiling. “No.”
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   “Umm… because everybody left them on their desks. They were for marking. They were questions, not notes.” She starts laughing once more, so I drag her around the corner out of earshot. “Everybody but you, that is.”
 
   “Oh my god.” Why didn’t I pay attention? 
 
   “Yep. So now you’re going to have to explain why your work was the only one missing.”
 
   I shake my head, refusing to be singled out by another teacher. “He’ll probably forget.” What if he asks me why I was staring at him? I’m old enough to know better! 
 
   “Are we getting lunch or not? Or are we eating yours in the commons?” Hayley asks, suddenly normal and no longer poking fun at me. Her attention span is worse than a freaking dog’s. 
 
   “This is mortifying.” I grumble, my face flaming.
 
   “Chill out. Everybody slips at some point. I’m sure he’ll forgive you for it.”
 
   It’s not the work I’m worried about; it’s everything else that happened to make me forget to work that I’m worried about. I’m not about to admit this out loud though, so instead I put on a brave smile and respond, “You’re not eating my lunch. Buy your own.”
 
   “Whatevs.” She shrugs and links her arm through mine. “Let’s be quick. I’m starving.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I down the last dregs of my water and shake my head to clear my throbbing brain. I have absolutely no idea what just happened and I’m not sure I want to know. 
 
   Her eyes were on me. I could feel them burning into me. When I looked, I immediately noticed the glassy look in her eyes from apparent day dreaming, but then they focused and held mine. The sun came through the window behind her and seemed to light an aura around her body, making her deep red hair glow and her green eyes shimmer and shine like beacons of light. 
 
   Her beauty is astounding. I shouldn’t notice. I know I shouldn’t, but it really is. Especially for someone at such a young age. If she were on a billboard with that lighting behind her, everybody would stop and stare.
 
   Hell, they already do. The attention she receives from the opposite sex definitely hasn’t gone unnoticed by anybody. Some of the girls in class hate her for it. I’ve heard the mean things they say, yet she ignores it and takes it all in her stride. That shows a strong sense of independence and maturity in such a young female. She’s incredibly strong from what I can tell and that only makes her more appealing to be around.
 
   Not to say that I’m physically attracted to her in any way. I just found myself being pulled in for a moment, something that I can’t recall has ever happened to me before.
 
   When the hell did I become such a fantasist? I’m being moronic.
 
    
 
   As I collect the papers from the desks, I notice only two missing: one from a student who wasn’t present in class and the other space belongs to Eloise.
 
   Just great. Now I’m going to have to ask for it and explain my inappropriate staring if she asks. This is just perfect. Did she do this on purpose so we’d have to speak? She doesn’t seem the type. 
 
   If she does ask, I’ll pretend I don’t know what she’s talking about and tell her I was staring at something outside. Seems plausible considering we’re on the ground floor. 
 
   Why do I even care? 
 
   Why is this even worrying me? I’ve never acted inappropriately and that wasn’t inappropriate; it was a reaction to her action. 
 
    
 
   I finish collecting the papers and throw them on my desk before wasting my lunch on marking half of them. My life is entirely dull, especially in comparison to how it was in Cambridge. 
 
   “Mr Price?” One of my year nine students stands in the doorway, his hand gripping the handle, even though the door was never closed so he has no reason to be touching it. 
 
   “Problem?”
 
   “Mr Price, your dad,” no shit. “He asked me to fetch you.”
 
   My brows raise, why didn’t he just call me? Right… my phone’s in the bloody car. “Thanks.” He doesn’t make a move to leave. “Is there something else?”
 
   “Umm…” 
 
   I start packing my things as he stammers and shuffles on the spot. “Go on.” I say impatiently, eager to get to my father so I can see what’s wrong. 
 
   “Casey Black wants to know if you need any help.”
 
   “Oh.” I scratch my chin and think for a moment. Do I need a helper? “Not right now. Tell your friend thank you for the offer, maybe later in the school year.”
 
   He smiles and races off, almost taking the door handle with him. Do I make my students that nervous? 
 
   “Sometimes.” I hear and almost curse at the distraction, but then I turn and see who the culprit is. 
 
   “Eloise.”
 
   She nods and tilts her head slightly. “I came to apologise for forgetting to leave my work behind. It was a total mind melt moment.” Her smile is charming and sincere. I hold out my hand for her paper. She turns the second I snatch it, her green gaze guarded. “Bye, Mr Price.”
 
   I watch her rush out the same way she entered. I guess she didn’t do it on purpose then. 
 
   I stand staring at the door, the paper in my hand and a frown on my face. I almost feel disappointed, but about what? 
 
   Shaking it off, I make my way to see my dad. I’m just hoping it’s not bad news about mum. She hasn’t exactly gotten worse faster than we’d expect, but she has her moments which are concerning and Dad has mentioned paying for an at home carer. It’s just not something he can afford alone and on my wages now, it’s not something I can afford to help him with the way I’d like. 
 
   I’m getting ahead of myself. I’m going to give myself an aneurism or an ulcer. It’s only two weeks into the school year and already I need a holiday.
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   “Did you see Mr Price senior and junior race out of here, like five minutes ago?” Josie leans forward so our group can hear her better. We’re sat in A Level English class waiting for our teacher, who has yet to arrive. “They both literally ran straight past and out to their cars. What do you think that’s all about?”
 
   “It’s Mrs Price probably. She’s sick,” Danny explains with a shrug. “Maybe she’s copped it. She’s been sick for a while now.”
 
   “It’s Asperger’s or something.” Shannon puts in, flipping her braid over her shoulder.
 
   I roll my eyes, feeling the urge to face palm. “It’s Alzheimer’s; she has Alzheimer’s. It’s a deterioration of the mind. Eventually she’ll forget everyone now and most likely only hold onto memories from her younger years. You guys are stupid.”
 
   “Whoa, bitch alert.” Josie quirks her brow at me, her cute nose wrinkling slightly. “What’s gotten you all riled up?”
 
   “Nothing. I just think it’s rude the way you’re all talking about her like she never meant anything to any of us. She’s been our teacher since we were eleven years old and she was fucking awesome at it.” I know I’m snarling, but still, it’s like they’re ten years younger than I am. We’ve all grown up together in the same town and in the same places, yet we’re all so different. Who are these people? “It’s sad. Maybe something bad happened.”
 
   “Don’t people with Alzheimer’s wander off? Maybe she’s lost and they’re looking for her.” Shannon finally looks concerned. “Maybe we should find Mr Price and help him look? I bet I could get his number off the secretary if we told her what was happening.”
 
   Blink. “Are you fucking serious right now?”
 
   “What?” She jolts back, affronted. 
 
   “You’re using what could be a potential tragedy as a way to get your supposed future husband’s phone number?”
 
   Josie places her hand on my wrist. “What’s gotten you all riled up?”
 
   “It’s probably her period or summin’” Danny grunts around a mouthful of whatever the fuck he’s eating. 
 
   It’s Hayley who throws the first punch, nailing him in the arm with a mighty fist that causes him to yelp. Shannon and Josie soon join in and the conversation quickly changes to what an arsehole Danny is for being so insensitive. I feel like I just stepped back into year ten when the boys finally realised that girls get monthly periods and what the side effects are. It was a good year for girl power, but a bad year for boys being arse holes about it all. At least tampon jokes are a thing of the past. The boys seem past that now.
 
   Besides, he wasn’t wrong but that’s not the reason I’m grouchy. Actually, I’m not too sure why I’m grouchy. 
 
   My phone alerts me to a text. It’s from Garrett and all of a sudden my bad mood is gone.
 
   “Hayley,” I don’t look up from my phone, but I know she’s listening. “What time are we all meeting tonight?”
 
   “I’m coming home with you.”
 
   “So what time are we going bowling?”
 
   “Five.”
 
   I nod and text that time to Garrett and Riley. “Done. Where the hell is Mrs Thatcher?”
 
   “Right here,” our teacher calls as she bustles through the doorway. “Sorry, sorry, I know I’m late.” And just like that our lesson begins. Great.
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   My lungs contract painfully as my dad and I run to the house. The sight of an ambulance in the driveway sends a shockwave through my body that makes my stomach flip with the need to vomit. Just as we reach the door, two paramedics pass us with my mother wrapped up and strapped to a gurney. 
 
   My dad lets out a choke of fear and sorrow. My hand finds his shoulder and the world blurs as we follow them to the ambulance.
 
   “She’s okay, she’s just had a fall.” One of them explains. “I’m afraid, due to space issues, only one of you will be able to travel in the ambulance.”
 
   I nod, unable to speak. 
 
   My dad turns to me, his eyes swollen and red with unshed tears. “Could you go in the ambulance with your mum? I’ll pack a few of her things and follow in the car.”
 
   I don’t object. Instead I step into the back of the ambulance and take the seat beside my mother’s temporary bed. I take her hand, which seems to be vibrating it’s trembling that badly. 
 
   “Hey,” she mutters, her voice weak.
 
   “Hey,” I mutter back, my voice mirroring hers. Using my fingertips, I push her hair back from her forehead. The paramedic pushes a cannula into the top of her hand. It’s standard procedure, but I want to punch him for causing her more pain. “Where did she fall?” I don’t look up. I keep my eyes on my mum, watching her face for any signs of distress, but she seems calm, just weak and tired.
 
   “The bottom half of the stairway. She’s got a nasty bump to the back of the head, but I’m certain she’ll be just fine.” 
 
   “Just a concussion?”
 
   He nods, checking her pulse and blood pressure. “Most likely. They’ll probably keep her in for a night or two, mostly because of her condition. They’ll want to know what caused the fall, if it was an accident or something linked to the Alzheimer’s.” He shines a light in my mum’s eyes and begins asking her a series of questions. Most of them I can’t answer and I hate the fact that I can’t do that for her.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   The sound of the phone ringing wakes me from my deep sleep. I roll over and check my digital alarm clock on the bedside table. It’s three in the morning. Who the hell is calling at three in the morning? 
 
   Sluggishly, I climb from my bed and make my way into the hall, using one hand to push the hair back from my face as I go. My fingers snag in the knots and my foot catches the carpet runner in the hall, causing me to stumble before I reach the stairs.
 
   “Damn it.”
 
   The phone stops ringing the second I place my hand on the receiver. 
 
   “Double damn it.” I was looking forward to giving them a piece of my mind. 
 
    
 
   I turn away, ready to head back to the comfort of my bed, but it starts ringing again. The caller ID shows a number I don’t recognise. I pick it up and place it to my ear, my mouth open and ready to start cussing.
 
   “CAN YOU HEAR THAT?” My hand immediately pulls the phone away from my ear as the sound of heavy metal music fills the receiver, along with an angry sounding male voice. “CAN YOU HEAR ME? BECAUSE I CAN’T HEAR MYSELF!”
 
   “Umm…” 
 
   “THREE WEEKS. YOU PROMISED ME YOU’D SORT IT AND IT’S NOT EFFING SORTED!”
 
   “I… what the hell are you talking about?”
 
   Whoever it is falls silent for a moment. “Shit… you’re… you’re not Blackburn.”
 
   “It depends on which Blackburn you need. If you’re looking for Darren, he left yesterday and won’t be back until Sunday.”
 
   “Oh…” he curses under his breath. “Look. My neighbour is… Jesus I can’t fucking concentrate. Can you hear the music?”
 
   “Yes. What property are you in?” I’m only assuming he’s one of Dad’s tenants. My assumptions seem to be correct, though.
 
   “The Mills apartments. Number three.”
 
   “Oooh.” I cringe. “You live next to the bald headed guy with the beefy arms and dodgy tattoos of naked women on his biceps, right?”
 
   “Yes. Is there any chance you can call Darren and get him to sort this?”
 
   I wince. Nothing I’m about to say is going to appease the poor man dealing with this kind of noise at this time. “No, he’s away with my uncle working on a new building project, otherwise I’d call him. Just a second… let me get my mum.”
 
   “You’re just a kid? Fuck… I mean… balls I’m sorry. I keep swearing. It hasn’t been a good day.”
 
   “Hang on, two seconds.” I place the phone on the table and run up the stairs. Only we would have a corded landline in the twenty-first century. I don’t bother knocking before I open the door to my parent’s room. Mum should be alone and she always wears a nightgown. “Mum?” Light spills across the clean, beige and green room after I flick the switch. Unfortunately I come face to face with an empty bed.
 
   Where the hell is she?
 
   “MUM?” I shout, hoping she’s somewhere else in the house whilst I grab my mobile from my bedroom. I call her twice but get no answer. Looks like I’m going to have to deal with this by myself. 
 
   Picking up the landline again I place it to my ear. “I’ll be there soon.”
 
   “No, that’s… I’ll just wait for your parents to come back. Don’t leave…”
 
   “If I don’t do something, my dad won’t be happy. This is a family business. It’s nothing I haven’t dealt with before.” I hang up and rush to get changed as the phone rings again, no doubt the angry tenant calling back to persuade me to stay. At least mum left the car behind. Thank God. 
 
    
 
   I really shouldn’t be doing this, but that building is ours and we have other tenants there who are sick of that nobhead’s crap. Luckily he’s on his final warning and I know just what to do to get him to shut up before my dad hopefully evicts him tomorrow.
 
   I park in an empty spot outside of the building and spin the keys around my forefinger as I move towards the well-lit entrance. Using a green fob, I unlock it and wince at the sound of a heavy bass beat echoing through the halls as I step inside. I make my way through another door on the right and pace down the hallway towards apartment number three. 
 
   Knocking loud enough for our tenant to hear over the music, I wait patiently as the chain rattles and the door finally clicks open.
 
   My mouth falls open and my heart begins to hammer as my palms sweat. 
 
   “Eloise?” He frowns and tilts his head, his eyes widening to match my own. “What are you…? Eloise Blackburn.” Blowing out a breath after laughing a little, he steps into the hall, dressed in only a black vest that shows his delicious arms and muscled chest and black, flannel pyjama bottoms that hang loosely from his hips in a way that should be illegal. I force myself to keep my eyes on his face for fear that I might never be able to tear them away from the rest of him. “I never put two and two together.”
 
   “I’m here to save you from that.” I motion to the next apartment door and wave my torch a little. 
 
   “With a torch?”
 
   “Kind of.” I grin and shuffle on the spot a little as my face flushes with heat. I hate that piercing stare he has; it makes you feel warm in all of the wrong places. “Actually I can’t evict him myself, but I can stop the music. I just need your help.”
 
   “My help? Let me get my shoes.”
 
   I wait with my back against the wall as he disappears into his flat and comes back moments later with his shoes on, but no jacket. I’m so glad it’s not a cold night; covering up his chest and arms would be a tragedy. 
 
   “Why do you need my help exactly?”
 
   “You’ll see.” I smile wickedly and practically skip along the hall. “There’s a maintenance room in the basement. We’ll have to take the stairs.”
 
   “I’m really sorry for calling you so late, it’s just… it hasn’t been a good day and I really needed my sleep. If I’d known you’d have driven out here at three in the morning, I never would have called.”
 
   I wave him off. His apologies are pointless, especially since I know his day hasn’t been great. I want to ask him about Mrs Price, but I’m worried I’ll be overstepping. “It’s a family business. One day I’ll be taking over a portion of it anyway, if that’s what I decide to do. It’s good practice and besides, I have a Taser if the bald headed guy stirs up any trouble.”
 
   We step into the cool stairwell and move to the door that leads down into the basement. I flick on the torch before unlocking the door and Mr Price uses the flash on his phone. 
 
   “Aren’t there lights down here?” He takes the lead as I guide him down the dimply lit stairs. 
 
   “Yes, but they are safety lights due to occasional damp and stuff. I’m not sure how it all works. I just know that it’s not very bright and extra light is never a bad thing.” This isn’t my first trip to the basement in this building. I spent my summer as a fifteen year old supervising builders and electricians as they touched the building up to standard.
 
   He stops in his track and I come very close to colliding with his back. “You don’t know how it all works?”
 
   “No, I mean yes… I know how… can we just get this done? I have classes in five hours.”
 
   “You’re not the only one,” he grumbles and moves to the side so I can unlock the final door.
 
   As expected, the room smells of damp and moss. It’s not the most pleasant smell in the world. It’s also very dimly lit, making me wonder why they bothered putting lights in at all. 
 
   “Over here,” I say, moving towards the fuse box situated behind shelves of cleaning supplies and a large water boiler. 
 
   “You’re not seriously going to mess with that are you?” Mr Price’s hand wraps around my bicep when I place my hand against the metal latch. His fingers are very warm against my naturally cold skin. I almost shiver at his touch, but quickly suppress it.
 
   “Relax.” I hand him my torch and open the lid. “See? Everything is numbered.”
 
   I look for the switch to flat number four and give Mr Price a wink before flicking it up. 
 
   “You’re insane. Is this even legal?”
 
   I shrug. “Probably not, but he’ll not want to stay without electricity and I left a message for my dad telling him what I was going to do. If he doesn’t approve, he can blame himself for not evicting the arsehole three weeks ago when he gave him a final warning after plenty of other warnings. You’re not the first to call at this time of night so don’t worry.” 
 
   “Fair enough.” He scratches at the slight stubble on his chin and waits for me to close the lid, before guiding me back around the shelves by my elbow. “Watch your step.” 
 
   I do as I’m told, moving carefully around a discarded mop bucket that we somehow avoided on the way in. “Are you hungry or anything?”
 
   He glances at me out of the corner of his eye. “It’s past three in the morning. I don’t think it’s a good idea. You’re my student. I could lose my job.”
 
   My lips pinch together in an effort to stop my laughter. “Actually I was just going to see if I could get you anything… I didn’t mean like we’d eat together or…”
 
   “Oh.” He looks at the ceiling, clearly slightly embarrassed. “Right, of course. I knew that. Thank you for the offer but…”
 
   “It’s late, I get it.” I smile, nudging his arm with my elbow. “I’ll let you get back to sleep. Thanks for coming with me.”
 
   “No problem.” We stop at the door in the lobby that leads to his stretch of hallway. “Why did you need me?”
 
   “I’m not allowed down there by myself. My dad would kill me. It’s not the safest place in the world and my level of clumsiness surpasses most people. Grace is something that escaped my genetic makeup.” 
 
   He looks to the ceiling again, this time smiling at my words. “Right, of course.”
 
   “No hidden agenda, Mr Price. I won’t mention this to anybody I promise.” 
 
   “Me too.” I swipe the fob and the door unlocks, but he shakes his head. “I should walk you to your car.”
 
   “You don’t have your key fob to get back in and this is a small town.” I motion to his clothing. “You’re not dressed and it’s nearly four in the morning.”
 
   “This is an excellent point.” He pulls open the door and steps through before turning back to face me. “It’s odd hearing no sound. Thank you, Eloise.”
 
   “No problem, Mr Price. Have a good evening. If there are any more problems, please just call again. I’m not sure how your neighbour will react and if he gives you any trouble, I’ll need to tell my dad about it.” I quickly add, before escaping the building and racing to my car.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   I feel his eyes follow me through the glass window by the door, but I don’t turn back to check. Instead I race home, too hyped to even think of getting any more sleep. 
 
   There is one thing I noticed, I think as I lie in bed watching the tree near my window cast shadows upon my curtains, Mr Price didn’t look distraught so his mum must be okay. He only looked tired and a little withdrawn. This is good… I hope.
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I eat two apples and drink three cups of coffee on the way to school. Sleep evaded me after Eloise left last night. I tried to rest but failed. My guilt for calling a landline at such a late hour is intense, although it’s listed on my tenancy agreement as the secondary emergency contact number. How was I to know?
 
   I don’t think Eloise blamed me, but at the same time a girl of her age should not have been out of her home at three in the morning. I should apologise again, but I don’t want to bring attention to her at school. Plus I’m not even sure if she’s in today. 
 
   My dad nods solemnly at me after I enter the staffroom. We haven’t spoken much since I left the hospital last night. There was little point in me being there. The staff were clearly annoyed with my still being present at one in the morning. I’ll go and see her on my lunch break. I’m just glad she’s okay and only has a mild concussion. Her spill down the stairs could have ended so much worse.
 
   “There’s a rumour going around that we’re dating,” is giggled in my ear as I make my way to the staff toilets, almost desperate to relieve myself of the three coffees I downed on the way here.
 
   Katherine’s words sink in after a moment and I look at her over my shoulder. “What?”
 
   “Apparently students have seen us ‘dating’ during our lunch hour.”
 
   After blinking a few times, I roll my eyes and make my way to the toilet. “Who cares?”
 
   The elation on her face is too much. I almost think she’s going to follow me into the toilets, which would be as awkward as it would be annoying. Fortunately she stops after I push the door open, but she’s waiting for me as I leave.
 
   “So, I was thinking… I mean they say…”
 
   “Who say?” I interject.
 
   “People in general say there’s no smoke without fire.” Her eyes become round with hope. 
 
   Hope for what?
 
   “Your point being…?” I urge her to continue, my eyes going to the clock on the wall. Only ten minutes until the bell rings.
 
   “Well, maybe we are kind of dating? Maybe we could… I don’t know, possibly date outside of our lunch hour?”
 
   How is it that I didn’t notice that coming? “I don’t date my colleagues. It makes things awkward when things go wrong.”
 
   Her brows hit her hairline and her lips part slightly. “I… yeah, I get that. But what if it doesn’t go wrong?”
 
   “It always goes wrong,” I mutter so she can’t hear, but then I speak words that she can. “Thank you, but right now, with the constant mood I’m in, it will definitely go wrong.” I leave her in the staffroom and make a beeline for my room. So much work to do and there just aren’t enough hours in the day. 
 
    
 
   When the lunch bell rings, I drive straight to the hospital, only stopping to pick up a decent lunch from Crystal’s coffee shop for my mum. It seems my dad has the same idea, as he’s already here when I arrive and a tray of food and fresh orange is spread along the table that hovers over my mum’s lap. 
 
   “My boys spoil me,” Mum says, her voice raspy as she taps my cheek. “I bet Isaac remembered my brownie.”
 
   “I was in a rush,” Dad grumbles, his lips twitching with a smile, but that soon disappears when I reveal the sandwiches and the brownies. “Well… you’re not totally useless.”
 
   Mum slaps his arm, but we both know he’s kidding with only a slight amount of bitterness. 
 
   “So according to school gossip, our Isaac has a new love interest.” 
 
   Not him too!
 
   “Who?” My mum’s face brightens as mine darkens. 
 
   “Katherine Hart.”
 
   “Really?” I scoff. “You’re going to believe the words of a bunch of bored school kids?”
 
   My mum lets out a breath of relief. “I can’t stand that woman. Too materialistic.”
 
   “This I agree with.” My dad nods slowly, seeming to think on it for a moment. “It could be worse. He could be dating Shauna Sharp.” 
 
   Who?
 
   “Oh god no. She’s vile.” The tone in Mum’s voice is definitely one of disgust. So full of disgust, I’m surprised she hasn’t mimicked being sick with her fingers in her mouth. “You’ll find a nice lady when the time is right. Until then, stay away from my book club ladies.”
 
   Book club? “Duly noted.” She’s in a book club?
 
    
 
   Time passes and eventually I leave to finish up my day of work. I’m hoping above all else that mum is released tomorrow. She has no visible marks, but her eyes hold a glassy gaze that shows her dizziness and slight disorientation. What she needs now is rest in her own home.
 
   It’s shocking how much a person can change in just a few years. My dad has gotten heavier, yet my mum has become visibly frailer. 
 
   I’m poring over the text books spread out across my desk when I hear a knock at the door. 
 
   I really need to install a peep hole. I hate not knowing who’s on the other side. 
 
   When I open the door, I’m shocked to see the young, red haired Eloise Blackburn standing with a large basket in her arms. I notice the black bow tied to the handle as my eyes scan her from head to toe. 
 
   What the fuck is she doing here? Is she trying to get me put under investigation? 
 
   “I’m really sorry to bother you.” She doesn’t look nervous. The way she’s holding herself certainly shows her confidence, but her voice betrays her by trembling slightly towards the end. “My dad evicted your neighbour today. He wanted to give you this himself.” She shakes the large hamper slightly, causing the clear plastic that shields it to crackle. “But you weren’t home. Mum was supposed to bring it but she’s always doing something at the moment.” A shadow flickers across her eyes, showing an emotion I don’t have time to place as it only lasts a fraction of a second. 
 
   “Right.” I reach out and take the hamper by the handle, not bothering to look inside. “Well… thank you for bringing it to me and tell your parents thank you for the unnecessary gift.” Which is quite heavy. 
 
   “Sure.” She smiles brightly. “Take care, Mr Price.”
 
   “You too, Eloise.” She walks away before I close the door and I find myself watching her move down the hallway until the security door that blocks the ground floor flats to the lobby closes behind her. Sweet girl. 
 
   The second I finish marking the day’s work, I start researching stair lifts. The last thing my mum wants is to be classed as handicapped, but my dad wants her to conserve her energy and she won’t sell the house so they can invest in a bungalow. A stair lift is the next best thing. The problem is they aren’t cheap and there isn’t anywhere in the immediate area that sells and installs them. I know there are companies that travel far and wide to install, but I wanted something closer so if anything goes wrong with it, they’ll be here within six hours rather than a four day wait. 
 
   After forty minutes of figuring out the prices of everything somebody who isn’t physically able needs around the house, I’m stressed out to my limit and ready to give up. At this point it’s probably best that I take a break and do some shopping. 
 
   Trying to think on an empty stomach and no coffee just doesn’t work for me. I need to top up my morning dose, but don’t have anything in my cupboards. That hamper I received might have something, but I need to get out of the house. I will explore it later. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   “Stupid, dumb, piece of shit arse car!” I exclaim and kick the wheel, instantly regretting my action when a sharp pain shoots up my shin. “What is wrong with you?”
 
   It’s a very expensive BMW. They just don’t break down as you’re driving down a road two miles under the speed limit. 
 
   Well, they aren’t supposed to anyway.
 
   Unfortunately I don’t know crap about cars and I’ll be waiting on the emergency breakdown service, aka my dad, for another hour minimum. I shouldn’t have gone around the edge of town to get home, but I like the drive. It’s so pretty with the lavender fields and pretty trees surrounding them. It’s a forty five minute walk home, something I’m not risking in my kitten heels. My feet will hurt and a car is bound to drive by sooner or later, although the three that have didn’t stop. 
 
   Arseholes.
 
   The sun is starting to set and it’s getting a little bit nippy. I turn on my lights and sit on the bonnet, with my phone in hand and my jacket hanging loosely from my shoulders. I would wait in the car, but another car could drive by at any moment and if I don’t flag them down they probably won’t stop, even though my hazard lights are flashing. 
 
   People are mean. I’d stop if I saw somebody stuck at the side of the road. Even knowing I couldn’t do anything, I’d offer them my phone or a ride or something.
 
   I call my dad again, who reassures me that my uncle will be here soon. I don’t believe him. My uncle isn’t the most reliable man that ever walked the earth. He tends to get lost frequently… normally in a pub on his lunch break or on the way to family dinners.
 
   This is so boring. 
 
   Another car drives by, taking my hopes for rescue with it. Bastards. What kind of person sees a young girl broken down at the side of the road and just leaves her stranded?
 
   I lie back on my windshield and rest my arm over my head. I’ll hear a car if it comes.
 
    
 
   “What on earth are you doing?” An angry male voice snaps me out of my half sleep. I recognise it immediately and respond, “Catching some sunshine, what does it look like?”
 
   “It’s freezing out here.” Mr Price steps towards me as I sit upright and slide from the bonnet and onto my feet.
 
   “Well I was hoping somebody would stop if they thought I was dead.” I smile devilishly. “I was right. You stopped. I didn’t hear you drive up.”
 
   “Probably because you were snoring,” he comments wryly and moves to the driver’s side of my car. “What’s wrong with it?”
 
   “If I knew that, I wouldn’t be stranded waiting for my dad. Cars aren’t exactly my area of expertise.”
 
   His brow quirks and his blue eyes twinkle in the dim light from the darkening night. “Do you even have an area of expertise?”
 
   My mouth drops open; I feign offence. “Harsh, Mr P, real harsh. Besides, I’m sure I have many. I just haven’t discovered them yet.” 
 
   He halts, his hand on the door handle as his body shakes slightly with silent laughter.
 
   I don’t get it. “What’s so funny?”
 
   “N… nothing.” Clearing his throat, he slides into the seat and I hand him my keys. “The switch for the bonnet is somewhere in there.”
 
   He presses something under the steering wheel and the bonnet clicks open. 
 
   Well at least now I know where that is. Not that I’ll remember.
 
   “So, how exactly did it stop working?” He asks, climbing from the seat and moving around to the front of the car. 
 
   “Umm… it just kind of began to choke and make these weird spluttering noises and then it just slowed to a stop. Whenever I turn the key it…” He marches past me, drops back into the seat and turns the key in the ignition. The engine makes an awful noise as it fights for life but fails. 
 
   “Fucking hell,” he mutters and rests his forehead against the steering wheel.
 
   “What? Is it bad?”
 
   His head comes up and his face looks at me incredulously. “Are you kidding? How old are you?”
 
   “Eighteen in, like, six months.”
 
   “How long have you been driving?”
 
   “Three months.” I wait for him to continue, but he still looks at me, perplexed.
 
   “Is this even your car?”
 
   I shake my head and shrug a little. “Me and my mum share it. My dad won’t let me have mine back. I apparently didn’t look after it properly, but in my defence I didn’t know it needed water and oil, and a few empty wrappers does not mean I was lazy with it. I was just always in a hurry…”
 
   “It’s out of petrol.”
 
   Blink. “Come again?”
 
   “You didn’t fill the tank. It’s out of petrol. It’s dead because you have no petrol in it.” He sighs deeply and climbs back from the driver’s seat as my face flushes red. 
 
   “I umm… knew that and I was just testing you.” I lie, which only makes him chuckle to himself and murmur something under his breath. 
 
   “Is it diesel or petrol?”
 
   “Petrol,” I respond, chewing on my lower lip as he locks it up and moves towards his own car. 
 
   He looks up and down the road and over to the trees, a look of indecision on his face. “I should just go and pick some up for you and bring it back, but I don’t feel that you’re safe here on your own.”
 
   “It’s Lily Hill; it’s never unsafe.”
 
   “That’s because most people in town don’t put themselves in situations where they’re potentially unsafe. If you’ll allow me to, I’ll take you to the petrol station. We’ll fill up a tank and bring it back.”
 
   My lips part and a shudder rushes through me at the thought of being so close to a male teacher… in his car… in the middle of nowhere. Part of me thinks I should decline. The other part is screaming at me to just enjoy his company for a little while. 
 
   The sensible part of me wins… “That would be great.” Okay so my mouth doesn’t seem to be agreeing with my brain. “Thank you, Mr Price.”
 
   “Get in,” he orders and I quickly catch up to him, pulling open the passenger door and buckling myself in. “Don’t touch the radio.” My hand stops midway to the buttons on the console. “I appreciate it,” he adds, smirking as I place my hand back to my lap and pull out my phone to text my dad, letting him know that I’ve been rescued. “You’re lucky I was driving this way.”
 
   “It’s a fortunate coincidence that’s for sure. Four cars ignored me driving past. Four. That’s just mean on so many levels.”
 
   “Hmm.” He tweaks the radio so the music is low. “I’m actually glad I got this chance to speak to you. I forgot to mention to you earlier when you showed up with a basket bigger than yourself in your arms.”
 
   “Shoot,” I say and twist in my seat so I’m looking at his profile. 
 
   “You didn’t do the work I assigned in class. The paper you gave to me was blank, save for the first two questions, which you’d written down but hadn’t yet answered.”
 
   Bollocks. “Yeah, I was a little umm… I… I’m sorry. I just wasn’t paying attention.”
 
   “Are you struggling with the work?” His brows draw together and he looks at me for a moment before turning his eyes back to the road. “If you are, please just say.”
 
   “No, not at all. I love Churchill and that Muselin guy.”
 
   “It’s Mussolini,” he corrects, his lips twitching. 
 
   “Right.” I murmur and watch his graceful movements as he changes gears and turns the corner that leads back into town. “I’ll get it done if you’ll give me the questions again. I’ve been a bit distracted lately.”
 
   “Are things okay at home?”
 
   The fact he seems genuinely concerned startles me. Most people in this town keep to themselves and don’t pick up on things that they should. “Things are fine. No complaints. I just meant because I’m working and all of the work I have to catch up on. It’s my fault. I’ll get back into the swing of things once the year gets going again.” 
 
   He only nods and leaves it at that. I realise he doesn’t want to talk anymore when he turns the radio up and sinks back into his chair, his body seemingly relaxed but also tense at the same time. He’s not the only one who’s perceptive. Mr Price has problems at the moment, deeper problems than I, most likely. He must be stressed because of his mum. I don’t blame him. Alzheimer’s is an awful disease and Mrs Price is an awesome lady who doesn’t deserve such an awful thing. 
 
    
 
   We make it to the petrol station in total silence and Mr Price fills up the green petrol tank that he collects from his boot. I wait for him in the car as instructed, frowning when he ignores the money I hold out for him. 
 
   I watch him through the window of the station as he makes his way to the till and shares a laugh with the man behind the desk. They seem familiar. They probably know each other. It’s a small town. 
 
   When they both look my way, I shrink in my seat. Clearly they’re laughing at my expense. On a final nod, Mr Price turns and makes his way through the doors and back towards the car. He only grins when he notices my scowl and grins wider when I huff and turn away from him.
 
   “Is that how you thank your rescuers normally?”
 
   “Only when they poke fun at me with strangers.”
 
   Rolling his eyes, he puts the car into gear and moves us out of the station. “I suppose I shouldn’t expect much, seeing as I already saved you once before and you weren’t exactly elated.”
 
   My mouth drops open and my hand twists round to smack him on the arm. “I almost died! I was a little shaken.”
 
   “Did you just hit me?” 
 
   “Umm…”
 
   “You do know I could have you expelled for that? My dad is the head teacher after all.”
 
   Now I’m the one rolling my eyes. “Dramatic much?” Then I bat my eyelids and clasp my hands under my chin. “Thank you, Mr Price, for rescuing me from the cold streets. I’ll be eternally in your debt.”
 
   “And for saving your life,” He adds, his smile cocky.
 
   My eyes roll again and my voice deepens with a mocking tone. “And for saving my pitiful existence. Happy?”
 
   “Extremely.”
 
   “Good.” Leaning forward slightly, I change the radio station and twist the volume up a notch. 
 
   “Pretty sure I said don’t touch the radio.”
 
   “Pretty sure I just ignored you.”
 
   He doesn’t smile, but he doesn’t seem irritated either. Instead he falls silent and concentrates on driving as I relax back and close my eyes, letting the soft voice of Lana Del Ray soothes my soul. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   She doesn’t open her eyes until we stop behind her car. When she blinks them open with a faraway look in her glassy eyes, I wonder if she was almost asleep. She looks drowsy. Maybe I should drive her home.
 
   “We’re here?” Her hands rub at her eyes before she yawns wide and silently, then ends it on a little shiver and shake of her body. 
 
   “Yep.” I open the door and notice her tremble when the cold air blasts into the car. “Are you okay to drive home?”
 
   She nods, pulling her jacket tighter around herself before climbing from the car. I grab the tank of petrol from my boot and she follows me to her car. “I’ll be fine.”
 
   “Are you sure? I could drive you home?”
 
   “I’m not totally useless, Mr Price.” She tilts her head and smiles before reaching up to the black sky and stretching her body. “How much do I owe you for the petrol?”
 
   I don’t respond. I quickly fill the tank before opening the door for her and placing her keys in her hand. I forgot I even had them. “Drive safe.”
 
   She nods and slides into the seat, before looking up at my shadowed face. Her green eyes seem to glow in the dark as she speaks. “I owe you one.”
 
   “We’ll call it even, seeing as you saved me from the neighbour from hell.”
 
   “Whatever you say.” She flashes me a smile and then turns the key in the ignition. “Drive safe, Mr Price.” I go to close the door, but she stops me with her hand on the window. “Don’t forget to get those questions ready for me. I’ll have them back to you as soon as possible.”
 
   Sigh. More work. “Pick them up tomorrow morning.”
 
   “Brilliant. Bye, Mr Price. Say hi to your mum for me.”
 
   I nod and finally close the door, though she doesn’t drive away until I’m at mine and even beeps a quick goodbye as she passes. 
 
   Home time at last. Bloody students and their bloody naivety. As if she didn’t know it was the petrol. She doesn’t seem stupid by any means of the word, she just seems absent. It’s almost as if she’s floating through life in her own mind. Perceptive she may be when she focuses, but not when she’s day dreaming or has little to focus on. The petrol gauge is something I class as being important to focus on, but for a seventeen year old girl with boy troubles, work and studies, along with following the latest trend, I suppose the petrol gauge isn’t at the forefront of her mind. 
 
   I grab a bite to eat and do my food shopping, as I was planning to do before I found my student asleep on her bonnet with her hazard lights flashing. At least I’m not stuck in my own mind anymore. I’m grateful for that. I actually feel like going home and resting now. It doesn’t seem so boring and daunting any longer. Maybe I’ll write for a while. It has been some time since I put pen to paper and enjoyed the flow of words escaping my mind through the tip of my ballpoint. 
 
   My phone alerts me to a text. It’s from my dad. He’s letting me know that mum is feeling a lot better and will be discharged in the morning if she has a good night tonight. Thank fuck for that. Hopefully now I shall sleep better.
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   “Maybe if you were home a little more often, I wouldn’t feel so fucking lonely and I wouldn’t feel the need to spend my time away from home!” My mother screeches, her voice carrying all the way from her bedroom, which isn’t what I’d call a short distance away. 
 
   “Your daughter sees less and less of you every single day!” My dad argues, his voice just as loud and just as angry. 
 
   I sigh and place the last piece of toast into my mouth. I wait for it and I don’t have to wait long. Something shatters against the wall before my mum’s high pitched screech only gets higher. “What about you? She sees less and less of you too! Why is this all on me?”
 
   “I’m working. I’m not partying or getting my damn nails done!”
 
   This is tiring. I can only imagine how they feel. 
 
   I place my plate in the sink and wash my hands before finally leaving the house at the sound of Hayley’s high pitched laughter coming down my driveway. 
 
   She looks cute in an oversized jumper that meets her thighs and thick wool tights. Her laughter is in response to whatever is being said on the phone pressed to her ear. She holds up her finger to me, still smiling at whatever is being said. 
 
   I roll my eyes and move past her, knowing that she’ll follow without bothering to disconnect the call. 
 
   As she chatters to a mutual friend on the phone, I allow my mind to zone out for a while, taking advantage of the wireless headset that doubles as a speaker for my music. 
 
   “She’s probably working,” Hayley announces, both to me and to the person on the phone. I nod in response as I am in fact working tonight. She continues, “I know right? She’s always working.”
 
   It’s either work or spiral back into whatever the hell kind of trouble I was getting myself into before. When I work I’m focused and too tired to get bored and want to drink. I like keeping myself busy. 
 
    
 
   When we arrive at the busy school, I follow Hayley down the hall, my feet practically dragging along the smooth flooring. I use my fringe to shadow my eyes, a way to avoid eye contact with people, which will hopefully dissuade them from approaching me. It’s not that I don’t like them or anything. It’s more because I’m just not in the mood for friendly chitchat so early in the morning.
 
   I instantly move to my seat upon entering the class where I’ll be learning History for the next two hours. My arms fold on the desk and I automatically plant my face into the centre. A silent yawn rips up through my chest and only relaxes my body further. I could easily sleep right here, though I’m unsure why I feel so tired. I wasn’t restless last night. I got at least nine hours of solid rest. 
 
   It’s probably hormones. 
 
   The class fills around me, but I don’t bother lifting my head yet. Mr Price has yet to arrive. I know this due to the loud animated chatter coming from my peers. 
 
   I have to admit that the second Mr Price walks into a room, he certainly commands attention. Even my head whips up at the sound of his footsteps crossing the threshold. He clears his throat so the few that didn’t notice his arrival all take their seats and take out their books and pens. 
 
   “What is up with you today?” Hayley hisses as I focus on Mr Price’s back. He’s telling us to do something and is clearly writing something on the large white board, I just don’t know what. 
 
   I shake my head, attempting to clear the sleepy fog that has settled between my ears and behind my eyes. “Tired.” To prove my response, I yawn again involuntarily. “Maybe I’m coming down with something.”
 
   “You’re not pregnant are you? Because when my mum was pregnant, she was totally tired all of the time,” Hayley mutters, her eyes as wide as saucers.
 
   “I don’t have a sex life, Hayley. How the hell could I be pregnant?” I whisper as my eyes scan the room for unwanted listeners.
 
   She thinks on it for a moment, her pen tapping against the table. “Good point. Dehydrated?” 
 
   This is a possibility. “I’ll get a drink at break. Can we just do this now please?”
 
   “Only if you agree to come to Hopper’s with me tonight.”
 
   Blink. “That loser’s? No freakin’ way.”
 
   “Please? It’ll be fun, you’ll see!”
 
   “I’m working. As you already know.”
 
   “You finish at nine; come afterwards.” She clasps her hands under her chin and I can’t help but snigger and shake my head at her feeble attempt of a puppy dog look.
 
   “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “Ladies.” Mr Price snaps, his eyes on us. 
 
   We both murmur our apologies and bury our heads in our text books.
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   Pregnant? Holy fuck. Something like that to think about and worry about would explain her flakiness and absence of focus. Jesus Christ. What are kids doing these days? Why aren’t lads keeping a cover on it? 
 
   I don’t remember a time I ever had sex without a condom as a teen. I was always too worried about messing my life up. 
 
   Poor girl. She’ll probably be another single mother only just making it by, unless she chooses option two. I’m pretty sure termination is completely confidential and free nowadays. 
 
   I should talk to my mum about this.
 
   No. 
 
   Eloise hasn’t told me directly. It’s none of my business. 
 
   I just can’t help but wonder if she’s alone in this, with only her friend to guide her. Her equally naïve friend, who seems less level headed than Miss Blackburn. 
 
   What a fucked up situation. 
 
   How do I deal with this? 
 
   There’s only one way to deal with it; sit back and wait until she goes to somebody. A small nudge here and there won’t hurt, though. Maybe if I just let her know that I might be male, but I am here if she needs… fuck. I don’t know what the fuck she needs. Who am I kidding? 
 
   The class listens well, save for a certain few who take it upon themselves to attempt to disrupt. Luckily for them I send them away and allow them to disrupt wherever the hell it is they end up. This isn’t secondary school. There’s no law that says I have to teach them if they’re unwilling to learn. This is a sixth form college class and that means I make the rules.
 
   I’m certain most of my students hate me, not including the majority of the female students. The other faculty members don’t seem to appreciate me either, not that I care. Mostly I keep to myself and them to their selves. I like it this way. Even with the lovely Katherine as company on occasion, this town is starting to bite at me with the same loneliness that forced me to flee in the first place. 
 
   I have to get on with it, for my mum’s sake. She deserves to have a loving family around her, especially now.
 
   When the bell rings, I stand by the door and wait for each student to pile out, one by one. In my hand I hold a sheet of paper containing the questions Eloise failed to answer during our last lesson. I tap her on the shoulder with the paper as she passes and, with a dazed look in her eyes, she stops, moving slightly to the side to allow her peers to pass. Hayley also waits, but seems immersed in a game on her mobile phone. 
 
   “The work you asked for,” I tell Eloise, waving the sheet slightly to draw her attention to it.
 
   She smiles weakly and takes it with only a moment’s hesitation. “Thank you. I completely forgot.”
 
   Of course she did, the poor girl. I stare at her for a moment, wanting to offer… something as a way to improve her mood. I wish my mind suddenly held even the slightest nugget of wisdom that could guide her in the right direction. Whatever that may be. 
 
   “Hand it in when you can; there’s no rush,” I say quietly, suddenly feeling awkward as her green gaze pierces my own. 
 
   “I’ll do it while I’m working tonight and drop it in next lesson.” She assures me and I notice a twinkle of determination in the shadow of her irises. “Thanks again, Mr Price.”
 
   I nod and wave her along like I would any other student. “Take care, Miss Blackburn.”
 
   She seems to catch her breath and I watch her cheeks pink slightly before she ducks her head and exits the room. Hayley, seemingly oblivious to our entire exchange, follows quickly, her eyes still on her phone. I’m left alone with a few stragglers, wondering what Eloise’s reaction was about. 
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   I sit perched by the window on the arm of the couch. My mum is currently in her favourite chair by the small, open and unlit fireplace, a circle of cloth in one hand and a needle in the other.
 
   I decide to ask the question that has been plaguing my mind since this morning’s lesson and hope that my choice of wording will get me the right answer without revealing too much. “If you discovered that a student in your class was pregnant, what would you do?”
 
   My mum stops her sewing and blinks in surprise as her silvery eyes come to mine. “What year?”
 
   “Sixth form, she’s… seventeen I think.”
 
   Her brow furrows as she absently places the needle and cloth onto the mantelpiece, turning to look at me with more than a little concern. “It would be none of my business. She’s not underage and unfortunately there are no laws stating that we have to speak to her or her parents, not unless she comes to you directly for advice.”
 
   I blow out a long breath and rub my temples for a moment. “I just don’t like how she seems to have drifted. I saw her just last night and…”
 
   “What?”
 
   And I’ve gone and said more than I was supposed to.
 
   “Her car broke down. I helped her.” I explain briefly and clasp my hands between my knees. “She’s been slightly unfocused, but not to the point where I thought something this big might be affecting her. I’ve never been in this situation before, so I’m unsure on how to deal with it.” 
 
   My mother lets out a bark of laughter. “You’ve never faced teen pregnancy before?”
 
   “No, I mean yes, I have. I’ve just never been the first to find out.”
 
   She inhales deeply and exhales before relaxing back into her chair. “The only thing you can do is mind your own business at this point. Keep an eye on her mental state and general health. Reach out to her if you can. Let her know she’s not alone.” 
 
   I nod, accepting this to be the best course of action at this point in time. “I just feel so bad for the poor girl.”
 
   “Don’t we all, but it’s not your place to educate her in that area.”
 
   Don’t I know it?
 
   Being a male teacher has so many ridiculous limitations.
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   When work finishes and I finally enter my home, I immediately hear sobbing coming from the kitchen. It halts when I slam the door to notify the house of my arrival.
 
    I daren’t go and see my mum right now. I never know what to say when she and my dad go through their rough patches. They always make up, but this time… I don’t know… it just seems so dreary and hopeless. I’ve never seen them so separated and I’m sick of most of their arguments being about me and my wellbeing and whether or not I’m getting enough attention.
 
   I’m fine! I’d be better if they’d stop ignoring each other and then screaming at each other when they are in the same room.
 
   Part of me feels like this is my fault. Ever since my dark days, they’ve been off kilter. Dad blames Mum for how I was behaving and Mum blames Dad, yet neither of them blame me. It’s my fault. I’ve said it numerous times, but they never listen. I could have said no and stayed home, but I didn’t. They didn’t push me away.
 
   There wasn’t really a reason for my behaviour, other than that my dad can be really controlling. By age fifteen I felt like I wasn’t really experiencing life as a normal teenager. He likes to know where I am, where I go and who I’m with. I’m seventeen and my curfew is ten, unless I’ve prearranged something with his permission. I know it doesn’t sound unreasonable, but I felt like it was at the time and I suppose that caused me to lash out at life. I drank a lot; I hung around with boys… I lost my virginity in the back of a car behind an old warehouse.
 
   My memories go back to Justin, who left not long after that night. I smile fondly at the thought of him. My first crush, my first real kiss and my first awkward sexual encounter. It’s a shame he left. I should probably call him sometime, see how he’s doing. We both made promises to keep in touch, but never did. I was too busy partying and drinking and he moved what seemed to be miles away.
 
   I honestly think I’m just the excuse for my parents. It’s like they both need something to push them apart and I’m now officially that something. 
 
   As if I don’t have enough on my plate without suddenly being the blame of my parents’ downfall. 
 
    
 
   Once in my room, I load my laptop and open a few chat boxes, though my normal happy and chirpy self decides to hide under the bed in a different home and in a different country. I find zero joy in listening to my friends talking about getting drunk at the weekend. What’s the point in it anymore? 
 
   Is this depression? Am I depressed? Or am I finally growing up? 
 
   If it’s the latter, then I doubt I’m the first to say that growing up sucks arse. I totally get why Peter Pan flew away to Neverland. I think I’ve missed my opening to join him. One I’m not blonde, two, my name isn’t Wendy and three, I’m almost classed as an adult.
 
   Sigh.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   She’s isolating herself. I’ve been paying a little more attention than I normally would these past two weeks and I’m not happy with my discoveries. She’s no longer sitting with her normal group of friends. She smiles less and less each day and, from the conversations she has with her female friend in my lessons, she’s not drinking at all. This last one brings me a small amount of relief. At least she isn’t harming her body and the foetus. 
 
   “Miss Blackburn, could you stay behind for a minute? I need to speak with you.” I tell Eloise as she stands. My eyes scan her body, particularly the area around her midriff. She’s not showing, so she isn’t far along. That’s assuming she’s decided to keep the invader. 
 
   She looks nervous as she makes her way to my desk and waits patiently for me to close the door behind the final member of class. Of course a few of them are curious, but they don’t linger, far too eager to get to their lunches. 
 
   I don’t waste time. I immediately display her past work and quirk a brow in question.
 
   She seems oblivious to what it is I’m referring to. “Problem, Sir?”
 
   “Your work is incomplete.”
 
   “Which…?”
 
   I quickly interject as I perch myself on the corner of my desk and fold my arms over my chest. “All of it. You still haven’t handed the first questions in and you had two chances to complete them and two weeks in total.” She winces and opens her mouth to make excuses, but I hold up my hand to silence her. “You’re an intelligent girl, this I know. I’ve looked at your work from last year before it started to slip.” She opens her mouth again, but immediately clamps it shut when I continue. “I feel as if you aren’t making an effort in this class. Would you like to drop out?”
 
   Her eyes widen with fright. “No… No! That’s not even an option. I need this A level.”
 
   “Sit,” I tell her, pointing to the table opposite my desk. She does so, placing her bag in front of her and wrapping her arms around it. I’m making her uncomfortable, which isn’t my intention. Bollocks. “Then what’s the problem? Is the work too hard? We go through the material in class; you have the notes…”
 
   She gulps and pulls her plump, perfectly shaped lips into her mouth. I watch them pop back into place, glistening with moisture, and my mouth goes dry. I shake that off immediately and grasp at my thoughts from prior to her seemingly seductive motion. “It’s honestly not that it’s hard. It’s just…” I watch her forehead hit her bag and her red hair spills over her shoulders and neck with the force of the movement. “I’m so scared of failing that I keep forgetting to try.”
 
   What? “What?”
 
   “It’s complicated. Can I just promise to do better and…” she points to the door. “Go peacefully.”
 
   “No.” Her head snaps up and her mouth falls open at my refusal. “You can finish your work now, under my supervision, and then you can go.”
 
   She narrows her eyes with anger, her shock gone and irritation in its place. “It’s lunch time.”
 
   “I didn’t notice,” I remark sarcastically and move around my desk. “You have two choices: you make a start on the work you haven’t done right now and during lunch for the rest of the week, or you leave my class permanently.”
 
   “That’s so unfair!”
 
   “I’m giving you a chance. I’m also sacrificing my own lunch hour.”
 
   Her eyes roll as she mutters, “Like you have anything better to do.”
 
   “You’re seventeen, not twelve. Surely you know by now that teachers don’t merely exist when in your presence. Of course I have better things to do than to babysit a child who refuses to learn.”
 
   Groaning with frustration, she pulls her notebook from her bag along with a pen and slams them on the desk petulantly. “May I eat whilst I work?”
 
   “Feel free.” I pull out my own work and slide to a more comfortable position on my desk. The scent of fresh bread and lettuce makes my stomach churn uncomfortably and my mouth water uncontrollably. 
 
   Eloise smiles smugly as she scatters her work along the desk and pulls at the foil wrappings around the items in her lunch with her left hand. Whoever made her lunch should be the goddess or god of lunches. Fuck if I’m not hungry. 
 
   Is that humus? Who the hell brings carrot sticks and humus? 
 
   She slides the tub towards me and nods towards it. I refuse and keep my eyes on my work. I’m not about to take food from a pregnant teenager, although she seems to be doing little more than nibbling. Maybe she feels awkward eating alone. Females can sometimes be weird like that. 
 
   I take half of her baguette without further hesitation and her lips twitch with a secret smile. Seconds later she joins me and we both enjoy the blissful sandwich together in silence. So crunchy and tasty, not too much ham but just enough. I barely bite back a moan of contentment and utter bliss at the flavours that burst on my tongue. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   This work isn’t as hard as I initially thought. All of the answers are in the textbooks that were handed out first lesson. I presume the work will get harder as the year progresses, but I’m grateful for the easiness of it at this point. 
 
   Mr Price was correct in saying there’s actually no wrong answer. There’s only fact and opinion when it comes to history and with Google at our disposal, there’s little left to be discovered that hasn’t already been researched. 
 
   I finish the first work sheet that I failed to hand in, in just forty five minutes. Without wasting another second, I slide it onto his desk and nod to the clock above the door. 
 
   He nods. “Go. Enjoy the rest of your day.”
 
   “You too.” I mutter without feeling, because I’m still annoyed that I missed my lunch hour because of him. 
 
   “Thank you for the sandwich.”
 
   “Glad you didn’t choke,” I respond with a sickly sweet tone and saunter from the room as his sharp bark of startled laughter sounds around me. He has a nice laugh. A very nice laugh.
 
    
 
   Hayley, my forever loyal friend, finds me after a quick text and I’m surprised to be smiling at her usual airhead attitude. She’s not dumb by any means, but she certainly is quite silly at times and I think God passed her along when giving out the brain button for logic. 
 
   “Dolphins aren’t reptiles?” 
 
   I laugh and shake my head. “I’m not even going to bother to answer something you won’t bother to remember.”
 
   “It’s a legitimate question. I thought all animals in the ocean are reptiles?”
 
   “So how do you explain snakes?”
 
   She gasps. “Snakes are reptiles?”
 
   I close my eyes and pray that somebody opens a locker or a door for me to walk into. It doesn’t happen, typical. “I’m praying that stupid isn’t contagious.”
 
   Hayley pouts and nudges me with her elbow. “You said that I’m never stupid, only special.”
 
   “Well then I’m praying that your kind of special isn’t contagious.”
 
   She huffs, but is immediately distracted by her flavour of the month. I barely escape a three way when their colliding bodies fall in my direction. Awkward and gross. I’m all for cute public displays of affection that are heavy in the romance department, the kind that makes you feel all mushy and warm inside. I’m just not a fan of face munching.
 
   I feel a tap on my shoulder and smile immediately at the sight of Garrett. He hugs me tight and I inhale the scent of his no doubt expensive aftershave. “It’s been a while.”
 
   Nodding, I lean back and look up into his dark brown eyes. “Yeah, I’ve been busy. I’m sorry.”
 
   “No problem. Allow me to escort you to our English class?” He pulls away and holds out his hand. I quickly glance at Hayley and decide to leave her and Riley where they are, which is still sucking face against the wall. 
 
   After taking Garrett’s hand, we walk to our next lesson, smiling and chatting like old friends rather than new ones. 
 
   “Sit with me?” He whispers, leading me past my normal table to his usual at the back. Hayley doesn’t seem to mind getting stuck with Riley when she finally makes it. This I’m grateful for. Garrett is smart; maybe he’ll let me copy his work. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   New neighbours are currently moving in. I should offer them a hand, but I have too much to do. The school wants to set up a Halloween party for the year elevens and lower and unfortunately Katherine volunteered my services without asking. I know it’s a ploy to get us both more time together, especially now that I’ve told her I’m busy for the next week at lunch time so that I can help students with their work. It’s kind of a lie, because I’m only aiding one student in particular.
 
   Speaking of said student, I think I’ve figured out who the father is to this unborn invader that she’s carrying. I saw her and that male student walking hand in hand towards their next lesson. One can only hope that if he knows about her predicament, he’ll stand by her no matter what she decides. There are too many young mothers struggling with kids their partners abandoned. 
 
   If that was me, as much as I’d hate the situation of being tied to one woman for eternity, I wouldn’t be able to abandon my child. It’s wrong. If it’s a part of me, then it’s my responsibility. 
 
   The sound of a text coming to my phone startles me from my thoughts. It’s from Katherine, the tenacious colleague of mine. 
 
    
 
   Katherine: When can we get together to start preparations for the party?
 
    
 
   Isaac: We’ll talk tomorrow. I’m helping my new neighbours move in.
 
    
 
   The lies just keep pouring out. What on earth is wrong with me?
 
   I need to get laid.
 
   If only I had actual friends in town that I could go out and share a drink with. I just remembered how much I hate it here and the need to escape again is almost overwhelming. 
 
   Maybe dating Katherine wouldn’t be such a bad thing. Perhaps I’ll enjoy myself and if we do part, we’ll be forced to part amicably for the sake of having to work together. 
 
   I’ll think about it. I have too much to do to put it under proper consideration at this point in time. 
 
    
 
   Stuart hands me a coffee, looking as tired as I feel. I thank him and take a seat at the table by the window. My eyes scan the carpark outside, where students linger by their cars waiting for their friends to arrive. 
 
   “The kids kept us up all night last night. All fucking night,” Stuart grumbles, rubbing his eyes once more. “Sure I love them, but bloody hell they can be hard work.”
 
   “Rather you than me.” My hands grip my coffee and my body relaxes into the padded chair. “Is it worth it, though? It must be, seeing as people always seem to have kids eventually, despite the horror stories.”
 
   He nods, his lips twitching with a smile. “Of course it is. I can’t imagine life without them anymore.”
 
   “That’s a good thing?” 
 
   He laughs, but it quickly turns into a yawn. “I’d never wish them away.” We sit in silence for a moment. I try to imagine having his life and no doubt he’s imagining having mine. “I know we haven’t really spoken since we got back, but I’d just like you to know how sorry we all are to hear about Judith.” My hands tighten on my cup at the sound of my mother’s name. “If there’s anything I can do, please let me know. Judith is an amazing woman and she’s been there for a lot of us over the years.”
 
   “I appreciate it.” I clear my throat and drain the rest of my cup before standing. “I’m skipping out on lunch today. I’ve got a couple of students that need a bit of encouragement.”
 
   “Christ, you must be dedicated if you’re giving up your lunch hour!” 
 
   Yeah, I suppose I must be. “It’s complicated. I’ll speak to you later.”
 
   “Oh… Katherine has been asking me about you, by the way.”
 
   I stop and look at him over my shoulder. “In what way?”
 
   “She’s just trying to get a feel for you. She likes you and has asked if you feel the same. Apparently you give out mixed signals.”
 
   I blow out a breath and run my fingers through my hair, which is still slightly damp from this morning’s shower. I should really get a haircut. My blond hair, when longer than two inches, always starts to curl with the most childish ringlets. “I’m considering it.”
 
   “You should. She’s a good woman. A little overbearing at times, but passion is never a bad thing.” He winks and smiles as I shake my head and walk away. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   I hate Mr Diplock. I hate, hate, hate him! Why does he always give me such a hard time? It’s not fair. I’m doing the work, I’m paying attention… so why does he hate me so much? 
 
   And now I don’t even have my lunch hour to unwind. I have to go to Mr Price and do my work. Just great. 
 
   Why am I the one being targeted?
 
   Dragging my feet beneath me, I sluggishly make my way towards his classroom at the far end of the hall. He still has a few students inside, so I wait by the door for them to leave before entering.
 
   Mr Price stretches his body as he wipes down the white board with a damp cloth. I lean against the wall on the inside of the room and wait for him to notice my presence. I’m not being a pervert or anything, but his arse looks so good in those black suit pants. It’s so round and firm. 
 
   He starts whistling a tune I don’t recognise as he cleans the board and when he’s done he turns towards his desk, so he still doesn’t notice my presence. I smile, wondering how I could make him jump, and then decide not to as it would probably just make things awkward. 
 
   As he tidies up the paperwork and books on his desk, I clear my throat and watch his startled eyes come to mine before a charming smile lights up his face. “Good afternoon, Miss Blackburn.” I love it when he calls me that. I don’t know why, but it makes me tingle a little in the pit of my stomach. “How are you today?”
 
   “Grumpy, hungry and tired.” I respond honestly and saunter to the table closest to his desk, the same table I sat at last time.
 
   “Eat, work and cheer up.”
 
   “How will working on anything make me less tired and grumpy?” 
 
   He shrugs, smiling again. That’s so nice to look at. “It won’t, but it’ll stop you from moaning and then I won’t have to listen.”
 
   “You suck as a teacher,” I grumble, pulling out my notebook and waiting for him to give me the work. 
 
   He places a sheet on my table and taps it with his finger. “This is probably easier than yesterday’s.”
 
   “So why not give me this yesterday and yesterday’s today?”
 
   After levelling me with a look that clearly says ‘shut the hell up’, he takes his own seat behind his desk and rests his feet on the surface, folding his arms behind his head and closing his eyes. 
 
   Seriously?
 
   “I don’t hear writing,” he points out, his eyes still closed. He’s not wrong. I’m too busy staring at his socks. He’s wearing odd socks. One is dark blue and the other black. I can only see them because his legs are at an angle that have forced his trousers to slide towards his knees an inch. 
 
   When he opens his eyes to investigate and notices me staring, his eyes narrow on my face. “We don’t all have mother maids, you know.”
 
   Snickering, I write my name at the top of the sheet and read through the first question before releasing the quip I was holding back. “No, but at least I have a sense of fashion.”
 
   “There’s no such thing as fashion in this town.” He tugs on his trousers, trying to hide his socks, but gives up and sits upright before facing me. “You’ve got a choice of three stores, all of them appalling.”
 
   “My mum goes to a different city every week. I don’t think I’ve ever shopped in this town in my life. That’s not including the time I needed a new memory card.” I grimace. “Did you know that the only place in town that sells memory cards is that weird little store on the corner of Laurel Avenue?”
 
   His brows hit his hairline and he leans forward slightly. “Seriously?”
 
   “Yep. Most people just order stuff online nowadays, but you’d think they’d have memory cards in the superstore.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous. Plus that shop on the corner of Laurel… what’s it called?”
 
   I look up to the ceiling in thought. I know this… I’m sure I do. “Bastian’s Corner?” 
 
   “That’s the one.” He scrunches his nose up with disdain. “The guy that owns it…”
 
   “Bastian.”
 
   “Right, he’s so…”
 
   “Creepy?” I finish and he laughs before nodding. “Yeah, Hayley came with me and he asked her on a date. He’s mid-fifties I think.”
 
   Mr Price shakes his head, suddenly looking boyish and slightly excited. “No, he’s got to be older. He had grey hair when I was your age.”
 
   “And he’s not dead? Shouldn’t he be at least eighty then?”
 
   His mouth drops open. “I’m not that much older! This was only twelve years ago.”
 
   “Ah, back when I was in nappies,” I joke, my tone wistful. “Those were the days.”
 
   “You were still in nappies at five years of age?”
 
   I sigh and shake my head at my own idiocy. “Well I set myself up for that one.” To hide my pink cheeks, I grab my bag and pull out my lunch. “Want half?” He shakes his head, but I know he does. Nobody can resist my awesome sandwiches, especially after already having a taste. “That’s a shame. I made two, just in case…” I hold up the foil wrapped eight inch baguette and smile when it’s snatched from my hand. “You’re welcome.”
 
   He merely responds with a groan at his first bite. I smile at my work and once more put my pen to the paper, feeling pleased with having pleased him.
 
   I haven’t felt this happy in a while now. Though the second the bell rings and I exit the classroom, my good feeling is gone. 
 
    
 
   “I think I’m depressed,” I say to my dad when he gets in from a tiring day of work.
 
   He stops, his tools in hand and a bag over his shoulder. I watch the door close behind him on its own and then look at my shoes to hide the embarrassment in my eyes. “Why do you think that? You seem fine to me.”
 
   “I’m just… I feel down. Nothing makes me laugh anymore and nothing makes me happy.”
 
   He drops his things on the ground and leans forward to kiss me on the head. “Is it your monthly?”
 
   “Oh my god!” I cringe and back away. “Why has everything got to be about a girl’s period? Maybe I’m actually depressed.”
 
   “Okay,” he sighs and tilts his head. “What can I do?”
 
   My mouth drops open. “Are you serious? You’re my dad! You’re the adult! You’re the one who’s supposed to tell me what to do!” He opens and closes his mouth, struggling for what to say. “Forget it. Forget I said anything.”
 
   “You know, it would be nice if I could one day come home to a smiling face for a change,” he shouts as I stomp my way up the stairs.
 
   “And it would be nice if my home was a happy one for a change!” I shout back and slam my bedroom door, effectively ending the conversation.
 
   Tears of frustration fall, but I stop them after the first three. They’re useless tears that will only make me feel worse. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: Do you want to sneak out?
 
    
 
   Hayley: Need you ask? Meet you at the church in five?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Bring a bottle of something strong.
 
    
 
   Hayley: All I’ve got is a bottle of Jack left over from last weekend.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Wicked! :D I’m on my way.
 
    
 
   I lock my bedroom door and switch off the light. I doubt my dad will bother me now. When he’s in a sulk, he’s as bad as I am. His pride won’t let him say he’s sorry and I’ll be damned if I’m going to say I’m sorry to him. 
 
   Outside my window there’s a ledge that leads to the conservatory. I grab my bag and quickly climb out. My top gets stuck on the corner and tears slightly when I drop to the ledge. 
 
   Bugger.
 
   This is one of my favourites. 
 
   Pushing my anger at my own idiocy from my mind, I carefully make my way towards the corner of the ledge where a wooden pillar holds it from the ground, watching my feet on the tiles so as not to dislodge any. 
 
   Right, I’ve done this before. I can do it again. 
 
   Inhaling a large breath, I crouch and slide myself over the edge so only my top half is clinging to the tiles and my bottom half is dangling as my feet try to find the pillar. When they make contact my heart steadies its rhythm, giving me enough time and courage to lower myself further and wrap my thighs around the narrow wood. 
 
   With one last move and with trembling hands, I push myself even further over the edge, using my legs as an anchor to the wood, until I’m only holding onto the ledge with my fingers. 
 
   I blow out the breath I was holding and finally release one leg to find the porch fence with my foot. 
 
    
 
   When I’m safely on the ground my relief is unimaginable. Why the hell am I doing this again? 
 
   Who cares, let’s get drunk and forget about it.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   “Coffee,” I grumble as I walk into Crystal’s and fortunately she hands me a coffee the second I step behind the counter.
 
   “You look awful,” she tells me, clucking her tongue and rolling her eyes. “Rough night?”
 
   “If I could remember it, I’d tell you.” I slurp down a large gulp of coffee, ignoring the fact it burns the majority of my tongue and pallet. “Can I have five minutes?”
 
   Crystal fiddles with the pins in her silvery hair and levels me with a sharp gaze. “Yes, but don’t forget you’re running the show until eleven thirty. I have an appointment I need to attend.”
 
   Bollocks, I completely forgot about that. “No problem. I’ll just use the bathroom and take a few painkillers.”
 
   “They’re in the cabinet in the staffroom. Stay out of my codeine; you don’t want to be mixing that with whatever is in your system.”
 
   I sigh and make my way into the staff room, dashing into the bathroom to expel the contents of my stomach. Fucking hell this day is going to suck arse. 
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I check the clock on the wall for the eighth time and tap my fingers against my desk in frustration. She’s twenty minutes late. I’m assuming she isn’t coming. 
 
   Fuck. 
 
   I don’t have time to waste waiting around for a student who clearly doesn’t give a shit about her education. 
 
   I start to pack away, angrily thrusting my workbooks into my bag. I’m not sure what’s upsetting me more, the fact I don’t get a taste of those wonderful sandwiches she brings or the fact that she didn’t bloody call the school to leave a message to tell me that she’s not coming. 
 
   Well I’m not helping her any more than I already have. She’s on her own. 
 
   I fucking hate time wasters.
 
    
 
   When I leave the classroom, I immediately move to the window that overlooks the carpark and check to see if Katherine’s car is there. It’s not, which means she’s already left for her lunch. 
 
   Looks like I’m flying solo.
 
   Great. Just great.
 
   I hate it when plans are cancelled last minute without my knowledge. I could be doing so many better things, but instead I’m now forced to drive to the nearest café to grab something quick to eat.
 
    
 
   Pulling up outside Crystal’s, I almost curse at the sight of the queue. I see two of the baristas racing around looking like headless chickens without a clue. They’re only young girls and they’re clearly out of their depth.
 
   There’s no chance I’ll be getting served within the next twenty minutes and I don’t have that kind of time.
 
   I’m about to climb back into my car when I notice somebody behind the till, somebody who should be in my classroom completing her work but is, instead, looking stressed and tired, with some kind of dark stain down the front of her top and light pink apron. It looks like coffee. I hope she hasn’t burned herself.
 
   I’m going in there, aren’t I?
 
   Yes… yes I am. Bollocks. Why do I care?
 
    
 
   The door jingles as it opens, but nobody looks over. The noise level is ridiculous and the staff are still racing around with trays of drinks. 
 
   Tables where people are sitting are full of empty cups and plates that people are moaning about. Can’t they see the girls are busy enough?
 
    
 
   “I already told you, we’re completely out of gingerbread syrup.” Eloise’s voice is the one I notice above all others. She sounds frustrated and exasperated. 
 
   “I can see a bottle right there on the fucking wall behind your head!” The young man responds angrily, his voice loud and booming.
 
   “And like I just said, that’s the display bottle. Its contents aren’t real! Would you like a shot of chemical jelly in your coffee?”
 
   “For fuck sake, just get me a latte and make it quick.” The man orders and slams a five pound note on the counter. 
 
   Eloise doesn’t lose her stride or her cool. She only nods and repeats the order to the other girl behind the counter, who gets to work making the drink. 
 
   The man steps to the side to wait for his beverage as Eloise serves the next customer, who seems a lot nicer than that arsehole male. 
 
   I wait patiently, keeping an eye on her exchanges with each customer as she switches between taking orders and making drinks. The girls in the front dash between clearing tables and helping behind the counter. 
 
   There’s no routine. This place is a mad house. I know they’re doing the best they can, but this is just ridiculous. They either need a better routine or more staff. 
 
   “This is fucking disgusting!” The same angry guy from moments ago shouts and slams his takeaway cup down on the counter, causing the bottom to crumple and the contents to spill across the desk. “Make me a new one!”
 
   “Piss off somewhere else then. I’m not making you another one. There’s nothing wrong with that one!” She just reached her edge. I watch as her face reddens and her hands tremble with anger. 
 
   “I’m a paying customer. You can’t talk to me like that.”
 
   “I can and I will, seeing as that’s how you’re talking to me. Get the hell out.”
 
   Oh dear. This is escalating quickly. 
 
   The man turns as red as his angry opponent. I see his hand reach for the cup and my mouth slowly falls open as he swings his arm back and throws the paper cup directly at Eloise’s face. The cup, still containing liquid, cracks her on the forehead and crumples further. The contents explode down her nose and cheeks, before the cup bounces away and tumbles to the ground. 
 
   I’m not entirely sure what happens next. All I know is that I have the man by the lapels of his jacket as another customer grabs his arms. Together we drag him through the door and throw him forward. He tumbles over the bonnet of my car, cursing and spitting profanities when he hits the unforgiving concrete.
 
   “You fucking coward, throwing a hot drink in a young girl’s face!” My ally shouts and nails the grounded man with a kick to the ribs. The man lets out a yelp and shudders, before scrambling to his feet gripping his side. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”
 
   “Fuck you!” Our enemy wheezes and uses my bonnet to lean on. 
 
   I control myself, wanting more than anything to smash his pudgy face into something. “Get out of here and don’t come back.”
 
   “I’ll wipe the floor with you if you ever do, you fat balding Muppet.” My ally threatens, pointing his finger at the man as he staggers away. 
 
   I don’t wait another second to thank the man for his help; I merely turn and race back into the store. Eloise isn’t there and fortunately the customers left behind seem to be helping the young girls clear the tables. 
 
   I see that the other baristas are clearly shaken, but they aren’t my concern right now. 
 
   “Where is she?” I ask the one behind the counter as she cleans the worktops down.
 
   She gives me a curious look before pointing at the door on the side wall that reads ‘staff only.’ I nod and push it open, revealing a tidy looking room with aprons and coats hanging along the wall. Pictures and certificates line the rest and a comfy looking couch sits near a small TV. There’s no Eloise in sight. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   Tears fall freely as I bury my now cool face into my bent knees and hug my legs tightly with my arms. I can’t stop the sob that rises through my shaking chest and tightening throat. 
 
   My sticky hair clings to my temples, but I don’t care. I just want to go home and curl up under my bed with my blanket. 
 
   My lips sting, but I know they aren’t badly burned. The pain isn’t welcome. I hate pain. I’m a baby when it comes to pain, but I don’t want to move. I feel safe right now.
 
   I can’t remember the last time I was that scared.
 
   He threw coffee at me!
 
   Another sob rips through me and more tears dampen my knees. Who cares? I’m drenched anyway. My white top is ruined and my stress level is unbearable. 
 
   I can’t do this anymore.
 
   I don’t want to do this anymore.
 
    
 
   There’s a light knock at the door.
 
   “Go away,” I demand, wishing I could just disappear. 
 
   The knock is more aggressive this time.
 
   “Are you deaf?” I cry, gripping my legs even tighter. “I said go away!”
 
   The door opens with a creak, but I don’t bother looking up. Why would anybody want to see me like this? Can’t they tell that I don’t want them here? I bet its Hollie. She’s too nice for her own good.
 
   “Go away,” I plead, my voice quiet and sounding as defeated as I feel inside. 
 
   “Eloise.”
 
   My entire body tenses when I hear his voice. What is he doing here? I can’t handle this. “Don’t, I’m embarrassed enough without you seeing me like this.” 
 
   I feel his warm hands on my wrists and I can’t find the energy to fight, so I let him pull them away from my legs. He keeps a hold of my limp wrists, standing and pulling me to my feet.
 
   “You look sticky,” he comments as my eyes open and meet his. I only see concern in his, but his presence alone is making me nervous. It’s not because he shouldn’t be in the bathroom alone with me, but because I’m too humiliated to describe and the need to burst into tears again is overwhelming. 
 
   I can’t hold it back. A hiccup pushes through the lump in my throat and my body deteriorates in a second. I almost crumble to the ground as tears and sobs overwhelm me. My hands hide my face as warm arms come around me and pull me into an even warmer chest.
 
   His comfort is intense. I feel it seep through my skin and bones, but I don’t want it. I don’t need it. “Stop. Don’t hug me. I can’t take it.” I push away, but his arms hold me tighter.
 
   “I’m sorry that happened to you.” He whispers and presses his cheek to my forehead. “Are you hurt?”
 
   “Only my ego,” I respond, my body tense as my tears finally subside and my mini meltdown settles. “I’m going to get your shirt dirty.”
 
   “I don’t care. Are you sure you’re not hurt?” He pulls back, his eyes scanning my mess of a face and body for any sign of injury. “You didn’t strain yourself, did you?”
 
   I shake my head and wipe my eyes with the back of my hand. We both wince when I pull away and see the black smudge of mascara across my wrist. 
 
   My hand trembles as I stare at it and the reality of what just happened hits me again. My lip quivers and my teeth bite down on my tongue. “He just threw a hot drink at me…. At my face… who does that?”
 
   Mr Price pulls back and his warm, kind eyes that hide no small amount of controlled anger stare into mine for a seemingly long moment. “I know. That was… it’s beyond words. Are you sure you’re not hurt?”
 
   I focus, calming my breath with a few shallow intakes and exhales. This gives me a brief moment of clarity, in which I can fully assess whether or not any part of my face or body hurts. “My lips sting, but I’m okay.”
 
   His finger and thumb grip my chin. My lip trembles again, this time at the heat and gentleness of his touch rather than my need to cry. He turns my face to the left and then to the right before smoothing the back of his forefinger over my nose. The motion makes me go cross eyed for a second, making him smile. “You’ll have a small bruise on your nose, but it shouldn’t give you too much pain.” I don’t say anything. I can’t remember the last time somebody was so gentle and caring with me. “Wash your face; I’ll wait for you out there.”
 
   I nod but then a thought comes to mind. “What are you doing here, Mr Price?”
 
   “I was stopping in for lunch, seeing as my student didn’t show up for her lunchtime lesson.”
 
   My heart stops and my mouth falls open. “I… I’m so sorry… I should have called. I totally forg…”
 
   He holds up his finger and leads me by my shoulders to the sink. “I know. It’s okay. You can make it up on Monday.”
 
   A warm feeling of relief slides through me and my entire body relaxes as I stare at his reflection in the mirror above the sink. “Thank you.”
 
   “I’ll wait for you in the staff room.” And he leaves, closing the door behind him.
 
   I can’t believe I just had a meltdown. I can’t remember ever having a meltdown in front of anybody, let alone a teacher. 
 
   My fingers tremble as I turn on the taps and cup my hands beneath the warm flow of water. I scrub my face vigorously, not caring about washing away the makeup. It only seems to be on my cheeks and around my eye lids now anyway.
 
   My teacher just hugged me.
 
   I want to crawl into a hole and die, but I know the girls need me out there, plus there are no windows in this room, so unless I want to stay in here all day, I have to leave eventually. 
 
   After giving myself a mental pep talk, I finally open the door, tugging on my clothing in an attempt to smooth it down as I go. Not that it does much good; it’s cold from the damp coffee it absorbed not long ago. A hot shower is sorely needed. 
 
   “Do you have any spare clothes?” Mr Price asks the second I step into the light. 
 
   I shake my head and keep my eyes averted from his. “Crystal is late. She was supposed to be back at eleven thirty so I’d have time to go home and get changed before meeting you.”
 
   He doesn’t seem interested in my explanations, only my health and wellbeing. How typical of a teacher. “How do you feel now?” 
 
   I finally look up and watch as he leans against the wall, his body casual and relaxed. He’s the total opposite of how I feel inside. “I’m not sure.”
 
   “Numb?”
 
   I nod and he frowns in response.
 
   “Come on.” He holds out his arm and motions for me to come closer. Feeling like a frightened little child, I do as I’m told and allow him to lead me from the room. “I’ll take you home.”
 
   “But Crystal…”
 
   “I’m taking you home. Crystal will understand.”
 
   I shake my head and chew on my lip. My heart still hasn’t settled and I know I probably should go home, but I can’t leave the girls high and dry like that. “This is my job. The girls can’t cope on their own.”
 
   He sighs, but doesn’t say anything else. I let him guide me into the front where the same faces from before, now seated, all look my way. 
 
   If I didn’t want to die before, I definitely do now. 
 
   Most of them smile, but some quickly turn back to their drinks. Nobody says anything and I’m glad of that. The last thing I need is reminding. 
 
   Hollie beckons me over to the till, where she has only one customer waiting. “You okay?”
 
   I nod and turn back to Mr Price. “Thank you for… that back there.” 
 
   He smiles politely. “I feel bad leaving you, but I have to get back to work.”
 
   “Of course.” Now I feel even worse. “Can I get you something before you go?”
 
   He checks the clock on the wall and shakes his head. “No thank you. I’m good. I’ll see you on Monday.”
 
   “Right.” I follow him to the door and hold it open as he walks to his car. “Thanks again, Mr Price. I owe you one.”
 
   “You owe me three,” he jokes, his smile charming and alluring. “Take care, Miss Blackburn.” 
 
   I don’t watch him drive away. I need to get back to work. Hopefully it’ll take my mind off it all. 
 
   It’s not until I’m behind the counter that Hollie asks, whilst fanning her face dramatically with her hand, “And who on earth was that fine piece of man meat?”
 
   I roll my eyes and quickly swap my apron. “That was my teacher.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   “He threw a hot coffee in her damn face!” I exclaim angrily and run my fingers through my hair. “If it had been any hotter…”
 
   “But it wasn’t and she’s okay,” my dad responds and slides a tumbler of dark liquid towards me. “Did anybody report it?”
 
   “I’m unsure.” I know I didn’t report it, but maybe that other guy did. “It’s just ridiculous. What kind of a person does that to somebody? Let alone a young woman.”
 
   “A sick one.”
 
   “Amen to that.” I sip the strong fluid and choke a little as it burns its way down my throat. “Holy crap, Dad. What the hell is this?”
 
   He only taps his nose and winks, his way of saying ‘mind your own.’ I roll my eyes and feel my mood elevate slightly. “She’ll be okay, Son. Do you want me to call her parents later?”
 
   Should he? Should I? “No. No use in worrying them. Besides, we don’t know what her relationship is like with her parents. Best to leave that one alone. She’ll tell them herself if she wants to.”
 
   My dad nods and drains the contents of his glass in one go. Bloody hell. 
 
   “What are you two talking about?” My mum asks as she enters the room. I immediately notice the odd slippers on her feet. One is a Christmas slipper with a snowman image on the front and the other is her white, every day slipper. My dad notices too and his eyes sadden slightly. He doesn’t let her see it though, quickly putting on a smile and pulling her into his arms. “Are you hungry, my loves?”
 
   We only finished eating the dinner she made for us thirty minutes ago. My dad holds her tighter and lets out a breath. 
 
   “I’ll make tea,” I say quietly, sliding my drink towards my dad. “Why don’t you and mum go and rest? I’ll bring it through.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   Monday morning comes without warning and I can’t begin to describe how exhausted I feel after a long weekend of working.
 
   Crystal did return on Friday, but not until five that evening. She’s not doing too well; her legs are swollen and working in the café as much as she does just isn’t an option anymore. 
 
   I worked all weekend, filling in her hours as best as I could, but we need more staff. I’m good at my job but I’m not Crystal and I have college, so I don’t know what she’s going to do during the day. 
 
   History is my first lesson and even though part of me is happy to see Mr Price and my friends again, an even bigger part of me is still humiliated over what happened on Friday. I wonder how I’ll ever look my teacher in the eyes again. 
 
   All I can think about is the way he looked at me, the gentleness with which he touched my face and held me in his arms. It’s plagued my mind so much I’ve even dreamt about it, but my dreams haven’t been as platonic as our exchange in the lavatory was. 
 
   Stupid hormones.
 
   The second I step onto the pavement that leads to the main building of the school, Hayley flanks my left side and an arm comes over my shoulder from the right. I smile at both she and Garrett, sinking into his side slightly so as to accept his warmth, which is doing a brilliant job of protecting me from the chill in the air. 
 
   His arm feels nothing like Mr Price’s did though and I hate myself for comparing them. One is a man with no interest in a school girl and the other is a friend with definite interest. Neither of them should ever be compared, because they both look at me in completely different ways.
 
   “My mum saw your Dad in that bar on Lumley Avenue,” Hayley tells me as we push through the crowd of students hovering around the entrance doors. “She said he was with your uncle and they were both off their heads on whiskey.”
 
   “Yeah, he crawled home on Saturday night… literally crawled.” I giggle at the memory of my dad falling through the door laughing his arse off. Mum only rolled her eyes and helped him up to bed. I was completely invisible to the both of them, but I don’t mind. That’s the happiest I’ve seen them in a while. 
 
   “Your dad is funny when he’s drunk. Do you remember that time he attacked us with that bottle of foam soap?” Hayley elbows me in the ribs as more laughter bubbles up my throat. 
 
   “Your dad sounds cool.” Garrett comments and leans forward to bite my cheek. I push him away playfully and check my phone for the time. He sees my panic and picks up speed, only to finally drop me off outside of my classroom. 
 
   I’m shocked when I feel his soft, warm and strangely smooth lips press against mine. It’s a brief kiss, but a strong one. His tongue teases my lips ever so slightly before he releases me, leaving me breathless and swooning.
 
   I sway on the spot for a moment as his hand comes up to my cheek and his fingers gently tuck my long, red hair behind my ear. “See you later,” he breathes through his charming and boyish smile. 
 
   I nod, ignoring the cat calls and wolf whistles as I enter my classroom, still dazed and swooning. 
 
   “You are so lucky,” Hayley whispers when I take my seat beside her. “He’s so bloody hot and so nice.”
 
   “Settle down,” Mr Price calls. Apparently my public display of affection got everyone a little bit excited. A few girls in class stare daggers at me, but I ignore them and continue floating on my fluffy white cloud. “ENOUGH!” 
 
   The class stills and everybody quickly makes it to their seats. I notice the dark rings under Mr Price’s eyes. He’s tired; that much is clear. I hope he’s okay. 
 
   I try to make eye contact with him before he writes a title on the board for us to copy. Unfortunately, when he looks around the class to check we’re all doing as we’re told, he completely misses me and doesn’t bother looking at me at all. Not that he should. I just hoped he might. 
 
   When I finally accept defeat, I quickly copy down the notes and listen to him tell us stories of Churchill.
 
   My eyes remain on my work and I make sure to actually do it this lesson, though I’m not sure if any of it is right. 
 
   Hayley chews on the end of her pen lid as her pen moves across the paper. “Josie and the others are annoyed that you get private time with Price.”
 
   I shrug. I don’t really care. “They’ll get over it.”
 
   “I heard little Miss Prissy Pants at the front has asked him for her own private lessons.”
 
   I stare at Shannon’s braid, feeling a certain anger bubbling low in my chest towards her. I shake it off and turn back to my friend. “I thought you liked Shannon? Now suddenly she’s Miss Prissy Pants?”
 
   “I tolerate her.”
 
   Rolling my eyes back to my work, I continue writing as I’m supposed to do. “She’s not that bad.”
 
   “Maybe not, but…”
 
   “Girls!” Mr Price warns and Hayley quickly begins scribbling in her own book. 
 
   I don’t lift my head, which seems silly as I’ve been trying to connect with his eyes all lesson. For some reason I can feel his eyes burning into me and it’s knocked my guards a little, causing my cheeks to heat. 
 
   I can’t help but glance at him. It’s an automatic response when you know somebody is staring at you. Sure enough my eyes meet his, but I quickly flick them back to my paper. The strange intensity and curiosity in them makes bubbles pop in my stomach and butterflies flap around beneath the surface of every inch of my skin.
 
   I look again, still feeling the heat of his gaze on the side of my face.
 
   This time my eyes latch onto his and my mouth goes dry. 
 
   I’ve never lost myself in somebody’s eyes before. I’ve read about it and I’ve seen it on TV, but I always thought it was stupid and impossible. How does one lose themselves in a pair of eyes?
 
   Now I know how. I can’t look away. I can’t think of anything but his breath against my lips seconds before he kisses me and his strong hands smoothing down my sides, appreciating every inch of my skin before cupping my arse and pulling me to him. My dry mouth begins to water and my tongue quickly wets my lips as I imagine the taste of him lingering there, maybe the bitter bite of his smoky scented aftershave.
 
   I didn’t realise I’d taken a note of his aftershave. I must have done at some point, for I can suddenly smell the memory as if it were a fresh scent. 
 
   We both pull away at the same time, the connection broken, and how badly I wish I knew what he was thinking at that moment. I feel even more humiliated than I did before, but a large part of me doesn’t care. I just want that feeling back. I want to lose myself in his eyes once more and feel the heat course through my body again. Like a drug addiction, I need it now. 
 
   What if I never feel that way again?
 
    
 
   Shit, I haven’t done the work!
 
   I am so bad at this… I need brain camp.
 
    
 
   I manage to get the majority done by the time the bell rings, even though the lesson is so long and quite boring. I do it and I’m proud of myself. 
 
   I pack away and linger behind after hugging Hayley goodbye. 
 
   She was right about Shannon, who scowls at me as she skulks past, her lack of one on one attention from Mr Price clearly affecting her. It’s a good thing that I don’t do teen drama. I’m not a fan of the dramatics that come with school life. 
 
   Unfortunately others seem to have noticed the fact I’m staying behind and, as they leave, they look back curiously, their eyes darting between myself and Mr Price, who either doesn’t notice or doesn’t care. It looks like they’ll be asking for extra time too, which begs the question - I know I’m not the only one in class who is close to failing before I’ve even begun, so why aren’t there more of us in our lunchtime group? 
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   “Okay, so I think we can get this done by tomorrow lunch if we work hard enough during this hour.” I state, holding my hand out for her work today. She hesitates before giving it to me and I can’t stifle my sigh. “You didn’t finish did you?”
 
   “I…”
 
   “What’s the point in this if you don’t care about this class?”
 
   Her eyes widen with panic. “I do! I just…” She trails off and chews on her lip.
 
   “You just what?” I snap, feeling more irate than usual. It’s probably due to my lack of sleep and need for the coffee I never got to have due to being late and then being interrupted by Shannon, who decided to ask for a lunchtime slot. I refused to give one to her due to her work being exemplary. 
 
   “Nothing, I’m sorry.” She mumbles and this only spikes the fiery anger in my chest further. 
 
   “You can go,” I order and place her paper on the desk. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “You can go, straight to administration to drop this class.”
 
   She blinks, her lips part and her hands ball into fists on the table. “Drop this class?”
 
   “You heard me.” I rub my temples and move to my seat behind the desk. “I’m not wasting any more time on you.”
 
   I expect her to get angry. I expect her to shout or demand I rethink my decision. She doesn’t. Instead she lets her silky, glowing red hair fall as a curtain to shelter her face from view as she picks up her bag from the ground beside her and stands slowly. 
 
   Guilt slaps at my heart a few times as she merely walks towards the door looking defeated, her jaw set and slightly clenching. I bite on my lower lip hard and run my fingers through my hair. 
 
   A sudden wave of clarity pierces the red fog that lies heavy on my mind. “Wait,” I find myself saying before my brain has even given the command. “Look… we should just pick up tomorrow when I’m in a better mood and you’re not so tired after a long weekend of work.”
 
   “No thanks,” she says quietly, her hand gripping the handle of the door. “I’m done.”
 
   “Done?”
 
   She pulls it open and shrugs, her back to me. “Done.” It slams behind her and the guilt I felt before multiplies. 
 
   Blowing out a heavy breath, I slam my forehead against the table a few times and growl against the wood. 
 
   Fucking hell. I really need to get laid.
 
   I get like this when I’m filled with sexual frustration. 
 
   I just wish I wasn’t stuck in the most depressing town in the history of the world. 
 
    
 
   “So, are you ready to talk about the October festivities yet? The party is in three weeks. We really need to make a start.” Katherine announces as she walks through the door that closed just moments ago. 
 
   I imagine racing towards her, grabbing her and forcing her willing body into the wall behind the door. I imagine myself lifting that ridiculously tight black skirt and plunging my fingers into her core, preparing her for me to lose myself in her depths. 
 
   I can’t though. As much as I feel like I need to, I really can’t use her like that. I don’t want to be that guy here. 
 
   “Sure, it’s not like I have anything else to do.” I look around the empty room, my eyes lingering on the spot the pretty redhead vacated not long ago. “Where do we begin?”
 
   “We need to write a list of how much food we need.”
 
   “Don’t we do that after we confirm how many students are attending?”
 
   “Already got the list.” She waves a small sheet of paper at me, with the number of students attending and possibly attending. “Food will be store bought in packets, not including sandwiches, which your mum usually handles.”
 
   I flinch. “My mum is fine handling it this year too, I’m sure.” 
 
   She looks unconvinced but says nothing more on that subject. 
 
   “Don’t do that.” I say, my tone hushed. 
 
   “What?” Her wide eyes only get wider.
 
   “Don’t assume you know something about her condition that I don’t. Yes she’s ill, but she still has her own mind and can make a few fucking sandwiches.”
 
   “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to upset you.” She places her hand over mine and leaves it there. It’s not until I pull away that she does the same. “Okay, so we need a list of food and chaperones.”
 
   What? “Chaperones?”
 
   “Yes, usually the sixth form students help supervise, but this year has less students than any other year, so it’ll be hard convincing them to join in.”
 
   This is so boring. “Right. Well I’ll talk to my class on Wednesday and see if I can’t get them interested.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan, so… food… your thoughts?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   I can’t drop that class… I can’t drop any class. I need these grades. What the hell is wrong with me?
 
   Why can’t I focus at the moment? School work was never hard for me before. 
 
   I just feel so… distracted.
 
   I stand outside the door that leads to the principal’s secretary. My entire body seems locked on the spot.
 
   I shouldn’t have waited until the end of the day to come here. I should have just come here during lunch, but I was hoping my afternoon English class would help me calm down and make a decision. Instead it only made me feel worse about my impending doom.
 
   My dad is never going to forgive me, not to mention the fact I won’t get into University.
 
   No. I’ve worked too hard to fail now. I just need to apologise to Mr Price and hope he forgives me. 
 
   Turning on my heel, I take a step away from the door.
 
   A yelped screech leaves my throat when the belt loop of my jeans yanks me backwards into the door after sliding itself over the door handle. 
 
   Oh bloody hell.
 
   I’m about to free myself when the door is pulled and I’m no longer standing but falling towards the dark blue carpet that covers the office floor. 
 
   I dangle for a moment by my hip before I hear a tear and fall onto my side. 
 
   “Kill me.” I mutter, my face heating as my hands cover my closed eyes. “Don’t even talk or announce yourself, just kill me.”
 
   I hear a snort and then laughter… male laughter, right before hands grip me under the arms and pull me upwards. I don’t remove my hands from my eyes. 
 
   “Just point me in the direction of a cliff I can jump off,” I murmur as the male laughter continues and proceeds to get louder. 
 
   “You’re a disaster, you know that right?”
 
   I remove my hands from my eyes and glare at the two similar looking men. Mr Price is basically a younger version of his father, who stands beside him, laughing silently into his hand. “I hate my life.” Then I glare at my History teacher and prod him in the chest. “This is your fault.”
 
   “Oh?” He only looks amused.
 
   “I wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for you and now you’re laughing at me!” I prod his solid chest again before turning to his father. “Your son sucks arse.” And on that note I turn and stomp in the direction that leads to the exit, ignoring the laughter that follows me down the hall. This time Mr Price senior’s isn’t silent. 
 
   I can never show my face in this school again. Ever.
 
   The entire way home I stomp, my face bright red and steam coming from my ears. Blah.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I can’t help but feel a certain amount of satisfaction when, come Wednesday morning, Eloise walks into my class looking as embarrassed and annoyed as she looked after falling through the door to the school office. 
 
   I even go so far as to smile smugly at her as I hand her the class work. 
 
   Her eyes narrow bitterly, but this only makes me smile harder, especially when I recall her face when she blamed me for her clumsiness on Monday afternoon. 
 
   I haven’t seen her in the halls at all since Monday. I can only assume she’s been avoiding me and for some reason this only makes me smile even more. 
 
   “Okay, so I have something to run by you all before we begin.” I yell over their loud chatter and annoying laughter. They shush each other and take their seats. “As you all know, the Halloween party is coming up for the younger years.” A collective groan sounds throughout the room. They know what I’m about to ask. “I bet you guys loved these parties when you were in secondary school. It’s not possible without a few of you helping out at the food tables and keeping an eye on the halls.”
 
   “I’ll help,” Shannon immediately says, a smile on her face and her hand in the air.
 
   “Thank you, Shannon.” At least I’ve got one on board. Everybody else seems to be looking everywhere but at me. “Come on guys, it’s only three hours.” The groan sounds again. “Fine, let it be on your conscience when this gig is cancelled and… don’t think I won’t be telling them all who it was that let them down.”
 
   “Why can’t the teachers do it?” Wesley asks, his chin resting on his bag that resides on the desk. “Surely there’s enough of them?”
 
   “There are, but a lot of them have families to look after and the ones available are helping. Like myself and Miss Hart, we’ll both be attending.”
 
   “Can we bring booze?”
 
   I shoot him an incredulous look. “Is that a serious question?”
 
   Nobody else volunteers and I’m already bored of trying to convince them. They aren’t interested, so what’s the point? 
 
   “You should do a haunted school theme,” Hayley suddenly adds, looking perked. “That would be awesome. Have people chasing the kids through the classrooms. I’m pretty sure you can hire people who can do that sort of get up.”
 
   That actually isn’t such a bad idea. 
 
   “You could charge at the door. I’d pay for that.” Daniel, a boy who I’ve never heard talk before states, looking as excited as Hayley.
 
   “Yeah!” Hayley starts bouncing in her seat. “Teachers could dress up as serial killers and ghosts. Like a haunted house, but a haunted school.”
 
   “We’d need a permit and a lot of money.” I chew on my lower lip. “But it wouldn’t have to be students only. We could make the money back.”
 
   “You’d just need a sponsor. What about Elle’s dad? He’s rolling in it.” Wesley turns towards the half asleep female and she immediately stiffens and glares at him. “It’s true. He does and he’d make it back, but even if he didn’t I doubt it would be more than pocket change to him.”
 
   Eloise flips him off, clearly uncomfortable at the sudden attention. 
 
   “Her family aren’t rich.” Hayley snaps, patting Eloise’s hand comfortingly. 
 
   “Yeah right, they own half the buildings in town…”
 
   “Their money is tied up in solid investment plans and accounts that can’t be accessed. They aren’t rolling in it at all. They’re comfortable and that’s it.” 
 
   I raise my hand and silence the ongoing argument that Eloise isn’t even a part of. It seems this isn’t the first time her parent’s money has been brought into the mix. “I’ll talk it over with the Head teacher and get back to you all on Monday.”
 
   This seems to placate them, though not entirely. They’re a lot more alert than they were and I let them talk through their work, making sure to listen for any half decent ideas I could pass on to Katherine. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   “We could make it into a charity event,” Hayley blurts halfway through our lesson, startling everyone. “We could raise money for the poor ickle kiddies in the hospitals that are suffering from cancer and stuff. They can’t exactly celebrate Halloween like us and that’s really unfair.”
 
   Mr Price nods, a smile on his face. “That we could. It’s definitely a possibility.”
 
   “My dad would probably be happy to sponsor that,” I put in and again everyone turns towards me. “And if he doesn’t, then I bet Crystal would.”
 
   “See, I told you she had money,” Wesley calls, pointing at me like I’m the main suspect in a crime. 
 
   “That’s enough, Wesley.” Mr Price demands, but his eyes remain on Hayley. “If you’d be up for helping organise it Hayley…”
 
   “I am, I totally am! Eloise will too, won’t you Elle?”
 
   I will? “Umm…”
 
   “Like I said, we’ll discuss it Monday or after I’ve spoken to the Head Teacher. I’ll let you know. Thank you for the suggestions. Now can we please do our work?” His pointed look lingers on me. I roll my eyes but can’t help smiling at his accusatory stare. I don’t know why, but the thought of him actually thinking of me makes me happy, even if it is because he’s worried I won’t do the work, which I’m proud to admit I’m doing and hopefully doing well.
 
    
 
   When the bell rings for lunch, I stand and look at our teacher. I’m not sure if I should be staying during lunch hour or not. Mr Price sees my hesitation and waves me over. 
 
   Hayley lurks by the door, waiting to see if I’m staying or going. I’m grateful for that. I don’t really want to spend lunch searching for her if I’m not to be tutored this lesson.
 
   “Today I’m helping Miss Hart with organising the Halloween party, so you have this lunch hour off,” he says, smirking slightly. 
 
   “Right.” I nod and go to turn. 
 
   A warm hand wraps around my wrist, startling me. I blink in shock and my mouth falls open when he turns my hand over and places something in my palm before using his free hand to close my fingers. “Watch your step.”
 
   When he releases me I look down at my closed hand and take note of the soft lump that hides beneath my curled fingers. I flex them, revealing the hidden gift, but my irritation spikes the second I do. 
 
   “My belt loop,” I comment wryly, holding the denim strip between my fingers, the same strip that tore off when I got stuck on the office door. “You must think you’re so amusing.”
 
   Mr Price throws his head back, his strong, corded neck flexing as he laughs at my expense. 
 
   Growling, I stomp to the door, flipping my hair as I go and dropping the belt loop in the bin. 
 
   “Goodbye, Eloise,” he calls as I close the door behind me. 
 
   “What was that all about?” Hayley asks, her eyes glittering with curiosity and suspicion. 
 
   “Nothing,” I say, still growling. “Teachers are stupid.”
 
   “Amen to that, Sister.” She links her arm through mine and we walk towards the hall. “But seriously, what was that all about?”
 
   “It’s a long story.”
 
   Her eyes narrow as she glances at me sideways. “Right… if you say so.”
 
   “It’s nothing, he just… he thinks he’s funny is all.”
 
   “You two seem… close?” She prods, her elbow digging into my side at the same time. “He seems to pay more attention to you than the rest of us.”
 
   No he doesn’t. “He’s just doing his job.”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   I sigh, pulling my arm free so I can look around to make sure nobody is listening in on our conversation. “Don’t make it into something it isn’t. You know how everybody around here can be. I’m not having my reputation and his tarnished because he wants me to succeed in his class.”
 
   “Fair point. Nobody would blame you though…”
 
   “Blame me?” What on earth is she talking about?
 
   “Yeah, I mean… he is really freaking hot.”
 
   “Amen to that, Sister,” I giggle, pulling her back into my side. “Come on, I’m hungry and I have an extra sandwich in my bag with your name on it.”
 
   “Now that is a language I speak.”
 
   “The language of sandwiches?”
 
   “Is it ham?”
 
   “And egg, with salad.”
 
   “Then yes, the language of sandwiches.”
 
   I shake my head with amusement. “You’re so weird.”
 
   “And hungry…” 
 
   My stomach growls angrily, confirming the fact that I am too. “Let’s go. I think Garrett is meeting us in the hall.”
 
   “Commons or actual hall?”
 
   “Commons.” We both turn right at the same time, smiling together as the conversation shifts to things I’m comfier discussing. 
 
   Is she right? Does Mr Price pay more attention to me? It sure seems that way. And if so, then why me?
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I pluck the belt loop from the empty bin and pocket it. I’m not sure why I do it and before I have a chance to think about it, the door opens and in strolls Katherine, a book and pen in one hand and a bag of food in the other.
 
   “Shall we begin?” She grins, her eyes dragging up and down my body before meeting mine. I nod and offer her my comfy seat behind my desk. “Such a gentleman.”
 
   First time I’ve ever been called that and it will probably be the last. 
 
   “I’ve gotten a few students on board. Their ideas are actually really good, but I’m not sure we have enough time to put them into action.”
 
   Katherine’s eyes light up. “If it means extra hours after work, I don’t mind.”
 
   Well I do. “Right.”
 
   “Unless you’re helping out with your mum. I totally understand.”
 
   My guilt overrides my selfishness. “It’s fine. I’ll be able to fit a few late days in, I’m sure.”
 
   “Excellent!” She claps her hands together and slides the bag of food my way. “Let’s begin.”
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   I sit by my mum’s hospital bed holding her frail hand as she sleeps peacefully, her chest rising and falling with each calm and relaxed breath. 
 
   My dad sits the other side, his head bowed from exhaustion and sorrow.
 
   “She won’t move,” My dad says in response to my suggestion. “She’ll only get worse faster if she’s in a place that she doesn’t know.”
 
   I know he’s right, but we can’t keep going through this. “Then we need to install a stair lift and make the house suitable.”
 
   “Do you have ten grand?” My dad snaps, his troubled, bloodshot eyes on me. 
 
   “We’ll come up with something. We’ll have to.”
 
   My dad’s shoulders slump and his head rests against my mother’s arm. “We’ll tackle one thing at a time. This is the second fall she’s had this month. Stair lift first. If we put our wage packets together, we’ll be able to have one installed.”
 
   “I could get a loan.”
 
   “No.” My dad lifts and shakes his head. “That should be our last resort. Right now it isn’t necessary. We’ll figure it out.”
 
   I release mum’s hand and stand, eager to stretch my legs. “What about when it gets worse? What are we going to do then?”
 
   “I’ll just have to leave work. I have a pension waiting for me. If I appeal and explain my circumstances…”
 
   My mum groans in her slumber and rolls, wincing as she tries to move the leg that has been wrapped in bandages and placed on rolled up blankets to keep her elevated. My dad hits the button to call the nurse and, just like that, we both stop talking and instead sit in silence until the sun rises in the sky. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   “Mr Price?” I say softly as I walk into his classroom. 
 
   His head is on his arms and his eyes are closed. His face is towards me and the way his lips are scrunched and slightly parted is actually kind of adorable. 
 
   Maybe I should let him sleep.
 
   Nah.
 
   “Mr Price?” I make my way over to him, stopping when my thighs are against his desk. My finger hovers above his head for a moment before I make the final decision to tap his temple. I do it a little bit harder than I planned, but it doesn’t seem to stir him from his slumber. “Hello?”
 
   I drop my bag on the floor, hoping the bang will wake him. It doesn’t, although he does let out an unattractive snort before burying his face directly into the circle of his arms. 
 
   I tug on a blond lock of hair at the base of his head, the sensitive hairs that sit along his neck. He only grunts and shrugs his shoulders.
 
   “Does this mean I can go?” I reach for my bag again.
 
   A vice like grip snags the sleeve of my jumper, causing me to jolt in shock and surprise. “I’m awake.” He says this without lifting his head from his other arm. “Sit.”
 
   “Umm…” 
 
   The door opens without a knock and Miss Hart stops with her hand on the handle. Her eyes shoot between Mr Price and myself as he abruptly releases me and sits upright. 
 
   The way he suddenly moved just made this entire thing look extremely suspicious. I’m not sure what to do now. I’m certain that standing on the spot with wide eyes and twitching hands is really not helping this situation at all.
 
   “Is there a problem, Eloise?” Miss Hart asks, still glancing between myself and Mr Price, who now looks casual, albeit tired.
 
   “Umm… No, I’m supposed to be here to…”
 
   “She’s here to help with the Halloween event.” Mr Price lies and I could kick him for this particular lie. I hate being volunteered for stuff I don’t want to do. “I fell asleep. She was waking me it seems.”
 
   Miss Hart’s eyes remain suspicious but her tense body slowly relaxes. “Well, thank you for the help, Eloise. I heard that your dad might be sponsoring the event?”
 
   “I haven’t spoken to him yet. He’s been working out of town the past few days.” 
 
   Miss Hart nods and moves further into the room. “Well, get back to us as soon as possible if you could.”
 
   I nod my agreement, unsure of what to do or say. 
 
   “You can go, Eloise. I’ll give you a shout if we need anything.” Mr Price nods towards the door. I take that as my cue and don’t hesitate to make a run for it. 
 
   “Sleeping?” I hear Miss Hart say quietly as I pass. “Anything to do with why your dad isn’t present today?”
 
   “Mum had an accident,” he mutters back, right before I close the door behind me.
 
   It’s not until I’m half way to the common room that I realise I left my bag behind. I don’t bother going to get it though. I don’t want to walk back into that awkwardness again. 
 
   No thank you!
 
   I really hope Mrs Price is okay. The thought of her being hurt makes me sad inside. She was always such a kind and caring person. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry about your mum and I really hope she recovers soon, but… I’m not going to lie…” Katherine shifts on the spot as a frown turns her face. “What just happened? What did I just walk into?”
 
   “Exactly what I said.” I respond quickly and clearly. “I’m not that kind of man, Miss Hart.”
 
   “I didn’t say you were, but now you’re getting defensive I am starting to wonder…”
 
   My hands clench into fists. “I’m just helping her out. She’s in a bad place right now.”
 
   “Please, that girl doesn’t know what a bad place is.” She snorts and it’s definitely not attractive.
 
   I sit tensely, my eagerness to defend the young girl stronger than I’d like to admit. “Why? Because her parents have money? She’s going through something right now and she needs support. Nobody else seems to care, so I’m trying my best to at least relate to her on some level… the best I can do at this point is help her with her school work and keep an eye on her.”
 
   “There are a lot of students in this school that come from harsher backgrounds. Why her? Why not the others?”
 
   My heart skips a beat and thrums with anger. “Are you suggesting I have a soft spot for this particular student? All of my other students are doing okay as far as I’ve noticed. Eloise not so much.”
 
   “She seems fine in my lessons. What’s wrong with her?”
 
   I shake my head, refusing to reveal a secret which isn’t mine to tell. “It’s probably nothing. She’s falling behind before we’ve even begun and, after her year last year, I guess I’m just worried.”
 
   “And you’re sure she’s not just pretending to be stupid so that she gets more attention from you?” Katherine laughs coldly. “I don’t mean this in a suggestive way, but have you seen yourself? I’m sure she’s not the only one.”
 
   “I’m not stupid and she isn’t like that. She’s got enough on her plate.” Why is this making me so angry?
 
   “Like what?” She sits on the table opposite my desk, her arms folded against her chest. “I’m calling bullshit.” 
 
   “I’m not sure I like where this is going.”
 
   Her own irritation falters and a false smile settles on her no longer pretty face. “I just don’t want her… putting you in a position where it might be hard to… resist.”
 
   “I’m done with this conversation.”
 
   “Look, I know Eloise. I’ve known her a long time. She’s a very, very attractive young lady. The boys used to buzz around her like flies to shit and she’d lap it up. She’d have a different guy on her arm every other week… I’m not saying she’s promiscuous, just that she enjoys the attention.”
 
   That’s bollocks. “Are you sure we’re talking about the same Elle?”
 
   “Elle?”
 
   “Will you stop reading into this? I’m merely helping out a student, who happens to be a pretty young woman. Would we be having this conversation if she were male?”
 
   Katherine flips her hair over her shoulder, looking entitled and smug all of a sudden. “I know women, Mr Price.” And I don’t? “And I have a bad feeling about this one…”
 
   I stand, my frustration getting the better of me. “You don’t know her anymore. She’s clearly changed and trust me when I say she’s isolated herself. She isn’t trying to get my attention. The simple fact is, she doesn’t even want it, nor does she want anybody else’s attention.”
 
   “If you say so…”
 
   “I insist it. Maybe you should spend some time with her and see for yourself. There’s something going on and I think right now, more than ever, she needs help. It’d probably be better coming from another woman.”
 
   “Your mother wasted an entire school year worrying about that girl and her friends as they partied and took more drugs than I’ve ever had the displeasure of hearing about. If she’s going down the same road, who cares?”
 
   I shake my head with disgust. “We should care. You should care. Besides, she’s not doing that shit anymore. She has a job at Crystal’s café and works her arse off there. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. She’s also helping her dad with his rental scheme. She’s doing well in school. She’s just taking too much on, but refuses to quit.”
 
   “You two are close it seems.”
 
   “She hasn’t told me any of this; it’s just what I’ve picked up on over the past few weeks.”
 
   Her face falls. “You really are taking an interest. I bet you can’t tell me any of this about the other students.”
 
   She’s got me there. “She’s pregnant.” Fuck.
 
   FUCK!
 
   “W… what?”
 
   “She’s pregnant. She doesn’t know I know. I overheard a conversation that I shouldn’t have heard. I’m pretty sure nobody knows.”
 
   Katherine gapes in shock, clearly not expecting to hear that. “Holy crap.”
 
   “Exactly. I’m just… I don’t know. I feel bad for her. I’m trying to help, but there’s not much I can do.”
 
   “You should tell her parents!”
 
   “I’m not going to and neither are you. This is for her to decide, not us. We have no right.”
 
   Katherine growls in frustration, but doesn’t argue. “Who’s the father?”
 
   I shrug. “I’m guessing it’s that new kid. I don’t know his name… Gaz or something.”
 
   “Garrett? Yeah, those two do seem to have a close relationship. Do you think he knows?”
 
   “I don’t know. He’s not in my class.”
 
   Katherine’s demeanour oozes determination. “Well they’re both in mine. I’ll get to the bottom of it.”
 
   “Don’t make it obvious.”
 
   “Do I look stupid?”
 
   I choose not to answer. Probably not the right choice of action. “You better not say anything.”
 
   “I won’t! I know she’s over the age of consent, so it’s none of my business.”
 
   Well, at least she understands to a certain level. “Good. So… you’ll keep an eye on her?”
 
   “If she starts failing in my class or acting peculiar, I’ll give her the attention a teacher is required to give to a student and nothing more. You should do the same.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   “So, do you want the good news or the bad news?” I grin, almost bouncing on the spot from excitement. 
 
   “Bad news first,” Mr Price senior says and Mr Price Junior and Miss Hart both nod.
 
   “My dad won’t sponsor the school, but Crystal will and I’ve been doing some planning of my own with a few of my friends. They’ve all agreed to help set up and clean up.” I hand Mr Price Senior the file in my hands. “I think more students will come if more teachers are involved, so I’ve put the three of you down under certain roles.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure this is my event,” Miss Hart snaps as Mr Price Senior looks over my plans. He ignores her, as do I. 
 
   When Mr Price Senior sees his role, he laughs and nods. “I can do that.”
 
   “What am I?” Mr Price Junior asks and snatches the list from his father’s hand. He frowns when he sees his own and lets out a deep sigh. “Jason? Seriously? Why can’t Simon be Jason?”
 
   Miss Hart goes next. “No way, not a chance. Nope. No. It’s not happening.”
 
   “Crystal wants to supervise the food sales. She’s good at recognising thieves when she sees them and Hayley has agreed to do the tickets on the door. She’s too chicken to actually partake in the events.”
 
   “And you?” 
 
   I smile proudly. “I’m going to supervise and fill in for people when they need a break.”
 
   “Can we get this done in three weeks? I’m not sure how much time I’ll have to spare, what with Mrs Price having a broken ankle.” My heart lurches when I see the sorrow in the older man’s eyes. 
 
   “It’s fine. I can handle it, if you’ll lend me some of your faculty and students.”
 
   Mr Price Senior shrugs. “It seems like a great idea to me. Nothing exciting ever happens in this god forsaken town. What do you think, Isaac?”
 
   Isaac… that’s his name? Wow… that really suits him.
 
   Isaac, aka Mr Price Junior, looks at me blankly. “I don’t have a problem with it. I just worry that we can’t get it done.” 
 
   “We can definitely get it done,” I reassure them. “Definitely. My friends are all for scaring a bunch of lower years and their families. If we start decorating on the last day of school before we break up, then there’s no way we won’t be ready. All we ask is that people can get a hold of their own costumes, which the fancy dress store in town has said she’ll happily order in for us and give us discount, seeing as it’s for a good cause.” When they all consent I almost squeal. It’s been a long time since I felt this excited about anything. “You won’t regret it!”
 
   I’m not sure how or when or even why I became leader of this project, but it’s actually starting to not feel like such a bad idea. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I slam the phone down, even though it’s cordless and doesn’t require slamming down to hang up the call. “They’re coming out tomorrow to do the assessment, decide what she needs before applying for the installation. It all sounds like a fucking TV contract.”
 
   “I can’t avoid it anymore,” My dad says, sounding defeated. My dad has always been a strong man, so seeing him so down and depressed has thrown me completely. If he can’t stay strong then how am I supposed to? “We need the help and with my pension under review…”
 
   “I don’t like the thought of Mum having a nurse.” I state, looking around the empty living room. “She won’t like it either.”
 
   “What else can we do?” I hear the anger in his tone and I know it’s not aimed at me, but at the situation. “Why her… why my wife? Why such a kind, caring, thoughtful woman?”
 
   I don’t answer because I just don’t have an answer. “It’ll be okay; we’ll figure it out. At least we know we’ll be getting some kind of help.”
 
   “Okay?” My dad yells and I shush him with a finger to my lips. His tone lowers to a hiss. “How the fuck will it ever be okay? There’s no cure for this! It will never get better.” He exits the room and I listen as his heavy footsteps ascend the stairs.
 
   Maybe I said the wrong thing, but what the hell am I supposed to say in a situation like this?
 
   He’s right. It’s never going to get easier and it’s never going to get any better. All we can do is make my mother comfortable and hope that she holds onto her mind for as long as possible.
 
    
 
   I wake with a pain in my neck. The sound and scent of bacon sizzling under the grill travels through from the kitchen. I stretch my body and look around my parent’s living room. I must have fallen asleep on the couch. 
 
   “Morning, Son,” my dad says around a yawn as he places a plate and a glass of fresh orange on a tray. “I’m just going to take this up to your mother. Yours is cooking. I’m sure you can handle a grill. Bread’s in the oven.”
 
   “Cool.” I move around him and make quick work of piling the bacon left for me onto the fresh bread, warm and toasted from the hot oven. After switching everything off, I spill a dash of ketchup into my sandwich and bite down with a groan. It doesn’t matter where you cook a bacon sandwich, it always tastes better at your parents’ house.
 
   I hear my mum’s laughter through the ceiling and smile to myself. One day that laughter will stop and that thought breaks my heart.
 
   Once I’m done with breakfast, I make a quick trip to my house to change my clothes and have a shower. I’m back at my parent’s within the hour, ready for the social worker to come and assess the house. I daren’t leave my father alone with the poor person they send. He’s still in a strange sense of denial. I think having the equipment suited to my mum’s needs will put him on edge and make it all the more real for him. 
 
   I wish I knew why this was happening to us. It just seems so unfair. I wouldn’t wish this on anybody, but my mum just doesn’t deserve this.
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   And the list is done! I don’t think I’ve ever felt so relieved. After three days of shopping, Crystal and I have finally gathered almost everything we need from the local stores and the school drama supplies. 
 
   The only things left to buy are the food and the costumes, but Miss Hart and Mr Diplock are handling that list closer to the time, along with Mr Price Junior. 
 
   I’m not sure how, but I managed to convince the majority of my class to help with the preparations and even though we don’t start for another week, we’ve decided to meet on Monday to plan the décor and rooms. 
 
   Hayley is dealing with the advertising. I won’t deny that the girl has a knack for posters and flyers, and she’s tenacious in delivering them. With the local newspaper and radio station on our side, I have a tremendous feeling that this Halloween event is going to be huge. 
 
   “Dinner’s here!” Mum shouts up the stairs.
 
   We’re having Chinese takeout and I can’t deny that I am looking forward to it. Both of my parents are home, which means we’ll eat together and I’ll hopefully be able to talk to them about the event and my birthday.
 
   I help Mum set the table as my dad grabs the cutlery and sauces. When we take our seats, I begin telling them about everything I’ve planned for Halloween. My dad smiles, clearly proud and happy at my enthusiasm. Mum listens intently, but doesn’t seem too impressed. I suppose she wants to get back to her phone, which keeps vibrating in the living room. I can hear it against the wooden table where it rests.
 
   “So,” I add, staring them both down. “I turn eighteen in two and a half weeks.”
 
   My dad rolls his eyes but smiles with it, so I know he’s not annoyed by the turn of conversation. “You’re not getting a car.”
 
   My hands fly up defensively. “No, I know that. That’s not what I want.” They both stop eating and look at me, their brows raised. I laugh a little. “Actually I was hoping for money towards a trip. I really want to go to France with Hayley before I start university. She goes with her parents every summer, as you already know, but this time we were thinking of venturing out on our own.”
 
   My dad blinks and sits back in his seat. I can tell he’s shocked and has a million things running through his mind, most of them being images of me maimed and dying on the streets of Paris. 
 
   “I don’t have a problem with that,” my mum says and resumes eating. “Remember when we took that trip to Italy? We were only eighteen and we were fine.”
 
   My dad chews on his lip and steeples his fingers beneath his chin, resting his elbows on the table. “If you continue to work hard and study hard, as you have been doing, and you prove that you’re able to look after yourself over the next few months, I’ll agree.”
 
   My heart jolts and tears of excitement fill my eyes. “Really?”
 
   “Yes, if you apply yourself and finish this year with high grades, enough to get you into a decent university of your choice, then I’ll even pay for your ticket and accommodation.”
 
   “Oh my god,” I squeal, jumping from my seat and launching myself at my dad, who grunts when I collide with him. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”
 
   “What about me?” Mum pouts, disappointed at her lack of hug, so I wind my arm around her neck and pull her into ours. 
 
   “I love you guys,” I tell them, kissing them both on the head before jumping up and racing to the door. 
 
   “Where’re you going?”
 
   I turn back to grin at them. “I have to budget! I have to open a separate savings account and I have to call Hayley!”
 
   “After your dinner.” Dad orders, no longer smiling.
 
   “Right.” I retake my seat, still glowing and trembling with glee. 
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   I watch as the card passes around the classroom before coming back to me. Hayley stuffs it in the dark purple envelope and licks the seam before sealing it shut. 
 
   “Think she’ll like it?” She asks, handing it to me.
 
   I nod and place the card on the hamper. “I hope so.” I grab the handle, ignoring the crackle of the plastic cover, and wave goodbye to my friends. 
 
   We head directly to the main office, smiling and talking animatedly about our trip next summer. There’s no way I’m not going. I’ll get good grades, I’ll get into University and I’ll work extra hard at Crystal’s. 
 
   “Is Mr Price available?” Hayley asks the receptionist, who smiles kindly at us from behind the large curved desk. 
 
   “Go on through.” She motions to the door to our right.
 
   After knocking, Mr Price calls us through. I can see how tired he is and can’t help but notice how much he looks like his son right now. The resemblance is almost shocking. 
 
   “We heard Mrs Price had an accident and broke her leg,” Hayley begins and the urge to slap my hand over her mouth is almost too much to bear. 
 
   “So we put together a hamper. It just has some scented lotions and hot water bottles and chocolates.” I hold it up by the handle. “And everybody signed the card. We were wondering if you could give it to her?”
 
   Mr Price’s eyes round slightly and his lips part. “That’s a lovely gesture, thank you so much girls.” I feel a ‘but’ coming. “But…” I wasn’t wrong. “I think Mrs Price would appreciate it if you delivered it yourselves. Lord knows she’s lacking visitors.”
 
   That’s a good but, not a bad but. I nod eagerly. “I’d be honoured, Mr Price, as long as we wouldn’t be imposing on her healing time.”
 
   He smiles warmly. “Not at all.”
 
   “We could come tonight? Five thirty?” Hayley interjects, smiling widely.
 
   I nod my agreement as Mr Price scribbles his address on a piece of paper and hands it to me. “I trust you to keep our address to yourselves. You know how kids can be when they know where a teacher lives and we really can’t handle any kind of vandalism at this point.”
 
   “You have my word.” I promise and Hayley agrees. “Thank you, Mr Price. We’ll see you later.”
 
   “Take care girls; study hard.” 
 
   “We will!”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I help Mum move from her new wheelchair to her favourite seat and gently elevate her leg on the footstool. My dad hands her the TV remote and a warm cup of tea before we both take our seats on the couch and fight over the newspaper.
 
   Even though Mum is definitely in pain, her spirit hasn’t faltered in the slightest. She looks so calm and content and perfectly happy to just sit in our presence with the hum of the TV in the background. 
 
   “You two should play chess. I miss watching you both play chess,” she says with a sigh and pulls her fluffy gown tighter around her front. 
 
   “Are you cold?” My dad asks and immediately jumps up to switch on the gas fireplace. 
 
   “No, I’m perfectly okay. Please play a game of chess soon.”
 
   I look to my dad, who shrugs, a devious smile on his face. “Think you can beat me now?”
 
   “I have zero doubts that I could most definitely beat you now.”
 
   “Want to make it interesting?”
 
   “I wouldn’t be my father’s son if I didn’t.” I pull a twenty from my pocket as he laughs and goes to the hallway to collect the old chess board from the closet. 
 
   Once the board is set up between us on the couch and we’re both sat, the game begins. Such a calm game, yet when my dad and I get started we may as well be playing football. 
 
   “I’ll get it!” My mum suddenly announces, when I’m stuck between whether or not I should swap my king with my rook. 
 
   “No!” My dad bellows, startling us both. It’s not until I see my mum place her bandaged leg on the ground that I recognize his bellow was of panic and not of anger. 
 
   My mum jolts back, clearly upset at my father’s yell. 
 
   “I’ve got it, Mum,” I tell her softly as my dad puts her leg back on the foot stool. 
 
   “I can’t believe I forgot,” my mum whispers, embarrassed. 
 
   I shake off the pain inside and head to the door. 
 
   “Eloise?” I know it’s her behind the large hamper basket. It looks similar to the one I received. She seems as shocked as I feel inside. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Umm… your dad said to come.” He did? “I brought this for Mrs Price.”
 
   “Oh, well then you better come inside. Ignore the mess, we’re…” I scratch the back of my head and move to the side. “Playing chess.” She smiles and steps past me. I inhale when a sweet scent tickles my nostrils. I can’t quite place it, but it reminds me of rhubarb and vanilla pie. My mouth waters and I barely stop myself from leaning in to catch another whiff of the beautiful scent. 
 
   “Are you sure I haven’t come at a bad time? Hayley was supposed to join me, but her little brother has a piece of Lego stuck up his nose, so she has to watch her other siblings whilst her mum rushes him to A and E.”
 
   “This is why I’m so glad I was an only child growing up,” I joke and her laughter fills the hall like a soft melody. 
 
   “Me too.” Something I didn’t know about her, she’s an only child. I don’t know why I’m taking a note of that, but I am. 
 
   “Come on through.” I can tell she’s nervous and slightly uncomfortable, but she’s here and that’s what matters. My mum hasn’t had many visitors lately and I can tell it upsets her. 
 
   “Oh, who’s this then?” My mum beams from her seat and places the remote on the arm. “Eloise Blackburn, to what do I owe this pleasure?”
 
   Eloise smiles at my dad and moves towards my mum. She places the basket on the floor and leans forward to embrace the ageing woman. “Everybody in the school has been worried about you, so we put together a few things and a card.” She turns to my father. “I’m sorry Hayley isn’t with me, family emergency.”
 
   My dad waves her off. “You came and we appreciate it. Would you like a drink?”
 
   “She likes apple juice,” I say before I can stop myself. “There’s some in the fridge. I’ll get it.” She looks at me curiously, but I avert my eyes before she gets the chance to ask how I know that. I’ve seen the cartons she brings with her lunch, the small ones you get as a young child with the straw stuck to the side. 
 
   “I’ll have a tea son!” My dad’s gruff voice follows me into the kitchen. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   “It’s so lovely to see you.” Mrs Price grins as she goes through her hamper. “And this is just divine. So many wonderful things, I can’t wait to start using them. Oh and my favourite!” She holds up a bottle of her favourite brand of cloudy lemonade and places it to the side. “Isn’t this wonderful?”
 
   “It is,” Mr Price agrees and winks at me. “So Eloise, how are the Halloween preparations coming along?”
 
   I sit on the chair that he moves from the corner of the room for me. “It’s going better than I thought it would. Everything is bought and ready to be put up.”
 
   “I’m guessing it wasn’t cheap.”
 
   Understatement of the year. “We got some great discounts and luckily Crystal is a generous lady.”
 
   “What’s this?” Mrs Price asks, looking between us both. “Halloween party?”
 
   “Remember, Love? I told you about a party we’re hosting at the school on Halloween.”
 
   “Oh, I could make the food!”
 
   Mr Price shifts uncomfortably. “You can’t, not with your leg like that.”
 
   “It’s okay, I’ve got it all covered,” I assure her when her eyes come to me in question. “We’ll handle it.”
 
   “But… I always do the sandwiches and those mini cupcakes that everybody loves.” The disappointment in her eyes is just too much. I look away and decide to let Mr Price handle it. 
 
   “We’ll figure something out, Love,” he tells his wife and reaches for her hand. 
 
   She ignores his gesture and turns to me. “So tell me how my son is handling his classes?”
 
   “He’s great, but we all miss you.” It’s not a lie. I really do miss having her as my teacher. She’s been teaching my History lessons since I was eleven years old. “The class is a lot quieter though… they daren’t speak. He’s too intimidating.”
 
   “Gets that from his father,” she says proudly and seems to forget her anger towards her husband. “What about you? Are you applying for any universities yet?”
 
   “I am. I’m looking at my options. I want the best, but I have to be realistic.”
 
   “Are you going local or to one further out?”
 
   “Definitely further out. I was thinking Boston. It’s a three hour commute, so it’s not too close yet not too far.” 
 
   “Isaac went to Boston. Such a wonderful university, one of the best in the country.” She smiles proudly again. “That boy made me so proud when he chose to follow in our footsteps. What about you? What do you plan to study?”
 
   Good question. “I want to study Business. I haven’t decided which classes I’ll apply for yet, though.”
 
   “Following in your father’s footsteps?” Mr Price asks and I nod. Although I don’t have to go into property, it’s something I’ve always enjoyed being a part of. “I bet he’s proud.”
 
   “He is.” At least I hope he is. 
 
   Mr Price Junior walks in with a tray in his hands. He places it on a nest table and hands me my cold glass of apple juice. He was right that I do in fact love apple juice over every other drink, especially ice cold apple juice, though I don’t know how he knows that.
 
   “Thank you,” I say to him and watch as Mrs Price picks up the TV remote. 
 
   She seems to stare at it for a moment and I notice that it’s upside down and facing the wrong way. Neither Isaac nor his father have realised her predicament. 
 
   I wait to see what she does and watch with no small amount of sorrow as she points the remote at the TV and pushes on the back of it. The buttons are on the other side. 
 
   “Eloise, are you any good at chess?” Mr Price Senior asks as Isaac takes his seat and switches his King with his rook. 
 
   “I’ve played before,” I respond, my eyes still on Mrs Price’s hand. 
 
   “Care to join us? You can referee, stop my son from cheating.”
 
   “I don’t cheat,” Isaac guffaws, before looking at me. “I don’t cheat.”
 
   “You bloody well do…”
 
   “Please, the only way you win is by cheating! I bet you moved your pieces while I was in the kitchen!” 
 
   “I did not, did I Eloise?”
 
   I have no idea why I’m now involved in this, no matter how funny it might seem. “I honestly wasn’t looking.”
 
   Mrs Price presses her thumb against the back of the remote again and I see her face scrunch with frustration. Without thinking, I quickly flip the remote in her hand so it’s facing and pointing the right way. My action brings all attention on us. 
 
   Mrs Price’s eyes glisten and I immediately panic. I shouldn’t have touched the remote, but what else was I supposed to do? “I’m sorry… I wasn’t…”
 
   “I can’t remember what to do with it,” she whispers and her eyes tear up further, causing my heart to crack and shatter. 
 
   “That’s okay,” I say softly. “It’s Monday. Nobody knows what they’re doing on a Monday.”
 
   She shakes her head and looks at me. “Such a sweet girl.”
 
   My own eyes burn. I’ve never witnessed Alzheimer’s disease, nor have I ever seen anybody suffer from it, and by God it’s awful. 
 
   “We should eat,” she says, looking at the gold, sparkling watch on her wrist. “Will you stay for dinner, Eloise? I make the most amazing spaghetti, with my very own homemade sauce.”
 
   “That’s okay, Mum.” Isaac stands, forgetting about his game of chess. “I’ll cook tonight; you should rest.”
 
   “Of course.” Mrs Price smiles and places her hand on mine. “He’s not such a bad cook either.”
 
   “I’m okay,” I say awkwardly, glad to be here but feeling slightly uncomfortable. Three teachers, one room, one student… this is the stuff of nightmares. Next I’ll be naked and the entire faculty will be here. I’ll wake up in my bed and never look my teachers in their eyes again.
 
   Isaac catches my eye and winks at me. “I’m sure I can find something worth cooking. Here, take over.” He motions to the chess board as he exits his seat.
 
   “Ooh, this should be interesting.” Mrs Price grins, looking way too excited about a game of chess. 
 
   “Do you know how to play? I could walk you through it?” 
 
   “It’s been a while since I played chess, but I think I remember.” I move my first piece, the left knight. 
 
   “Okay then,” he chuckles and makes his move.
 
   “My bets are on the girl,” Mrs Price comments, slapping down a twenty pound note from her own purse. 
 
   “Mine too,” comes a voice from the doorway and I turn to see Isaac stood leaning against the door frame, his eyes on me. He winks and folds his arms across his chest. “You should start again, refresh the board.”
 
   “Agreed.” His father gets to work placing the pieces back, but my eyes remain on Isaac’s. 
 
   “Something smells good.” I breathe through my nose and detect mint and something I can’t quite place lingering in the warm air. 
 
   Isaac inhales deeply and I watch as his pupils, still attached to mine, dilate fully, almost turning his unique irises black. “Agreed.”
 
   I feel like there’s something hidden in his word, some secret thought not meant for my ears. I’m probably reading into it, but at the same time, I really hope I’m not. 
 
   Throughout the game Isaac comes and goes, each time he stops and offers me a little guidance before returning to the kitchen. 
 
   Mrs Price chats animatedly throughout the entire event, getting more and more excited as I begin to trap the opposing king with a few of my pieces. Mr Price gets more and more silent as we go along, huffing and slamming his pieces down the closer he gets to defeat. 
 
   “Check,” I say and hear Isaac laugh from the kitchen. 
 
   “Bloody hell,” Mr Price snaps, though it’s all in good nature. “I can’t move…”
 
   “Mate,” I add with a smug smile. I got lucky, but still, I beat him. 
 
   The ageing man quickly throws his wife a twenty and slams another on top of the one Isaac left on the nest table. 
 
   “I should give you detention for forty days,” he grumbles, pouting like a child, which makes Mrs Price laugh even harder than Isaac, who is once again stood in the doorway. 
 
   “And just in time for food,” Isaac comments, moving into the room and pocketing his money. He tugs on my hair and nods for me to follow him into the kitchen. “Come on, chess champion. You can help me bring the plates through.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I pull on my coat, smiling at the sound of my mum’s laughter as Eloise and my father amuse her with tales of the lunchroom staff being tortured by the year nine students. Eloise swiftly hugs my mum and shakes hands with my father, before following me to the door with a glowing smile on her face. 
 
   We step outside and shiver immediately at the biting chill in the air. I watch as she immediately stuffs her hands into her pockets and begins trembling. I’m not surprised she’s freezing; her jacket is thinner than my socks. 
 
   I pull my scarf from around my neck and loop it around hers, smiling at the pinkness of her nose. 
 
   “I’m okay,” she lies through chattering teeth as I flatten out my dark blue scarf and lock it in place with an extra loop. 
 
   “Come on.” I place my hand between her shoulders and guide her to my car. The pavement is frosty, but I’m not certain that that’s my reason for touching her. It’s inappropriate. I know I shouldn’t, but my mind just doesn’t seem to care. I feel like I owe her for tonight, the way she handled my mum and her illness like it was nothing new. She didn’t break down or get frustrated like Dad and I; she just dealt with whatever my mum was suffering with, be it the remote control or holding her knife and fork in the wrong hands. 
 
   I think that’s the woman’s touch. Women have great instincts when it comes to sickness. They just do what they have to do, without sharing their panic over the situation. 
 
   I hold the passenger side door open and don’t close it until Eloise is in the seat and strapped in safely. 
 
   “Thank you for tonight. I’m sorry we all kept you for so long.” I say to her, after putting the car into gear. 
 
   “It’s fine; I enjoyed myself.” I have a strong feeling she’s not lying either. 
 
   “You should visit my mother again. Lord knows she could use the company.” I shake my head and mentally kick myself. “That’s if you’d like to. I know you’re young, you work and have classes to attend. Nobody would blame you if you…”
 
   Her hand closes over mine. I don’t expect it, nor do I expect the warm shock it sends along the surface of my skin. “I had a great time. I’d like to come again. Mrs Price has been my teacher since year seven. I owe her that much.”
 
   A strange feeling erupts in my stomach. I try to ignore it by mentally pressing it down, but fail and it becomes my main focus. I’m not sure if it’s her hand on mine or the sweet rhubarb scent that has filled the car, but I find myself lost with a strange feeling of hunger in the pit of my stomach. 
 
   A wave of longing spreads through me, longing to turn my hand over and lace her fingers with mine. I need to feel the touch of another being, one who smells as good and feels as warm as she does. 
 
   I realise her hand still remains and wonder if she feels the same.
 
   Loneliness has overcome me of late. I know that this feeling is stemming from that. It has to be a small desperation I didn’t realise I held deep inside, now rearing its ugly head. 
 
   “Good, I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.” I try to say, clearing my throat as I slowly slide my hand away, not denying my skin one last lingering touch of hers. 
 
   She quickly puts her hands on her lap and twists her fingers together. I hear her release a breath and watch as she turns to look out of the window. “Your mum was right, by the way. You can cook.”
 
   At this I smile and the feeling that I seemed to struggle so hard with vanishes. “Why thank you, Miss Blackburn.”
 
   “It’s a shame you’re terrible at chess.”
 
   My mouth drops open and a laugh escapes me. “I was winning until you arrived.”
 
   “Your dad was three moves away from owning you.”
 
   “And suddenly little Miss ‘I haven’t played in ages’ is a master of chess.”
 
   She turns to me and, with arrogant eyes and a cocky smile, she says, “I could teach you if you like?”
 
   “I was going to split my winnings, but now I’m keeping them for when we have a match.”
 
   “You’re on, double or nothing.” She wraps the end of the scarf around her hands and sinks into her seat. 
 
   “Deal.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   And then another thought comes to mind. “It would probably be a good idea if you were to tell me where you live.” 
 
   Her mouth opens in surprise when she realises that I’ve been driving now for five minutes with no clear direction in mind. When her laughter begins, mine follows and it doesn’t stop for a while. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   Classes continue as normal. Everybody seems hyper and ready for the half term break that starts next week. I don’t blame them. I’m as hyper as they are. Even though I have so many things planned, I can’t help but feel excited to begin.
 
   I practically prance through Tuesday, only stopping to chat with friends and giggle with Hayley over internet videos of cats stealing their dog’s beds. Miss Hart reassures me that everything on her list of things to buy is going to be dealt with on time for Halloween. She seems to have warmed towards me significantly and I think I actually might like her now. 
 
   When the final bell rings, signifying the end of my day, I immediately head to work with that very same spring in my step that I woke up with this morning. Crystal tells me my mood is addictive and for some reason we both find ourselves dancing and singing along to the radio as we serve customers.
 
   When work is over I bag a bunch of sweets and pastries and direct myself to Mr and Mrs Price’s home, not for a long visit, but to drop off some treats and keep Mrs Price company for a while.
 
   I let Mr Price know that I won’t be offended if he asks me to leave. He doesn’t and I end up beating him again at chess. This time he hands Mrs Price forty pounds, seeing as that was the starting bet, and then proceeds to threaten me with forty days of detention. 
 
   It’s when Isaac shows up that I really feel giddy. I don’t know why, but being around him just makes me forget the world outside. The best part is, he seems just as happy to see me too. 
 
   I know he’s probably just grateful for my being there, but still… I can’t help secretly hoping that it’s my company he enjoys. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The week seems to fly by, but time does fly when you’re busy so I’m not surprised.
 
   “Your work has improved,” Isaac tells me during my visit. It’s Friday night and, seeing as this is my fourth visit to his parent’s, I decide it’s time for me to at least help him with the dishes. “Immensely, in fact.”
 
   “Oh, yeah. If I get into a decent University and finish the year with good grades, my parents are helping me to pay for a trip to France with Hayley in the summer.”
 
   “Well if that isn’t a good thing to get you motivated then I don’t know what is,” he chuckles as I hand him a plate to dry. “Why France? I thought girls your age wanted hot beaches and cocktails?”
 
   “I’m not into that. I want to see Paris.” I sigh happily. “I want to eat pastries in quiet little cafes on the busy streets of the city. I want to try wine like the professionals do. I want to visit vineyards and climb the Eiffel Tower.” I close my mouth and feel my cheeks heat. “I umm… I like culture and life and in particular I suppose I love old buildings that hold character.”
 
   “Why’s that?” He cocks his head out of interest and my face heats further. “Don’t be embarrassed; I’m not poking fun. It’s a genuine question.”
 
   “I suppose I’m like my dad in that sense. I see an old tatty building and in my mind I start rebuilding it, painting it, adding accents and flourishes of flowers.” 
 
   “You’re old before your time.” He smiles softly and taps me on the nose. “That’s not a bad thing. If you keep hold of that passion, you’ll go further than you could ever imagine.”
 
   My embarrassment leaves me and my hands still in the bowl of foamy, hot water. “You think so?”
 
   “Don’t doubt yourself. Don’t ever doubt something you love so much.”
 
   Isaac clears his throat and turns abruptly to put the plate in the cupboard above the sink. It’s time for me to go and this time I have my mum’s car. I’ve never felt so disappointed in my life. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   The energy in the room seem unrealistic. Every single one of my students in our sixth form class seems to be bursting at the seams with untold amounts of excitement and energy. It’s Wednesday and the last day of term. They break up for ten days for the Halloween holidays, so I allow them an hour to plan where they’re meeting tomorrow and who is decorating which room.
 
   Eloise sits closest to the centre of the group with a large map of the school. Red crosses sit over certain classrooms, signifying that these are to be blocked and locked on the night in question.
 
   She directs people with ease, playing on her friend’s strengths and weaknesses, assigning them the jobs that she knows they can do efficiently. 
 
   I sit back and mark work, only giving my input when asked, but keeping one ear on them at all times.
 
   By lunch hour the classroom is full of students that aren’t even my students. I’m surprised by how many people want in on the event and want to help.
 
   Eloise seems relieved and I don’t blame her.
 
   “Groups will travel through together, no more than seven per group, otherwise nobody will see anything and it won’t be scary.” Hayley explains as Eloise moves towards me with something in her hand. She places it on my desk totally unnoticed and moves back to her seat. 
 
   I look at the foil wrapped sandwich and my hand immediately goes to the note attached which reads, 
 
    
 
   ‘Eat!’
 
    
 
   She’s cheeky, I’ll give her that, and I can’t resist obeying her order. This time it isn’t a ham baguette, but a salmon and cream cheese bagel. I’m not normally a fan of salmon, but this bagel is just divine.
 
   I watch as she pulls at her own, popping small pieces into her mouth in between laughter and chatter. I devour mine, finishing it in just a few bites. 
 
   “Mr Price,” a student I’ve forgotten the name of calls. I nod for him to continue. “When are you getting the costumes?” 
 
   I pull my eyes away from the red haired girl and look at the boy speaking to me. “Tomorrow. I’ll pick them up tomorrow afternoon and bring them into the school.” 
 
   “I’ll be in charge of tagging them.” He grins, raising his hand and snatching the list Eloise holds out. “I’ll guard this with my….” His brow furrows. “And Miss Hart is totally okay with that?”
 
   Eloise grins wickedly. “Nope.” 
 
   “What? What’s Miss Hart doing?” Another student calls, but the boy quickly pockets the list and shakes his head. “Oh come on, I won’t say anything!”
 
   “Nope, I’ll take it to the grave.” He picks up his bag and practically skips from the room and the questions quickly shift to Eloise, who brushes them off with ease and tackles the next problem. I really hope she isn’t exhausting herself, what with her current condition. Maybe I should mention to her that I know. 
 
   I’ll have to think about it.
 
   I can’t help but feel bad when the bell rings once more, signifying the end of their lunch break. They all shuffle out of the classroom with new friends, still talking excitedly about the scare school fest. 
 
   I find myself smiling with them all. 
 
   They all call goodbye and it’s not until I turn to the empty classroom that a wave of disappointment strikes through me. It takes me a while to figure out what it is, but then I realise it’s because Eloise didn’t hang back to say goodbye herself. 
 
   I straighten the chairs ready for my next class to come in. The group was good enough to push everything back without me having to ask and I’m grateful for that. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   I’ve never felt so exhausted in my life. I barely make it home from work without crashing on the pavement and sleeping where I land. 
 
   When I do finally make it home, I grunt at my parents, who seem cosy and snuggled on the couch in the living room, before traipsing to bed and crashing onto the covers. Tomorrow is going to be such a busy day for me. I have no idea how the hell I’m going to cope.
 
    
 
   “I genuinely didn’t think anyone would turn up.” I gulp down my coffee and smile at the large group waiting in the entrance hall of the school. 
 
   “Me too,” she hisses, smiling and waving politely at everyone as we pass. “We should get started then.”
 
   I yawn and nod at the same time as Hayley begins calling for people on the list. Everybody races to their designated areas as I gather the things we need. 
 
   Bin bags are stripped and pinned to the walls, row after row. Creepy glowing faces are stuck to different spots and cotton wool is stretched until it resembles cobwebs before Mr Diplock, who I can’t stand, pins it to the ceiling so it dangles down and hits you in the face on the way in. 
 
   Everybody helps and we get loads done in the first few hours, but then people start to leave with promises to return the next day. I actually believe they’ll come back. 
 
   “Break time,” I say to Hayley and pull her to the canteen where the coffee machine… isn’t running. “No!” I give it a kick and pretend to sob. “No, no, no. That’s so unfair.”
 
   “Okay, let’s not break the love of your life. They probably emptied it before the holidays.”
 
   After managing to pry me away from the machine, we sit at a random table and I slurp on my last carton of apple juice. “I need a nap.”
 
   “I need to get laid,” Hayley unnecessarily adds as I bury my face in my arms. “Well, I totally do. What’s going on with you and Garrett anyway?”
 
   “Nothing really, I’ve been too busy. I’ve hardly seen him at all.”
 
   “You should call him.”
 
   “I will, when I’m not too busy.”
 
   Hayley flicks my temple until I bat her hand away and glare at her. “You’re going to lose him.”
 
   “I never had him to lose him. Besides, I’m trying to focus.”
 
   She rolls her eyes and sits back, no longer flicking my head. “If you say so.”
 
   “Come on, I barely have time for you and you’re my favourite person in the world.”
 
   Her sulk turns quickly into joy. “Yeah, I know. Movies at mine tonight?”
 
   Ugh… “I’m too tired. If you let me sleep, I’ll agree to come.”
 
   “Are we going out on your birthday next week? I feel like we should go out.”
 
   “I haven’t decided yet. I have a feeling I’ll be too busy.”
 
   Hayley flicks me once more, this time on my forehead. “It’s your eighteenth! We should be partying and getting drunk and meeting boys!”
 
   “Party where? We’ve done all of that.”
 
   “Then let’s go to Leeds or something, go somewhere amazing. Let’s go to a gay bar! I’ve always wanted to go to a gay bar.”
 
   I yawn again, stretching my body at the same time. I am so freaking tired. “Can’t we do that on your birthday? I’d rather stay close to home.”
 
   “You’re so boring.”
 
   “I just don’t see the…” A loud clatter sounds from the hall, which immediately jolts me to my feet. What the hell has happened now? 
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I wince at the sight of the fallen stepladders and shift the bags further up my arms. “Oops.”
 
   The door to the canteen opens and Hayley and Eloise exit with their bags in hand. “What happened?” They both say at the same time.
 
   “Jinx.” Eloise laughs and slaps her hand over Hayley’s mouth. “Need a hand?”
 
   “I’ve got it.” I look at the huge bulk of bags on each of my arms. “I just miscalculated the distance between this side and the ladder.”
 
   “Lucky nobody was on it,” she mutters and looks at her friend, who still has her mouth clamped shut after being jinxed. “I’m helping.”
 
   “No…” I try, but she’s already grabbing bags off my right arm and is carrying them towards the staff room. “Okay then.”
 
   Hayley hums and pats me on the arm before pointing to her mouth. I know she’s asking me to free her of the childish prank, but in all honesty… “I don’t know your whole name, so I can’t help.”
 
   She huffs and follows Eloise, who’s only a few steps ahead. 
 
   “Where’s the plucky kid with the list?” I ask as we walk through the dark and quiet hallway. 
 
   “He’ll be here tomorrow to arrange everything.” Eloise responds and yawns into her arm since her hands are full of bags that contain costumes. 
 
   “You’re overworking yourself.” I tell her when she yawns twice in a row.
 
   “Probably, but it’ll be so worth it.”
 
   I frown at her smile and shake my head in annoyance. “It doesn’t matter. We can handle it. I’ve hardly done anything.”
 
   “You picked up the costumes and tomorrow you’re coming in to supervise.” 
 
   I am? “I am?”
 
   “Well, you did just volunteer yourself.” She sniggers with Hayley and pushes the staffroom door open. “Just put the bags in the corner. Aiden can handle the tagging. He’ll have them all organised in a third of the time it’d take us.” Hayley growls through her closed lips, her eyes demanding her release. Eloise brushes her off and drops her bags in the corner. “It’s nice to have quiet. I’ll let you out of it when my ears stop bleeding.” At this I laugh. You can tell they’ve been friends for a long time because, even though Hayley acts insulted, the way she looks at her friend says she cares for her a lot and finds her insult amusing. 
 
   “Are you both ready for the scare night?” I deposit my bags on the ground and smooth my shirt down. 
 
   “Stop poking me,” Eloise snaps at Hayley, who only starts to do it more, aiming for her friend’s shoulder, cheek and pretty much anywhere that looks soft and sensitive. “Umm… I guess. There’s so much to take care of. Mrs Carey is working on the scripts and music; pretty much every teacher in school is involved. We have to get the décor done as soon as possible so we can start practising.” She slaps at her friends hands and soon enough both of them are slapping at the air between them like a couple of cats. I keep walking as it’s probably best to stay out of this one. “Fine, fine! Hayley Georgia Westbrook. Happy?”
 
   Hayley flexes her jaw and nods excitedly. “Yes, but now I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “Good.” Eloise pokes her friend and turns back to me. “Are you sure you’re okay with your role?”
 
   Am I? “Do I have a choice?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Then I guess I’ll have to be.”
 
   She nudges Hayley and laughs. “Why can’t everybody be as easily accepting as he is?” 
 
   “I’m still not being the ghost girl.”
 
   “I already found a better candidate to play ghost girl! I told you that yesterday.”
 
   “Oh…”
 
   Eloise yawns again and stops for a second. “I am so tired. I swear to God, I could just sleep right here.”
 
   “Maybe you should go home?” I suggest and instantly regret it when her eyes, blazing with determination, burn me to ash on the ground. “Or not. It’s your choice.” 
 
   “I’m fine. I’m allowed to moan about being tired, because I am tired, but that doesn’t mean I’m about to give up.”
 
   “I could kill for a bacon sandwich right now,” Hayley puts in randomly and rubs her stomach. “With ketchup and butter and it has to be on one of those crusty rolls. You know? The ones that crunch when you bite into them.”
 
   Great, now I’m hungry.
 
   “Go have your lunch. I need to get back to the hall.” Eloise pushes her friend towards the exit. “Call me later.”
 
   “Remember to plan something for your birthday!” Hayley calls as she walks backwards away from us.
 
   “Okay,” Eloise responds flippantly as her thumbs scroll over her phone screen. We walk in silence for a few steps before she stops and curses. “Sorry, I just closed something I needed open.” I stand and wait and realise there’s no reason I should be standing and waiting.
 
   But I am.
 
   Why?
 
   “I should go.”
 
   Eloise looks at me and tilts her head, seemingly confused at what I just said. 
 
   “Unless you need something?”
 
   “No, I just forgot what I wanted to ask you.” Well that explains the confusion. 
 
   “You wanted to ask me something?” Now I’m interested.
 
   She scratches her neck and looks around as if willing the answer to appear. “Yeah, it couldn’t have been important.” She shakes her head and starts walking, her eyes on her phone once more. “Speak to you later, Mr Price.”
 
   My body goes tense and my heart beats painfully for a few seconds. I can’t decipher the pain or why I’m feeling it. “Speak to you later, Miss Blackburn.”
 
   She waves a hand at me as she saunters away, her mind in another place. 
 
   I watch her vanish through the double doors of the hall and that pain returns. It’s sharp and irritating. It’s something I’ve never felt before. 
 
   I should start eating healthier; it feels like it could be my heart. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   “Eloise, would you please be a dear and warm my tea up for me? I’m afraid it’s gone cold during our engaging conversation.” Mrs Price, who insists I call her by her actual name, Judith, says and holds her mug out to me.
 
   I smile, happy to help, and take the mug into the kitchen. 
 
   Mr Price Senior asked me if I’d come and keep his wife company whilst he supervised the installation of a bunch of equipment that I don’t recognise at all. I know it’s for Judith and her illness, but not what it’s for exactly. 
 
   Isaac would have been here to keep his mother company, but he is currently running through a script and helping everybody prepare for the scare night which, as expected, is the talk of the town. My nerves on this subject are way above the danger level.
 
   I feel badly for Mr Price Senior. He’s got so much going on and I wonder if he ever gets the chance to have a break, although I’m not sure if he’d take it if he did. You can see he loves his wife dearly and I can only hope I find that kind of love one day.
 
   When the kettle boils and I’ve made Judith a fresh drink, I take it back into the room on a tray, with a few biscuits stolen from the tin on the side, and place it on her lap. 
 
   “What is that racket in the dining room?” She gasps, her hand to her chest as the sound of a hammer hitting the wall shakes the house. 
 
   Even though I’ve only visited a few times, I’ve figured out it’s better to not point out Judith’s memory mistakes and instead to just repeat yourself. She gets upset otherwise, knowing she’s forgotten something. I’m not sure if it’s the healthiest manner in which to treat her, but for now it’s the only way I know. 
 
   “It’s your husband, setting up some new equipment to make things easier for you.”
 
   “Oh.” She blinks, clearly shocked. “Easier for me how?”
 
   I shrug and laugh as I answer. “I genuinely don’t have a clue. I haven’t asked, but I’m sure Mr Price will tell you later.”
 
   “Well I hope it doesn’t last much longer. My head is pounding.”
 
   “If it’s not finished by tomorrow afternoon, let me know and I’ll take you out in your chair. We can go for coffee at Crystal’s and eat those chocolate twist pastries that you love.”
 
   She nods, finally appeased. “That would be delightful, wouldn’t it?”
 
   “Definitely.”
 
   “Bloody hell!” Mr Price yells from the next room and I hear two of the work men start laughing. 
 
   When he comes through with dust and plaster in his hair, I laugh with them. 
 
   Apparently I’m in detention for the rest of the year. I’ve let his wife rob his wallet time and time again and now I’m laughing at his expense. 
 
   He’s all talk.
 
   I hope.
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I enter my father’s home with Katherine, both of us exhausted and ready for our promised meal. My mother sits patiently in the living room with her legs up on the foot rest. 
 
   Katherine follows me into the room and waits as I kiss Mum on the cheek. “Did Dad cook?” I motion to the plate of food on her lap, taking note of the sliced lamb, sitting on a bed of potatoes and aubergines. It smells divine.
 
   “My dearest Eloise made dinner before leaving. It’s wonderful. A shame you just missed her, but I’m certain she left you some. She said it’s in the pot on the stove.” Mum takes a bite of her dinner and nods slowly. “It’s extremely good.”
 
   “Eloise?” Katherine whispers, her brow furrowed. 
 
   “She visits my mum sometimes.” I brush past her and head into the dining room where my dad is sweeping the dust from the wooden floor. “Still not finished?”
 
   “Tomorrow, definitely.” My dad taps the glass box that vanishes into the ceiling. “They only need to wire it up correctly and perform a few checks.” 
 
   The newly installed elevator, which is small in comparison to a normal elevator, stands in the corner of the room but takes up most of it. “Looks good.”
 
   “It’s a bloody sight for sore eyes!” My father hisses angrily, throwing the gathered dust from the dustpan into an open bin bag. “I just hope she doesn’t hate it entirely.”
 
   “She’ll be fine.” I back out of the room. “Have you eaten?”
 
   “No, Eloise left us something on the stove. There’s bread in the oven too.”
 
   “I’ll make you a plate.”
 
   My dad notices Katherine and gives her a polite nod before returning to his work. I make my way into the kitchen and set about serving up the concoction that sits in the metal casserole dish. 
 
   “She comes often?” Katherine pulls the bread baguettes from the oven and starts slicing them on the cutting board by the sink.
 
   “Sometimes. My mum enjoys her company.”
 
   “I imagine your mum gets plenty of visitors? I hope Eloise isn’t bothering her.”
 
   The hairs on the back of my neck stand up. “Nobody visits because nobody gives a damn. It shows a lot about the character of such a young girl when she takes time out of her busy schedule to visit a terminally ill woman. Don’t you think?”
 
   Katherine bristles and quickly tries to excuse herself. “I could visit… I have plenty of time on my hands.”
 
   I don’t respond. I don’t know why, but her offer annoys me. I don’t want her to visit just because she feels obliged or threatened by a seventeen year old girl. It’s petty and I won’t have my mother being an object in said pettiness. 
 
   “This is actually really good,” Katherine grumbles, seemingly displeased at the fact said seventeen year old girl can cook. 
 
   When I take my first bite I can’t help but agree with her. It is exceptionally good and the bread dipped in the juice is beyond words. 
 
    We sit in the living room with my mother and eat with simple chatter. 
 
   It doesn’t take Katherine long to make her play. “I’d be honoured to visit tomorrow, if you don’t have any plans, Judith?”
 
   My mother smiles warmly at Katherine. “That would be wonderful, but I’ve already made plans. Young Eloise promised to take me out in my chair to Crystal’s café. We’re going to eat those fabulous chocolate twists she makes.”
 
   I smirk but manage to hide it from Katherine’s view. “I’d join you, but I’m at the school supervising again.”
 
   “That’s okay. It’s mostly to get me away from the noise. My head has been pounding.”
 
   Katherine’s jaw clenches. “I bet. Well, you have my number. Call me when you’re free.”
 
   “I’ll make sure to do that.” My mum responds cordially, her eyes once again on the TV. “How are the preparations coming along Isaac?”
 
   “Brilliantly. You should see it; it actually looks really good. The students have invested a lot of their time preparing it.”
 
   “It was an excellent idea.”
 
   “That it was.”
 
   “We should do something nice for the students to thank them when it’s all done.”
 
   I was thinking that myself. “We’ll think of something.”
 
   “I think most of them are just happy to have their names in the paper,” Katherine jokes and she’s not wrong. “It’s funny, because half of the kids that are working on this are the kids I’d consider the naughtiest. They’re the ones I’d least expect to help a good cause.”
 
   My mum sighs softly. “It just goes to show that these kids are good kids. They just need something to focus on.”
 
   She’s not wrong.
 
    
 
   As I’m driving Katherine home, the subject that is Eloise’s pregnancy comes up. I wish I had never said anything. It wasn’t my business to share. 
 
   Katherine believes differently. “Maybe you could leave a note for her father or mother… I just feel so bad knowing what I know and not being able to do anything about it.”
 
   “I don’t see why. It’s none of your business; keep it that way.”
 
   “I overheard her and her friends talking about a possible night out clubbing. If she goes, she’s endangering that poor foetus.”
 
   “And again,” I snap, my hands tightening on the wheel. “It’s none of our business. Besides, they haven’t even made plans for her birthday.”
 
   “Oh, and how do you know that?”
 
   “Because when I dropped the costumes off, Hayley, Eloise’s closest friend, told Eloise to make a plan for her birthday.” I’m exasperated. “Look, I told you that in confidence. If you say anything, you’d be breaching student confidentiality, which could cost you your job.”
 
   Her mouth drops open. “You’re the one who told me, remember?”
 
   “Yes, but because as a fellow teacher I know I can trust you to do the right thing by the law. If you break that trust, it’s on you.” I finally pull up outside of her house, hoping she’ll climb immediately from my car and bugger off. “Goodnight, Katherine.”
 
   “I won’t say anything, okay?”
 
   “I’m tired; it’s been a long day.” I lean over her and pull on the handle to open her door. She huffs but finally exits my vehicle, storming towards her house. 
 
   I drive away quickly, wanting to put as much distance between myself and that woman as possible. Lord knows I can’t stand her anymore. Sure she’s nice enough and she cares about her students, but sometimes she can be intolerable. 
 
   When I pull up to my apartment building, I make quick work of grabbing the rubbish that is littered across the floor of my car. I stuff it into an empty carrier bag and dig under the seats for more. My hand connects with something small and soft. 
 
   Pulling it out from under the passenger seat, I frown in confusion. 
 
   Did Katherine leave her bag in the car? 
 
   I’m almost certain she grabbed it on her way out. Plus I’m sure it was bigger than this one. 
 
   I turn the overhead light on and run my fingers over the dark red velvet. It’s a very small bag. I doubt it could fit more than a purse and a phone. 
 
   Opening it up, I find nothing but two packets of chewing gum, a purse and an empty carton of apple juice. The second I see the carton I know who it belongs to, but I open the purse to check. It’s empty, save for Eloise’s ID and, hidden between the card slots, a condom. Nice. I thought only men carried condoms this way.
 
   It’s a shame she didn’t use it when she needed it.
 
   I immediately make note of the girl’s birthday. She turns eighteen the day before Halloween. How unfortunate for her, having to share her birthday back to back with a famous holiday. 
 
   I’ll give it to her tomorrow. She seemed to forget about it, so it’s not like she needs it urgently. Although I am passing her house, it might be a bit odd if I take it so late. She could be at work. 
 
   I’ll just drive by and see if any of the lights are on, though I don’t know what that will prove. 
 
    
 
   Her house, which isn’t huge but is larger than most and definitely fancy with its fresh paint job and controlled ivy climbing the walls by the main door, is completely dark. I pull up by the gates guarding the long driveway and notice a lack of cars. I’m sure she mentioned that she uses her mum’s car on occasion, which means her dad probably has his own car.
 
   I should just knock. I don’t know why I’m making a huge deal out of it. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   I pull my dressing gown tight around me and pad down the stairs, flicking on the light as I go.
 
   Maybe Mum forgot her keys. It wouldn’t surprise me, although her coming home this early would definitely surprise me. 
 
   I open the door and almost slam it shut again when I see who’s standing on my porch. 
 
   “Mr Price.” I run my fingers through my hair as my other hand clutches my gown closed. “Is there a problem?” He holds up a small bag and a memory hits me. “I completely forgot about that.”
 
   “I figured you did. I just found it in my car and was driving past so…” He holds it out, a smile on his face. “Here.” 
 
   I take it and place it on the table by the door. “Thanks for bringing it back.”
 
   “No problem,” he answers and chews on his thick lower lip. He stands there for a moment and I’m not sure why. When he realises that he’s lingering, he blinks and stuffs his hands in his pockets. “Well, goodnight, Eloise.”
 
   “Elle,” I tell him before he turns away. “You should umm… call me Elle. Everybody else does.” My heart stutters and panics before fluttering with a thousand butterfly wings when he smiles that charming smile I think I might have a mini crush on. 
 
   “Right…” He clears his throat and takes a step back. “Goodnight, Elle.”
 
   I nod, my face flushing. “Goodnight, Isaac.”
 
   His shock is apparent but I close the door before I can apologise and then lean my forehead against the cool plastic. I can’t believe I just said that and with a smirk too… what is wrong with me? 
 
   I don’t move away from the door until I hear his car drive away and even then I can’t seem to steady my heavy beating heart.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I can’t believe I agreed to this. 
 
   Seriously, why did I agree to this?
 
   As I stalk behind the latest group of unsuspecting people, I scrape my prop knife against the lockers, barely stifling my laughter when the lights flicker, showing them my form for only a brief second. The lights go off, plunging us into darkness. Not a single light can be seen and only their screams can be heard. 
 
   I stand beside one of the young girls in the group and tug on her hair. The lights flicker and, still screaming, they take off towards the next area and I quickly return to my original position to wait for the next group. 
 
   I have to admit, this job does have its perks.
 
   The ear piece glued to the inside of my ear crackles before I hear my father’s gruff and quiet voice. “Be ready. Here they come.” 
 
   Luckily Eloise’s Dad was nice enough to lend us the equipment his personal team of builders use to communicate when on a larger job site. I’m grateful to have communication with at least one person throughout this evening. 
 
   The ear piece crackles again, but this time it’s another voice whispering into the device that controls each ear piece individually. “Mine and Hayley’s parents are in this group. Scare them good.”
 
   “I’m on it,” I murmur to myself, smiling wickedly when I hear the doors creak open. 
 
   I’ve made a few fully grown men scream in the past hour, but these really take the cake. The women laugh out of fear as the men use them as shields. I’m not sure who is who in the dark, but I make sure to get as close to the men as possible after the lights go out and I wait until they flicker, forcing one of the men to stumble into the other in a bid to escape. 
 
   I have no idea how anybody does this kind of thing without laughing. I’m no actor and this is hilarious.
 
   “The next group will be in soon. Are you ready?”
 
   I shake my head and pull the mic clipped to my shirt closer to my mouth. “Give me a second,” I pant through my laughter and race back to my slot in the wall. “You should have seen that.”
 
   “Miss Hart just told me my dad wants to go home.” Eloise giggles. “I can’t wait for him to step through that exit.” She pauses and clears her throat. “Your dad just sent the next group in.”
 
   “I’m on it.” 
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   The walk through the school lasts about ten to fifteen minutes, depending on how fast the groups move, but everybody exits unharmed and looking as excited and as scared as I hoped they would. 
 
   I accept their appraisals of the event before throwing the walky-talky type device back to Mr Price Senior and going outside to check on the food sales. There are a few stalls set up where people can buy food, drinks and souvenirs. It’s actually really amazing. Not only are people getting an awesome scare, but they’re also able to sit and laugh about it with their friends with hot and cold drinks in hand. 
 
   Unfortunately I haven’t had a chance to truly appreciate the walk yet, not like the rest of the helpers have. I’m too busy keeping the event from falling apart. 
 
   The waiting line is massive, but it’s moving along quickly. More than half of the town have arrived already and are enjoying the creepy music blasting through the outdoor speakers. More and more arrive with their kids in costume and, by the size of their sweet bags, I’d say they’ve just been trick or treating. 
 
   “How’s it going?” I ask Crystal, who is serving food alongside a happy looking Judith. Even though she’s in a wheelchair, she’s having the time of her life wrapping the sandwiches and party favours she made. 
 
   “Excellent and, if my calculations prove to be correct, with food sales and ticket sales we’ve made enough to provide quality rooms on the children’s ward.” Crystal responds and Judith nods, smiling brightly. 
 
   “That definitely makes me feel good.” I beam along with them, feeling overwhelmed with emotion. “If it wasn’t for you, Crystal, this wouldn’t have been possible.”
 
   Crystal waves me off and throws me a sandwich. “Take this to Mr Price. He’ll be getting peckish.”
 
   “Will do. I need to go and wait for my parents to exit the scare school anyway.” My smile is wicked this time, especially when I prepare the camera that hangs around my neck. “This should be good.”
 
   “Don’t forget about yourself.” Mrs Price chuckles and throws me an extra sandwich. “Eat, keep your energy up.”
 
   “Thank you, Judith, I shall. Give me a shout if you need anything.”
 
   “We will.”
 
   I skip back inside, smoothing down my black tutu as I go. I decided this year to be a dark angel, complete with black feathered wings and black contacts that completely cover my eyeballs, save for a red ring around my pupil. My red hair is curled to my shoulders, with black ribbon twisted around random locks. To complete my look, I added fish net stockings and matching gloves that smooth over the curve of my elbow. I definitely look creepy, but sexy style of course. 
 
   I just wish I’d brought my leather jacket. It’s bloody freezing and I envy those with coats on.
 
   “Here’s a gift from Crystal and your wife,” I tell Mr Price and throw him a sandwich. 
 
   He smiles and takes it eagerly. “Thank you, Elle. Is everything running smoothly?”
 
   Another group bursts through the exit door, screaming and laughing. “It seems that way, but it is Halloween. I don’t doubt that something will happen sooner or later.”
 
   “As long as nobody toilet papers the school while we’re not looking, I’m sure we’ll be fine.” He winks at me and turns back to the waiting group. After discretely talking into the device, he waves them through the entrance doors and waits until the screaming stops before sending the next group in.
 
   “What about you?” I move behind the ticket sales booth where Hayley and Wesley take money in exchange for homemade tickets. She looks awesome as a dead jester, killed by a king long ago, ready to reap her bloody revenge on the world. “How are you getting on?”
 
   “Brilliantly.” She nods to the janitor, who watches the three of us with eagle eyes. “Apparently we’re going to steal all of the money.”
 
   I roll my eyes at the man dressed as himself and turn back to my friends. “Ignore him; he’s just a necessary precaution. He’s actually here to protect you guys.” I say this last part loudly and he only rolls his own eyes in return. “So other than eagle eyes over there, everything else is good?”
 
   “It’s brilliant.” She smiles and counts the heads of the next group of people before charging them accordingly and handing them their tickets. “Honestly, I can’t wait to walk through it myself.”
 
   “Me too.” Wesley pouts, looking longingly at the entrance. “When are the news guys coming? I thought they were sending someone to take pictures?”
 
   I scan the crowd and lower my voice, just in case of listening ears. “They’re already here but want to remain inconspicuous. They said people will just get all up in the camera otherwise and this way they get the actual event on camera. I think they’ve already been through the scare school.”
 
   “Oh my God, so I could have already been filmed?” Hayley looks mortified at the thought and pulls a pocket mirror from her bag before checking her face paint for any smudges. “Well, I still look good so I suppose that’s okay.”
 
   “Get back to work.” I order playfully and move out of the booth. “Call me if you need me.”
 
   “Your boobs look great tonight by the way.” She points to the lace up corset that pulls my ribs and chest in more than should be physically possible. My not too large and not too small breasts are definitely up there, I won’t deny. 
 
   “Keep the talk PG,” I laugh as a guy in Freddy Krueger get up gives me a creepy up and down twice over. I keep moving back towards the entrance, biting into my sandwich as I go. I’m not hungry, but it’s better to eat at this point than not get a chance later and have to starve myself. Plus the sandwich tastes brilliant, even though the bread has been dyed green and the egg mayo is dark red. A simple favourite, made awesome by someone’s creative mind. 
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   After three hours my legs are killing me and I’m losing the will to pretend kill. I’m hungry, tired and I definitely need to use the toilet soon. I knew I shouldn’t have drunk three cans of Redbull before tackling this job. 
 
   Luckily there is a break scheduled in only ten minutes where we actors get a ten minute break to touch up our makeup if we have any, use the loo and eat something. Then we work for a further two hours. I can do this. I’ll just moan internally during the whole event.
 
   My break, when it finally comes, just doesn’t last long enough. I had to eat whilst peeing… nobody should ever have to eat whilst peeing. It’s disgusting and I still only just made it back to my section in time to have a one minute sit down to rest my aching legs. 
 
   This is getting lonely. 
 
   I can only imagine how the fictional Jason must have felt. 
 
   I didn’t even get to say hi to anyone during my break. We should have pushed for fifteen minutes.
 
   There’s a crackle in my head piece only thirty seconds before I’m supposed to be working again and a female voice sounds, one I haven’t heard tonight. “Okay guys, it’s Hayley and I have the best, most evil plan that will rock a certain person’s fucking night so badly she’ll have nightmares for a week. Are you listening?”
 
   Oh I listen and I smile wickedly the entire time. Suddenly my night just got less boring.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   “We have a problem,” Mr Price Senior tells me, looking disgruntled.
 
   “But we’re so close to finishing,” I whine, looking around the empty hall and watching longingly as Crystal and a few students pack away the few scraps of leftover food. 
 
   “Miss Hart needs help with something…” He winces and scratches at the stubble on his chin. “It’s female and I’m not dealing with that.”
 
   I blink as my mouth falls open. “And because I’m female I’m the best person for the job? Ask Mrs Carey or something!”
 
   “I think she’s taken her earpiece out.”
 
   “Oh bloody hell…” I blow out a breath and mentally put on my big girl knickers. “Okay, okay, I’m going, but tell them it’s me because if anyone jumps out at me I swear to God I will kill you all…”
 
   “Duly noted.” Mr Price chuckles and graciously opens the door for me. 
 
   I’m facing a long hall, decorated in black with creepy bloody stains along the ground and cobwebs on the ceiling. Luckily the lights are on, so I’m not too freaked out. 
 
   “Mr Price?” I call down the empty hall. “It’s just me. I’m helping Miss…” The lights go out and I hear the door slam behind me. 
 
   That fucking arsehole! 
 
   I can’t see a thing and my heart hammers in my chest. I know it’s all fake, but it’s still scary. I hate the dark and I genuinely can’t even make out my hand in front of my face.
 
   “Oh my God, don’t do this,” I moan, letting out a fake sob. “I swear it; I’ll never forgive you.”
 
   The lights flicker but reveal nothing along the hallway. I turn around and tug on the door but it’s locked, as expected.
 
   “I’m never talking to you again, Mr Price Senior… never!” I rattle the door again, but nobody responds. “And if you don’t escort me out of here safely, Price Junior, that goes for you too.”
 
   No sounds can be heard, nothing but my own heavy inhales and exhales. 
 
   This is so creepy and I haven’t even taken my first step yet.
 
   I don’t want to go through the scare school by myself! 
 
   “Okay, I can do this.” It’s the anticipation that is killing me, the not knowing when something is going to happen. 
 
   I take my first step, regretting the fact I wore three inch stilettos, because I can’t run in stilettos. 
 
   “Please, please don’t jump out at me.” I beg in a whisper, my hands feeling the air in front of me just in case I go in the wrong direction and bump into the wall instead.
 
   The lights flicker on and off again and I scream just at the suddenness of it. 
 
   My palms begin to sweat when I hear the sound of metal scraping across the metal lockers. I don’t want to turn. I know he’s there, but instead I stand still, waiting for the lights to flicker again so I can at least try to make a break for the exit. 
 
   “Stop it,” I whine when the scratching noise gets louder and draws nearer.
 
   Unfortunately it does stop and now I don’t have a clue where he is. 
 
   “I hate you for this, just so you know.”
 
   The lights flicker, but I already know he’s close. You don’t need your sight to determine when somebody is standing directly beside you, their face only inches from yours. 
 
   I scream louder than I’ve ever screamed before when the lights flicker again and my worst thoughts are confirmed. I’m staring directly at a mask from one of the scariest slasher movies of all time. 
 
   The second I’m plunged back into darkness, I start running forward, expecting to collide into a solid chest, but instead find nothing but air. My ankles threaten to give way but I don’t care. I have to get out of here.
 
   I should have known it would be a trap. 
 
   The lights flicker on and off and I hear heavy boots gaining on me. I scream and laugh at the same time as I race for the exit that leads to the next part of the tour. I hate this. I really, really hate this.
 
   “You can all stop it now. I’m thoroughly scared, no more scaring necessary!” I plead to no avail when the hall goes pitch black once more. “Stop doing… Holy fuck, shit, don’t!” I stomp my foot when I feel the prop knife scrape across the back of my bare shoulders. 
 
   I spin and grab at the air, a clear attempt to grab Mr Price, but I fail. He can move way faster than I thought. 
 
   I huff and walk backwards, waiting for my wings to collide with the door that will lead me to the next room of horrors. The second it does, I spin and twist the handle, squealing again when that stupid knife drags across my back.
 
   “Screw this, I’m out of here!” I kick off my shoes and throw one in the direction of where I imagine Isaac is, not stopping to see if it hits him or not. 
 
   I pull open the door and race through, letting out shouts of terror and curse words when Miss Hart lunges for me in the red lit room, her face covered in blood and masked by a thin transparent black veil. She shrieks and chases me with a hammer above her head.
 
   It’s fake, it’s fake, it’s fake!
 
   I keep chanting this in my mind as my feet carry me forward. By the time I make it to the next door I’m out of breath, but I keep going, dodging the hands that grab at me and yelling for everybody to bugger off. 
 
   I get through the final room and lunge for the exit. 
 
   “Freedom!” I push it open and almost collapse on the pavement in the cold air, only to be assaulted by the sound of laughter and cheers from a group of people. 
 
   “I so got that on camera,” Hayley giggles, doing a small victory dance. 
 
   “I hate you,” I tell her, scowling deeply. “I hate you and I’ll never forgive you.”
 
   “You threw your shoe at me!” Mr Price Junior snaps, rubbing his shoulder with one hand and holding my pretty heels in the other. Well at least I know it hit him.
 
   “You stalked me!” I argue, pinning him with a glare. “Okay, I’m going home and I’m hiding under my bed for a month. If you need me… call someone else.”
 
   This only makes them laugh harder. 
 
   I snatch my heels back and slip them onto my aching feet.
 
   “Oh come on, that was brilliant and you know it. I can’t wait to see the footage tomorrow.” She claps her hands, giggling like a child. “I can’t believe you told our teachers to fuck off, among other things.”
 
   I only growl in response, still upset at having been tricked and still recovering. 
 
   “You’ll forgive me eventually.” She seems way too sure about that.
 
   “So, where are the bin bags?” I ask curtly, looking at all of the litter that rests on the ground outside of the school. “If we get this done now, we can just lock up and do the inside tomorrow.”
 
   “If it’s okay with the rest of you, I really need to be getting home to my wife,” Mr Price Senior says, looking ashamed of himself. “I don’t want to ask too much of Crystal.”
 
   “It’s fine,” Isaac responds immediately and slaps his dad on the shoulder. “We’ve got this, right?”
 
   Mr Diplock, Miss Hart and Mrs Carey, along with a few of the other actors, all groan in protest.
 
   “But I’m exhausted…” Mrs Carey sighs. “I don’t think I can handle anymore and these kids need to be getting home; it’s late.”
 
   “Maybe we should just do this tomorrow?” Miss Hart suggests, but I shake my head. “Nope, I’m going to get this done now. It’s a mess and by tomorrow it’ll have blown across town.”
 
   “My feet can’t handle anymore,” Miss Hart insists. “And you’ve been working harder than any of us, in your condition…” 
 
   In my condition? 
 
   Mr Price interrupts her before she can finish. “I’ll stay. I’m still wide awake. Aching, but not tired. Simon?”
 
   Mr Diplock shakes his head. “No. I’ll make it up to you all tomorrow by being here for the big clean, but I can’t do this shit tonight. I’m wiped.” 
 
   “Can you give me a ride?” Miss Hart asks as Mrs Carey makes a swift exit with her group of followers. 
 
   Hayley sighs and yawns loudly. “Well, I’m helping. I’m not going to leave you stranded. It’s not that bad anyway.”
 
   It’s actually not as bad as I thought it would be, but it’s not great and it is freezing. 
 
   Isaac grabs the roll of rubbish bags from the box of supplies by the door and tears three off the roll. He hands me a litter picker and takes one for himself as Hayley rushes to my car to grab the spare shoes we packed for this reason. 
 
   “At least everything has been disassembled,” Isaac comments and I can’t help but nod my agreement. “Tired? I can handle this if…”
 
   “Don’t, I’m fine. I just want to get this done.”
 
   I shake the bag loose and start picking things from the ground with the thin and long metal grabber. 
 
   “Are you mad at me for scaring you?”
 
   I shake my head, my eyes on my job. “Nope.”
 
   “You’re mad.” He states with a deep laugh. “I should feel bad, but I don’t.”
 
   “Remind me to pat you on the back for that.” 
 
   “Oooh, sarcasm is the lowest form of wit.” 
 
   I roll my eyes at him. “It’s a good thing I wasn’t trying to be witty then.”
 
   He lets out another bark of laughter. “Nice response. I don’t think I have anything to say to that.”
 
   I kick off my shoes when Hayley draws near and slide my Converse trainers onto my feet. That feels so good. 
 
   “What’s so funny? What did I miss?” Hayley asks, donning her own pair of trainers. 
 
   Isaac hands her a bag and litter picker. 
 
   “Nothing. He’s laughing at my expense.”
 
   “You’re ginger, that’s nothing new.”
 
   I gape at her with feigned insult and actual shock. “You didn’t just say that.”
 
   Isaac seems to find Hayley’s remark even funnier than she does. 
 
   “I can’t believe you two. You’re a teacher; you can’t laugh at that. Besides, my hair isn’t ginger. It’s red. Ginger is orange and mine is red. Just saying.”
 
   Isaac grabs at my hair with his litter pickers. “If I had a colour chart, could you prove it?”
 
   Probably not. “I’m picking litter in silence. Without you two… over there where there’s nobody but myself and the ground. Got it?”
 
   “Aww, don’t be grumpy.” Hayley chokes out through her cackling. “I’ll give you a free pass to insult me for the entire day on Monday when school starts.”
 
   Hmm… I’m listening. “And you’ll still bring me coffee?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Deal?”
 
   “I guess so.” We shake on it and get back to work.
 
   “You two are strange.” Isaac comments. 
 
   “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me, Mr Price.” Hayley wipes a fake tear from under her eye.
 
   “And dramatic.” He pins me with another glare. “I still can’t believe you threw an actual shoe at me.”
 
   “I still can’t believe you haven’t gotten over that yet.” I do kind of feel bad about it now, but I’m not telling him that. “I’m actually kind of sad this night is over.”
 
   “It was a roaring success,” Isaac agrees. “But I’m definitely glad it’s over. Never again will I agree to be Jason for that many hours straight.”
 
   “You were amazing at it though. Yours was the one they all talked about at the end.” I smile softly at him, wanting him to see how much I genuinely appreciate all he did tonight. 
 
   He smiles back, equally as soft. “You weren’t so bad yourself. You kept everything running smoothly.” 
 
   “Where’s my praise? I was the best ticket saleswoman this side of the UK.” Hayley butts in, totally ruining a moment she didn’t realise existed. 
 
   I tear my eyes away from my teacher and let out a breath. I need to stop looking into it all so much. He’s my teacher and that’s final. I’m just setting myself up for a world of unnecessary pain. 
 
   “That you were; you rocked that booth.” We high five and again focus on work. 
 
   It doesn’t take us longer than thirty minutes, but by the time we’re done I’m exhausted and my entire body is frozen solid. We dump the bags inside the door and Isaac locks up behind us. 
 
   “Is the money safe?” I ask him around a yawn and wrap my arms around myself. 
 
   He nods, looking as chilled as I feel. At least the clothes he’s wearing cover his entire body. Why didn’t I wear a stupid jacket? 
 
   “We should go. It’s cold and I’m so tired I think I might pass out.” 
 
   “Are you okay to drive?” He asks, reminding me of the night he saved me from the side of the road. 
 
   Am I? I’m tempted to say no just so I can sit beside him in the car for a while. 
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “Good, because we need to go. I need bed.” Hayley grabs my hand and pulls me towards my mum’s car. 
 
   I turn and wave at Isaac over my shoulder. “See you in school on Monday.”
 
   “Drive safe, girls.” He calls back and heads to his own car. 
 
   It’s not until I’m halfway home that I remember the shoes I left by the steps. I curse, but don’t bother going back for them. It’s late and I don’t think I can handle it.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   I arrive at the school at nine. I decided to let Hayley sleep in, mostly because she wouldn’t wake up and also because I’m a good friend like that.
 
   On sluggish and aching legs that don’t seem to have recovered from last night’s school scare, I make my way towards the school, annoyed when I see only a handful of people inside tidying. 
 
   “I’m guessing nobody showed up for the boring bits then?” I comment dryly and grab a bag. 
 
   Mr Price Senior wants everything packed away properly so that it can be reused one day. 
 
   “Maybe more will come when it’s past ten,” Mr Price Senior says around a large yawn.
 
   “Where’s Judith?” I look around for the sweet woman, expecting to see her in her chair attempting to help.
 
   Mr Price glances around the small group and says quietly, “She’s been appointed a carer, so I left them alone to get acquainted.”
 
   I wince along with him. “How’s she taking that?”
 
   He gives me a look and he doesn’t need to respond for me to know she’s not taking it well.
 
   “Where’s Isaac?” I speak his actual name without thinking and the look Mr Price gives me is to be expected. “Sorry… Mr Price Junior… I meant…”
 
   He doesn’t comment and only shrugs. “Probably sleeping in like the rest of them. They did have a long night. I’m surprised you’re here. I wouldn’t blame you for taking the morning off.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have been able to sleep if I tried. I’m like my dad in that way. If there’s something to be done, I can’t just sit back and watch.”
 
   “Definitely a trait you should be proud of.” He winks at me and moves away when his name is called.
 
   The taking down is a lot easier than the putting up and we have the entrance done in little to no time. It’s the rest of the school that proves to be a pain. 
 
   Only Hayley shows up at noon, along with Wesley, but nobody else bothers. Not even Mr Diplock or Isaac. I’ll be telling them what I think about that when school starts again on Monday. Arseholes… leaving me to do all of the work. 
 
   “So we’ll be making an announcement when school reopens on the amount of money that has been made for our chosen charity,” Mr Price says as we sweep the floor side by side. “But I thought you’d want to know before then.”
 
   “I don’t mind waiting…”
 
   “Just under five thousand, and that’s after we take away the money that Crystal sponsored the night with.”
 
   My mouth drops open and suddenly my aches and pains vanish, only to be replaced with glee. “Are you serious?”
 
   “Yep. Deadly. I can trust you to give her this?” He holds out a brown envelope with Crystal’s name written on the front. 
 
   I nod and stuff it into the inside pocket of my jacket. “I’ll take it to her as soon as we’re done here.”
 
   “That’s okay, you go. I’ll have the janitors finish up tomorrow.” 
 
   I don’t argue with him. I’m too eager to share the amazing news with Crystal. 
 
   “See you Monday,” I call happily and skip out of the school with a beaming smile on my face. 
 
    
 
   As I’m rushing along the path I text Hayley and tell her I’ll meet her at mine in an hour. I need coffee and Crystal to celebrate. 
 
   I don’t think I’ve ever jogged anywhere in my life. That just changed. The money is making me paranoid. I’m worried I’ll get mugged or lose it, so I keep a hand over my jacket where the envelope is hidden. 
 
    
 
   The café is open when I arrive, as I knew it would be, and I find Crystal sat in the back room with her feet up and a mug of tea between her hands. 
 
   I drop the envelope on her lap, startling her slightly. “What’s this?”
 
   My smile widens as I drop into the seat beside her. “Have a look.”
 
   She peels open the envelope after handing me her cup and runs her fingers over the notes inside. For a long moment she doesn’t speak, she only stares into the envelope with a glazed look in her eyes. “How much?”
 
   “They made just under five thousand. That’s after they took away the money you spent.”
 
   Her eyes glisten and so do mine. “This is excellent! I never expected them to be able to pay me back.”
 
   “I know, me neither,” I admit sheepishly, sipping from her cup before handing it back to her. “We should celebrate.”
 
   “Irish coffee?” She suggests.
 
   “Hell yeah! You sit; I’ll make.” 
 
   “Good lass.” Her hand grabs my wrist as I go to stand and her warm eyes find my own. “I’m so proud of you, of all of you. You’ve done a good thing.”
 
   “Not without you.” I clear my throat in hopes it’ll remove the lump there. “I think I need that Irish coffee now.”
 
   “Good lass,” she says again, smiling softly. “I know you’re probably exhausted, but we close up soon. Would you mind helping the girls? Then you can bring the coffee through.”
 
   “Of course.” I am exhausted, but I can see Crystal looks worse than I am and at her age she shouldn’t be pushing herself. I’ll recover; I’m not sure that she will.
 
   I wave to the girls as they serve the last few customers and get to work loading the dishwasher and cleaning the sides down. 
 
   We work together cleaning the tables and emptying the machines with mild and tired chatter. Every step I take just feels like one step too much, but I keep going, yawning every few seconds. 
 
   The bell above the door jingles, but I don’t look up. “I’m sorry, but we’re closing.”
 
   “Actually I came to speak to you.”
 
   I spin and look at the handsome male wearing a white shirt and dark jeans. His blond hair is my favourite part about him; it touches the top of his collar, curling slightly on the ends. Not many men could pull off a longer hairdo, but he’s one of those that definitely can pull it off.
 
   “Hey,” I breathe, standing with a rag in one hand and a bottle of spray in the other. 
 
   “I am so sorry I didn’t make it today. I overslept.”
 
   I check the clock on the wall and quirk my brow at him. “Until six at night?”
 
   His teeth sink into his lower lip and his eyes scan the girls as they pull on their coats and grab their bags ready to leave. “Until two, but I had a few things to do when I woke up.”
 
   I turn back to the table I was cleaning and lift a chair to rest it upside down on the surface. 
 
   A firm chest presses against my back as arms come around me and help my shaking, weary arms guide the chair to the table. I stop breathing and tense when his jaw skims against my ear. It’s smooth and soft; he’s shaven and he smells divine. 
 
   I can’t tell if I imagine it, but his body seems to linger against mine and his jaw seems to rub against my ear. I’m certain I hear him inhale and that thought alone causes a shiver to run through my body. 
 
   “I know it was your birthday yesterday,” he says quietly and his breath fans through my hair.
 
   He steps away, leaving me weak, wobbling and cold. “Yeah, I didn’t make a big deal out of it.”
 
   “I know…” He lifts the next chair and turns it over, resting it on the table. “I… I…” I’ve never seen him look so nervous. His hand reaches into his back pocket and fumbles with something. “I should go.” He rips his hand away and runs it through his hair. “I just wanted to apologise for not helping today; it was wrong of me.”
 
   “It’s okay.” I’m not lying. Shit happens. I’m hardly going to hold it against him. “You weren’t the only one who didn’t show up. We got it done though, so it’s all good.”
 
   “Do you need any help now? With anything?”
 
   I look around the clean café and shake my head. “No, I’m going to enjoy an Irish coffee with Crystal and then I’m going home.”
 
   He looks shocked for a moment. “Irish coffee? The one with Baileys?” 
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Do you think that’s a good idea?”
 
   I’m not really sure what he means. “I’m eighteen; it’s totally legal now. Besides, it’s not like I’m doing shots of hard liquor.”
 
   “No…” He scratches his head and looks up to the ceiling as if searching for an answer. “I know.”
 
   Huh? “You know what?”
 
   He gives me a look that I don’t understand. “No, I mean that I know.”
 
   Blink. “You know what?”
 
   “Don’t play coy; you know what I’m talking about.” Why the hell is he getting frustrated? 
 
   “I’m not being coy. I genuinely don’t have a clue what you’re talking ab…”
 
   “I know that you’re pregnant.” He blurts, the words coming out in a jumbled mess, but not so jumbled that I don’t understand him. “I didn’t want to say anything; it’s your business…”
 
   “Wait…” I hold up my hand to silence him as a nervous giggle escapes me and my heart breaks slowly into a thousand pieces. “Is that the reason you’ve been nice to me this entire time? The lunch time study sessions, the rides home, the inviting me to your parents… it’s because you think I’m pregnant?”
 
   His stern face falters. “Well…”
 
   Oh my god, I’ve been so damn stupid. “I’m not pregnant!” I throw the rag on the table. “Who the hell told you I was pregnant?”
 
   He opens and closes his mouth before finally answering. “I overheard a conversation in class between you and Hayley. It’s okay, Elle… I’m not judging you.”
 
   “Holy fuck,” I choke out and rub my temples with my fingertips. “I’m not fucking pregnant.”
 
   “If you terminated, I completely understand…”
 
   A rush of air leaves me. I can’t believe we’re having this conversation. “Stop, just stop. I’m not, nor have I ever been, bloody pregnant!”
 
   “But I heard…”
 
   “You heard wrong! I’m not even sure what you heard to make you assume that I’m pregnant or ever have been!” I know I’m shouting, but I’m embarrassed and extremely angry. More so at myself for thinking that maybe he enjoyed my company a little more than he should. “God. I can’t believe this…”
 
   Isaac winces and scratches at his neck. I’ve noticed that this is something he does when he’s feeling uncomfortable. “If you were, you know that you could tell me… right?”
 
   “Oh god, please… just stop trying to relate to me. This is so weird on so many levels.” I drop the spray by the rag and move to the door. “I think you should go.”
 
   “Elle…”
 
   “No, please. This has been mortifying enough. I really…” A thought comes to mind. “Did you tell anybody?” When he doesn’t answer, my entire spine straightens and stiffens. I turn to him, directing my anger at him. “Whoever you told, you better un-tell right now! Okay?”
 
   “Of course.” He mutters and moves to the door. “I am so sorry. I should have just spoken to you first. I just didn’t know how to handle it.”
 
   I lower my head and close my eyes, needing for him to be gone when I reopen them. “Please just go, please.”
 
   “Right.” The bell jingles as the door opens, but I still don’t open my eyes. “I’m really sorry, Eloise.”
 
   I lock the door behind him and close the shutters before finally making the coffee. I’m surprised Crystal didn’t come and see what the commotion was. 
 
   I step into the back with two cups of Irish coffee in my hands, still feeling annoyed and embarrassed at myself for ever letting myself believe that Isaac might have liked me as more than just his student. 
 
   “You will never guess what just happened,” I say as I place the cups on the table in front of the couch.
 
   I turn to Crystal, ready to give Isaac a piece of my mind through her, but find her slumped forward in her seat, her forehead against her arm. Her other arm rests limply by her side.
 
   “Crystal?” What an awkward position to sleep in. I smile and push her shoulder back.
 
   Her head lolls and my heart stops beating.
 
   “Crystal?” I whisper, my hands shaking frantically as I push her silver hair from her wrinkled forehead. She doesn’t stir. She doesn’t move. My hand flies to my mouth and tears blur my vision. “Crystal, no… no.” No… No… Not now. “Crystal, please…” I drop to my knees before her and shake her shoulder once more.
 
   She’s so still, so calm. Her lips are parted but no air passes through them and her eyelids, which usually flutter when she naps, remain closed and still. 
 
   I let out a sob and scramble to find my phone in my pocket. I don’t know what to do. 
 
   Tears burn trails down my cold cheeks and my thumb slips over my screen, struggling to press the appropriate numbers. 
 
   “I… need an ambulance.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I sit with my head against the steering wheel, feeling extremely moronic. I should go back and apologise again. How stupid of me. I humiliated the poor girl.
 
   Going back will only make it worse. 
 
   I’m jolted from my thoughts when the sound of sirens pierces the silence and an ambulance blurs past me with a police car on its tail. 
 
   A feeling of dread overcomes me and I just know… I don’t know how, but I feel it. I know where it’s going. I watch it in the rear-view mirror and pray that it doesn’t turn left. If it turns left… I dread to think.
 
   My heart melts when it makes the turn I prayed it wouldn’t. 
 
   I pull out of my parking space and spin the car around. I’ve never chased an ambulance before, but this feeling I have inside… I just know something isn’t right.
 
   It’s not my business; I should just go home. 
 
   Instead I find myself pulling up outside the same café I left not long ago, directly in front of the ambulance and police car. 
 
   I wait for a moment, just to see what’s going on as people leave their homes and stores and begin to gather around on the other side of the road. Many of them hold their hands to their lips, clearly as scared as I feel inside.
 
   It’s not until a body is brought out on a stretcher minutes later, covered by blankets from head to toe, that I finally climb from the car and push past the paramedics and police officers. I ignore their orders and search for the poor girl. It’s wrong, I know it is, but I’m praying it’s not her under those blankets.
 
   My entire body perspires with panic as I burst into the back room, desperate to see her fiery red hair and blazing eyes. 
 
   When I do, the relief that floods me is unbearable and before I can stop myself, I’m gathering the sobbing girl in my arms and holding her close. 
 
   I press my lips to her hair and whisper soft words to her as she clings to me, as if I’m her anchor. 
 
   “She’s dead… she just… died…” She hiccups into my chest, her entire body shaking. “I… we… I made coffee but…” Her fingers twist in my shirt as she holds me tighter still. Her entire body sinks into mine as if she wants me to absorb her, to shelter her from the pain and shock. I don’t know what to do or what to say, so I only hold her and hope it helps in some small way. 
 
   “I’m so sorry, Elle,” I say hopelessly. I feel useless. I feel so fucking useless. “I am so sorry.”
 
   She sobs again and nuzzles her forehead into my neck. I don’t let her go. I know it’s not appropriate, but at this point I don’t give a fuck. 
 
   “I’m taking her home,” I say to the officer by the door. 
 
   “No need, I’m here.” It’s a man I recognise as the one in the group of parents I scared, the one who screamed and stumbled into the other man. He looks at me curiously and I can see he wants to ask who the hell I am, but he doesn’t. Instead he pulls a reluctant Eloise away from me and guides her from the café, with his arm around her shoulders. “Thank you…” He says to me over his shoulder, before leading her to his car. 
 
   I follow them onto the sidewalk, my heart breaking with every sob I hear leave that poor girl’s mouth. 
 
   I don’t hang around; there’s no point. The police can handle it from here. 
 
   I can’t believe Crystal is dead. She’s been a solid member in this town since way before I was born. That woman was alive during the Second World War. 
 
   This is a tragedy that is going to affect everyone. It tears at my heart. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   There’s a strange quiet through the school come Monday when everyone returns. Everybody, as expected, seems to be shocked by the death of such a beloved member of the community. 
 
   Eloise doesn’t show up for class and I’m not surprised. The poor girl needs time to mourn and grieve. 
 
   Hayley, the forever happy go lucky girl, looks depressed. She stares blankly at her paper throughout the entire lesson, only moving when the bell rings.
 
   I pull her to the side as the class filters out through the door, as silent as they were when they came in. “How is she?” I ask again, not caring if she finds it inappropriate. 
 
   “She’s…” She lets out a breath and shakes her head. “She’s not good. She’s heartbroken.”
 
   I nod because I don’t know what to say. “Will you…” Will she what? Send her my love? My condolences? 
 
   “I’ll tell her you asked after her,” Hayley mutters, shifting her bag up her shoulder. 
 
   “Is she coping?”
 
   “She’s coping better than most, considering…” She shifts on the spot and looks up at me with teary eyes. “She wanted to come in today, but her parents wouldn’t let her. They said she needs time to heal.”
 
   I frown. That doesn’t sound like something Eloise needs. “She’s tenacious and determined. I doubt sitting around an empty house will help her heal.”
 
   Hayley blinks in surprise. “That’s exactly what I said. Her parents don’t know her as well as they’d like to.”
 
   “Whose parents do?” 
 
   Her lips tilt up in a smile. “Yeah… at least somebody gets it. Thanks, Mr Price. I’ll pass your condolences on.”
 
   “Please do, and my mother’s and father’s.”
 
   She smiles a sad smile again and leaves the room, dragging her feet as she goes. 
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   I look at my room, which I’ve moved around for the third time since this morning. It doesn’t seem right, no matter the layout. 
 
   My mum comes and goes, bringing me drink after drink that never get drunk, yet she still comes up half an hour later with a fresh one and takes my old one away. I know she’s trying to help, but keeping me cooped up isn’t helping. Not at all. 
 
   My dad came and lay with me last night; it was nice. He hasn’t done that since I was small and I appreciated it until he fell asleep and kicked me out of my own bed.
 
   I know they mean well and that’s the only thing stopping me from screaming at them both to leave me alone. 
 
   I need to get out. I need to go for a walk. I don’t need to be left to grieve with nothing but my thoughts. I need to go to Crystal’s and fire up the ancient coffee machine. I need to… I need to breathe. 
 
   My eyes sting as they try to produce tears, but it’s impossible. I’ve cried so much I’m not sure I can anymore. 
 
   It’s all such a blur. I can barely recall the night in question, yet at the same time flashbacks haunt my thoughts and dreams. My mind can’t piece it all together, so it bombards me with images and feelings. 
 
   I shake myself off and rub my swollen eyes. I need to get out of this house. 
 
    
 
   Sitting at the top of the stairs, I listen to my parents talk about Crystal’s funeral, which is on Saturday. Her family have come home and arranged everything. Even though they didn’t visit often, they loved the old woman and knew her well, so I imagine her funeral is going to be exactly as she wanted it. At least I hope it is.
 
   “Elle?” My mum calls up the stairs, startled when she sees me sat on the top step. “Hey.”
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “Will you please try to eat something?”
 
   I relent and stand slowly before descending the stairs. “What are we having?”
 
   “I made lamb chops and minted potatoes.”
 
   My stomach rumbles in protest, not relishing the thought of being filled with something so heavy. I don’t tell her this though. Instead I follow her into the kitchen, happy for a job to do.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I’m shocked at how many people have turned up to Crystal’s funeral. There are so many people the church couldn’t fit them all in, so close friends and family are brought to the front as the rest of us stand at the back and some even outside.
 
   The ceremony is beautiful, but I don’t pay much attention. I’m here to support my mum, Dad and students. I don’t do well in situations like this. I never know what to say or do. All I can do is offer my silent support and hope it’s enough.
 
   Like a movie cliché, the sky cries large tears as the coffin is lowered into the ground. Many people speak their eulogies, all of them with different stories of the old lady they all loved dearly, but it’s Eloise’s I hold out for and pay attention to. 
 
   Hers is beautiful, well written and from the heart. Her tears are of joy and mixed with sad laughter as she shares tales of the woman who was closer than a grandmother to her. I watch her beautiful eyes close whenever she breathes at the end of a sentence and I know she’s picturing the old lady in her mind. 
 
   Everybody throws dirt and roses onto the coffin when it sinks to the bottom, but Eloise throws coffee beans and places a bottle of Baileys onto the closed lid. It makes people smile. No matter how sad the occasion, they know Crystal would definitely appreciate the parting gift.
 
   It surprises me that only a young girl would have been so brave as to add those to the burial. 
 
   I take my side beside my mum and dad. My mum weeps silently as Eloise says her final words and looks for her friends in the crowds. My mum holds out her hand to her and she doesn’t hesitate to move in between us. 
 
   I lean towards her, sheltering her with my umbrella as Crystal’s daughter says her piece and drops a few pictures onto the casket. 
 
   I’m not sure why Eloise decided to stand with my family. I can see her parents looking over this way with confused looks on their faces before her father’s eyes come to me and narrow. He’s curious, but I’ve done nothing wrong so I won’t feel threatened by his looks of accusation.
 
   My father hands Eloise a handkerchief and she takes it with a small smile, using it to stop the tears under her eyes before they can travel down her rosy cheeks. 
 
   The crowd gets tighter as the vicar speaks the final words and Eloise places the handkerchief into the pocket of her black tunic dress. I feel her fingers bump my leg when I move closer still, trying to avoid being pressed against from behind.
 
   I hear her breath come out in a staggered gasp. I know she’s trying not to cry and the need to comfort her fills me.
 
   I’m not sure what comes over me, or why I do what I do. All I know is that when I bump my pinkie finger with hers, there’s no other choice. She turns her hand discreetly, the backs of her fingers caressing the backs of mine.
 
   Such a simple move creates such a dark feeling within and my heart pounds in my throat as I make the only move I can think of making. I slide my fingers across the palm of her hand, looking at her profile through the corner of my eye. I see her eyes flutter closed and barely fight the urge to allow my own eyes to do the same.
 
   I run my fingers along the gaps of hers until she parts them and, when she does, it’s all her. She slides them closed, clasping the back of my hand with her fingertips. My body throbs and heats and suddenly the sad moment we’re part of flutters away when our palms clasp together and our hands are locked in a tight embrace. 
 
   Nobody around the open grave can see because of the people sat in front of us and everybody behind us are too close to tell. 
 
   For some reason I don’t even care if they do see. In this moment, at this time, I don’t feel fear of judgement. The only thing I feel is her body, her hand, her pulse thrumming with my own. I don’t know why I feel this way and I don’t look into it either, because the only fear I do have is that I’ll have to make it stop. 
 
   I don’t ever want it to stop. 
 
   Ever.
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   I sit in silence with Hayley at the wake. It’s being held in the café and everybody is drinking Irish coffee made by myself and the rest of the staff. I don’t know how to feel about being back here, in the place she died. The place I found her dead.
 
   I think the only solace that this place now brings is the memory that in her last few moments, I was with her. She wasn’t alone. She may have been alone when she drifted into a world I’ll see myself one day, but she wasn’t alone before she drifted and I was the one with her. 
 
   Everybody is a lot happier. I don’t blame them for it. I want them to smile during her final goodbye. I just don’t have the energy right now.
 
   I keep my eyes on my cup, listening to the loud chatter and occasional laughter. Nobody tries to talk to me. I don’t think they know how. I’m not sure how to deal with this. I’ve never lost anybody close to me before and I don’t know how to handle the feelings that it brings.
 
   I can’t stop repeating these words in my mind: ‘I’m never going to see her again.’ They keep spinning around and around and no matter what I do to distract myself, it doesn’t take away the pain or the reality of it. 
 
   We weren’t related, but I saw her four days a week. She cared for me. I’ve known her my whole life. 
 
   I feel eyes burning into me from the corner of the room. I raise my own to find the source of the stare and falter when I realise its Isaac. He’s looking at me with no small amount of concern and something I don’t quite understand.
 
   I look away. I don’t have the energy to figure out what it is that seems to be passing between the two of us. I’m sick of him trying to save me, holding my hand, looking after me because he thought I was pregnant… it’s too much. He’s messing with my head in ways I don’t need and frankly I think he should know better. 
 
   He’s my teacher and nothing more. 
 
   “I’m going home,” I say to Hayley and my parents. “I just need this day to be over.”
 
   “I’ll drive you.” Mum stands, but I shake my head. 
 
   “Alone. I need to walk.”
 
   “Babe.” She takes my hand, but I pull free and, after saying goodbye to Crystal’s family, I exit the café, ignoring the cold against my bare arms and thinly covered legs. 
 
   The fresh air is great and the alone time is even better. 
 
   I walk along the street, taking care to cross the road I almost died on the first time I ever met Isaac. 
 
   The streets are empty, save for the odd car driving by. I feel isolated, but not in a bad way. I can practically feel Crystal’s hands gripping my shoulders. She’s trying to shake some sense into me, no doubt appalled at my display of self-pity on her behalf. 
 
   I detour through the park, running my fingers across the rough surfaces of the trees as I go, before finally sitting on a small bench that overlooks the pitiful pond that doesn’t seem big enough to hold more than a dozen fish. 
 
   “You’re following me,” I say, frowning slightly as a suit jacket is draped over my shoulders and Isaac takes the seat beside me.
 
   “I’m worried about you,” he admits, keeping his distance. 
 
   Part of me wishes he’d sit closer so I can rest my head on his shoulder and nap. “I’ll be okay tomorrow. It’s from being cooped up all week. My parents mean well, but they…” I look up at the grey sky and shiver at the chill in the air. “Have been so fucking stifling.”
 
   “Hayley said.” He crosses his legs at the ankles and rests an arm along the back of the bench. “Would you like me to leave you alone? If you feel uncomfortable just say.”
 
    I guide my eyes to him, happy to see he’s staring ahead at the pitiful pond and not at me. “I don’t.” His eyes finally come to mine and his fingertips reach out and tangle in the ends of my hair. He delicately slides a thin lock between his forefinger and middle finger. I’m not even sure that he knows he’s doing it. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I didn’t know Crystal like you did.”
 
   “That’s not what I asked.” I shuffle closer, only until I feel the tips of his fingers graze my neck. 
 
   “I’m fine. I haven’t really been able to concentrate on much as of late. I’ve just been offering silent support.”
 
   His fingers slide across the hairs at the nape of my neck and draw delicate circles there. I want to slump my head forward at the feeling that’s oh so relaxing. “Why haven’t you been able to concentrate?”
 
   He clears his throat, uncrossing and then crossing his legs. His hand immediately scratches at his neck as the hand at my neck presses harder, massaging deeper. When he doesn’t respond, I turn back to stare at the pond, wondering why something so wrong and taboo feels so nice. 
 
   “It’s cold. You should go home. It’ll be dark soon.”
 
   “I can’t go back there, not yet.”
 
   “Then I’ll sit with you until you do.”
 
   “If you’re cold, you can go. I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean you should always have to.” He shifts closer, removing his hand from my neck. Using his other hand, he places his finger and thumb on my chin and turns my face his way. “Do you want to be alone?”
 
   My heart speeds and races in my chest. Gulp. “No.”
 
   “Do you want to be here with someone else?”
 
   My breath catches and my eyes widen as the sky seems to darken from its light grey to almost darkness. “No.”
 
   “Then I’m staying.” He scans my face with his eyes for any sign of a lie before resting back in his seat, his arm almost touching mine. For a moment there I thought he was going to kiss me. I thought he wanted to.
 
   We sit in comfortable silence for a long time, until the sun finally goes to bed and the moon begins to peek between broken clouds. His hand that was at my neck rests beside mine. He places his pinkie finger over my own in a small gesture of comfort. It’s all I need to feel warm beside him. 
 
   “Can I drive you home?” He asks after a long silence. 
 
   I shake my head. “No, I’m going to walk. It’s only around the corner.” I stand and hold out his jacket, but he doesn’t take it. Instead he pulls it back around my shoulders and buttons it up at the front. 
 
   “If you’re going to be stubborn, then you can at least be warm during the process.” He winks and smiles through the dark, only a streetlight in the distance keeping him illuminated enough for me to see his features. “Goodnight, Elle.”
 
   “Goodnight, Isaac.” I walk away, cutting through the park with my face buried in the collar of his jacket. He smells so good.
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   Monday morning arrives and it seems everybody has cheered up a bit. I’m glad to see Eloise enter the classroom with a small smile on her face. I notice an extra bag in her hand and guess immediately that it’s my jacket. 
 
   I command the class’ attention to start and run them through today’s lesson. They listen, but half of them only do some of the work, as expected. It won’t be my fault if they fail at the end of the year.
 
   “Sir?” Hayley raises her hand and motions me over. I move to her desk and help her work through two questions that both she and Elle are having trouble with. That same rhubarb scent makes my mouth water and I barely find the willpower to move away from the table, although I do leave Elle a small gift as I pass: the belt loop she tore a while ago. 
 
   She takes it in hand discreetly, silent laughter spilling from her. When she looks at me, I smile back, enjoying the joy that twinkles in her eyes. 
 
   “What?” Hayley hisses at her friend. “What’s so funny?”
 
   Eloise shakes her head and leans back over her work, but every so often she looks at me and, when she does, I make a note of the pink that colours her cheeks. It makes me smile a secret smile. 
 
   The students must think I’m insane. 
 
   At the end of the lesson, Eloise hangs back. As expected, she leaves the bag beside my desk and, without even saying goodbye, she skips out of my classroom. 
 
   Inside I find my jacket in a protective plastic sheet with a note that reads, 
 
    
 
   ‘Dry cleaned and ironed, so don’t fold.’
 
    
 
   Beneath it sits a tub holding my favourite sandwich, the same one she shared with me on the first day. Inside the tub, left on top of the wrapped sandwich, sits another note, which reads,
 
    
 
   ‘Do you ever eat lunch? EAT!’
 
    
 
   Chuckling to myself, I do as I’ve been told and devour the sandwich with more enthusiasm than I thought myself capable of. 
 
   It’s not until I get home and place the jacket in my wardrobe that I find the denim belt loop sitting at the bottom of the bag with another note. This one really gets my attention.
 
    
 
   ‘I don’t need to be rescued, but I’m grateful for your help all the same.’
 
    
 
   I stare at the note, slightly perplexed at its meaning, but then I remember what she said when I confronted her about the pregnancy that never was. “Is that the reason you’ve been nice to me this entire time? The lunch time study sessions, the rides home, the inviting me to your parents… it’s because you think I’m pregnant?”
 
   She thinks I’m being nice because she’s having a hard time, which I am, obviously. I’m her teacher and I should care. I should be there for a student in need.
 
   But is that the only reason? 
 
   I toss the note into the bin and run my hands through my hair. Other thoughts come to mind on that particular subject, but I shove them aside. I don’t have feelings for the girl… at all, not in any way and I won’t entertain that idea.
 
   Does she have feelings for me? She’s a teenage girl; of course she does. Christ how that must have hurt when she realised my intentions were purely platonic. Now I feel like an arsehole. I never should have gotten involved.
 
   My mind wanders to something else, something I bought to give her on her birthday, and my hands ball into fists. If what I’m saying to myself is true, why would I go to so much trouble? Why does the thought of hurting her tear a hole straight through my heart? 
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   “I come bearing gifts,” I say to Mr Price, holding up the bag of Mrs Price’s favourite snacks in hand. 
 
   “You’re always welcome, especially with gifts,” he responds, smiling widely. “You’re looking well.”
 
   “I’m feeling a lot better. I’m just sorry I haven’t visited. I’ve been under house arrest.”
 
   “Don’t you be apologising,” Judith snaps good-naturedly and holds her arms open. I immediately notice the lack of wheelchair and the lack of bandages on her leg and my smile widens. “Let me look at you.” She claps my cheek, but it doesn’t hurt. “You’ve lost weight.”
 
   I look her up and down once more and quirk a brow. “So have you.”
 
   “That’s because you stopped bringing me such fattening delights. Come, sit. I’ll make tea.”
 
   Mr Price rolls his eyes. “I’ll make the tea while you two lovely ladies chat and eat your fattening delights, as my wife so adequately names them.” He exits the room, but his head pops around the open door seconds later. “Are there any of those cinnamon swirly things?”
 
   I laugh, nodding. “Of course. Just because I prefer Judith, doesn’t mean I’ll leave you out.”
 
   Judith, happy at my words, pulls me in for another hug before guiding me to the sofa, where we both sit back and relax and pile the treats onto the table on individual napkins.
 
   “These are my favourite.” She grabs a chocolate twist and takes a large bite. I join her by grabbing my own. “My son loves these, Isaac. He loved them growing up.” Something I didn’t know. “I hope you get to meet him one day. He insists on staying in Cambridge.”
 
   I stop chewing and swallow the large chunk of pastry in my mouth, almost choking in the process. “I… I have met him. He took over your teaching role. Remember?” I say this softly and her eyes glaze over. 
 
   “No… no… he’s in Cambridge. You must be talking about somebody else. I think I know where my son is, Eloise.” She snaps and throws the pastry on the ground. “You’re talking about a different person. I just spoke to him on the phone last night, on his Cambridge landline.”
 
   “Judith…” I try, but she holds her hand up and immediately calls for her husband, who races through. 
 
   “What is it?”
 
   I look at him with panicked eyes. 
 
   “Where’s Isaac?” Judith asks curtly, her mood clearly sour. 
 
   Mr Price checks his watch. “I imagine he’ll still be at the school marking work. Why?”
 
   “What school?” She half shrieks, now standing. 
 
   “My school. What’s wrong?”
 
   Her breath starts coming faster and faster. “No… he’s in Cambridge.”
 
   “No, Judith, he isn’t.” Mr Price says as softly and as calmly as I tried to say. “He came home two months ago.”
 
   Her hand goes to her heart and her mouth opens and closes. “I… Of course… how silly of me.” She looks at the mess she made on the floor and sighs solemnly. “I apologise for my outburst. I don’t know what came over me.” 
 
   “I’ll finish the tea,” I tell Mr Price, whose heart is breaking more and more with each second that passes. I can see it in his eyes.
 
   He squeezes my shoulder as I pass, but doesn’t say anything. 
 
   It’s too soon for this… I can’t lose Judith to this godforsaken disease now, not so soon after Crystal. There has got to be something somebody can do.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   “Yeah, I’ll come round later. Is she okay?” I ask my dad. 
 
   “She’ll be fine. Please, if you could find the time just to show your face, I’d appreciate it. Eloise was here and her outburst was aimed at her. I’m not sure what happened before I entered the room, but I think your mother might have thrown a pastry at the poor girl.”
 
   “Christ.” I laugh a little. 
 
   “It’s not funny.”
 
   “It is a little. Not the situation, but Eloise having a pastry lobbed at her. Poor girl.”
 
   “I’m not finding it amusing, Isaac. Just come home when you can.”
 
   I think sometimes in dire situations the only thing you can do is look for the little joys. I pack away the work that I have yet to finish and pull on my jacket. 
 
    
 
   Stepping into my mum’s house, I’m shocked to see Katherine Hart sitting on the couch beside my mum, who lights up when she sees me. 
 
   “I can’t believe I forgot you,” she says quietly as she embraces me and kisses both of my cheeks multiple times. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “It’s fine. Clearly I’m not special,” I joke and let her go.
 
   Katherine looks at me. “Of course you’re special.” She stands and hugs me too, which makes me feel a bit weird. I place my hands on her waist as her hug lasts for longer than a few seconds. 
 
   “Oooh, a budding romance?” My mum asks, far too hopeful for someone who claimed in the past to not like the woman in question. 
 
   I quickly push Katherine away and look behind me as a gorgeous scent wafts into the room. I see Eloise standing in the doorway, a peculiar look on her face as her eyes dart between me and Katherine. She gives me a polite nod and places the tray that rests in her hands onto the table. I help her remove the three plates and cutlery. She still doesn’t say anything as she takes the tray and leaves the room again, only to return moments later with two more plates and my father trailing behind her with an extra tray of cold drinks. 
 
   “I’m sorry we aren’t eating at the dining table. We had to put it in storage when they fitted the elevator.” He says to Katherine, who isn’t fully aware of the situation.
 
   This time Eloise does speak. “My dad said he’ll drop that foldable table off in the morning on his way into work.”
 
   “Oh how nice of you,” Katherine practically hisses and I’m not the only one that heard the vehemence in her tone. 
 
   Eloise throws her a fake smile and sits cross legged on the ground. She places the plate on her lap and immediately tucks into the mashed potatoes that are smothered in gravy and surrounded by peas, carrots and sausages.
 
   “Sit here,” I say, pointing to the empty space on the sofa beside Katherine. 
 
   My mum glances between the two females and smirks before winking in my direction. 
 
   “It’s fine.” Elle motions for me to take the seat, but I really don’t want to. 
 
   “You should take the seat. It’s not comfortable on the floor.”
 
   “I’m young and bendy; I can handle it.” She shrugs, shooting another look at Katherine. 
 
   I bite down hard on my lip to stop myself from laughing, especially when Katherine glares at the poor girl, who seems to be just fine on the floor.
 
   I pick up my own plate and sit on the sofa, irritated when Katherine moves closer, making sure her thigh is pressing against my own. 
 
   Eloise’s mood darkens and the way she eats is rushed and slightly enraged. My dad and I look at each other as the girls seem to size each other up. He smiles secretly and rolls his eyes, turning to his own food.
 
   “Well it’s nice of you to visit, Katherine,” my mother says politely. “And thank you for the lovely scented candles.”
 
   “I got the idea from Isaac. They’re the same ones he has in his apartment. I figured he’s your son, so your tastes must be similar.”
 
   Eloise tenses, but doesn’t look up from her plate. She finishes her food before the rest of us and places her plate on the tray on the table before pulling out her phone and tapping away at the screen. 
 
   My dad looks between Katherine and I and for some reason I feel extremely defensive. “It was just a visit.” 
 
   Katherine’s smile doesn’t falter. “I forgot we had company.” She nods to Eloise and even though the red headed girl isn’t looking, she knows it’s her she’s referring to. I can tell by the sudden way her body just tensed. 
 
   “Eloise isn’t the type of person who goes around spreading rumours,” my mother says with admiration. “Are you, my dearest Elle?”
 
   Elle looks up and gives her the nicest smile she can muster. “Not at all. It’s none of my business. I’m just here for the free food.”
 
   I snigger, but it stops when Katherine shifts the conversation. “Well I was hoping Isaac would join me tonight. I have tickets to see that new show that’s playing in Skegness.”
 
   “What show?” My mother asks excitedly. “My Isaac loves a good performance.”
 
   “It’s Little Shop of Horrors. It’s playing at the Embassy, but the tickets have been sold out. I was lucky to get my hands on two.”
 
   “Doesn’t that sound like fun, Isaac?” 
 
   I nod reluctantly. The show does sound like fun; it’s the company that’s intolerable. “Yes.”
 
   “So it’s settled then? You’ll go with me?” Katherine beams, placing her barely touched plate of food on top of Elle’s. 
 
   “Go on, it’s been a while since you did anything fun.” Dad says, giving me a stern look. “It’ll be good for you to get out.”
 
   “And suddenly I’m seventeen again.” This is stupid. “I have things to do.”
 
   “Like?” Katherine frowns at me. “Come on, it’ll be fun. Please? Don’t make me go by myself.”
 
   My eyes linger on Elle for a moment, who continues playing on her phone. I don’t know why I’m bothered by what her reaction will be. Maybe it is time I accepted at least a simple date to a show. “Sure. I’ll go.”
 
   Eloise’s shoulders slump slightly and something powerful flutters in my chest. It doesn’t vanish when I clear my throat; it only gets stronger. 
 
   “I’ll give Eloise a ride home,” I say. “I didn’t see your mum’s car outside.” The need to have just a moment alone with her overrides my better judgement. 
 
   “We’ll all go.” Katherine stands and brushes her skirt down, forcing her to bend slightly so her arse is level with my face. “We’ll drop her off at home and then drive straight to Skegness.”
 
   “I can walk,” Eloise snaps, shoving her phone in her pocket and grabbing her bag. “Don’t go out of your way for me.”
 
   “It’s no problem.” Katherine links her arm through Elle’s. “See you later, everybody.”
 
   “I’ll come by in a couple of days.” Elle allows the female to pull her from the room and I can practically taste her animosity towards Katherine in the air. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   I’m forced into the back of Isaac’s car, even though I’d rather walk and I wasn’t even ready to leave yet. Katherine climbs in the front and smiles brightly at Isaac as he takes his own seat. 
 
   I’m not sure why I feel so hostile towards her, but when she places her hand on his wrist that rests on the console between them, I almost hiss at her like a feral cat. 
 
   Instead I give her a polite smile and go back to my phone.
 
   “Have you applied to any universities yet? I’d gladly give you a reference if you need one.”
 
   I’m shocked at her offer and wonder if my hostility is totally misdirected. “Thank you for the offer, that’s really kind, but Mr Price Senior has already done one for me.”
 
   “He’s a good man.” We both share a silent moment of agreement. “So where are you looking into going?”
 
   “Boston, Lincoln, places that are only a few hours away so I can come home when I want to.”
 
   “I went to Boston,” Isaac puts in, finally starting the car. I catch his eyes in the rear-view mirror, but quickly look away.
 
   “Your mum said. Is it a good school?”
 
   “Excellent, if you want to do Business. They have some great courses.”
 
   “Yeah, I still need to look into that.” I cringe at the thought. “I just hope I get grades good enough to get in.”
 
   Katherine again shows her nicer side. “You’re doing brilliantly in my class and if you do need any extra help, I’ll gladly step in.”
 
   “Th… thank you.” What’s her game? Why don’t I believe she’s genuine?
 
   Isaac seems to soften towards her. I see him smile her way and it’s gentle, the kind of smile I’ve only ever seen him direct at myself and his mother. “That’s really good of you, Katherine.”
 
   “Thanks for the ride,” I say as we turn down my street, eager to jump out of the car. “Have fun at your show.”
 
   Katherine grins wickedly. “We will.”
 
   Isaac nods to me, but doesn’t say anything. He only pulls up outside my house and drives away the second I close the car door after me. 
 
   Fuck… are they dating? 
 
   There were rumours, but I thought they were just that. Rumours. 
 
   This is stupid. 
 
   He looked at her like he likes her, like he’s attracted to her. I suppose it’s hard not to be attracted to her; she’s a damn goddess! All of the guys in school are sporting boners for her and most of them aren’t secretive about it. She laps up the attention too. 
 
   Stupid whore.
 
   Okay that was mean.
 
   I’m starting to wish I’d gone out for my eighteenth. I’m also starting to wonder if the reason I’ve been acting so fucking mature and hardworking is because I secretly wanted Isaac to see me as somebody he can relate to. Who am I kidding?
 
   To him I’m just a kid with a crush. He’s been so kind to me and helped me so many times.
 
   But he touched me; he played with my hair and stroked my neck. I know it was a difficult day and he’s never touched me like that before, but it has to mean something. 
 
   No… I’m this way because I chose to be a better person for myself and for my family. It has nothing to do with some blond haired guy with a great smile and a great body and a great laugh.
 
   I am so screwed.
 
   This has to end right now. 
 
   It’s only going to end in a pain I can’t handle on top of the rest. 
 
   I seriously need Crystal right now and part of me hates her for leaving me during such a vulnerable time. I don’t even care how selfish that is. 
 
   Speaking of Crystal… I really need to start looking for another job. Maybe my Dad will hire me to work the phones in his office or something, although working with him doesn’t sound like a great idea.
 
   I wish I’d asked Crystal’s family what they’re doing about the café, but it seemed like such an inappropriate thing to ask at the time. 
 
   I read the text that comes through to my phone seconds after I step into my house.
 
    
 
   Hayley: We should totally go clubbing!
 
    
 
   Eloise: It’s a Tuesday.
 
    
 
   Hayley: Quid a drink in Sliver.
 
    
 
   Eloise: It’s tempting…
 
    
 
   Hayley: I’ll buy your first five drinks.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Sold. 
 
    
 
   I guess I better make myself look pretty. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   My hands rip at the bottom of her skirt, forcing it up and over her hips, as my mouth devours hers. I feel her thigh, digging my fingers into her flesh as my other hand grasps at her breast. It’s soft and warm through her shirt, but I need to feel her skin. 
 
   Ripping the front of her shirt, I pull the cup of her bra down with my teeth before sucking the taut nipple into my mouth. She moans and it rushes straight to my groin. I love the sound of a woman’s groan when you know she’s enjoying herself. 
 
   You can always tell women who fake it, not just by the way they sound but by the way their body reacts. If your man doesn’t notice, he’s pretending because he doesn’t give a fuck. I don’t know how they can’t give a fuck. That groan and the way a woman responds to the right touch is the sexiest thing you can ever experience. 
 
   I lift her legs and press her harder into the wall, our groins separated by nothing but my trousers. 
 
   “Fuck me,” she hisses in my ear, throwing her head back when I sink my teeth into her neck and lap at the trapped flesh with my tongue. “Now… please!”
 
   My hands cup her arse, holding her up as her hands work at my belt. It’s been so long. Too long. I need to release this frustration and I need to release it now. 
 
   “Condom, wallet.” I pant and drop one of her legs to the ground. 
 
   The darkness of the hallway disorients my vision. I swear for a moment I’m staring into the piercing, angry green eyes of a familiar redhead. 
 
   I shake it off and quickly release the condom from my wallet as Katherine drops to her knees and takes me in her mouth. 
 
   I wince immediately at the feel of her teeth and cringe further when starts to suck at only the head. What the fuck? 
 
   “How is that, Sir?” She says seductively as her head falls back and her hand moves up and down my length. 
 
   Sir? Are we suddenly role playing? 
 
   I wrap my fingers in her short hair and her silky strands seem to turn that deep red colour that I can’t seem to shift out of my brain. Suddenly Katherine isn’t kneeling before me and my stomach lurches. 
 
   “Fuck…” I gasp as startled green eyes look at me solemnly. My guts twist and turn and guilt overwhelms me. “Stop… Stop…”
 
   Katherine stands and flicks on the light, clearly not ashamed of her breasts spilling out of her shirt. Not that she should be. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
 
   “I have no idea,” I tell her, looking down at my now flaccid length. “I think it was the teeth…”
 
   Her hand flies to her mouth and her fingers run across the surface of her pearly whites. “What’s wrong with my teeth?”
 
   I tuck myself away, ashamed of my own body. It has never betrayed me before. “You bit me. It fucking hurt.”
 
   “I did not!”
 
   I’m lying; it was uncomfortable but it didn’t hurt. “Maybe it’s too soon.”
 
   She lets out a startled laugh. “Are you fucking kidding me? What are you? A teenage girl?”
 
   “I think I should go.” I fasten myself up and scoop my jacket off the floor. “Thanks for a wonderful evening.”
 
   “Wait… I didn’t mean to insult you. I’ve just never had a guy go soft on me before.” She cocks her head and leans in slightly. “Is it a problem? Do you need Viagra? I don’t mind.”
 
   “I don’t have a problem!” I yell. She just insulted my fucking manhood! “Maybe if you used less teeth and more tongue…”
 
   “I’ve never had any complaints.”
 
   “I’m going before this gets out of hand.” I tuck the condom into my pocket, along with my wallet, and pull the door open. “Goodnight Katherine.”
 
   “Shit!” I hear her curse before I slam the door to her house closed behind me. 
 
   “Thanks a lot,” I whisper to my unresponsive penis after climbing into my car. 
 
   I guess it’s for the best. It would have made for an awkward morning after, even more awkward than the result of this event. 
 
   My car speakers start to ring. I press the button on my steering wheel to answer the call from a number I don’t recognise. 
 
   “Hello?” I ask curiously. 
 
   “I think…” Pause. “That I’ve called you three times now.” Followed by a hiccup. 
 
   “Who is this?”
 
   “Umm…” Giggle. “I’m drunk.” 
 
   It doesn’t take a genius to work that out. “Who is this?”
 
   “I’ll let you have two guesses,” she slurs, her voice high and happy. “If you guess wrong, I disconnect the call and you’ll never know.” I’m not sure I got all of that, but I sort of understood it.
 
   “Okay. You’re young, so you’re a student?”
 
   “Yep.” She hiccups again and laughs. I’m not sure what she’s laughing at, but I know that laugh. That is a very familiar laugh. 
 
   “Eloise?”
 
   “Oh my god, that’s not fair! I wanted to play the question game for longer.” She starts giggling again. “I… discovered… jelly shots.”
 
   Of course she did. Jesus Christ. “How did you get my number?”
 
   “I don’t memberrem.” The line goes silent.
 
   “Elle?” I call loudly. “Elle?”
 
   “I really like it when you call me Elle. It’s sweet. You make it sound sweet.”
 
   “Elle… are you home? Are you safe?”
 
   She hiccups and I hear her curse. It sets me on edge. “Yeah, I’m fine… This guy’s giving me a ride.”
 
   Now I’m worried. “Guy? What guy?”
 
   “I… what’s your name?” She starts laughing again, but I don’t hear anybody speaking in the background. “That’s a good point… where the fuck is Hayley?”
 
   Now I’m extremely worried. “Where are you? Elle?” I pull the car over, my eyes scanning the streets for a miracle, or at least a sign pointing in her direction. “Elle?”
 
   “Yeah?” 
 
   “Where are you?” She starts giggling again and I don’t think it’s at me. “Where the fuck are you, Elle?”
 
   “I’m fine… you don’t have to… hic… rescue me. I just… I just thought I should hear your voice.”
 
   I have no idea what she’s saying. “Elle, please just tell me where you are?” 
 
   “Oh my god… HAYLEY!” She yells. “Don’t… don’t you dare!” 
 
   “Elle, talk to me. Tell me where you are.”
 
   “You have to be the sexiest redhead I’ve ever seen in my life.” I hear a gruff male voice, louder than should be possible for somebody walking beside her, which means they’re closer than should be possible and they sound fucking sober. The line goes dead and I scramble to find my phone in the car.
 
   I pull up my call logs and call back her number. I get no answer.
 
   I try again three more times before I put the car into drive and start to scour the streets, calling her number ever few seconds. 
 
   Answer you stupid female! What are you doing?
 
   I swerve around corners, my eyes looking everywhere but at the road. I’m fortunate that nothing steps out in front of my car, but I’m frantic, panicking and so fucking scared. 
 
   I drive to her house but see no lights on. I wait and wait for her to go home, but nobody arrives and I realise I’ve wasted half an hour sitting on my arse when I could have been searching the streets.
 
   Her phone starts going straight to voicemail and I can honestly say I have never felt so helpless in my life. 
 
   What the hell has she done? 
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   “I’m not moving…” I mutter in protest as Hayley flicks water at me. She places two pills in my hand and hands me the glass that contains the evil, cold liquid that woke me. “Why?”
 
   “School in twenty minutes.”
 
   “I’m not going.”
 
   “Mum didn’t lie to your dad so you could skip school.”
 
   “Tell her I’m ill.”
 
   Hayley waits for me to down the water and pills before hitting me over the head with a pillow. “Go and have a shower; we’re late.” 
 
   “Where’s my phone?” I ask, stripping down to nothing and wrapping a towel around myself. 
 
   “Broken, remember? You decided you hated men and then you decided to throw it against a random house.”
 
   “I am so glad it’s insured.” I drag myself to the bathroom and climb into the shower as Hayley brushes her teeth over the sink and quickly combs her damp hair. 
 
   I make it a quick shower and braid my hair on the way, but we still make it to school half an hour late.
 
   When I step into the quiet classroom with Hayley by my side, Isaac’s eyes come to me. At first they’re full of relief, but then they’re burning with rage. I lower my head and scuttle to my desk. I feel embarrassed, but I can’t quite figure out why. My mind is screaming at me that I did something last night that I shouldn’t have done. I just can’t remember what it was that I did.
 
   “Sorry we’re late, Sir,” Hayley says quietly and we both quickly pull our books from our bags. 
 
   He doesn’t say anything. He keeps his eyes on his desk and I watch as his shoulders expand with a deep breath. He looks exhausted. There are dark rings under his eyes and his usually tame hair is wilder today. It actually looks really attractive. 
 
   After a few moments he finally looks up. “Eloise, if you could hang back after the lesson, I have the work you missed from last week.”
 
   I’m sure I got that on Monday. No, I know I definitely got that on Monday. I’m about to point this out, but the stare he’s giving me forces me to stay silent and sink in my seat. 
 
   Everybody seems to sense his mood and not one person speaks out of turn. The time goes too quickly and I find myself dreading the moment the bell rings.
 
   When it does, I think about escaping with the crowd to escape whatever kind of punishment he has in store for me. It would help if I knew what I did wrong. 
 
   Instead I remain seated and watch as he glances down the hall to check for lingering students. He shuts the door and twists the lock. My heart starts hammering in my chest, my mind spinning with what’s about to happen.
 
   He just locked the door.
 
   Teachers aren’t allowed to lock themselves in with their students. 
 
   He strides towards me, his eyes narrowed and still burning with the same rage they were filled with at the beginning of class. I stand abruptly, not wanting to be sat down. 
 
   My heart races with fear when he continues towards me and I retreat until my back is against the wall. 
 
   “Where were you?” He hisses, his voice calmer than his body language. 
 
   My mouth drops open when his hand comes to rest beside my head, effectively blocking me into the corner. 
 
   “I asked you a question.” His voice is quieter this time, even more dangerous than before. 
 
   “I don’t... what do you mean?”
 
   “I didn’t sleep at all last night,” he says, his eyes roaming over my face. I really wish I’d put on makeup today. “I didn’t sleep a fucking wink.”
 
   “Oh.” I daren’t ask why. 
 
   “Do you have any idea…?” His voice gets louder and louder. “How fucking worried I was?” He pushes away from the wall and grips his hair with both hands. “I spent all night driving the streets looking for you. I called you over and over and over again! WHERE THE FUCK WERE YOU?”
 
   “I… I stayed at Hayley’s.”
 
   “You stayed at Hayley’s.” He laughs a little, but it’s not a happy laugh. “I got a call last night at around midnight.”
 
   Oh no.
 
   “Yep. You called me. You were intoxicated beyond your limits. You were alone and then…” He turns away from me, his fists clenching by his side. “Go… I can’t even look at you right now.”
 
   “I… I am so sorry.”
 
   He spins back to me, both hands now caging me in. “Sorry? I thought… when you didn’t show up for class on time and nobody had seen you or Hayley, I hated myself. I thought something had happened. I thought they’d be digging up your body from beneath a mountain of litter in a ditch somewhere! I thought some fucking asshole had lured you home and was doing unimaginable…” He lets out a breath, his face getting closer. “I stayed awake all night with so many thoughts and situations running through my mind, but I didn’t call the Police. I didn’t call your dad. I didn’t call anybody and when you didn’t show up this morning… I hated myself.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Is that all you can say?” He yells, his hand slapping the wall beside my head when my eyes lower from his. “I was worried sick!”
 
   “I shouldn’t have called.” I shake my head. I am such an idiot. “I shouldn’t have worried you like that. I’m sorry.”
 
   “You should always fucking call, Elle. But when you call, you should tell the person on the phone where the hell you are so they can pick you the hell up!” 
 
   “I was fine, as you can see. Nothing bad happened.”
 
   “To you. You didn’t spend the entire night scouring the streets looking for an idiotic girl and her equally idiotic friend!”
 
   Ouch. “I should go.” He doesn’t move, so I look towards the door. 
 
   “Don’t you care? Are you that self-centred?”
 
   “Of course I care… I just don’t know what to say.”
 
   “Say you’re sorry!” He shouts.
 
   “I did.”
 
   “Say it like you fucking mean it and say you won’t do it again.” His hand cups my face. It’s fierce, but it doesn’t hurt. He turns my head sharply and I notice that his eyes have softened. “Promise me you won’t ever do that again. Ever.” His voice is now as soft as his eyes. Shaking his head, he slides his fingers into my hair and grips the back of my neck, pulling me closer until my forehead is touching his. I hold my breath, but not on purpose; I just forgot how to breathe. “Say it and mean it.”
 
   “I won’t…” My hand grabs at his wrist, my fingers circling his tanned flesh and holding it tight. “I promise, I won’t. I don’t want to.”
 
   His eyes close and his tense body relaxes. “You smell like rhubarb.” His voice is quiet, so quiet I barely hear it. 
 
   A chill sweeps through me when he inhales and his eyes open again onto mine. His pupils dilate slowly and his fingers clench my neck. It’s almost painful, but not quite. A whimper falls from my mouth at the strange sensation it sends down my spine before landing with a thud between my legs, causing an ache so brutal and deep I can hardly resist the urge to rub myself against him like a cat. 
 
   I’ve never felt so alert; my senses have never felt so empowered. 
 
   “If you break your promise, I’ll never forgive you,” he whispers and I feel his minty breath against my drying lips. Standing straight, he pulls back and takes a step away from me. He clears his throat and scratches at his neck as I sway on the spot. “Go to your class. I’ll write you a note.”
 
   I don’t know what to say, so instead I say nothing and meekly follow him to his desk. He scribbles something down on a piece of paper and hands it to me. I pocket it before moving to the door. “I am sorry.” I say one last time before leaving the classroom completely. 
 
   I have never ached so badly to be touched in my life and for the rest of the day my heart doesn’t stop racing. It becomes almost painful and the urge to go back into the classroom and just throw myself at my teacher is almost too much to bear.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   The cold water bites at my skin but it does little to relieve the throbbing between my thighs. I’ve never wanted to punch myself in the groin before, but I think I’ve been swollen there now for eight hours. When it has calmed down it’s filled straight back up again at the mere thought of what happened in my classroom this morning. 
 
   What was I thinking getting so close to her like that? I must be insane. What if she reports me? I’m going to lose my fucking job.
 
   I should apologise, ask her to keep it between us.
 
   I decide that going to bed early might help, but the slightest movement of the sheet teases me endlessly. My thighs burn with the need for release and my stomach tumbles aggressively, wanting the muscles to relax. 
 
   Like a flag pole, my cock stands proudly as I lie in bed, spread out with the window wide open. It’s fucking freezing but I still can’t shake this god damn feeling.
 
   “Fuck,” I curse and wrap my hand around myself. 
 
   Her smile appears in my mind, her eyes, the way she moves, the sound of her laugh and the scent that lingers on her skin. It torments me. 
 
   I imagine her lying beside me, her skin sparkling in the dim light, her eyes reflecting my own lust back at me. My hand runs up and down my solid length. I imagine it’s hers, her dainty fingers squeezing tight as her luscious breasts press against my arm. 
 
   I can hear her whispering words in my ear. I feel her lower lip, so plump and juicy, flick at the lobe as her tongue traces the edge. 
 
   “Christ.” Beads of perspiration spread across my skin as I try to hold back, as all of the blood in my body races to one place. Nothing else matters now. I want to throw her down, rip her clothes from her body and plunge into her as deep as I can reach.
 
   Fuck the rules! 
 
   I need it… I need her. 
 
   I need to taste her, every single inch of her sweet scented skin. 
 
   I need to hear her moan my name. I need the sheets to be rumpled where she’s grasped at them during her orgasms. I need her sweat to dampen my bed, so when I lie in it I’m surrounded by her. 
 
   I can’t take this anymore. It’s too much. She’s too much. 
 
   I’ve never wanted anything so badly in my life. 
 
    
 
   A sharp knock at the door sends me spiralling out of my lust filled heaven. I curse loudly and climb from my bed, my robe wrapped tightly around myself. 
 
   “What do you want?” I snap, irritated at the interruption.
 
   Katherine blinks, shocked at my tone. “I… you avoided me today.”
 
   “No I didn’t.” I wasn’t avoiding her; I was avoiding everybody. “Look, I’m in the middle of something.”
 
   Her eyes pan down my body before focusing on the tent in my robe. I watch her eyes heat. “So it seems. Are you alone?”
 
   I don’t know why, but I nod. I should have said no. 
 
   Her hands immediately go to my shoulders and after a quick shove I’m back inside and the door is closing behind her. “Maybe we can pick up where we left off.”
 
   “I don’t think so.” I pry her hands from my robe, where they’re gripping the lapels. “Look… last night was a mistake.” 
 
   “I don’t think so.” She repeats my own words and swiftly pulls at the rope holding my robe together. Her eyes heat and her hand reaches for me. 
 
   “No,” I order, slapping her hand away. “You need to go.”
 
   Her shocked eyes come to mine. “What? But…”
 
   “I’m not doing this. You need to go.” I grab her arm and pull her to the door. 
 
   “Stop being such a pussy.”
 
   “Stop being such a bitch and get the fuck out!” I hiss, pulling the door open. “I’ll see you at work tomorrow and we’ll talk then.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   “What’s wrong with you? Still hung-over?” Hayley asks as I pick at the salad on my plate.
 
   I shake my head. “No, I’m just stressed that I no longer have a job.”
 
   “Welcome to my world.”
 
   “I’m sorry… I just… you know how badly I need to be busy.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. Apparently Mr Price Senior is hiring for a TA. You should talk to him.”
 
   I roll my eyes. “They never hire students for that role.”
 
   “It’s worth asking. You are a friend of the family.” She has a point. 
 
   “I guess it’s worth a shot. It’ll get me another reference too if I do a good job.” 
 
   “See? I’m not just a pretty face.” Hayley blows a bubble with the chewing gum in her mouth and pats me on the head. “Am I staying at yours tonight?”
 
   “If you want to.”
 
   “Wicked, I’ll bring the popcorn.”
 
   “I’ll provide the snacks.” I push my plate towards her and watch as she eagerly finishes the strips of chicken. 
 
   “You’re such a pig.”
 
   I laugh when she oinks and curl up further into the corner of the sofa, pulling the blanket up to my shoulder. I’ll speak to Mr Price tomorrow and see what he says. Hayley is right; what harm could it do? I doubt I’ll be able to give him the hours he needs, but it’s definitely worth asking.
 
   My mum and dad come home together, take one look at Hayley and I curled up on the couch and disappear to the other room. The only time my dad comes in is to ask if we want takeout food. He doesn’t seem happy when I respond that I’m on a diet, but there’s not much he can do about it.
 
   I need to eat nothing but salad for at least eight days to get rid of all of those calories I drank last night. 
 
   I can’t believe Isaac was up all night looking for me.
 
   Would he have done that for just anybody?
 
   I think on it for a moment before another thought clicks into place. It wasn’t just me out last night. Hayley was too, but he didn’t shout at Hayley. He didn’t say anything to her.
 
   My heart warms and tingles at the thought that maybe Isaac does think more of me than I thought.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   “I’m breaking up with Wesley. That relationship has run its course,” Hayley says, blowing her fringe from her face as I fill in my application for Boston University. 
 
   “You like somebody else, don’t you?” 
 
   Her mouth drops open with fake insult. “I would never do that to somebody.”
 
   I snort and quirk a brow her way. “You did that with your last four flavours.”
 
   With indignation she flips her hair over her shoulder and raises her chin. “Well… they should have paid me more attention and maybe I wouldn’t have strayed.”
 
   Now I’m definitely laughing. “Those guys fawned over you like a little girl fawns over a puppy.”
 
   “Whatever, I’m done with him and I’m moving on.”
 
   “Fair enough.” I rest my head on her shoulder. “You know I love you no matter what.”
 
   “I really wish you’d give Garrett a chance.”
 
   “Hayley, he dropped out of college.”
 
   “For an apprenticeship at that car garage. He didn’t drop out he just switched courses.”
 
   “We’re in different places.”
 
   “You’re so stuck up.” She says this with a lot of love in her tone. “What’s wrong with him being a mechanic?”
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with that. It’s just… I don’t want to be tied down for when I go to university. What if I meet my dream guy and we can’t live happily ever after because I’m tied to somebody back home?”
 
   Hayley nods slowly. “I see your point.”
 
   “I’m not like you. You know how attached I get to people. You can just wake up and suddenly not care about them in that way anymore. I’ll still be crying for months after a break up and you know it.”
 
   She winces. “Yeah, girl, you need a back bone.”
 
   “And you need a heart.” I attach my references and stuff the envelope into my bag. “Okay, I’m done. I’ve applied to five and whichever accepts me is the one I’ll go to.”
 
   Hayley links her arm with mine as we exit the school library. “I know you have your heart set on Leeds…”
 
   “It’s too far away.”
 
   “So? The UK isn’t that big. There are trains and buses and these amazing things called roads that people drive on.”
 
   I know she’s right, but I don’t know what to do. I really don’t want to be that far away from home, especially now I’ve become so close to Judith whose condition is getting worse daily. 
 
   “I have a free period,” I tell Hayley, checking my watch. “I’m going to go and speak to Mr Price about that job vacancy.”
 
   “Good idea, my tenacious little friend.” Hayley hugs me. “Good luck with your applications. Don’t forget to post them.”
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   We hug again before going our separate ways.
 
    
 
   Mr Price is in his office, but busy when I arrive. I sit on a seat by the reception desk, helping the receptionist seal envelopes. 
 
   “I think he’s about done,” She says and takes the pile of letters from me. I smile and stand as the door to his office opens. 
 
   Isaac steps through the door with a large smile on his face and his father follows behind him, smiling also. 
 
   “Hey… Sir.” I tuck my hair behind my ear and look at everything but him.
 
   “Eloise.” He brushes past, also looking everywhere but at me.
 
   I release the breath I didn’t realise I was holding and dart into Mr Price’s office. 
 
   That was awkward.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   “NO!” My mum yells the second I walk through the door. “I don’t… I don’t remember how to do this!” 
 
   “Judith,” I hear Eloise plead and the sound of something smashing on the floor instantly makes me race into the kitchen. 
 
   My mum stands by the stove, her hair in a mess with tomato juice all down her front. Eloise stands by the fridge, tomato juice splattered all over her face and torso. My dad looks helpless as he tries to apprehend my mother, who is shrieking and crying and grabbing everything within reach. 
 
   “Mum,” I yell, as she grabs another plate and throws it. It barely misses Elle’s shoulder as I grab the girl and shield her with my body. “Stop it. Dad! Grab her!”
 
   My dad wraps his arms around the distraught woman and slides to the ground, with her writhing and screaming like a mad woman. I feel fingers grip the front of my T-shirt and look down at a trembling Elle, who’s tucked into my side. 
 
   “I know how to make cookies,” my mother sobs, finally calming. “I know how to make cookies. I’m not stupid.”
 
   “Nobody is saying you’re stupid, Love,” my dad whispers, smoothing her hair down with his hand. “Nobody is saying that.”
 
   “What the hell happened?” I ask, my arm around Elle’s shoulders.
 
   My dad nods to Elle. “We’ll talk later. Take her home.” He looks at Elle with concern. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”
 
   Elle shakes her head and manages to croak out the word ‘fine’.
 
   I don’t want to leave. I should stay here with them, but my dad insists. 
 
   “Come on,” I say to the shaking female in my arms. “Let’s get you home.”
 
   “Okay.” She lets me lead her from the house and to my car. I help her get strapped in before climbing into the driver’s seat and gripping the steering wheel tightly with both hands. “She just wanted to make cookies.”
 
   I look at her, my nerves shot and my body exhausted from the stress. “What happened?”
 
   “I told her she couldn’t make cookies with pasta sauce. I tried reminding her how to do it, but… she… well you saw.”
 
   “I didn’t think this would start yet. I thought we had more time.” I blow out a breath and rest my head against the steering wheel. I’m consumed with grief and for some reason I’m not afraid to show it around this woman. “It’s getting worse.”
 
   Eloise’s hand hovers over my shoulder for a few seconds. I don’t move. When it finally lands on my shoulder, I hold my breath. It’s a small comfort, but it’s nice to know that I’m not going through this alone, no matter how selfish that might seem.
 
   “We should go. I should get you home. You look… well…” I sit up reluctantly, hating when her hand falls to the console and her eyes take in the mess of her top. 
 
   “Can we… drive?” I’m shocked by her words and how hesitantly she says them. “It’s just… I can’t go home right now. Not like this.”
 
   “You smell like spaghetti,” I comment before I can stop myself and her hand slaps at my arm. “Come on, I’ll take you to mine. You can get cleaned up while I come back and deal with my mum and dad. Just…” What am I doing? “Don’t answer the door or the phone.”
 
   “Got it.” She grins, snatching the keys to my flat from my hand. “Thanks, Isaac.”
 
   “Why can’t you go home?” I start to drive, being mindful of the icy roads. 
 
   She shrugs and turns to look out of the window. “My parents kicked me out for the night. I’m supposed to be staying at Hayley’s, but she’s at her little sister’s play until six.”
 
   I laugh for a second before she shoots me with a look that could kill if it were possible. “Okay, well, don’t snoop or anything. I’m not the tidiest man in the world.”
 
   “Wouldn’t dream of it.”
 
   When we pull up outside of my building and she heads inside, I start to wonder if I just made a huge mistake.
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   He wasn’t wrong. He’s definitely not the cleanest guy. I’ve never seen so many empty takeout cartons and boxes in one room. This place is… well it’s a bit of a dump. How the fuck does he live like this?
 
   He said don’t snoop, but he didn’t say don’t clean. Although, under the pile of clothes littered across the living room and hall and dirty towels… maybe there are some things hidden that he doesn’t want me to see. 
 
   Seriously though, I can’t shower here when it’s like this. It’s just unthinkable.
 
   I start by digging out a roll of bin liners from the cupboard under the sink, not shocked to see they’ve been unopened. I’m not sure he’s ever used a bin in this place. 
 
   Once the rubbish is disposed of, I clean the kitchen, grateful that there aren’t many dishes to clean as it means I can spend more time cleaning the empty cupboards. 
 
   Once that’s done and the floor is mopped, I grab the laundry basket and fill it, disgusted when I find even more discarded clothing in his bedroom. He’s so lucky the washing machine is a nine kilogram. I can fit most of it in one wash. 
 
   His pockets are full of wrappers and used scratch cards. A pair of his jeans even holds an open but unused condom, still in its wrapper. That is so gross.
 
   By the time I’m done two hours have passed and I’m wondering if I have time to shower.
 
    
 
   “Dear God,” I say, almost hurling in disgust at the sight of the shower and the toilet. “How the hell does he get clean in here?”
 
   I ruin my clothes with bleach and I don’t even care. I go through two bottles of the stuff and get severe cramp in my arms from the scrubbing, but I still don’t care. By the time I’m done, the bathroom is sparkling and the laundry is done. 
 
   I switch the washing into the dryer and place another load into the washer.
 
   He said don’t snoop, but I’m sure he won’t mind me looking for a clean towel. 
 
   Unfortunately I don’t find one. I do find a hairdryer, though, and a clean T-shirt in his closet. I’ll have to make do. 
 
   I have to admit that the showers my dad installed in all of his homes are bloody brilliant. They’re so powerful, it feels like I’m stood under a waterfall. Why hasn’t he installed one of these in my bathroom?
 
   I’m definitely bringing that unfairness up to him when I’m allowed back into my home.
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   Using the spare key, I let myself into my apartment and the first thing I smell is bleach, lots of it. 
 
   “What the hell?” I’ve been gone five hours. I check my watch to double check that fact. Yep, it has only been five hours and I don’t even recognise my apartment. 
 
   Where’s the mess? Where are my clothes?
 
   I hear the washing machine and the dryer humming. Well that explains the latter. 
 
   “Elle?” I call into the darkness as my hand flicks on the light. 
 
   The room illuminates, showing a freshly vacuumed carpet and dust free units. Maybe she left already. 
 
   “Elle?” 
 
   I push open the door to the bathroom and smell bleach mixed with the scent of my shower gel. She cleaned my toilet. 
 
   She actually cleaned my toilet.
 
   How the hell did she do all of this in less than a decade?
 
   “Elle?” I call, louder this time as I drop my bag on the ground and make my way to the bedroom. A sudden thought crosses my mind; what if she’s not dressed? She could have fallen asleep. 
 
   It doesn’t stop me from slowly pushing open the door until the light from the room spills over the bed. 
 
   My mouth goes dry and my brain implodes. I inhale a shallow breath and grip the doorframe for support. 
 
   She’s not sleeping. She’s lying on her stomach with her legs bent and her ankles crossed in the air above her knees. Her legs are naked. They look so smooth. 
 
   I recognise the T-shirt she’s wearing. It’s my lucky shirt and normally I’d be pissed that someone is wearing it, but I realise that it has only served me another dish of luck. I gaze upon her form, the way the shirt skims just below her curvaceous arse, showing the entirety of her shapely, bare thighs. Her hair is slightly damp and rests over one shoulder. She has my IPad in her hands and headphones over her ears. I hear the faint sound of music travelling from them and realise that’s how she hasn’t heard me. She’s far too enthralled with whatever she’s doing to have noticed me come in.
 
   I imagine myself sitting beside her, kissing her ankle while my hand strokes up her thigh and back down again. I imagine her turning over and smiling as I lift the large top up and over her breasts, revealing her smooth figure hiding beneath. 
 
   I gulp, trying to get my mouth to produce an ounce of moisture, but I fail and instead my throat makes a strange noise. 
 
   Unfortunately at the same time I make the choked groan, the music in her ears goes silent and her head whips around to stare at me.
 
   Neither of us move for the longest moment. I stare, my eyes lingering on her face and then on the curves that are accented by the way the top rests. 
 
   I’m not sure what happens. I’m not sure how it happens. All I know is that my legs are moving and my hands are ripping the headphones from her head. She gasps, fear and arousal swimming in her perfect fucking eyes as I toss the IPad to the side and wrap an arm around her body. 
 
   My mouth connects with hers as I pull her into a kneeling position, my arm tight under hers and around her back. She whimpers through her parted lips, her hands resting on my shoulders. I lick her lower lip, praying she gives me permission to taste her delicious looking mouth.
 
   She does and the feeling it sends through me is almost painful. Fire courses through my veins, melting and tightening every part of me. It makes no sense. It feels unreal. I feel high. I feel like I’m on the strongest drug if drugs were to make you feel this way.
 
   Everything melts away, reality, time, space, rules. Everything is gone in one simple thing. 
 
   She meets my tongue with her own, moaning sexily as I scrape my fingers down her sides, finally getting the chance to feel her shape, her heat. 
 
   We kiss for what seems like forever, but forever doesn’t seem long enough. I don’t want to stop. I don’t want this feeling to stop.
 
   I pull her closer with one arm, keeping our mouths connected as I loosen my tie with my free hand and toss it over my shoulder. Her hands finally begin to explore, starting at my hair and neck, before sliding down and working at the buttons of my shirt. I feel her trembling. I can taste her nerves and her need in her kiss, which is strong but soft and so fucking perfect.
 
   She finally relieves me of my shirt, her delicate fingers pushing it from my shoulders and down my arms with a little help from myself. I tear my lips from her mouth and greedily suckle at her neck, nipping and no doubt marking her perfect flesh as I go. Her head falls back and a shuddering gasp leaves her parted lips. 
 
   I grasp her breast through her shirt, loving how perfectly it fits in my hand with just a little left over. She’s perfect. She feels perfect. She feels breakable and so delicate and pure. 
 
   I take my time teasing her neck and collarbone, wanting nothing more than to rip my lucky shirt open. 
 
   Her fingers run through the light hair on my chest, following every ridge and dip along my abdomen and sides. 
 
   It’s my own hand that loosens my belt and pulls it free. It’s my own hand that tugs at the button of my trousers and pushes them down. It’s my own hand that pushes her back onto the bed and it’s my own hand that lifts the shirt up her body, revealing the one thing I’ve secretly and unknowingly desired for so long. 
 
   “Isaac,” she whimpers and her hands go to cover her breasts.
 
   I shake my head, unable to talk. I’ve never felt so feral, so untamed. 
 
   I grab her wrists and pin them above her head, giving myself a second to admire her beauty, before finally pressing my bare chest to hers and pressing my tongue back into her mouth. 
 
   My hand pulls the drawer open beside the bed and searches for a foil packet. When I finally snag one, I sit back and rid myself of my boxers in a quick and well-practised move.
 
   She leans up on her elbows, her eyes wide when she takes me in, her chest heaving as badly as mine. I slow down my movements after donning the condom. My hands trace her skin, her breasts, her stomach and thighs. 
 
   I want to taste every inch of her, but my desire to feel her at this point is too strong. 
 
   “Elle,” I say softly and her eyes come to mine as my hands part her thighs. I watch her cringe as I look upon her glistening folds. Her warm scent sends me crazy. I can’t control myself, but I need to. “Tell me to stop.”
 
   She leans up, her arm hooking around my neck and the side of her nose sliding along mine. She pulls me down until I’m hovering over her, our breaths mingling and our hearts beating so loudly you can hear them. “Don’t stop.”
 
   I almost lose it. 
 
   I push into her sharply and smother her cry with my mouth. Her back arches and her legs tense against my hips, but I don’t stop. Just like she said, I do not stop. 
 
   She feels so good, so tight, like a fucking glove made just for me. Her heat is unreal and her moisture just… perfect.
 
   I groan and push deeper before slowly sliding out. She relaxes with a quiet whimper and falls back onto the bed. Her hands seek the sheets as I move my hips, plunging into her over and over again. It’s better than imagined. It’s more than I dreamed. My imagination was never this good and I have a good fucking imagination.
 
   Her eyes flutter shut and her body writhes and tenses beneath me. The fabric of the sheets crinkles in her tight fists as I slide my hand beneath her back and pull her arse an inch off the bed, giving me even deeper access to her sweet, hot depths. 
 
   “Isaac,” she says my name with a moan and I know with one hundred percent certainty that she isn’t faking that at all. 
 
   When she begins to lose herself, her reservations vanish and her awkwardness leaves her body. I soften my movements, wanting her to guide me, wanting her to teach me how she likes it, how she likes us together. 
 
   Her hips move up and down as I circle my own. Her hands grip my hair and pull my mouth to hers. Her legs move higher up my body, until her knees are as tightly bent as possible. 
 
   It’s too much. I can’t last. I want to keep going. I want to last the night, but I can’t and neither can she. Her hips become more frantic and her forehead presses against my neck. I feel her tongue. I feel it right before I feel her teeth and feel her tense and throb inside. She’s silent. She doesn’t scream or cry out. She shudders and pulses. Her body throbs and heats and her teeth sink so desperately into my neck they almost draw blood. 
 
   I lose myself. The build-up releases seconds before she fully comes down from hers. I’m not so silent. I pound and growl and spill myself inside her as she clings to me. The rush of pleasure that travels through me is more intense than anything I’ve ever felt. 
 
   I can’t stop moving and jerking. I can’t stop growling and whispering her name. It’s not until the pulsing stops that I finally collapse onto her, never once feeling so spent as I do now. 
 
   The second the feeling goes, the second I feel finally satisfied, I become wracked with guilt and grief. The reality of what just happened hits me. 
 
   What the fuck have I done?
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   I catch my breath, my body still trembling and tingling from whatever the hell kind of explosion that was. 
 
   Isaac seems tense on top of me. His cheek is pressed against mine and he seems to have stopped breathing. 
 
   I smile. I’ve never felt so… so alive and amazing. If flying were possible, I don’t think I’d be able to make my feet touch the ground again for at least a year.
 
   This is what a sex afterglow must be.
 
   My fingers travel up his spine and tangle in his hair. He tenses and inhales a shuddering breath before finally pulling up and looking into my eyes.
 
   I’m not sure what was in his eyes before he looked into mine, but now they’ve softened and I am slightly relieved. 
 
   I wriggle beneath him, trying to find a comfier position, and his hips and body jerk almost violently. “I’m sorry,” I say and he smiles as he collapses onto me, groaning and rolling onto his side, with me in his arms.
 
   His hand pulls my leg up and over his hip, keeping him lodged inside, not yet soft but not quite solid either. 
 
   His fingers push the hair back from the side of my face and twist it around my ear. 
 
   “Are you okay?” He finally asks, his voice gruff. 
 
   Am I? “I don’t think okay quite covers it.”
 
   His laugh is quiet and it makes his body shake. This time I shudder and tense at the peculiar feeling it triggers where we’re still connected. As I tilt my head back, he presses his lips to mine and rubs his nose along my cheekbone. “What time do you have to be at Hayley’s?”
 
   My body goes solid when I realise he might just want me to leave now. 
 
   “I just don’t want you to get in trouble.” 
 
   I relax slightly but the question still lingers; what now? 
 
   He rolls onto me, sensing the panic thrumming through me. “How about we have a shower, eat and work things out from there?”
 
   “Okay.” That actually sounds like a good plan.
 
   “Come on.” He grins and climbs out of bed, pulling on his boxers. Taking the robe that’s hung loosely on the back of the door, he wraps me in it and lifts me from the bed, cradling me against his chest. 
 
   I’ve never been carried. I’ve never desired to be carried, but there’s something sweet about this that would make even the toughest heart swoon. 
 
   He rests me on the closed toilet and leans into the shower. His hands press at the buttons before the water begins to flow over his shoulder and arm. 
 
   “I’m not sure how we’re going to eat,” I say as he holds out his hand for me to take. 
 
   I nervously slide the robe from my body, letting it drop to the floor at my ankles. My arm crosses across my breasts as my other goes to cover my lower region.
 
   “Don’t,” he says, pulling my hands away as he kicks off his boxers and steps backwards into the small shower. “You’re beautiful.”
 
   This boosts my confidence, though only slightly. I feel better once the hot water is covering us both. It does nothing to hide me, but I feel better protected and I’m no longer cold. “You said eat, but there’s nothing in your cupboards.”
 
   He grins and pulls me into his body so our fronts are connected from knee to chest. “We’ll figure it out.”
 
   As his soapy hands roam over my body, rubbing and caressing all of my aches away, I can’t help but wonder if I am in fact dreaming.
 
   I just had sex with my teacher and I don’t know how to deal with that. I don’t know what’s going to happen next, but whatever happens, I know I’ll never regret this.
 
   I fill my own hands with his shower gel and rub them together until they form spicy scented bubbles that cover my hands. If this is the last time I’m ever going to get the chance to touch him, then I’m not wasting it. Sensing my thoughts and determination, he pulls back and allows me my last chance. As I massage and rub every inch or his chest, neck, abdomen, arms and back, he kisses my lips softly and lets out a long sigh.
 
   I let out my own and wrap my arms around him, loving the feel of his fingers in my hair as they detangle the ends.
 
   “Wait here.” He releases me and climbs out of the shower as I switch it off.
 
   He races to the dryer totally naked, allowing me one last perusal of his beautiful, dripping wet body. I shiver as I wait. He returns with a towel around his waist and one in hand, which he wraps around me, and then pulls his robe onto my shoulders, fastening it at the front.
 
   “What do you fancy?” He pulls open the cupboards, wincing at the emptiness of them. “Take out?”
 
   “How do you stay so… fit?” I look him up and down. His body is toned and muscular, with no more than an ounce of padding to soften him. “When you eat so much takeout?” 
 
   He grins wickedly. “I skip lunch and breakfast a lot and mostly have dinner at my parent’s. Random weekly gym sessions help. I’m not as vigorous with it all as I was when I was in Cambridge.”
 
   “You were a health freak?”
 
   He looks sheepish. I wish I had a camera. “I took care of myself.”
 
   “You were a health freak,” I snigger and run my finger over a menu after he slides it to me across the breakfast bar. “I don’t mind what we eat.” I’m not feeling too hungry. 
 
   “I could go out and get something?” He suggests, looking at me with concern in his eyes. “You should eat.”
 
   “No, stay.” I blurt a little too frantically. “I just, I mean, umm…” Bollocks. 
 
   Smiling, he picks up his phone and walks around the bar until he’s standing beside me. He orders random items from the menu, lifting me onto the bar with his free arm. My body heats when he nudges my legs open and stands between them.
 
   “Half an hour?” He asks into the speaker and waits for a response before hanging up. “Half an hour.”
 
   “I heard.” I gulp when he leans in and takes my lower lip between his teeth. My eyes flutter shut.
 
   “We have half an hour.” He repeats, his mouth moving to my neck.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “That’s not enough time.”
 
   Time. My eyes snap open. “What happens now?”
 
   Leaning back, he hooks his hands around my knees and pulls me to the edge. “Let’s just enjoy the now. Let’s just enjoy this.”
 
   I knew it was inevitable, but saying it out loud only solidifies it, making it so much worse. “We’re never doing this again are we?”
 
   He lets out a deep sigh and nuzzles my neck. “We can’t. I could lose my job and your reputation would be ruined.” I know he’s right and I hate it. “So let’s just enjoy each other until we can’t anymore.”
 
   “Okay,” I agree, arching my back when he flips open my robe, pulls down the top of my towel and sucks my nipple into his mouth. “Oh… God.”
 
   I thought I knew pleasure before. I thought I had all of the answers and knew my body. I was wrong. I discover just how wrong I was when his mouth drifts down my body, kissing, suckling and nibbling as he goes. 
 
   I gasp when he pulls my towel and robe away and pushes me gently back onto the cold counter top. I want to curse; it’s fucking freezing. His mouth soon takes my mind off that, though, and the feel of his fingers between my legs makes me forget about everything.
 
   He sits on the stool and his lips trail moist kisses along my inner thigh. I want to giggle and push him away. I want to moan and force his head between my legs. I want to escape the millions of sensations crawling over and under my skin. It’s too much. It’s not enough. 
 
   I choke out a moan, along with a series of other noises I can’t stop myself from making. 
 
   He teases me relentlessly, getting closer and closer to my core before pulling away and working on my other leg, my hips, my midriff, my hands. I want to cry and scream at him to make it stop. I’ve never felt so sensual and frustrated at the same time.
 
   And then I feel his tongue there, licking, sucking and probing as his finger enters me, dipping and stroking the entrance of my core.
 
   “Isaac,” I cry out before I can stop myself. “Please.”
 
   I feel his smile against me and want to watch what he’s doing to me, but my body can’t handle it. I arch my back and shut my eyes as wave after wave of pleasure vibrates through me. He was right. Half an hour just isn’t long enough. I never, ever want this to end.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   We sit on the floor on a thin blanket, facing each other, food spread out around us. I stare at the red headed female in nothing but my lucky shirt. Her legs are crossed and her smiling eyes are on me. 
 
   “Favourite movie?” She asks, popping a piece of bread into her mouth. 
 
   “Gladiator.”
 
   “Typical.”
 
   “Did you just roll your eyes at me?” I chuckle, swallowing a mouthful of rice. She shrugs and waits for me to ask her something. “Favourite song?”
 
   “Depends on the day and my mood. Yours?”
 
   I grin, yet another thing we have in common. “Me too. Though today it’s Sex on Fire by Kaiser Chiefs.” I feel the balled up napkin hit me in the head before I see it.
 
   “That’s not even funny.”
 
   “Yet you’re laughing.”
 
   “Because of how corny that was and I know corny; I’m surrounded by eighteen year old boys!” We both fall silent at that, both of us sad at the way this has to end. If she weren’t my student, if she were just a few years older… I could see myself dating her. I could see myself being with her for longer than just a night.
 
   It’s typical. I go through life sleeping with women only one time, or at most a handful of times, and never form a connection. And then I sleep with the only person I’ve ever connected with and felt like this about and I only get one night. This is Karma teaching me a lesson. 
 
   “I’m almost twelve years older than you.” I answer the question that I know she’s asking in her mind. 
 
   “Age is nothing but a space in time,” she whispers and smiles softly at me. “Would you like me to leave?”
 
   No. “It’s probably best if you do.” Her face falls at my words. “But I don’t want you to, not yet.”
 
   “Me neither.” She chews on a final bite of food before standing and gathering the tubs.
 
   “Leave them…”
 
   “So they’ll still be here a year later? I don’t think so.”
 
   “It wasn’t that bad,” I grumble, because it really wasn’t.
 
   “There was mould moulding mould.”
 
   Okay, maybe it was that bad. “Fine…” I help her gather the tubs and place them in the fridge before taking her hand and pulling her back to the bedroom. “Have a nap with me?” 
 
   We climb into bed and I pull her into my chest, making sure to tuck the blanket over the both of us. She sighs and buries her face in my neck as I pull her leg over my waist and roll onto my back, keeping her pinned against me with my arms.
 
   “You can trust me,” she whispers sleepily.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “I won’t tell anybody.”
 
   That thought never even entered my mind. “I know. You can trust me too. This isn’t something I’ve done before.”
 
   She nods against my neck. “Good.”
 
   I smile and kiss her forehead, inhaling her sweet scent mixed with my shower gel as I do. 
 
   When I wake to the sound of my alarm blaring, I immediately notice the sun spilling through the tiny gap in the curtains. My arm reaches out, looking for a warm body, but all I find is an empty bed. 
 
   She left before I awoke. 
 
   A pang of disappointment kicks me in the chest, but I push it away and climb out of bed. I have to work. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   “Was it Garrett?” Hayley asks excitedly as I hand in a final application at a phone store in the town centre. “Why won’t you tell me? Do you have any idea how much trouble I went to, lying to my mum, saying you’d decided to stay home and then…”
 
   “Intercepting your mum’s phone and sabotaging it, just in case my dad decided to call.” I throw her a look. “And remind me… how many times have I done that for you?”
 
   “Details,” she cries, startling the people around us. “Please tell me who it was and, if you won’t tell me who it was, then tell me how good it was.”
 
   I roll my eyes, but can’t stop the smile that lights up my face.
 
   “That good, huh?” She pinches my cheeks with her hands. “I’m so fucking jealous. Give me details!”
 
   I check my watch. “We need to get to class.” I wonder how Isaac will react when he sees me. I wonder if he’ll react at all. There’s something strangely exciting and thrilling about all of this. 
 
   “You can tell me on the way. Please? I share everything with you.”
 
   I laugh loudly and slap her arm. “Against my will!”
 
   “Who cares? I still share.”
 
   “Okay, it was sexy.”
 
   “Yeah? Go on!”
 
   “Passionate… hot… exciting.” I smile dreamily before hitting her with a stern look. “And none of your fucking business.”
 
   “You’re such a bitch.” 
 
   I stick my tongue out at her and pull her away from the crowds. “We really do need to get to class.”
 
   “Wait.” she stops and wags her eyebrows at me. “Is he in our class?”
 
   Eye roll. “No, Hayley. He isn’t in our class. Will you shut up about it now?”
 
   “Fine, fine. But I’m grilling you about it later.”
 
   “Good luck with that.”
 
   “Didn’t you get the teaching assistant job?”
 
   “Unfortunately not. Hence the fact you’ve been helping me look for a job all morning.”
 
   She blinks, her eyes rounding with wonder. “Is that what we were doing?”
 
   “Oh my god, I swear your mum dropped you as a baby.”
 
   “She did. What’s that got to do with anything?” She’s serious too. 
 
   Holy fuck. “Remind me to never have a baby with you.”
 
   “I don’t have the right equipment anyway.” She starts thrusting her groin into my hips, her eyes clenched shut and her teeth biting into her lower lip.
 
   I place my hand over her face and shove her away, ignoring her cackle as she flies backwards and collides with a rather handsome man. Dark hair, dark eyes, tall and with a seemingly large chest… yep, Hayley’s type. Oh dear.
 
   “What the hell?” He snaps, shocked that there’s now a happy looking female peeling herself out of his arms. 
 
   “Well hello.” Hayley grins brightly at the man, who still looks majorly confused.
 
   “Come on.” I grab my friend by her collar. “Sorry, Sir.”
 
   “Sir?” He grumbles. “I’m twenty three!”
 
   “Are you single?” Hayley screeches as I pull her around the corner.
 
    
 
   I skip through the school, feeling happier and lighter than I’ve felt in a really long time. The afterglow of sex is so fucking strong. I love it.
 
   I start to feel nervous the closer I get to class, but at least Hayley is no longer obsessing about my night out. She is now obsessing over her apparent future husband, who I ripped her away from. She’s so dramatic. 
 
   We enter the classroom and my eyes immediately connect with Isaac’s. He smiles politely and nods equally as politely, as he does to the rest of the students. 
 
   This isn’t so bad. I thought it would be awkward, but instead I just feel lucky.
 
   I got him for an entire night. If Shannon knew, which she never will, she’d be so fucking jealous.
 
   I take my seat and pull out my books. Hayley does the same, still talking about the guy she collided with, until Wesley finally enters the classroom. 
 
   I listen intently but keep one eye on Isaac at all times. I’m disappointed when he doesn’t look my way, but I understand. He’s still my teacher. Even though we are consenting adults, it’s still illegal. It’s just hard to believe that only twelve hours ago he was wrapped around me, breathing softly in his sleep. 
 
   The thought makes me press my thighs together and, even though I’m a little sore, it doesn’t stop me from aching for more of everything he did to me last night.
 
   “So we have some new text books. Yes, they’re yours for the remainder of the year and if you don’t hand them in when asked, you will be charged.” Isaac announces and starts handing them out individually, something he’s never done before. He usually gives them to the first desk and instructs us to take one and pass them down. 
 
   It’s not until he gets to me that I realise why he’s done this. A note peeks out from between the first two pages of the book I receive. He heads back to his desk as I grasp the note tightly in my fist, my heart hammering in my chest.
 
   He starts the lesson, but I’m not paying attention. I’m too busy looking for the perfect opportunity to read the note. I place it back between the correct pages and read his scribble quickly before shoving it into my bag.
 
    
 
   ‘See me after class.’
 
    
 
   When I feel his eyes on me I nod, my heart beating faster. I wonder what he wants to say. My mind is conflicted. Part of me hopes he wants whatever we did to continue and the other part of me knows that he’s just making sure I haven’t said anything.
 
   I bet he’s scared, wondering when he’ll be pulled out of class and barred from teaching. 
 
   I bet he doesn’t think I’m worth the hassle. I wouldn’t blame him. I’m a stupid eighteen year old girl with zero knowledge of the world. Why the hell would he want to continue anything with me? 
 
   “You look really pale,” Hayley says, placing the back of her hand against my forehead. “You don’t have a temperature.”
 
   “I’m fine, Geek.” Slapping her hand away, I return to my work, wondering whether or not I should let myself fail so I get lunchtimes with Isaac again. 
 
   It seems a bit extreme, but I can’t say that I won’t give it deep consideration. 
 
   “I’m not feeling the love, Bitch.” 
 
   “Good,” I retort, shoving her with my elbow. “Because I’m not giving you any.”
 
   “Girls,” Isaac snaps, levelling us both with a stare that makes us instantly bow our heads over our work and giggle silently. 
 
    
 
   When the bell rings I tell Hayley that I need to talk to Mr Price about Judith and I’ll catch her up, or see her over the weekend. As usual she believes me and leaves to walk with Wesley. 
 
   The second the classroom empties, Isaac turns to me, his eyes sparkling with a hidden emotion I can’t decipher. It looks almost feral, yet is masked by unease and concern.
 
   He double checks the room and the hall before motioning for me to take a seat at the front. I pull myself up on Shannon’s desk, a secret ‘fuck you’ to her that she’ll never know about. 
 
   “So,” he starts and clears his throat. He sits on his desk so his eyes are level with mine and chews on the inside of his cheek. I do the same. This is actually kind of awkward. “Are you feeling okay?”
 
   I nod.
 
   “No, umm… Is there anything you want to talk about?”
 
   Can we do it again? “No, I’m fine.”
 
   His fingers tap against the underside of the desk after curling around the edge. “Well good then. So, I guess we’re okay?”
 
   My lips twitch. “I guess we are. Is there anything you wanted to talk about?”
 
   He shakes his head, his eyes now on my lips. “Nope. As long as you’re okay, then I am too. I was just worried about how you felt about what happened.”
 
   I have no words to express how I felt. “We fucked. We had a great night.” I say quietly, ignoring how his pupils dilate and his eyes darken. “It was amazing, but… I get the situation, Isaac. It was stupid and there’s too much at stake for it to ever happen again.”
 
   “Exactly,” he agrees and scratches at his neck. “Okay, well I guess you can go.”
 
   He slides off the desk and holds out his hand. I accept his assistance, even though it’s not necessary, and instantly regret that decision. My hand remains in his for far longer than it should and the urge to kiss him and wrap myself around him is unbearable. 
 
   “You should go,” he says, his heated eyes on mine. 
 
   “I’m going.” My legs don’t move as we stare at each other. I can’t pull myself away, no matter how hard I try. 
 
   “Are you going to my mum’s?”
 
   “I was planning to.”
 
   He looks out through the window. “Can I give you a lift?”
 
   My mind goes back to the way he carried me from the bedroom to the bathroom and my thighs automatically press together again. “Is that allowed?”
 
   “I don’t see why not.” He shrugs and looks towards the door. “Can you wait while I pack up?”
 
   “Is there anything I can help you with?” He finally lets go of my hand. I flex my fingers and wait while he moves around his desk.
 
   “No, I’ve got it.” He stuffs books from his drawer into his bag. 
 
   “Are you sure? You’re not very organised for a teacher, are you?” 
 
   Blinking, he looks at me, torn between amusement and annoyance. “And for a teenager, you’re far too tidy.”
 
   “We should swap places.”
 
   “I’ve got it,” he tells me, still stuffing books into his bag. “You can rearrange it when we’re at my parents’. Deal?”
 
   “Don’t you have more? You have like three hundred students in different years, right?”
 
   He stands to his full height and rests the strap of the heavy bag on one shoulder. “Did you not see the boxes under my bed?”
 
   I shake my head. “There was no way I was venturing under there after what I discovered in your living room.” He opens his mouth to defend himself, but I cut him off. “There were breeds of germs and insects unknown to science. It was messed up.”
 
   “It wasn’t that bad.”
 
   I love how adorably petulant he sounds. “The mould was moulding.”
 
   “So you say.”
 
   “You’re lucky I was there.” My voice is low as we step into the hall. “My dad is doing an inspection next week. If he’d seen it like that, he would have been keeping his deposit.”
 
   “Well in that case you might need to come around again.” He winks and then blanches. “I’m sorry… I didn’t… I just meant because you did such a good job and I’m a bit of a…”
 
   “Slob.” I finish for him, grinning cheekily.
 
   “I work.”
 
   “I work and I go to college. You should see my bedroom.” Now it’s my turn to blanch. 
 
   This is so awkward.
 
   “We can be friends,” he says, the second we step outside. “It doesn’t mean we can suddenly start going for coffee together or watching movies and having pillow fights, but I enjoy your company. I don’t want to lose the ease we have together because of what happened. My mother loves you, maybe more than she does me.”
 
   My heart just got very warm. “I doubt that, but thank you. I’d like to be friends.”
 
   “Good.” He presses the button on his keys and his car beeps in the almost empty carpark. 
 
   I climb in the back, worried somebody will see and assume the worst. It’s ridiculous because he’s driven me home quite a few times and I’ve been in Mr Price’s car with and without Judith. I think now that something has happened between me and Isaac, the paranoia is going to come down on us hard.
 
   Before it was innocent, so we never worried, but now it’s not and I’m petrified somebody will see straight through us.
 
   I am putting way too much thought into this.
 
   “You’re quiet,” Isaac says and the image of his naked body attacks my brain in the best way.
 
   “Sorry, I was day dreaming.” 
 
   He looks at me in the rear-view mirror. “Anything good?”
 
   My eyes widen and my mouth falls open before snapping shut. “Nope.”
 
   “Do you feel uncomfortable?” He asks, catching my eyes again in the mirror. 
 
   I shake my head and unbuckle my belt. When we stop at a traffic light, I quickly climb into the passenger seat. “Nope. It’s just a bit weird.”
 
   “Yeah.” He lets out a breath. “It’ll get less weird.”
 
   “You’ve had practise?”
 
   “Not with students, that’s for sure.”
 
   “I may be your student, but I’m not a child. I’m two years over legal age and I’m not technically in school.”
 
   His sigh is long. “It’s still illegal.”
 
   “I know, but it’s not like it’s terrible. I’m not young and naïve and unable to choose who I sleep with.”
 
   “Let’s just stop talking about this. I think the best thing we can do at this point is pretend it never happened.”
 
   Ouch. “Right.”
 
   “And now you’re upset,” he says this like it’s annoying him. 
 
   “I’m not upset.” Okay maybe I am a little, but I don’t want to pretend it never happened.
 
   “I thought we agreed to be friends?”
 
   “We did, but…”
 
   He places his hand on mine, effectively silencing me. “Then just forget about it. Move on. It’s the only way this will work.”
 
   I pull my hand away and fold my arms over my chest. “Whatever you say. Don’t worry, I won’t bring it up again.”
 
   “Girls are so infuriating. Don’t you want to try to at least move past it?”
 
   “You’re the one who keeps going on,” I snap and turn to look out of the window. “Just drop it. It’s not a big deal.”
 
   I see his jaw clench and his hands tighten on the steering wheel, but he doesn’t say anything more and neither do I. 
 
   The second we pull up outside of his mum’s house, I climb from the car and head inside. 
 
   “Hi Judith, I’ll make tea,” I say as I pass the living room. 
 
   “Coffee with cinnamon,” she calls after me. “It’s good to see you, dear.”
 
   Isaac follows shortly after, but goes straight to his mum to greet her. 
 
   I boil the milk in a pan on the stove and add the coffee and cinnamon as it heats. I’m not really sure why I’m so irritated at Isaac. Maybe it’s because I can tell he’s trying to brush the situation off like it didn’t mean anything. That hurts because it might not have meant something huge, but it definitely meant something to me.
 
   I’m not in love with the guy or anything. It’s not that now we’ve done the deed I suddenly want a wedding ring.
 
   Screw that.
 
   All I want is just… gah… I don’t even know what my point is.
 
   “Do you need help?” Susanna asks, stepping into the kitchen. She’s young, probably mid-twenties, and very pretty in a cute sort of way. Her hair is tied into the usual bun atop her head and her clothes are white with blue seams, her carer uniform. I’m sure I recognise her from somewhere; I just can’t put my finger on where. She’s so familiar. 
 
   I’ve probably seen her in Crystal’s café or something.
 
   “I’ve got it,” I respond kindly and start filling the mugs I’d already set out on a tray. “How is she today?”
 
   She hesitates. “I shouldn’t say because you’re not technically family, but she’s having a good day today.”
 
   “Her condition is getting worse.”
 
   “As expected, but the new trial medication she’s on is slowing it down.”
 
   “What’re we talking about?” Isaac steps into the room and immediately grabs the tin of biscuits from on top of the cupboard. 
 
   “Everything and nothing,” I lift the tray, but Isaac places the tin on top of the cups and takes it from my hands. I roll my eyes as he flashes me with an infuriatingly charming smile. 
 
   Susanna giggles at his display.
 
   “After you, my lady.” He bows slightly to Susanna, still with that stupid smile on his face. 
 
   “Why, thank you.” Susanna, still giggling, steps by him and skips into the room.
 
   “After you…” He nods for me to go through, but I stand insulted.
 
   “No ‘my lady’?”
 
   His grin turns wicked. “Ladies don’t do the stuff you did last night.”
 
   “Oh!” My mouth remains open. I can’t believe he just said that. I have no idea what to say right now. “You…”
 
   Smiling wider, he struts out of the room, whistling.
 
   Wasn’t it just fifteen minutes ago that he told me to forget it ever happened?
 
   Men!
 
   I stomp into the living room, growling under my breath. I don’t know what the hell has him so chipper and I don’t want to know.
 
   I can’t believe he just said that to me.
 
   “Everything alright, Elle?” Judith smiles a warm smile and sips her drink with a hum of appreciation.
 
   “Don’t mind her, she’s grumpy.” Isaac answers for me, winking at Susanna who is going to giggle herself into a coma if she doesn’t stop it. He looks at me smugly. 
 
   “Aww, no, what’s wrong, Elle?” Judith reaches her hand to mine and gives me a squeeze.
 
   “She’s female; there doesn’t have to be something wrong.” 
 
   I throw a biscuit at him, happy when it hits him in the temple. Susanna’s giggling only gets louder and this time it’s mixed with Judith’s. 
 
   Isaac picks up the biscuit from his lap and places it on the arm of the chair. “See? That actually hurt. I could give you a detention.”
 
   “You can’t give sixth formers detention, Mr Price.” It’s true; you can’t. They either behave and stay or play up and leave.
 
   “My dad runs the school. I could get him to make an exception.”
 
   I sip my drink. It tastes so good. I notice Isaac’s eyes go to my lips when I lick them clean. “If he was going to give me detention, he would have done so already. I did apparently steal the contents of his wallet during our last chess match, remember?”
 
   “I do love watching you two play chess.” Judith pushes her new glasses up her nose.
 
   “I’ve heard it gets more aggressive than a room full of men watching a football match.” Susanna isn’t wrong.
 
   “Yeah, I get accused of being a cheater and then, when he does win, I get accused of going easy on him.”
 
   Isaac places his cup on the tray and I notice that the biscuit that was on the arm of the sofa is no longer there. I scan the tray and cup for it, but it’s not there. 
 
   When I finish my cup and Susanna and Judith do the same, Isaac nods at the tray. “Take that out for me. We’ll start on dinner in a minute.”
 
   “Okay.” I don’t trust him as far as I can throw him, but I can’t see what his game is.
 
   When I step back into the room, something crumbles on my head and his hand starts rubbing at my hair.
 
   I stand in shock, unsure of how to react to what he just did. 
 
   My hands ball into fists by my sides as a rage comes over me, too powerful to suppress. “You do not ever mess with a girl’s hair!” I turn on my heel and stomp into the kitchen. 
 
   “Men are stupid,” I hear Judith sigh.
 
   “I was just playing,” Isaac grunts and I hear his footsteps follow me into the kitchen. 
 
   It’s then I turn with a handful of flour and release it from my grasp only an inch from his face. He freezes, much like I did when he crumbled the biscuit in my hair. The flour clings to his long eyelashes and brows, settling in the front of his hair and across his lips. 
 
   He moves quickly, too quickly. I feel granules fall over my bra and chest before I realise he’s holding my top open and is pouring instant coffee into it.
 
   I squeal and grab the only thing available on the side. It’s Susanna’s leftover coffee and it hits him in the neck, turning his white shirt transparent and slightly brown. I don’t feel an ounce of remorse.
 
   “Oh, you are so dead.” He hisses and pulls an egg from the egg basket on the side. I shriek and race around the table, but he’s too fast. The egg cracks on my head and slithers down my forehead and through my hair as the shell tumbles to the ground. 
 
   Flour flies, syrup joins it, milk and water get thrown and it doesn’t stop until we hear a loud booming voice from the doorway. It belongs to his father and he is pissed off. “CLEAN THIS UP NOW!”
 
   We both stop, dripping with different textures and colours. “Yes, Sir.” 
 
   I glare at Isaac before taking in the mess around us. 
 
   Oh shit.
 
   “She started it,” Isaac decides to call two minutes later, but his dad doesn’t respond. 
 
   Isaac sits on a chair by the fridge as I start by sweeping the mess from the ground. He pulls a packet of crisps from a nearby cupboard, opens them and proceeds to eat whilst his eyes linger on me.
 
   Using my wrist, I push my sticky hair from my forehead. “Are you going to help?”
 
   “Nope.” He pushes another crisp into his mouth.
 
   I stop, the broom in hand and a squirt bottle in the other. I decided I’d spray the sides as I went along, giving the mess time to soak and loosen. “So you’re going to make me do this all by myself?”
 
   He grins, still crunching on a crisp. “Yep.”
 
   “I used to wonder why you weren’t married yet,” I lie. I’ve never wondered that. Mostly I was happy he wasn’t married, because then I wouldn’t have to ever feel jealous over him fawning over another woman. “Now I know why.”
 
   I crouch on the ground and scrape the mess onto the dustpan before tipping it in the bin. Something small hits me on the back of the head. I ignore him and his crisp flicking ways. 
 
   “I’m an eligible bachelor.” He says this smugly and I can’t help the laugh that bubbles up from my chest. 
 
   “You’re only an eligible bachelor for another year or so and then you’re just the old guy that won’t settle down.”
 
   His face drops quicker than a boulder from the sky. “I’m only twenty nine and I could settle down if I wanted.”
 
   “Don’t sound so grumpy. I was just kidding.”
 
   “No you weren’t. You’re spending too much time with my mother. She thinks I should have a litter of kids and a mansion by now.”
 
   “Kids are overrated.” I stand by my statement. I don’t think I’ll ever have kids. I don’t feel an urge to become a parent one day. I don’t feel like I’m failing as a woman because I don’t have that urge either. It just doesn’t seem like something I could ever do. 
 
   “Amen to that.” He’s smiling again. “You don’t like kids?”
 
   Tough question. “Meh.” 
 
   He laughs and nods his agreement before standing and finally helping me with the cleaning. “Yeah, take them or leave them, right?”
 
   “Better when you can give them back.”
 
   “You’re young. You’ll change your mind.”
 
   I shrug. “I doubt it, but if I ever do, it’ll be when I’m ready.”
 
   Smiling warmly, almost in awe at me, he reaches out and pulls a piece of egg shell from my hair. That one simple touch does more than I ever thought it would. “You’re old before your time, Elle.”
 
   I smile back, but the tension is too much. “You have flour on your face.”
 
   And just like that I ruined the moment. 
 
   “This looks better, but neither of you are leaving until it is spotless,” Mr Price Senior states, entering the kitchen once more. “I’m appalled at the both of you. Especially you, Isaac.”
 
   I’ve never seen Isaac look so vulnerable and uncomfortable. “Sorry, Dad.”
 
   “Sorry, Mr Price.”
 
   The old man winks at me and walks away chuckling. 
 
   I turn to Isaac and mimic in a babyish voice, “Sorry Daddy… I fix it Daddy.”
 
   “You’re not funny.”
 
   “Aww, don’t cry little baby.” I pat him on the head, but seconds later I feel teeth sink into my wrist and shriek, smacking him on the head with the spray bottle in an effort to get him to release me. “Arsehole.”
 
   “Detention.”
 
   Eye roll. “That again?”
 
   “This time I’m serious.”
 
   I look at the ring of teeth marks embedded in my flesh. “Then I’ll just report you for assault.”
 
   “Two days of detention.”
 
   Sigh… 
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I think back to the food fight and it still brings a smile to my face. I don’t ever remember a time where I had that much fun.
 
   What’s even more fun is sitting at the top end of the hall monitoring the twelve or so students who are currently writing lines on blank pieces of paper. Eloise is among them and she looks extremely pissed. 
 
   I wander around, checking to make sure everybody is writing the lines assigned to them. They usually receive lines based on their punishment. 
 
    
 
   ‘I must not play on my phone during lesson.’
 
    
 
   Is one of them.
 
    
 
   ‘I must not argue with my teacher during lesson.’
 
    
 
   Is another.
 
    
 
   My favourite, however, is this…
 
    
 
   ‘I must not throw eggs in kitchens and proceed to beat someone over the head with a bottle of any kind.’
 
    
 
   Although she hasn’t quite written what I’ve told her to.
 
    
 
   ‘Next time I’ll just hit harder.’
 
    
 
   I laugh, causing the students to look my way, but shift it to a glare. They quickly turn back to their own work.
 
   The thing is, I didn’t actually manage to get Elle into detention. My dad decided that, as punishment for our fight, she’d be in detention and I’d be supervising. So basically I’m also in detention, I’m just not writing lines. I haven’t told that to Elle though. She thinks I’m here to gloat. 
 
   And that’s what I’ll continue to let her think for the next forty minutes. 
 
   I’m so hungry. Normally I’d grab something on my way home on the nights I don’t go to my parents, but this detention has kept me in an hour too long. I need to eat.
 
   When the hour is up, the students file out one by one. I smile when Eloise waits behind for me. She looks unsure about whether or not I want her here. I’m not a mind reader, but Eloise isn’t hard to figure out.
 
   “Did you have a good weekend?” I start pushing the tables to the corner and, with her help, we stack them properly. 
 
   “It was okay. I had a job interview at that shoe shop in town, the one on the corner of the high street.”
 
   I know that one, I think. “Zone?”
 
   “Yeah, I think I got it, which means twenty five percent discount. Can’t go wrong with twenty five percent discount.”
 
   This is true. “Well, good luck. If only the other students had your drive.”
 
   “I’m lucky.” She tucks her hair behind her ear and helps me lift another table, sliding it into place. 
 
   “How so?”
 
   “I know what I want. I know that being a teenager isn’t going to last and I know that, in order to get where I want to be, I need money.”
 
   “You’re a smart girl.”
 
   She shrugs. “I just pay attention.”
 
   This makes me chuckle. “Not including during my lessons.”
 
   “Yeah, it was easier when I didn’t find my teacher attractive.” Her eyes widen as she turns her face away from me. I try not to laugh, but fail and it feels good. “I can’t believe I just said that.”
 
   “I can.” Okay, so my new found arrogance might annoy her, but I can’t help it. She makes me feel good and I like to tease her when I feel good. I shouldn’t. It’s not appropriate. I just don’t know how to stop and, even if I did know, I don’t think I would. 
 
   “Can we just do this already?” I know she’s referring to the table, but my mind still wanders to other places. I can’t get it out of my head, the way she responded to my touch and kiss. It can’t happen again, but it’ll be something I fantasize about for a very long time. “The table I mean.” She flushes pink along her cheekbones and curses under her breath. I guess I’m not the only one letting my mind wander. 
 
   We lift the final table and slide it into place. I’m still smiling and she’s still blushing. 
 
   “I should go.” She grabs her bag off the floor and slips it onto her shoulder. 
 
   “Do you… do you need a ride?” Why am I offering to drive her? 
 
   “No, that’s okay. I’m meeting Hayley and some friends at the hangout.” 
 
   My body tenses, not only because she doesn’t want a ride, but because I know what the hangout is and I don’t like it at all. “Meeting anybody in particular?” I try to sound casual, but my voice holds an undertone of… I’m not sure what of. Annoyance? 
 
   “Our usual gang: Riley, Wesley, Becky, Shannon.” She shrugs a little. “Oh and Garrett too.”
 
   Something hits me in the chest. It’s not physical but internal. I scratch at the spot between my ribs to rid myself of the tingling, but it’s under the skin. I don’t like it. This feeling is foreign to me. “Garrett?”
 
   Her smile is easy and for some reason I don’t like it. “Yeah, he switched to a mechanics apprenticeship so I haven’t seen him since Halloween.”
 
   “Right.” I pull open the door and follow her into the hall. “Didn’t you used to date him?”
 
   I see her look at me out of the corner of her eye as I walk slowly beside her. “No. Well… not really.”
 
   “Not really?” Translate please.
 
   “We hung out a few times.”
 
   “And kissed.” I point out and have no idea why I pointed that out. 
 
   “Yeah, sometimes.” 
 
   I feel my jaw harden. “And what do you plan to do at the hangout?”
 
   “Hang out.”
 
   “Smart arse.”
 
   She sticks her tongue out at me. “I should go. I need to get changed. I smell like school.”
 
   “No you don’t.” Why can’t I shut up?
 
   “Still, we’ll probably go out for a few drinks afterwards. Or head back to Wesley’s.”
 
   “And your parents don’t mind?”
 
   Her shoulders shift and her head turns towards me. “Why would they? I’m eighteen, I’m keeping out of trouble and my grades are good.”
 
   “There’s room for improvement.” Yep, I just insulted her. What the hell is wrong with me?
 
   “Is there a reason behind this questionnaire, or am I free to leave?”
 
   It’s now that I realise I’m holding the side exit door closed and probably have been for a short while now. I remove my hand and scratch the small tickle on my neck. “Feel free to leave.”
 
   “I’ll see you on Wednesday.”
 
   “Aren’t you going to my parent’s tomorrow?”
 
   “Nah.”
 
   “Nah?” I’m not even sure what that means. 
 
   “No, I’m doing homework tomorrow. My history teacher assigns us pretty tough essays every week.” She winks and tugs on the door, letting the cold air into the hall. “See you later.”
 
   I watch her walk away with that annoying feeling still burning in my chest, except now it’s worse. I want to punch something. 
 
   “Somebody looks stressed.” I feel her presence close to my shoulder and glance her way.
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “Somebody sounds stressed too.”
 
   “What do you want, Katherine?” 
 
   She sighs deeply and runs her fingers through her jaw length hair. “I think we need to start again. I don’t like how strangely distant we’ve become.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I’m glad you agree.” She smiles and places her hand on my shoulder. “Lunch tomorrow?”
 
   Should I? “Fine, sounds good.” It will get me out of here for a while. “I need to get home. I have more work to mark than I know what to do with.” 
 
   “I hear you.” She pulls open the door and we exit together. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   A number lights up my phone, beneath a name that has my heart racing.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Stay safe!
 
    
 
   I don’t respond. I don’t get the chance to, as Hayley snatches my phone away, shoves it in my pocket and drags me to the shop. Seeing as I have identification, I’m the one buying the alcohol tonight. 
 
   Vodka it is, along with a ton of cranberry juice.
 
    
 
   I stagger to the right, my head spinning. My hand catches the wall, stopping me from actually falling. I feel so sick. 
 
   “Oh my god.” Garrett snorts, falling into me. “I feel so drunk.”
 
   He sits on the porch swing and shuts his eyes. I do the same, letting the cold wind settle over my skin. It’s the only thing keeping me alert.
 
   I can’t stop laughing. 
 
   “Where’s Hayley?” I slur, looking at the door to Wesley’s house.
 
   “Inside somewhere.” Garrett’s smile is wonky and his eyes are red from intoxication, but I don’t care. He’s still cute.
 
   “I am so drunk.” I blink a few times, trying to stop the spinning. 
 
   “Me too. How much did we drink?”
 
   I lost count after drink number five. “I shouldn’t have bought that second bottle.”
 
   We both laugh when Riley staggers out of the house with a girl whose name I’ve forgotten. They kiss almost violently, their hands groping at one another, before finally tumbling down the porch steps. They land on the grass and continue kissing. I have no idea how they pulled that off and I can’t stop laughing at it. 
 
   “You’re so fucking pretty,” Garrett whispers, leaning his shoulder into mine. “Like for real, you’re so pretty.”
 
   I stop laughing and smile at him, my body swaying slightly. I really did drink too much. It’s probably because I haven’t eaten since lunch time. “You’re sweet.”
 
   “I… am an idiot.” He blurts loudly, throwing his hands in the air.
 
   “Oh my god… I LOVE THIS SONG!” The girl beneath Riley screeches and, twenty seconds of staggering later, they’re up and dancing on the grass. Others join them as the music volume is turned up and the windows are thrown open. 
 
   “Want to dance?” Garrett asks and I really do, but I don’t think I can. “Want to kiss me?”
 
   My breath catches and his hand grabs at the back of my hair. A split second before his lips touch mine, I lunge away, causing myself to fall backwards off the swing and land on my side with a thud.
 
   Garrett laughs loudly as he drops to his knees and crawls towards me. 
 
   This time he does kiss me, pinning my head between his and the wooden deck. 
 
   I feel sick. 
 
   Oh crap.
 
   “No.” I snap, shoving him away with my arm. 
 
   “Elle.” His voice is whiney and irritating. I descend the porch stairs on my bum and, using the railing, I pull myself up and stagger onto the grass, pushing through the mess of dancers. “Where’re you going?”
 
   “I have a curfew.” It’s a lie. I just don’t feel like being here anymore. 
 
   “I’ll walk you.” He takes my elbow in his hand and between us we manage to stay balanced. “What about Hayley?”
 
   “Shit, Hayley!”
 
   “I’ll go and get her.” He grins wonkily again and I feel his lips press against mine and his tongue push between my teeth before I fully register what he’s doing. When he pulls back, he’s breathless but I just feel numb. So numb and happy and… wait… I’m pretty sure Hayley is staying with Wesley tonight. Wasn’t I supposed to be staying with her at Wesley’s? “I’ll be right back, wait here.”
 
   “Okay.” He’s gone seconds later. I stare, fascinated, at a large lorry parked at the end of the road. “I know your secret, Optimus Prime.” I whisper and giggle at my own hilarity. 
 
   A car door slams and footsteps rush around a car. I’m yanked off my feet and roughly placed in a comfy seat. There are lights. It looks like a spaceship.
 
   I’ve been in this car before. 
 
   A bottle of water is thrust into my weak hands and the car starts to move. I really don’t like the way cars move. Not anymore.
 
   I open my mouth to speak.
 
   “Don’t,” Isaac barks angrily. “Don’t. I’m too fucking mad and I just did something really fucking stupid.”
 
   He’s glowing; I swear it. He looks so handsome, all rugged and unshaven and tired looking. 
 
   “I’m taking you home.”
 
   “Yay!” I cheer, liking the thought of staying at his tonight. “We could pillow fi…”
 
   “To your home, not my home.”
 
   Oh. My bottom lip sticks out as the reality of what he said sinks in, in which case I start to panic. “Nuh-uh. No way. Nope. Take me back…”
 
   “I’ll drop you off. You can go inside and your dad can handle you.” He snarls, his knuckles turning white as his hands grip the steering wheel. 
 
   “Are you kidding me? Try explaining that one to him.” I’m surprised my words sound a lot more sober than I actually am. Giggle.
 
   “This isn’t a fucking joke!” He yells, turning the next corner sharply, sending me flying into the door. Ouch. “Look at you, you’re a state.”
 
   “I take back what I thought about you looking good.”
 
   “You’re going to go home and sleep this off.”
 
   “You picked me up just so you could take me to a place where I’m not even meant to be sleeping tonight?” My giddiness turns to anger in a split second. “Are you fucking kidding me? Stop the car and I’ll walk back.”
 
   “So that arsehole can take advantage of you?”
 
   “What arsehole?”
 
   “The one kissing you.”
 
   I blink in shock. “You were watching me?”
 
   “Don’t be stupid. I happened to drive by as you were sucking face on the street.”
 
   “You were watching me. You have no right to watch me.”
 
   “You’ll wake up tomorrow on a couch, next to him, surrounded by other idiots, and wonder what the fuck you did tonight. Do you want that? Do you honestly want that regret?”
 
   I bang my head backwards against the head rest a few times. “It’ll be better than going home and facing my dad.”
 
   “Grow up, Eloise.”
 
   “I’m trying, but you won’t fucking let me! Now take me back!”
 
   “I won’t let that ugly, little son of a bitch use you!”
 
   I roll my eyes and before I can stop it, up comes the word vomit. “You mean like you did?”
 
   The car stops with a screech. It’s sharp and sudden and I am so lucky I’m wearing a seatbelt. Now I definitely feel sick. 
 
   “You’re right. Why the fuck am I doing this? You don’t mean shit to me.” 
 
   Ouch. I’m going to pretend that one didn’t hurt. 
 
   I cross my arms over my chest, shocked when he reaches across my lap and tugs on the door handle, pushing the door with the palm of his hand. The air is colder than I remembered.
 
   “Get out then.” He snaps, his eyes facing forward, his hands now locked to the steering wheel. 
 
   He’s kidding, right? “All of that… just to leave me in the middle of town?”
 
   “I used you, right? So what do I care?” 
 
   “Fine. I’m going.” I unclip my belt and use the handle above the door to heave myself out. “Seems clever doesn’t it? Saving me from some wicked eighteen year old, only to abandon me by myself in the fucking streets, where there are probably worse couches to wake up on.”
 
   His jaw hardens. “You aren’t my problem, Elle. You’re not worth losing my job over.”
 
   “Whatever, I know my way back.” I slam the door and look around to get a grip on where I actually am. When I figure it out, I move my legs in the correct direction, only staggering a little. 
 
   Fuck, it’s actually quite cold now I’m a little more sober.
 
   Ha! I took his water with me. 
 
   I turn and throw it in his general direction when he starts to pull away. I watch it soar through the air before connecting with the right wing mirror. It smashes. Not the bottle, no, that explodes. The mirror smashes. 
 
   That was not meant to happen. Oh shit.
 
   I think walking away would be best at this point, so that’s what I do. I turn and keep walking.
 
   “Fuck,” he curses after I hear him climb from his car. “Are you fucking kidding me? Do you have a robotic arm?”
 
   I keep walking, still in shock over my apparent throwing skill. I bet I couldn’t do that again if I tried. 
 
   “Psycho!”
 
   I flip him off over my shoulder and pull my ringing phone out of my pocket. It’s Hayley.
 
   “Hey,” I breathe, wrapping my free arm around my body. “What’s up?”
 
   “Where the hell are you? I’m all… where’s my bitch? And you’re all gone and stuff. We’re playing strip poker! Get your arse back here.”
 
   “I just went for a walk. I’m like crazy wasted.”
 
   “We skipping tomorrow?”
 
   “I don’t think there’s another option. I’ll be back soon. Save me a seat.”
 
   “Already have. Want me to send somebody to meet you?”
 
   I shake my head, even though she can’t see me. “No, I’m nearly there.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Hanging up my phone, I stop and press it into my pocket. The ground is severely spinning, but not as bad as it was. Nothing like a bit of adrenaline to get your brain focused. 
 
   “You’re going back?” Isaac’s car slows to a crawl beside me. “You’re paying for my wing mirror.”
 
   I ignore him and keep on walking. 
 
   “Come on, get in. I’ll give you a ride.”
 
   “No thanks,” I snap, shivering slightly.
 
   “Elle…”
 
   “Piss off.”
 
   “Look, you’ve been drinking. You’re not thinking clearly.”
 
   “No?” I stop and tilt my head. “So what’s your excuse for the events of tonight?”
 
   “Elle, just get in the car.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Elle, get in the fucking car.”
 
   “I said no!”
 
   “Will you both shut up?” Somebody shouts from a nearby window. “People are trying to fucking sleep!”
 
   “Get in the car, Elle.” He orders in a hiss, ignoring the person in the window. 
 
   “I’m going back to the party.”
 
   “I’ll drive you there.”
 
   I let out a laugh, like I actually believe that. 
 
   “Elle, please… get in the car.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because…”
 
   I wait but he doesn’t continue. “Because what?”
 
   “Because I brought you here against your will. I need to take you back. It wasn’t my place to interfere.” His eyes plead with me and I hear the sincerity in his voice. Part of me wants to argue with him, but the rest of me really doesn’t want to walk all the way back to the party. 
 
   I let out a sigh and climb into the car. He waits for me to buckle up before starting the car and doing a U-turn in the road. 
 
   When he stops on the corner of the next street, after driving in silence for only two minutes, I’m wondering why. But then I see and my heart stops. 
 
   “What did you do?” I ask as my dad angrily storms towards the car. “Isaac… what the fuck did you do?”
 
   He closes his eyes. “You’ll thank me tomorrow.”
 
   The door is yanked open as a rush of feelings spiral through me. I’m dragged out, my organs doing a flip and bouncing around my body twice. “How much do we owe you for the window?” My dad asks Isaac.
 
   “Nothing, I’m covered.” 
 
   “I’m so sorry about this. Thank you so much for picking her up.”
 
   I don’t know what to say. I think this is what shock is. Or maybe this is what heartbreak is. 
 
   “I’ll see you in school, Eloise.” Isaac says softly, remorse in his eyes.
 
   “Don’t ever talk to me again,” I breathe, wondering how this night got bad so quickly.
 
   “Eloise!” My dad snaps, shutting my teacher’s car door before grabbing my arm once more. “I’ll take the cost of repair off your next rent cheque.”
 
   “No need, just get her home safe.”
 
   A tear falls from my eye. I angrily wipe it away and allow my dad to pull me to the car. He doesn’t speak. He’ll save it for when we get home. 
 
   The second we do get home, he says only one sentence that breaks my heart. “No France trip.”
 
   I don’t even bother to argue. I push past my mum, who is waiting in the hall in her dressing gown, concern in her eyes, and race up the stairs. 
 
   I hear them arguing, but I don’t really pay attention. I know Mum is defending me and I know Dad is disgusted. Mum thinks that now I’m eighteen I should be allowed a little freedom. Dad thinks that while I live under his roof I should follow his rules, that I need preparing for University. Mum argues that I’m a good girl, I’m just having fun. Dad thinks said fun could get me raped or worse.
 
   Neither of them are wrong, but I don’t care about that. 
 
   How could he betray me so badly?
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   “You had no right to intervene!” My dad yells. “No god damn right!”
 
   “I know…” I admit, rubbing my tired eyes. “I know… I just… I was worried and she was being stubborn.”
 
   “She’s an eighteen year old girl! She’s allowed to drink and hang around with her friends, just like you did at eighteen!” He slams his hand down on the table. “She’s done a lot for us. She’s never been any trouble and, to be honest, she drinks and parties less than any other student in this bloody school!”
 
   I look between him and my mum. My mum won’t even make eye contact with me. 
 
   I’ve been stupid. My emotions got the better of me. I was angry; I was frustrated and I had that stupid fucking tingle in my chest. I don’t know why I did what I did. 
 
   “She doesn’t want to talk to you anymore. She doesn’t want to be in that class.”
 
   “She’s dropped out?” I blink, my heart heavy and a different kind of tingle now annoying the fuck out of me.
 
   “Right after she came and told me what you’d done and guess what, Isaac…” I wince at his sour, angry tone. “I love that girl to pieces, but she’s eighteen. I can’t fucking stop her if she wants to drop your class.” My dad never swears, so the fact he just swore has shaken me. “You had no right. None whatsoever.”
 
   “I’ll apologise; I’ll fix it.”
 
   “No you won’t. You’ll stay away from her and you’ll focus on your other students.”
 
   “I need to…”
 
   He slams his hand on the table, startling both me and my mum, his eyes blazing with an anger I haven’t seen in years. “You will stay away from the girl.”
 
   “Mum,” I try, hoping she’ll defend me. She looks away, shaking her head as disappointment swims through her eyes. “I was worried. She was intoxicated! That arsehole had his hands all over her. I didn’t think she was safe there.”
 
   “According to Eloise, that arsehole is the guy she’s dating and she was perfectly happy in his company. Again… she’s an adult.”
 
   “You did the same thing once. I know about the time she showed up at school still intoxicated from the night before and you called her parents then!” I argue, pointing at my dad. “You’re telling me if you passed a party where a girl is clearly being molested, you wouldn’t step in?”
 
   “What I did was what I had to do!”
 
   “She threw up in the cafeteria and fell down three steps, Isaac. She was a bit of a mess that day, as were a few of her friends.” My mother says softly. “It happened on school grounds and they were all underage.”
 
   “I don’t see the difference between protecting a young girl in school as opposed to protecting her if you happen to come across her outside of school.”
 
   My dad shoots me a glare, one that definitely tells me to shut up. “I understand that you think your intentions were noble, but what you did was worse than what we had to do. She is of age to legally drink. She’s not a child. She states she was happy where she was until you interfered. Her father is furious with her, has grounded her and she’s pulling out of a class because she can’t stand the sight of you. Think about what you did and how you handled it. What you should have done is called the Police to break up the party, like you should do if you happen to come across any student in that situation.”
 
   I stand and grab my coat from the couch, ignoring his suggestive tone in the latter sentence. “I didn’t come back here for this shit.”
 
   “Isaac,” my mother calls, sounding horrified.
 
   “Let him go and lick his bloody wounds. He knows he’s in the wrong.”
 
   I slam the door on my way out. 
 
   He’s not wrong though. 
 
   What the fuck have I done?
 
    
 
   It’s Wednesday morning and I’m shocked nobody knows what happened. I honestly thought Eloise would tell somebody we slept together as revenge. I thought she would have told other people what I did on Monday night. Instead, nobody seems to know a thing. 
 
   It’s when she strolls through the door that I’m thrown off. I thought she’d dropped out of my lesson. It seems Hayley did too, because she looks shocked when Eloise walks in. 
 
   They whisper for the first few minutes and I let them have their chat.
 
   I’m petrified I’ll do something to push Elle over the edge and she’ll tell people what we did together. 
 
   I’m even more shocked when Garrett walks into my class, bowing when his classmates cheer. He strolls over to Eloise, leans down and kisses her deeply. My stomach twists. 
 
   That same tingle I continue to feel at random times returns and I realise at this moment what it is.
 
   It’s jealousy and possessiveness. 
 
   I don’t like him touching her… I don’t like the thought of anyone touching her.
 
   He continues kissing her for the longest time and everyone looks at me, wondering what I’m going to do about it.
 
   I want to rip his throat out. I want to slam him against the wall and punch him in the face until he no longer has one. I’ve never been violent on purpose before. I’m not about to start now. 
 
   “Are you in this class?” I snarl and Garrett finally looks up, Eloise’s sparkling lip gloss spread across his lips. He looks dazed and I feel even more jealous. I remember that dazed feeling well. I remember exactly what those perfect lips can do to a man. 
 
   “No, I’m just stopping by,” he grins, leaning in for another kiss. Eloise doesn’t even look at me. She only clutches the boy’s collar, holding him close and tight. When he finally pulls away, everyone cheers again and then they laugh when I push him from my classroom. 
 
   I don’t chastise her. I don’t say a word. I just rub my chest and start the lesson. 
 
   It’s not until the bell rings that I actually pay her an ounce of attention. 
 
   “Eloise Blackburn,” I call, as she laughs and chats with her friends while packing away. “You’ll stay after class.”
 
   None of her friends seem to find it odd that I’ve asked. They probably knew she’d get into shit for her public display of affection. 
 
   I’m shocked that she does stay and I find myself lost for words.
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   He locks the door and stares at me, neither of us saying anything. I know that if I open my mouth I’ll lose my temper and I figure he’s probably scared of what I’ll say if he does make me any angrier. 
 
   After a minute I stand and grab my bag. I’m not waiting in here if he isn’t going to talk and I’m not going to say anything. What’s the point?
 
   I move to the door, relieved when he steps out of my way. My hand moves to the lock and suddenly his hand is on mine, stopping me from twisting it. 
 
   He still doesn’t talk and neither do I. I figure he’ll let me go eventually if I ignore his presence.
 
   “Elle,” he finally says, releasing a solemn breath. 
 
   The softness in his voice makes my eyes burn with remembrance. How could he betray me so badly? How could he hurt me like that? 
 
   My hand tightens on the metal lock and his hand tightens on mine, almost as if scared I’ll pull away. 
 
   “Elle, look at me.”
 
   I don’t and he still doesn’t move.
 
   “Elle…” His hand comes to my face and gingerly and tentatively pushes until my eyes are facing his. “I’m so…”
 
   Crack.
 
   My hand burns and his head whips to the side. I just slapped him. I’ve never slapped anybody before. 
 
   We both stand, suspended in time. He looks as shocked as I feel inside and my tears spill when I see the red mark slowly appear on his cheek. 
 
   “I hate you,” I whisper, pushing the honesty in my words forward so he not only hears it but feels it.
 
   His head snaps back, his eyes full of pain now on mine. “God… Elle…”
 
   I try to twist the lock, but his hand tugs my hand away and pins it above my head. My chest heaves as I stare into his eyes, hating the longing I feel to have him close. I just want to hate him. 
 
   He takes my other hand and pushes that against the door above my head, pinning both wrists with his one hand. His eyes stay on mine and I see my longing mirrored in his, my pain mirrored in his, but not my hatred. I don’t see hatred in his eyes. I see remorse. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” he says quietly and rests his forehead against mine. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I keep going back to that night in my mind…”
 
   “You need to let go of me.”
 
   “I don’t want to,” he admits, stepping into me so my body is flush with his. I try to swallow but can’t. My body is betraying me and I need him to let me go before I forgive him, just to be given the chance to kiss him once more. “I don’t want to.”
 
   “I’ll scream,” I pant and he shakes his head, almost as if nuzzling my nose with his.
 
   “You’re not a screamer.”
 
   I feel his words in my groin. I feel him swell against my hip and sink my teeth into my lip. “Let me go.”
 
   “Forgive me.”
 
   “You ruined everything.” I try to tug my hands free, but his grip is tight and I’m too weak; weak of mind, weak of body and just plain weak for him.
 
   “I’ll make it up to you.”
 
   “Will you pay for my trip to France?” I snap, my anger returning momentarily.
 
   He winces and pulls his head back slightly. “If that’s what it takes.”
 
   Snort. “I don’t mean anything to you, remember?”
 
   “I was angry. I’m not used to being challenged like that. You said something hurtful and I said it back.”
 
   My mouth falls open. “I said something hurtful? What I said was the truth.”
 
   “You honestly believe I used you?”
 
   “What else would you call it?”
 
   He winces again. “I…” His cheeks swell before he blows out a breath. “Then you used me too.”
 
   Touché. “Let me go.”
 
   “Come to mine tonight. We’ll talk.” His eyes are sincere when he says this and I hate how badly I want to accept.
 
   “If you just want to talk then we can meet somewhere else. Or we can sit down right now, totally separated, and talk it out.”
 
   “Fine, but not here. Where do you want to meet?”
 
   Blink. “I don’t want to meet. I just want you to let me go.”
 
   “If you wanted me to let you go, you would’ve pulled yourself free already.” 
 
   True. “Just…”
 
   “Don’t talk for a second.” He places his hand over my mouth and the door behind me begins to rattle. 
 
   “Isaac?” Miss Hart calls through the door and knocks. 
 
   “Fuck,” he hisses, his hand still over my mouth. 
 
   “Isaac?” The door rattles again before her heels finally click away. 
 
   “Please meet me tonight.” He practically begs in a whisper and the phone on his desk starts to vibrate. “Wherever you want. Whenever you want.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Suddenly I’m flying backwards, a hand back over my mouth. My heart starts trembling along with my body, beating so fast I can hear it, as I’m lowered to the ground behind Isaac’s desk.
 
   “Fuck!” He curses, both of us huddled in the corner of the room. “Katherine’s at the window.”
 
   Now I’m seriously panicking. “Your phone is on the desk.”
 
   “She’ll just think I left it behind.” He squishes us further into the corner. “I’m sorry… I shouldn’t have locked us in here.”
 
   “No, you shouldn’t have.” I shift out of my uncomfortable position, annoyed, when he pulls me back against his chest. I should tell him to let go of me, but the way he’s stroking my hair is soothing my terrified body. 
 
   “I got jealous.” My body tenses. He continues. “I got so jealous, I was blind. I don’t know what I was thinking.” His hand stops stroking my hair and instead turns my head to face him. It’s an awkward position, but not an uncomfortable one. “I find myself in a situation where I don’t think I can let anyone else have you. I don’t think I could stand it.”
 
   My heart misses a beat and a shiver runs through me, causing goose bumps to prickle along my arms. 
 
   “And I know I can’t have you,” he whispers quietly, his hand resting along my jaw. “I know it’s not possible.”
 
   “Yeah…” I nod once and try to turn away, but his hand won’t allow it. “I know.”
 
   “You’re so young.”
 
   I frown at that.
 
   “I have something for you.” He reaches into his back pocket, mindful of his legs, just in case she’s still looking through the window. I doubt she is. “I got it for your birthday, but never gave it to you, mostly because I was worried you’d read into it and then…” He shows me the gift box and allows me to move away before taking it softly. I have no idea what it is. The gift box is long, silver and rectangular in shape. “I was worried you wouldn’t.” 
 
   My breath catches when I lift the lid, revealing the beautiful charm bracelet inside. “Forever Connected…”
 
   “You know the brand?”
 
   “I’ve always wanted one.” I stare longingly at the white gold chain, with its tiny links ready for attachments. “These aren’t cheap. Why would you get me this?”
 
   He doesn’t answer. Instead he lifts it from the box and I notice a single charm dangling in the centre. It’s the shape of a tiny book, translucent green. 
 
   “Why a book?”
 
   He clears his throat. “Green’s my favourite colour and a book is… well it was the only charm I could find that could kind of signify how we met.”
 
   “It’s… I can’t accept this.” I place the box on his lap and pull my hands away. He grabs my wrist and quickly clicks the charm bracelet into place. It fits perfectly and it’s so light and beautiful. “I really can’t accept this.”
 
   “I’m not taking it back. Besides, it’s too late. There’s only a seven day return policy unless it’s faulty.”
 
   I hold the small crystal book between my fingers and consider yanking the bracelet off. It’s too precious to harm and it means too much to spoil over such a betrayal. 
 
   “I’m not forgiving you.”
 
   “That’s not why I’ve given it to you.” He frowns, closing the gift box and shoving it into my bag. “I just… I don’t even know what to say to you. I wouldn’t forgive me if I were you. My dad is furious at me, by the way…”
 
   Blink. “Welcome to the club.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” He sits up and peers over the desk, before looking back at me with the same amount of remorse in his eyes as earlier. “I hope you can forgive me eventually.”
 
   I finger the crystal once more, shifting onto my knees and looking at him in the eyes. “Thank you for my gift. I adore it.” 
 
   He smiles and for a moment I return it, before peering over the desk myself and checking that the coast is clear. “Stay, a little longer.”
 
   Is he joking? “Your guilt is making you crazy. If we get caught, we’re going to have a lot of explaining to do.”
 
   Why am I the only adult in here right now?
 
   “Break it off with Garrett.”
 
   My eyes widen with surprise. “What?”
 
   “Break it off with Garrett.” His eyes have narrowed.
 
   “I don’t think you’re in a position to be demanding anything from me.”
 
   “And I can’t stand that twerp. He’s not good for you.”
 
   “And you are?” He immediately closes his mouth at my words. “I like Garrett.” 
 
   His eyes get dark and almost dangerous. “How did you suddenly go from drunken night of fun to full blown making out in public?” Then they get even darker and definitely dangerous. “Did you do something stupid?”
 
   “Define stupid.” I’m not liking where this is going.
 
   “Did you sleep with him?”
 
   “And if I did?”
 
   “I don’t want to know.” He looks away and closes his eyes. “Just go. Make sure nobody sees you leave.”
 
   My phone starts to ring. I pull it from my bag and wince at the name flashing. I don’t answer, but it doesn’t matter because Isaac saw it. He wasn’t lying when he said he felt jealous; I see the flash of it in his eyes.
 
   “I’ll see you in class on Friday.” I stand and quickly dust myself off with my hands.
 
   He follows me to the door, remaining silent. “Please come to me tonight.”
 
   “I don’t need to. We’ve spoken already. What’s the point? This isn’t going anywhere.” I open the door a crack, looking out before pulling the door open all of the way. “I’m not worth losing your job over.”
 
   And with those parting words I walk away and I don’t look back. 
 
    
 
   It’s when I’m lying in bed at midnight, playing with my new bracelet and struggling to sleep, that a text comes through. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: What if it could? Would you try?
 
    
 
   I don’t even have to guess what he’s talking about. I instantly know. The unfortunate thing is, I don’t know the answer to that question. At least I think I don’t, but then my thumbs seem to move across my screen anyway and type the answer for me.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   Her text comes through and I open it with trembling hands. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: You owe me a trip to France.
 
    
 
   I smile, unable to contain myself, before stuffing my phone under my pillow and rolling onto my front. I can still smell her scent on the sheets; it’s intoxicating.
 
   When my phone vibrates again twenty minutes later I snatch it eagerly, hoping it’s something good and praying it’s not a last minute rejection.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Open the door.
 
    
 
   I do as she asks and pull her inside. Before she can even speak, I’m claiming her mouth in a kiss that rules over all others. 
 
   She wraps her arms and legs around me as I close the door behind us and she trembles when I carry her to the bedroom. 
 
   I’m not sure how it happened. I’m not sure when it happened, but this girl has become my addiction and suddenly I don’t care about anything else but sinking into her and making her mine. 
 
   And when I finally do, I’m in heaven and this time I feel no guilt, only an afterglow and adoration towards the sleeping female sprawled across my chest.
 
   I now understand the lyrics to ‘Counting Stars’ by ‘OneRepublic’. ‘I feel something so right, doing the wrong thing’. 
 
   I should let her go.
 
   I just don’t want to and I wouldn’t have the strength to.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty One
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I yawn loudly; I can’t help it. I’ve had so many late nights. I don’t regret them; in fact I like that I’m tired. It means I’m doing something right.
 
   I don’t like that Elle is tired, though. I also don’t like that she’s fallen asleep on my parents’ couch. 
 
   It’s my fault. I’ve been dragging her from bed every night, encouraging her to sneak to mine.
 
   Well, not every night, but almost every night. 
 
   We’ve been careless though. Her parents will catch her sooner or later. 
 
   I know it’s hypocritical of me to say, but she’s eighteen for crying out loud. She’s allowed her freedom. She should be allowed to stay out. Then I wouldn’t have to sneak her out every night.
 
   It’s the best part of my day when she does, though. 
 
   I just wish it didn’t have to be a secret. I wish I could hold her hand in public, like I know she wants. I wish I could take her to work and kiss her delicious lips as I see her off. I wish I could cuddle with her on the couch right now and sleep beside her.
 
   I can’t though. 
 
   We’re careful for this reason. 
 
   She doesn’t want me to lose my job and neither do I. I probably deserve it, but I’m not some psycho student molester, preying on innocent women. 
 
   We connect. It’s never happened before and I doubt it’ll ever happen again. I couldn’t imagine myself being with anyone else. 
 
   Eloise is just… she’s just it for me right now.
 
   We’ve been playing it extremely cool in public, though. My parents still think she hates me and she does a damn good job of convincing them she does. I suppose it’s her way of punishing me for what I did. I don’t care. She’s sexy when she’s pissed at me and cute, like a snarling cub. 
 
    
 
   Her body is curled up in the foetal position and I’m sat at the end of the couch, only inches from her legs. I want so badly to slide my hand up her thigh, to tickle her skin in the way I know she loves. 
 
   Am I creepy? Am I suddenly a creepy teacher?
 
   The way I look at her, the way I talk to her at times, the way I touch her all of the time… is it creepy? But I care about her. How can it be creepy when I’d kill anyone who hurt her, when I’d risk my career for her? How is that creepy? 
 
   At first it was scary. I could tell she was scared of getting caught, but now, the more time that passes, the more comfortable we’re getting lying to everyone. It’s been six weeks since I made a decision I knew would change my life and I don’t regret it. What I regret is the sad look on her face when we both agreed that Christmas together would be a big no, seeing as she’ll be visiting with her family and I’ll be staying with mine.
 
   I’m worried about losing her to a guy her age, of course I am, but I don’t dwell on it. For now I’m accepting that she’s mine and I’ll bloody well show her how happy I am about that. 
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   I hear a camera click as a flash lights up my eyelids. 
 
   Confusion sinks in before I remember I’m visiting the Price’s.
 
   “Wouldn’t they make such a lovely couple?” I hear Judith say with a sigh. “Such pretty babies.” 
 
   I almost choke, but Mr Price Senior jumps in. “Judith, she’s his student. Remember?”
 
   “She is?” Judith gasps. “Oh. But dear, look at them. That red hair with his lips and her pretty eyes…”
 
   “Judith,” Mr Price hisses, shushing her immediately. “She’s his student. I’m sure it would upset her to hear you talk that way. And Isaac.”
 
   Judith gasps with glee. “Isaac is here? My Isaac?”
 
   My eyes burn, but I don’t open them. I leave Mr Price to handle his wife. I don’t think I can cope with it. 
 
   “Such a handsome boy. Such a sweet boy.”
 
   Mr Price leads her from the room and I sit up slowly. I hear her bed creak and realise he’s taken her to lie down until this moment passes. 
 
   Isaac wakes up too. His head was lolled back and his eyes were closed, but now I know he heard everything she said by the pain that shines in his eyes. 
 
   I take his hand and smooth my thumb over his. 
 
   “She forgot who I was again,” he whispers, shaking his head. 
 
   I don’t say anything. I simply rest my head on his shoulder and wait for the kiss that I know will come. When I feel his lips touch my forehead before gently lifting away, I sit up and move to the other end of the couch. 
 
   I hate to put distance between us, but I can’t do much else for him at this point. 
 
   “I’m here,” I say, still holding his hand, until we hear his dad walking back to the room.
 
   Susanna talks softly to Judith and I know that her moment still hasn’t passed. This is the longest one yet. 
 
   “You don’t need to be here for this,” Mr Price Senior says to me, his eyes tired and sad. “I’ll take you home.”
 
   “I’ll do it,” Isaac says, but his father shakes his head. “No, I could use the drive.”
 
    
 
   “I haven’t been totally honest with you,” Mr Price tells me, pulling up outside of my house. The drive has been long and silent. “Remember when Judith threw that pasta at you?” I nod, yes. “Remember you left your University applications at my house?” 
 
   Please say you posted them Mr Price; you said you did. “Yeah?” My heart hammers, preparing for the heart break. 
 
   “Well, I posted them, but I opened them first.” Okay, now I’m confused. “I shouldn’t have done it, but I tweaked them a little. I perfected my reference and changed your bio.” Now I’m definitely confused. “You were too modest. I only added to it and changed a few errors. I couldn’t bear to see you fail, but now I look back I realise you wouldn’t have failed.”
 
   I’m not angry at him for doing that. I’m just… baffled I guess.
 
   “You’ve been such a solid member of our family. When you first started visiting I didn’t think it would last, but I didn’t blame you. Judith looks upon you like a daughter and I can’t say I don’t care a great deal for you. That’s why I did what I did. I shouldn’t have without your permission.”
 
   “It’s okay.” I smile the happiest and most reassuring smile I can manage. “I swear. Thank you for tweaking them.”
 
   “My son cares about you.” He scratches at his neck, stretching his beard slightly with the movement. “I think he cares a little more than he should.”
 
   My eyes go wide and I choke on air. “I don’t think so.”
 
   “I shouldn’t be saying this, but I realised what was going on the night he called your father. His irrational behaviour only succeeded to prove my fears.” Oh shit, he knows… he knows. My palms start to sweat and I feel my heart beating in my throat. “I just want you to keep your distance from him for a while.”
 
   “Have I done something wrong?”
 
   He blinks and turns to face me. “No, sweet girl, not at all. I’m just worried… that in this dark and lonely time for him, he’ll do something stupid, something that could potentially make it a darker and lonelier time.” Dark eyes scan my face, so I keep it shocked and slightly uncomfortable. “I hope I’m reading too much into it, but I’m thinking you might feel the same way and that worries me, because then there’s nothing stopping you.”
 
   “I…” I can’t promise him something like that. “I’m… I’m already seeing someone. Isaac, he’s great and all, but… well he’s kind of old and…” I take a calm breath when I realise I’m stuttering and trying to ramble all at once. “I’ll keep my distance as best I can. Do you, umm…” This time I scratch my neck. It does seem to help break eye contact. Maybe that’s why they do it. “Do you not want me to come around anymore?”
 
   “I want you to come as often as you like. Like I said, you’re a solid member of our family. I just want you to guard your heart and be careful. Isaac is a good man, but people do strange things when grieving and Isaac is grieving. As are you.”
 
   “I’ll do my best.” It’s not a promise, but also not a rejection. “I won’t say anything to him either.”
 
   He pinches my cheek fondly and motions for me to exit the car. I do so, still smiling awkwardly, and race into my house. Then I text Isaac.
 
    
 
   Eloise: We really need to talk. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: Is everything okay?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Long story short, your dad wants me to give you distance because he thinks you have feelings for me. Do not say anything to him… I will kill you.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I like it when you kill me ;-) 
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’m serious! I’ll see you in a few days.
 
    
 
   Isaac: A few days? I’m coming for you tonight.
 
    
 
   He’s so stubborn.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Did you not read what I put??????!!!!!
 
    
 
   Isaac: I’ll handle my dad. I’ll see you tonight. Same time same place. 
 
    
 
   My dad pops his head into my room. Normally he’d knock, but my door is already open. “How was school?”
 
   “Thrilling,” I reply sarcastically.
 
   “You’ve been quite tired lately.”
 
   I shrug. “I’m working hard, Dad. Is that a problem now?”
 
   He frowns, irritated at my tone of voice no doubt. “I just don’t want you to exhaust yourself.”
 
   “How the fuck else am I going to get out of here?” I mumble, but he only hears just that, a mumble. I’d probably be grounded if he heard what I said.
 
   “Are you joining us for dinner?”
 
   “No, I already ate.”
 
   He steps further into my room. “I saw you and Mr Price talking outside.”
 
   “So? He gave me a ride home.”
 
   “Is everything okay?”
 
   “Probably not.” I put my pen on top of the books I have spread across the desk. “I have homework.” He lingers. “Is there something else?”
 
   “You’re there a lot.”
 
   “Well done, Sherlock. Did you figure that out on your own?”
 
   He frowns again. “Look, I know things have been tough at home, but you’re leaving in a few months. It’s almost the New Year and then you’ll be away to university before I can blink.”
 
   “That’s if I get in.” I close the book I just opened and wrap my arms around my legs. 
 
   “I’m just saying that maybe you could spend more time with your mum and I before you go away to start your own adventures.” He sits on the bed and places his hand on my knee. “Your life for us has gone by far too quickly and I think it’s wonderful that you’re dedicating your time to an ill woman, who I know you care about. It makes me proud.” It makes him proud? Shocking. “Don’t roll your eyes at me.”
 
   “I’ll try to spend more time with you and Mum.” Maybe. I check my watch. “I really do have homework to do. I won’t have time tomorrow. I have work straight after lunch.”
 
   “Okay.” He relents and flicks me on the forehead. He moves to the door, but stops again. “How do you feel about dinner and a movie tomorrow?”
 
   My brow quirks. “Like a Daddy date?”
 
   “Yeah, like we used to do.”
 
   That doesn’t sound so bad. “Sure. I finish work at five thirty. Pick me up?”
 
   He nods with a smile. “Of course, my lady.”
 
   Now I feel bad for having a shitty attitude towards him. I reopen my book and quickly call as he descends the stairs, “Love you, Dad.”
 
   “I love you too,” he calls back and I hear the smile in his voice.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I can’t come tonight. I have a feeling my dad will be checking on me.
 
    
 
   I receive an image of him sticking his lower lip out. Giggle.
 
    
 
   Eloise: And tomorrow he’s taking me on a Daddy date after work, so I won’t be able to meet you.
 
    
 
   Isaac: So I won’t see you until class Friday?
 
    
 
   This time I send him a picture of myself pouting.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I’ll need something a little racier to keep me going that long. 
 
    
 
   I send him a picture of my rabbit teddy.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Remind me why I’m dating you again? I can’t recall…
 
    
 
   Eloise: Because I’m funny and cute. Now leave me be, I have a mountain of homework to get through.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I have a surprise for you.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Tying a ribbon around your penis and offering me the chance to kiss it does not a good surprise make.
 
    
 
   Isaac: That wasn’t what I was doing, but that really doesn’t sound like a bad idea…
 
    
 
   Eloise: Stop distracting me!
 
    
 
   Isaac: I’m serious, do you think you can get an alibi on Sunday?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Why?
 
    
 
   Isaac: You’ll see. 
 
    
 
   I do love surprises. 
 
   We’ve never spent the day together before. We’ve not had the chance.
 
    
 
   Now I really want to go and see him tonight, but I know I shouldn’t risk it. My dad’s in a good mood, which means him and Mum will probably have a late night tonight, so I won’t be able to sneak out until there’s just no longer a point to it.
 
   Why is it that every eighteen year old I know is pretty much doing what they want when they want, yet I’m stuck inside like a criminal? It’s so unfair. If I could afford my own place, I would so go for it, but Dad wouldn’t let me anyway and I need money for university. I’m going to be living on campus in a co-ed dormitory allotment building I hope, so I need all of the money I can get.
 
   I love my mum and dad and I’m lucky to have parents that care so much. I just hate how stifling their love is.
 
    
 
   I sit with my dad at a cosy table in a restaurant on the outskirts of town. I’ve only been here a few times; it’s not somewhere I’d come with friends.
 
   “So, there’s a reason I asked you here tonight.” My dad clears his throat and sips on his wine.
 
   “Go on.” I settle my fork on the table as he pulls five large envelopes from his bag and hands them to me. “What are they?”
 
   “I’m pretty sure they’re your university acceptance letters.”
 
   I rub my hand over the top one, my heart racing in my chest. “When did I get these?”
 
   “Yesterday morning.”
 
   “What if I haven’t gotten in?”
 
   My dad shrugs, a warm smile on his face. “Then we’ll just have to apply to a different one.”
 
   “I do two, you do two?” I suggest and place the fifth one on the table.
 
   My dad beams, happy to be included. “You do know that you’ll have to accept two and decide between them, right?”
 
   “Yeah.” I start tearing at the envelopes and pull the white sheets of paper from inside. My dad does the same. I see his hands shaking as he goes, much like mine are.
 
   My heart starts palpitating and I feel my skin break out with light perspiration as my eyes scan over the writing. My heart leaps, flips, dives and crashes back into place.
 
   “You’ve been accepted into Hull and Manchester.”
 
   My eyes fill with tears. “I’ve been accepted into Boston and Leeds.”
 
   We both snatch at the final letter and shuffle closer so we can read it together. “On the terms that you get the grades promised,” my dad reads aloud. “You’ve been accepted into Cambridge. They’re offering you a place.”
 
   My hand flies to my mouth and the tears that burn my eyes finally fall. “We have to call Mum. She should have been here for this.”
 
   My dad hands me a smaller envelope, a final one. “Before we call her, I want to give you this. It’s just a little something to tell you that, even though I’ve been hard on you, I am extremely proud of you.”
 
   I open the final letter and pick the strange blue booklet from the inside. Upon opening it I discover two long, thin airline tickets and a squeal escapes my throat. “France?”
 
   My dad smiles, his eyes sparkling with happiness. “France. Paid for, but only for four weeks. I was going to do six, but your mother and I talked about it and figured that you’d be preparing for your new accommodations and would be wanting to make friends.”
 
   I stuff the tickets back into the booklet and throw my arms around the man I’ve so easily despised these past few months. “You had that much faith in me?”
 
   “Of course.” He hugs me back and strokes my hair as I cry into his shoulder. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so happy. “Just please finish the year. Don’t do anything stupid.”
 
   “I won’t,” I promise and pull away. “Can we go? I really want to tell Mum.” 
 
   He nods and helps me put on my coat before pocketing the tickets. “I’ll keep a hold of these for now.”
 
   “Good idea.” I’d probably lose them. “Let’s go!”
 
   He chuckles and leads me to the bar, where he quickly pays before guiding me outside. 
 
   I can’t wait to tell everybody.
 
    
 
   Using my key, I let myself into Isaac’s flat. I know I’m risking a lot coming here uninvited, but this can’t wait. My dad thinks I’ve gone to tell my friends. If he knew where I’d really gone… I dread to think.
 
   I still can’t believe I got into Cambridge. It’s just so far away. That was never even an option. I applied to Cambridge simply to receive a rejection, just so I’d have a better chance of deciding between Boston and Leeds, Leeds being even further away than Cambridge.
 
   Fuck.
 
   The room is dark and quiet. I hear the sound of Isaac’s breathing coming from the bedroom. After kicking off my shoes, I pad inside, keeping my footsteps light. 
 
   He’s resting on his stomach, his arm reaching out as his fingers grip the pillow I usually rest on. I run my fingers through his trimmed hair and along his eyebrows, before tracing his nose and leaning forward to press my lips against his. 
 
   He hums in his sleep, his heated body turning as his hand comes up to grip my hair and deepen the kiss. “I didn’t think you’d come.” He whispers sleepily against my lips.
 
   I pull back and reach for the bedside lamp.
 
   The second he sees my face, he frowns with concern and sits up. The bedding slides from his body, revealing his beautiful chest, so defined and perfect. How could such a man ever want me? 
 
   “What’s wrong?” He asks, reaching for me. I place the envelopes on the bed between us and watch as he slowly picks them up. He knows what they are immediately, but his face remains passive as he opens them and flicks through. “You applied for Cambridge?”
 
   “I just chose it for the hell of it. I didn’t think I’d get accepted.”
 
   He shakes his head. “I got rejected.”
 
   “From Cambridge?”
 
   He nods. “That was my first choice. It’s one of the best in the country, in the world. Fuck… it’s expensive though. Cambridge as a whole, not just the university.” 
 
   I know that. “My dad is paying my tuition fees. I just have to pay for my living costs.”
 
   “Lucky for some.” Isaac drops the envelopes on the bed and stares at me for the longest moment. “Are you going to Cambridge?”
 
   I shrug. “I haven’t decided yet. I really was looking at Boston.”
 
   “You’d be a fool to pass up this opportunity.” He climbs from the bed and grabs his dressing gown from the wardrobe door before pulling it on and exiting the room. 
 
   I follow him into the kitchen and watch as he pours himself a glass of water. His strong, corded neck bobs with each large gulp. He slams the glass on the side and turns back to me. We stare at each other again, our eyes passing an emotion back and forth. I don’t know what it is and I don’t want to know.
 
   “You have to go there.” He suddenly says. “It’ll be amazing and anybody who sees that university on your future CV will put you above all of the rest.”
 
   “I won’t be able to come home every weekend. I won’t be able to fit the hours in.” I ignore the pain that slices through my body.
 
   “So?” He leans on the breakfast bar that separates us. “It’s the opportunity of a lifetime.” His hands runs through his hair, pushing the blonde locks out of his face. 
 
   “But… my friends, Judith, your dad, my parents,” I cry and chew on my lower lip for a moment before adding, “And you.”
 
   He tenses, his eyes on the counter. “We knew this wouldn’t last past the summer. We knew that when we got into this.”
 
   “I know but…”
 
   “But nothing. Every single person on that list wants you to be happy. They want you to go where you want to go and get the education you deserve.”
 
   “I know…”
 
   “Don’t throw that away, not for them and definitely not because you think we’ll go on to have some fairy tale romance. Boston is still far. I still will only see you on the weekends. Long distance doesn’t work.” I know he’s right. It doesn’t make it any easier though. He moves around the counter and pulls my head in close so he can touch his lips to my forehead. “Let’s just keep this easy, like it has been. If we last into the summer…” If? “We’ll be able to celebrate our last few weeks properly. We can go away for a few days.”
 
   I clear my throat and take a step back. “Actually I’m going to France. I leave a few days after school breaks up.”
 
   I see the shutters come down in his eyes. “Your dad paid?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Must be nice having a rich Daddy.” He says it with a monotone voice, but I know he’s mocking me and I don’t know why. 
 
   My mouth falls open. How dare he? My dad may be comfortable, but he’s never spoiled me. He’s paying for my education as well as my accommodation but nothing more. Besides, he’s not rich, he’s comfortable.
 
   “I’m going to go,” I snap, going back into the bedroom to grab my letters. I calm myself for a moment, ignoring his brief moment of bitterness. I put it down to jealousy. Maybe he can’t believe that I have the chance that he never had. Still, that’s hardly my fault. “Are we still on for Sunday?” I hold my envelopes in my arms, using them as a guard against his passive demeanour. They do little to shield me. 
 
   “I don’t know. I’ll call you. I have to think.”
 
   “You have to think?” Okay, now I’m interested and a little bit annoyed. “About what?”
 
   “About this.” He motions between us both.
 
   I can’t be bothered with this. I can’t stay for this. Today is a good day. No, today is a fantastic day and he isn’t ruining it with his stupid brooding and his stupid thinking about things.
 
   “Well then call me when you have it all figured out,” I snap and stroll to the door. He doesn’t follow. I pull it open and slam it behind me. My rage doesn’t stop, but at least it clears my head on a few things.
 
   He’s right; Cambridge isn’t that far and although I won’t be able to visit every weekend, I’ll still be able to come home often. I’ll have even more time if I’m not tied down to a man who, for the next two years, I can’t even legally be with. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   We both knew what we were getting into. We both agreed that this was only a temporary thing, that neither would expect too much of the other. 
 
   I knew she’d be going to university. I knew she’d be leaving, but I can’t help how badly it fucking hurts. 
 
   With my mum the way she’s getting and my dad all alone, I can’t leave. I have to stay. I want to stay with my parents. For the first time I want to do the right thing. 
 
   Eloise and I are in totally different places. This was never meant to be a serious thing. We were just supposed to enjoy each other’s company without the aggravation of all the bullshit that comes with relationships.
 
   I have to stay and she has to go. There’s no other way around it.
 
   So why does that hurt so much? 
 
   This isn’t me. I don’t do this; I don’t get feelings that cripple me. I just get through the day. That’s how I’ve always been and it’s how I always will be.
 
   I just need to get that back. 
 
   I have to step back in time and go back to how I was before I got feelings.
 
   Starting with today.
 
   I’ll just speak to her later. We’ll end this and move on. By the time she does leave for university, it won’t even matter to me anymore.
 
    
 
   The day is long, too long, and our afternoon class doesn’t come soon enough. When it does come, I’m annoyed to see Eloise looking all chipper and excited, talking with her friends about university and France. I get that she should be excited and very proud of herself. I guess part of me was just hoping she’d be a little more torn up about what is going on with us.
 
   I wait for lesson to finish and wait for her to say goodbye to her friends before I lean against my desk and try for a small smile.
 
   “I want to apologise for my behaviour last night,” I say quietly, assessing her reaction with my eyes. She nods, but says nothing. “I just think that at this point in time…”
 
   She frowns slightly. “You’re breaking up with me.” 
 
   It’s not a question; it’s a statement. She knew it was coming, yet she still looked chipper and happy with her friends. I suppose that’s a good thing. It means we can part amicably. “I just think it’s better if we do it now rather than in five months. It’ll be harder then.”
 
   She nods, still frowning. Then she looks at her watch and frowns deeper. “I have to go. I have to work.”
 
   “We can remain friends.” I blurt the cheesy line before I can stop myself.
 
   “Sure.” She shifts her bag up her shoulder and smiles. Her smile looks real. “So, do we just go back to how we were before?”
 
   Good question. “I guess.”
 
   “Well, okay.” She doesn’t seem affected at all. “I’m kind of glad you came to this decision. I picked two.” For a moment I wonder what she means, but then I remember that you have to accept two universities and then decide on one. “I picked Cambridge and Boston, but I think Cambridge is where I’ll end up going and you’re right, long distance never works.”
 
   She’s being extremely good about this. Did she feel anything for me at all? “Well, I’m glad we’re in agreement.”
 
   “Me too.” She blows out a breath of relief. “I thought this would go a lot worse.”
 
   “Me too.” I still can’t believe how well it’s going. “We’re good?”
 
   “Yeah. I mean why would I want to be tied down? I’m about to enter a university where the dating pool is everybody.”
 
   My jaw hardens. “Yep. The dating pool is definitely… substantial.”
 
   “And I won’t have to travel back so much.” She runs her hands through her hair, suddenly not looking okay, but she doesn’t look upset either. “It’s the perfect situation. This is perfect. By the time I go, you’ll be here and I’ll be there and it won’t even matter.” That doesn’t make much sense. “Because it’s not like even when I do go to university we can suddenly be open and honest with everyone.” Her voice gets higher and her words get faster. “And who wants that? Who wants a relationship where they sneak around?”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   “So thank you, for… I don’t know… setting me free or something.” Now she definitely looks upset. “It was fun while it lasted, but I suppose it’s for the best because your dad and… well I’m not exactly available ever and…” My heart sinks when her eyes glisten with unshed tears. “I’m just… I’m going to go.”
 
   “Elle…” 
 
   “No, don’t.” She raises her arm so I can’t grab it to stop her. “Don’t do that right now.”
 
   “You’ll be okay,” I try, but her solemn eyes suddenly blaze with a fury I’ve not seen from her. “Fuck you, Isaac!” I blink in shock. What the hell do I say to that?
 
   “Elle.”
 
   “No, don’t…” She places her hand against the door as the other grips the handle, ready to pull it down. “I’m just going to say this once. If I walk out of this door, if I go… I will not be coming back. No amount of words, kisses and cute gifts will bring me back.” 
 
   That kind of finality really hits home. I ignore the stab of my heart and nod. 
 
   “I’m serious; if you’re doing this to be some kind of shining knight and you still let me leave, I won’t forgive you.” Her swollen eyes come to mine. “I won’t come back, not now, not in two years, not ever.”
 
   The sorrowful quiver in her voice breaks my heart. “Don’t you want this?”
 
   She looks at me angrily. “No! Why would I want this? I love spending time with you. I thought I had another five months at least.”
 
   “But if it’s going to end, wouldn’t it be easier to end it now?”
 
   Now she’s looking at me like I’m stupid. Maybe I am. “Everybody who dates knows there’s a chance it won’t work two weeks, three months, six years from then, so they enjoy it while they can and decide to deal with that heartbreak when it comes. What’s the point in ending it now as opposed to five months later?” Her hand flies to her mouth. “Is there someone else? Do you want to date somebody your own age?”
 
   “No, of course not. I just want what’s best for you and what’s best for me.”
 
   “And what’s best for me is ending something I love because it’s going to end anyway?”
 
   Love? “Something you love?”
 
   “You know what I mean. I enjoy spending time with you. I enjoy sleeping with you and cleaning up after your slob self. If I didn’t enjoy it, I would have ended it sooner and so would you. We’re taking a huge risk… you are taking a huge risk. So now you just, what? Decide to end it because you think it’s best?”
 
   “I thought…”
 
   “Well don’t think. Don’t ever think. That was the agreement. We weren’t supposed to think about everything else. Our relationship is separate. Those were your words, not mine!” She turns the lock on the door and slaps her hand against my chest. “If you think I can’t handle it then that’s my decision. That’s not yours to make. We’re partners, we’re equal.”
 
   “I just don’t want to hurt you.”
 
   “Then take back your break up and take me out on Sunday like you promised.”
 
   I lean back against the wall and rub my face with my hands. “I can’t.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because…” Give me a moment to think.
 
   “Because why?”
 
   “I just… I don’t…”
 
   “Isaac, you swore we wouldn’t do this unless it’s what we definitely wanted. Is this definitely what you want? Do you want me to leave and never come back? Don’t I mean anything to you?”
 
   Is she stupid? “You mean everything to me.” I say this a little louder and more forcefully than I intended. We both stop still. “Maybe we should think about this. Sleep on it.”
 
   “I mean everything to you?” Her words are breathy and I instantly regret that outburst. 
 
   “I only want what’s best for you.”
 
   She moves her hand from my chest to my neck, before digging her fingers into my hair. “You’re what’s best for me.”
 
   “I’m your teacher.”
 
   “I don’t care.” She steps closer and my hands go to her hips. “I don’t care. I never did.”
 
   I groan when her teeth nip on the skin of my neck. She’s trying to distract me.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   I touch my tongue to his skin, tasting the bitter bite of his aftershave as well as the flavour that is all him. His hands tighten on my hips as I rub myself against him, making sure my hip and thigh grinds against the perfect spot.
 
   I forget where we are. I forget why we’re here. I forget the risks and the wrongs. 
 
   We just connect, like usual, in a hazy blur of lust. Our bodies mould together as our tongues merge and massage, pushing against one another.
 
   My hands loosen his tie as his slide under my skirt and cup my arse brutally but oh so brilliantly. 
 
   I only break our kiss to breathe and then, once my lungs are filled, I untuck his shirt and feel every inch of the skin beneath.
 
   There are windows all around; anybody could walk past and see. He could lose his job. I could ruin my reputation, but I don’t care.
 
   The panic of losing him right now hurts and scares me way more. 
 
   “I need you,” I say. “Just for a little bit longer.”
 
   He grunts his agreement as my hand slides into his trousers. The awkward angle doesn’t affect my ability to grab him tight and rub slowly as our bodies try to get closer. At this point that’s physically impossible, but I can’t help myself.
 
   He rips my knickers to the side, forcing the material to tear on one side. I feel his fingers there, teasing, playing and stroking as his other hand lifts me, making me hook my legs around him. I don’t hesitate. Not even the cold bite of the table makes me stop tugging the belt from his trousers and pulling his solid length free.
 
   He groans loud and long when he sinks inside, his hips level with mine. “Give me your neck.” 
 
   I flip my hair to the side and shut my eyes as his teeth and lips explore the curve of my neck. It tingles, badly, but it’s not bad, it’s amazing. 
 
   I moan, I can’t stop myself. He pushes deeper inside until his groin is against my own. I love this. I love the feeling. I love how it drives me crazy and makes me tingle. 
 
   I think I love him. 
 
   “Mouth,” he orders and I give him my mouth. “You feel so good, Elle. You’re fucking heaven.”
 
   I squeal when I’m flipped and pushed forward onto the desk until my breasts and arms are splayed across the numerous books and papers that litter the wooden surface. Pencils and sheets tumble to the ground when he slams into me from behind, reaching deeper than he’s ever been. We’ve never done it in this position until now and I can’t imagine why. 
 
   His fingers tease my folds as he pushes inside and it’s all too much. It’s painful, but in a good way. It burns, it aches, it throbs and every inch of me explodes. 
 
   He pulls me up by my hair. It doesn’t hurt, not even when he forces my back to arch and clings to my neck with his teeth. His plunges and thrusts are feral. He’s never been so brutal and god it turns me on. 
 
   I don’t want to stop, but I’m desperate to release. I’m desperate to topple over the edge, particularly when his hand grips my breast over my shirt and squeezes, not hard, but not soft either.
 
   “I’m going to…” I let out a breathy moan as the pleasure keeps building up. “It’s… I’m…”
 
   His fingers move faster, circling and rubbing in the best way. 
 
   I finally clench and pulse, my orgasm spreading through my body, gaining more and more power the faster and harder he pushes. My breathing stops. I can’t moan; I can’t scream or shout or make a noise. All I feel is him and the burning. 
 
   The second I sag is the second he pulls out from my core, dropping me on the table before spilling himself with a cry into a piece of tissue. 
 
   Oh shit. No condom. I didn’t even think of that.
 
   He sees the concern in my eye as I straighten up. “It’s okay,” he assures me, tossing the tissue into the bin and pulling his trousers back up as I straighten my own clothes. “I didn’t do it inside.” 
 
   That’s not what I’m worried about. I’m not even ovulating, so I know if he pulled out then it’s not possible. It’s infections and diseases I’m worried about. I’ve never had sex without a condom and I know I’m clean. I was checked last year with Hayley when she slept with Riley and the condom broke. 
 
   Suddenly I realise I don’t know a thing about Isaac. I don’t know who he’s slept with, how many or even… I just don’t know anything about that side of him. I’m not sure I want to know either. 
 
   “That was so dangerous,” Isaac says, breathing out a sharp breath. He checks his watch and curses. “We need to go. The cleaner comes in soon.”
 
   I fluff up my hair and grab my bag off the ground before unlocking the door. “Do you think anyone saw?”
 
   “I hope not.” He checks the windows before pressing his lips to mine. “I’ll see you Sunday?”
 
   “Don’t just say that because we just had sex. That’s not fair on me.”
 
   His fingers slide under the seam of my top. “I’m not just saying that. We’ll both think about it over the next couple of weeks. Congratulations on Cambridge.” He kisses me again and looks out of the door before letting me out. “This was careless.” His voice is quiet and his eyes scan the area nervously as he locks the door behind me. “This can’t happen again here.”
 
   I nod. “Agreed. I’m terrified right now.”
 
   He sighs and takes a large step away from me. “Me too. Go. Be at mine for ten on Sunday.”
 
    
 
   I want to skip from the school but I’m too achy, so I settle for a slow walk instead with a huge smile on my face. 
 
   I just had sex with my teacher in his classroom. There’s something so fucking right about that wrong. I just hope we didn’t push it. 
 
    
 
   I’m sat in my room planning my Paris trip. The sky is getting dark and my mum is cooking something special. It smells awesome. 
 
   My phone lights up with a text from Isaac. I grin when I see it, but that grin soon fades.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Don’t come tonight, I’m having a few drinks with Diplock, Hart and Chaney. I’m not sure how late I’ll be. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: P.S. Today was amazing. I think we’re in the clear. If somebody had seen us we’d have heard by now.
 
    
 
   I close my laptop and stare at the first text he sent. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: Good, I’m glad we’re in the clear. Have fun. :-)
 
    
 
   Okay so maybe I’m a little jealous that he gets to drink and hang out with people in town and I don’t. If I were a few years older and not his student, I’d be sat there with him, drinking and laughing with his friends. 
 
   I hate this. I need to distract myself.
 
   “Dinner’s ready!” Mum shouts and suddenly I’m not feeling so hungry anymore.
 
   I am suddenly feeling very thirsty though.
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I laugh at Stuart and drain my glass. That third beer is going to my head. It’s been too long since I let myself drink.
 
   “Oh great, looks like teen fun club has arrived.” Katherine sighs and everybody looks at the door. Three people I don’t recognise walk in, followed by three people I do.
 
   “Do you want to go?” Chaney asks quietly.
 
   I close my eyes for a second, praying I saw wrong, praying she’s not actually here when I know she is. I’m just hoping she has a twin I don’t know about. 
 
   “Hi Miss!” Hayley calls over, waving frantically. 
 
   Eloise smiles our way before turning her eyes onto me; her smile twists into a smirk. Fucking hell. Katherine waves politely. 
 
   “Nah,” I say to Chaney. No point in leaving now. 
 
   I guess she owed me one. I just hope she doesn’t make a habit of checking up on me. I don’t blame her after today. I think she genuinely thought I was leaving her for somebody else. How wrong she was. 
 
   Jesus Christ she looks fucking beautiful tonight.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty Two
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
    
 
   “Will you please tell me where we’re going?” I ask as the car drives down a long, winding dirt road. We left town at least forty minutes ago and I don’t have a clue where we are. 
 
   Isaac takes a swig from my bottle of apple juice, even though he has his own drink. I snatch it away. “Mine.”
 
   “I bought it.” He smirks so I know he’s joking, but I still throw a pound coin at him anyway. “It was one twenty.”
 
   “I charged you twenty for the bit you drank.” I joke and he chuckles in response, his eyes on the road. “Where are we going?”
 
   “You’ll see.” That’s what you’ve been saying for the past hour, arsehole!
 
   “Is it safe from recognition?”
 
   “We’ll shave our heads just to be sure,” he remarks, his tone sarcastic. 
 
   “And you wonder why you’re still single? I bet you just used to sweep the ladies off their feet.”
 
   He flicks my nose. “I’m single? So… I can sleep with other people?”
 
   “Umm…”
 
   “I don’t feel single. I’m sure there’s a ball and chain in here somewhere.” He looks directly at me, his smile smug. “Found her.”
 
   “If this is about Friday, you’ve done the same to me.”
 
   He slows the car and turns down another dirt road. “You were jealous. I made you jealous.”
 
   “I was not jealous.”
 
   “It’s horrible, isn’t it? Now you know how I feel when I have to watch you walking around the school with that arsehole and the rest of your friends.” His eyes darken as they always do when he talks about Garrett. “What did you see in him anyway?”
 
   “I think I just found mine too.” I gasp jokingly, looking directly at him.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “My ball and chain. Stop talking about Garrett; it only sours your mood.”
 
   “Stop hanging around with him then.”
 
   Sigh… “Are we there yet?”
 
   “You’re worse than a child.”
 
   I quirk a brow at him. “And you don’t know one end of a broom from the other.”
 
   “It’s a double sided ornament.” He pulls over and I immediately notice a small café in the distance. There’s also a large sign advertising strawberry picking. 
 
   “It’s winter.”
 
   “We’re not going picking, you muppet.” He climbs from the car and waits for me to do the same before taking my hand in his. We both stare at our interlocked fingers before looking around us. It’s totally clear. There’s nobody here, save for a few people sat outside of the random café. “It’s strange…”
 
   “Yeah,” I agree, but can’t stop myself from smiling. “It’s nice.”
 
   “Come on.” He leads me to the café and pushes open the door. Nobody looks at us like what we’re doing is wrong. Nobody cares. They all smile and nod politely. “Hungry?”
 
   “Starving and cold. You’re not taking care of me properly.” The café looks smaller on the inside than it does on the outside, but it has enough space for the counter and a few tables. We take the one in the far corner, the one directly beside the heater. “Latte and one of those scone things with strawberry jam. Oh and, seeing as you’re paying, get me chocolate too.”
 
   He rolls his eyes and bows slightly. “Yes ma’am. Is there a preference on which chocolate?”
 
   “Surprise me. Let’s see if you’ve paid attention these past few months.”
 
   He bows again, winks at me and strolls over to the till. 
 
   We’re out in public for the first time ever. This is strange. Definitely nice, but definitely strange. I really like it. I wish we could do it more often.
 
   I stare out of the window, loving how cute the pink and white curtains are. The window looks out across the field where thousands of strawberry bushes sit waiting to grow the pretty red fruit. I hope we get to come back here when they’re in season. I’m not a fan of strawberries but I’ve never picked them before. It looks like it could be fun. 
 
   A paper cup filled with steaming latte is placed before me and then a bag is emptied and I’m speechless as two of every kind of chocolate that the café sells lands on the table. 
 
   Isaac sits, smiling as though very proud of himself. “I bet I got your favourite in there somewhere.”
 
   I burst out with laughter because he’s right; he did. Twice. 
 
   “Twix? Really?” He looks disgusted when I peel open the wrapper and dip the chocolate into my drink before sucking on the melted layer. His throat bobs with a gulp and his eyes darken. “Okay, I can see the fun in that.” He then picks up a Mars Bar. “Do that again but with this one this time.”
 
   I throw it at him, my eyes narrowing. I can’t talk yet. The caramel from the bar of chocolate is stuck in my front teeth. Gross but so tasty. 
 
   “I want to kiss you.” His foot nudges mine under the table.
 
   “Here?” I cover my mouth with my hand, still trying to rid my teeth fully of the caramel. 
 
   Nodding, he slides his chair around to mine and strokes my cheek with the back of his hand. His eyes hold mine. “Do I ever tell you how beautiful you are?”
 
   “Usually when I’m naked.”
 
   He grins again, looking smug. “Yeah.” And then his mouth is on mine. He tastes of sweetness and coffee and him. I hum, tasting the chocolate on his lips with the tip of my tongue before sucking his lower lip into my mouth. He does the same to me, his hand on the side of my thigh, pulling me as close as is decent in public. 
 
   “Do you think this will always be this exciting?” I ask without thinking when he pulls away. He’s still close enough to place his arm around my shoulders.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean like…” Ugh, how do I explain what I mean? “One day it won’t be considered wrong, like in four years when I come home from University. If we’re both single, I want to kiss you in the middle of town where everyone can see.”
 
   His nose nuzzles against my neck. It sends sparks straight through my body that settle in my groin. “I’ll be extremely surprised if you are single in five years.” 
 
   “I don’t know how I’ll move onto somebody else after this. I know our relationship is stressful, but it’s also not.” I close my eyes when he rests his forehead against my temple. “We just connect so easily, in every single way. We just get each other. You get me. What if I don’t ever find that again?”
 
   “Then I’ll kiss you in the middle of town in front of everybody.” He kisses my jaw and turns back to the table. “You probably won’t even find me attractive by then. I’ll be old and hideous and you’ll still be young and stunning, with your gorgeous red hair and amazing eyes. I won’t stand a chance. You’ll look at me as nothing more than the guy you slept with once upon a time.”
 
   My hand connects with his chest. “You’re an idiot.”
 
   “I’m honest.”
 
   “You’re not as arrogant as I thought. Secretly I think you’re very insecure.”
 
   “Only when it comes to you it seems. You make me feel young and remind me daily that I’m not anymore.”
 
   Eye roll. “Please. You’re like twenty nine and you don’t even look older than twenty five, apart from when you forget to shave and then you look like a very sexy twenty six. Look at your dad - he’s ageing handsomely. You’ll be like him. Like George Clooney or Richard Gere. You’ll age like a boss.”
 
   His laughter is loud and booming. “Like a boss?”
 
   “You’ll own it.”
 
   It gets louder and even more booming. “You’re such a teenager sometimes.”
 
   “What’s your excuse?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   When I drop her off near her street after dark, a cold feeling settles over me. We won’t be able to do that again for a while. I had such a great day.
 
   Elle is so open. She talks freely about how she feels about everything. She’s not scared to share. I wish I could tell her how much she means to me but I wouldn’t know how to begin.
 
   I drive around town for a while with no destination in mind.
 
   Her words from this morning ring through my mind. 
 
   In five years she wants us to kiss in the centre of town. 
 
   I wonder if she’ll feel the same five years from now. I doubt it, but here’s hoping. I wouldn’t mind it, not at all.
 
    
 
   We just broke up for Christmas and I won’t deny I’m relieved to have the next two weeks off. My dad thinks I followed in his and my mum’s footsteps by becoming a teacher. In reality I just liked the fact it has more holidays than any other job. I do love being a teacher though, even if the pay leaves much to be desired. 
 
   I have yet to get Elle a Christmas present, even though she already left hers for me under the small tree she set up for me in my living room. Apparently I’m Scrooge, but I didn’t see the point in decorating when I’m spending the holiday at my parents’ anyway. 
 
   I consider getting her another charm for her bracelet, but it doesn’t feel like it’s enough. I can’t just get her one tiny gift. I have to get her something else too.
 
   It’s when I pass a quirky little store on the high street that I see exactly what I’m going to get her. 
 
   Once that’s done, I order her the perfect charm online and pray that it gets here on time.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “This has to be the lamest excuse for wrapping I’ve ever seen,” Elle comments, looking giddy as she shakes her gifts beneath my tree. 
 
   “I couldn’t be bothered.” I admit and snatch the gifts away. “Keep shaking them so violently and they’ll turn to dust.” When she’s calmed, I hand them back. “Will you just open them already?”
 
   She does so, tearing into the larger one first. She stares at the black object with focused eyes before placing it on her head. It’s a French Beret and it suits her quite well. After wiggling it around into the correct position, without even looking at me, she picks up her next gift and tears through the paper.
 
   I snort, lying stretched out on a blanket on my living room floor, my head propped up on my hand. I watch her eyes light up when she reveals the small dark blue gift box and I watch them tear up when she pulls out the tiny white gold charm, shaped into a ball and chain. 
 
   Her eyes mist as she connects it to the bracelet that never leaves her left wrist. 
 
   It’s her words that push the air from my lungs and shock me into total silence, words that she’s never said and words I wish I’d never heard.
 
   “I love you.” She doesn’t look at me as she says them. She stares at the bracelet. “I know I shouldn’t, but I do.”
 
   “Teenagers fall in love easily and, when they do, they fall in love hard.” I respond stupidly but she doesn’t seem fazed. “It’ll stop.”
 
   “And if it doesn’t?” Now she looks at me, the beret still on her head, her pretty eyes sparkling with the love she claims to feel. “What if it doesn’t? How will I leave you now?”
 
   I sigh and sit up, opening my arms for her. I don’t know what to say. I know this has gone too far. I know this is so much more dangerous than it was before, but I can’t bring myself to stop it any more than I could stop myself from starting it. “Can I open mine now?” 
 
   She holds me tight for a second longer and passes me my gift. It’s a large, neatly wrapped box. I have no idea what it could be, so I tear through the paper, finally revealing a… printer? 
 
   Giggling, she flips the lid open revealing another box. “Is this going to go on for a while?”
 
   “Stop being Scrooge.” She helps me lift the second box out and bounces on the spot while I open it. This box is plain. It reveals no secrets of what’s within.
 
   I lift that lid and pull out a ton of newspaper before finding a third and final gift. It feels like a DVD, but I don’t think it is. It doesn’t rattle like a DVD.
 
   “Hurry up!” She urges, still bouncing with excitement. 
 
   I open the case and pull out the booklet within. It has a picture of the Eiffel Tower on the front, surrounded by glittering lights. I open it, my mind doing somersaults along with my heart. 
 
   I stare at the single ticket, my mouth dry and my mind blank. 
 
   “It’s for the first weekend of August. Hayley’s parents go to France every year, but she’s coming with me this time.” I wait for her to continue and watch as she taps the date on the ticket. “But for that weekend she’s at her parent’s cabin. They want some time with her, which is understandable, so I booked us three nights and days in Paris. I didn’t book any activities because I’ll have probably done a lot of random stuff by then and I wasn’t sure what you’d want to do.”
 
   I choke on my next breath. “You want me to meet you in Paris?”
 
   “It’s only for a weekend. And no, my Dad didn’t pay. I used the money I’ve been saving all year to pay for it, but don’t worry. I have enough left over for my trip. I made sure.” 
 
   I drop the ticket and the case on the ground and push her back onto the floor. My lips slant over hers as every good feeling I’ve ever felt races through me at once. I don’t know what to say. I don’t know how to react. All I know is this, my body, how to use it and how to show her how much I appreciate her with it.
 
   “Do you like it? Is it silly? I’m not even sure if you have a passport.” She mutters as I kiss my way down her stomach, unfastening her jeans as I go. 
 
   “Stop talking,” I order and tug her jeans down.
 
   “You don’t like it?” A sharp cry escapes her when I kiss her there, without teasing her first, without much of a warning.
 
   I’m not going to stop, not until my jaw can’t move and not until she can’t move. If she still thinks I don’t like it, I’ll have a break and start again. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   He likes it. 
 
   I pant, trying to catch my breath as Isaac collapses beside me. He must be exhausted. Hell, I’m exhausted and I didn’t even do anything. 
 
   I definitely climaxed, a lot. I didn’t even know my body could do that. I didn’t know he could do that to my body. 
 
   I must be the luckiest female in the entire world.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty Three
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   The New Year started with a bang, literally. Dad nearly set our garden on fire when one of our fireworks careened off course and smashed into the tree. 
 
   It was so cool. 
 
   I uploaded it to Facebook and already it has more views than I care about. 
 
   It’s just a shame Isaac wasn’t present. He was the one person I wanted to spend the night with above all others. 
 
   At least I got him on Boxing Day, for the whole day and night. I just wish I didn’t have to lie to my parents so much.
 
   I’ve been working all through the holidays to save more money for my trip and University expenses. I have no idea how I’m going to do both, but I’ll figure it out. I’ve been offered another job to work in a taxi firm on a Friday and a Saturday night, but that means I’ll have even less time with Isaac.
 
   I could see he was sad when I told him I was considering it but, at the end of the day, no matter my feelings for him or his for me, I’ll still have to go away in August to University and I’ll still be living and breathing, just like he will here. 
 
   We won’t be together and, as much as I want to spend as much time with him as possible over the next six months or so that we actually have left, I need to think about my future. So does he. 
 
   I accepted the place to Cambridge University. I go to tour it with my dad next week and I can’t wait. 
 
   Isaac doesn’t know yet and I don’t plan on telling him for a while. There’s no need. 
 
   God, I hate how much I love him.
 
   It almost hurts. 
 
   I know he doesn’t feel the same and I can’t blame him or get angry at him for that. What’s the point? He’s good to me when it matters and he cares about me. He’s risking his career for me. We’re good as we are. 
 
   That said, ever since Boxing Day when I gave him his gift and said the words he has been a lot more affectionate and kind. I’ve seen him twice since then and we’ve texted a handful of times.
 
   I can’t wait for class this morning. I just want to look at him for a while.
 
    
 
   Unfortunately, when I do walk into class, Isaac isn’t there and the class has been taken over by a temporary teacher, one I’ve never seen before. 
 
   He smiles kindly at us all and looks the other way when I pull out my phone to text Isaac asking him where he is. My fear escalates when I don’t get a response and it escalates even more when Miss Hart comes into the room and asks for me directly.
 
   Only one thing goes through my mind.
 
   They know. 
 
    
 
   “What’s going on?” I ask when she leads me from the room to a private part of the hall.
 
   “I thought you’d want to know.” She shifts on the spot, her eyes round with sadness. It’s not exactly how I imagined this entire thing to begin. I thought there’d be threats and yelling. “Judith got out this morning.”
 
   Blink. “I’m sorry… what?”
 
   “Judith. She left the house this morning and nobody has seen her since. It’s not unusual for people in her condition to go wandering off.”
 
   My heart stops entirely. “I… I have to go and look for her.”
 
   “I’d go, but Isaac,” she clears her throat and lowers her voice. “Mr Price asked me to hold down the fort here. He told me not to tell you, but I felt like with how close you all are…”
 
   “Thank you.” I suddenly have a deep respect for this woman. I shake my head to clear it. “What happened?”
 
   “Well, Isaac got a call at six from his father. He didn’t say much before he left.” Before he left? “He just said his mum had wandered off and to take care of things at the school. He called me an hour ago and asked me not to tell you.”
 
   “Oh my god.” I feel an insane burn in my chest, one of rage mixed with concern. Rage at the fact that… oh god… I can’t even think about it. “I… have to go. Will you sign me out? I need to help look for her.” I’ll figure out the situation with Isaac and Miss Hart later. For now I need to look for Judith. 
 
   “Of course. You go and do what you need to do. I’m sorry you had to find out from me. I’m sure they would have called, but Isaac left his phone back at his apartment.” 
 
   My heart implodes and somehow I keep my face passive. “I’ll call Mr Price Senior.”
 
   “Will you call? When you know anything?” She asks softly, her hand on my shoulder. 
 
   “Yeah, no doubt,” I assure her, still dazed and suddenly feeling the urge to vomit. 
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I sit in my parent’s house feeling useless as Susanna and my father search the town for my mum. I have to keep reminding myself that she couldn’t have gotten far.
 
   I should be searching with them, but Susanna has the medication to sedate my mother if she becomes distressed and someone needs to be here in case mum comes back on her own. It’s lunch time and I don’t have a clue what to do. I pace back and forth, lost without my phone but too scared to leave the house to fetch it, just in case my mum returns while I’m gone. 
 
   Eloise… I can’t think about her right now. When she finds out, she’s going to kill me.
 
    
 
   The door opens only twenty minutes later. 
 
   “I just wanted lemonade. That’s all I wanted.” The sound of my mother’s voice has me jumping from my seat. “I just wanted lemonade!”
 
   “We’re home; she’s fine.” Eloise speaks into her phone, which is pressed tightly to her ear. She leads my mother into the dining room, her eyes on my mum, never once coming to me. “She’ll probably need a bath.”
 
   “Can you get me some lemonade? I’d love some lemonade.” My mother rambles and I race to fetch her a glass. “You’re such a pretty girl. What’s your name?”
 
   “Eloise,” Elle responds softly as I bring the glass back through. 
 
   Elle helps my mother out of her coat, dropping it on the floor. “Go and run the bath ready. Your dad will be back with Susanna soon.” She orders and I don’t hesitate to do what she says. 
 
   “You have lovely hair,” is the last thing I hear before the bath starts filling. 
 
   As expected, my dad and Susanna arrive moments later, quickly give my mother her medication and then help her into the bath to wash the dirt and grime from her skin. Eloise piles the clothing into the washing machine with laundry from the pile in the bedroom. 
 
   She still hasn’t spoken to me. She must be in shock. 
 
   “Where was she?” I ask softly while she drinks a full glass of water. 
 
   “Behind the old newspaper building, looking for lemonade.”
 
   “How the hell did you find her?”
 
   “Pure luck.” She washes her hands and pushes past me. “I’ll see you later, Mr Price. I have to get back to school.”
 
   “Wait, Elle!” My father calls, but Elle has already gone and is out of the door before he can leave the bathroom. “Where’d she go?”
 
   “She looked upset. I think seeing Mum like that really shook her up.” I lower my voice so Mum doesn’t hear. “She didn’t remember Elle at all.”
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   I bite down on my tongue hard as I stride down the street, needing to put as much distance between myself and that man as possible. Judith is back safe and I can’t stand seeing her like that. 
 
   “Elle, wait!” Isaac calls and I finally register the sound of his footsteps following me. 
 
   “Not now.”
 
   “Elle… what’s wrong?”
 
   I spin to face him, shocked at his question. I stare at him in disbelief. “You asked me how I found her, but not how I knew.”
 
   He looks confused for a moment before it registers. “Katherine.”
 
   Somebody just took a sledge hammer to my heart, crushing it into smithereens. I can’t breathe. “So it’s true?”
 
   “Wait…” He grips my arm, looking around for any sign of eavesdroppers. I don’t even care right now. “Elle.”
 
   “Did she stay with you last night?”
 
   “It’s not what you…”
 
   Crack.
 
   My hand connects with his face as stinging tears burn trails down my cheeks. “Stay the fuck away from me.”
 
   “Elle, please.” 
 
   I rub my aching stomach and clench my jaw in an effort to stop the vomit from rising in my throat. 
 
   I turn and run, needing to feel the burn of my thighs and lungs, needing to get away from him…needing beyond all else to kill her. I hate her.
 
   I can’t get the thought of the two of them out of my mind. I feel sick, so fucking sick. 
 
   “What are you doing?” He yells, grabbing me and dragging me between two houses. “Stop and listen to me.”
 
   “I don’t want to look at you, let alone listen to you,” I cry, slamming my hands against his chest. “How could you do this to me?”
 
   “I didn’t do anything! Let me explain!” He drags me further down the alley, scared that someone will see or hear us. His hand clamps over my mouth. “She showed up at my door last night. She’d had a few drinks.” My stomach roils. “I tried to get her to leave. She was all over the place.” I’m going to vomit. “I offered her a glass of water and sat her down.” His eyes burn holes in my skull and his hand tightens on my mouth when I try to talk. “That was all. She fell asleep; it was late. I couldn’t get her to move, so I left her there. I swear. She was still there when I woke up this morning.”
 
   He finally releases my mouth and until now I didn’t realise he was almost suffocating me. I gulp in a few breaths of air. “So why did you tell her not to tell me?”
 
   “Because I didn’t want to worry you! That and I didn’t want you finding that out from her, but I didn’t have a chance to call because I left my phone at mine.” He releases me completely and leans on the wall opposite. “But she did tell you…” His eyes widen slightly and he curses under his breath. “She knows.”
 
   “Why should I believe you?”
 
   “She went out of her way to tell you?”
 
   I shrug. “She seemed genuinely concerned.”
 
   “No, I mean did she go into detail about her staying at mine.”
 
   I think back to my conversation with Miss Hart in the hall and nod. “Sort of. It was cleverly said.”
 
   “She knows… maybe not everything, but she knows something.” 
 
   “Did you fuck her?”
 
   He lurches back, his face twisting in disgust. “No, Elle! Do you genuinely think that little of me? If I wanted to fuck other people I wouldn’t be doing this with you!”
 
   My heart believes him without a doubt, but my head is screaming at me to stop being a stupid bitch and get out of there before I get hurt even worse.
 
   “Christ… What were you going to do?” He snaps, frowning at me.
 
   “I don’t know… I hadn’t thought that far ahead yet.” I wipe away the tears and sniff unattractively. 
 
   “Fucking hell.” He pulls me into his chest and strokes my hair soothingly. “I wouldn’t do that to you. You know I would never do that to you. You’re all I need.”
 
   I’m all he needs? 
 
   “I feel sick.”
 
   “It’ll pass. You’ll feel better and then we can laugh at how silly we’ve been.”
 
   I shake my head, disbelieving him. “Now it’ll always be in my head. You can have a relationship with her. You can be with her or any other woman. You can go out and have fun, go on dates, cuddle in front of your parents. You can’t do that with me.”
 
   “Elle…” He brushes his lips against my forehead and tilts my head back, using his thumb to wipe away more of my tears. “I only have until August with you.” His reminder of how short our time together really is hits me hard. “Let me enjoy that without the drama.”
 
   “How are we going to handle it when I graduate and go away?”
 
   “We’ll deal with it. You’ll be way too excited to even think about me.” He states, pulling my head back to his chest. I rest my ear against his collar, loving the sound of his steady heartbeat. “Come on, let’s get you home.”
 
   “Elle, Isaac!” We break apart in a second, both of us staring wide eyed down the alley to where Mr Price Senior stands, his hands clenched into fists by his sides. “Get inside now.”
 
   “It’s not what it looks like,” Isaac tries and nods for me to get moving. 
 
   “Get the hell inside.” Mr Price hisses, looking angrier than I’ve ever seen him. We do as we’re told, exiting the alleyway before rushing to the house. Mr Price stops me with a hand on my arm and shakes his head. “You go home. I need to talk to my son.”
 
   “I swear it wasn’t…”
 
   “I believe you, but you need to go home so I can speak to my son.” He gives me the stare that only teachers can pull off.
 
   I nod and walk quickly to my mum’s car. Suddenly the whole cheating thing doesn’t seem so bad. Now I have this to contend with. 
 
   We just got caught.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty Four
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   Eloise: Call me!
 
    
 
   Eloise: What’s going on?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Don’t you get how worried I am?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Hello? I know you’re home. Your lights are on and no I’m not stalking you, I just drove past with my dad.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Isaac, please… message me or something!
 
    
 
   Isaac isn’t in school on Tuesday or Wednesday. Mr Price is, but I daren’t speak to him. I’m scared of what he’ll say. He hasn’t searched for me himself or tried talking to me. 
 
   My chest tingles painfully whenever I think about it all. What the hell is going on? Why isn’t he calling me? 
 
   I daren’t text him anything else for fear that he’s lost his phone or somebody has handed it in to the authorities, ready to catch us in the act, so to speak. What’s worse is I don’t know whether it’s better for me to avoid and remain silent or better for me to go and speak to Mr Price. 
 
   I decide silence at this point is probably the best bet.
 
   Maybe that’s why Isaac hasn’t been in touch.
 
    
 
   I decide calling Hayley and having her hang out with me at work will probably help cheer me up to some extent. 
 
   It doesn’t. It makes me feel worse when she sits and tells me all about her latest relationship and how they’re both going to Boston together, all happy and seemingly in love.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I stare at my old house, the one I could afford to pay for on my old wages. It’s empty when I sign over the deed and I realise just how empty I feel inside.
 
   I bought this house with the idea that I’d probably settle down at some point, not yet but at some point in the future. It’s not huge but it could easily fit a three or four person family. 
 
   I call the removal company and make sure that they’ve taken my things to the garage back in my home town. My phone lights up with another message. It’s from Elle but I just can’t deal with that right now. 
 
   My dad knows something isn’t right. He didn’t believe my excuse that she was just distraught over what happened with Mum. He didn’t challenge it either, but he did warn me to stay away from her, that he’d be keeping a close eye on things. 
 
   I don’t know what to do. With everything that’s happening… my mum, me having to sell this place knowing the chances of me ever coming back are slim to none and my dad needing the money to pay for my mother’s care... The NHS will only provide so much cover and if we don’t start paying the carer for more hours, mum will be put in a home. She still has her mind. She has bad days, but until she’s totally lost every semblance of herself, there’s not a chance she’ll be going into a care home. 
 
   I rub my eyes and look around, feeling exhausted after two days of packing and moving shit out of my house. 
 
   It’s not mine anymore. I thought it could have been a great place for me to stay and visit Elle if she ever wanted me to.
 
   I should never have been thinking that far ahead. I guess I forgot for a while that I’d have to let her go.
 
   Now I just can’t risk it anymore, but I’m not sure how to let her go yet. 
 
   I need to focus on my mum and dad. I need to focus on work. I need to get a second job or something. It’s not like the book I wrote is bringing in any money. It got me enough in the beginning to help buy my house, but now it never leaves the shelves. 
 
   I’m fucked.
 
   I have to make a choice: do I risk losing my job and family over a girl I’m not even able to keep? A clever, strong, bold, funny, brave, extremely beautiful, once in a lifetime kind of girl. A girl who has so much going for her, a girl who deserves so much better. She’s just a girl.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Please call me. I really need you to call me.
 
    
 
   I can’t do this to either of us anymore. 
 
   It was stupid to ever start.
 
   I punch the wall. My fist does no damage to the stone, but the stone definitely does damage to my fist. Fuck.
 
   I should have just let her think I cheated on her. I had the perfect opportunity to break her heart so badly that she’d leave me so I wouldn’t have to. Double fuck.
 
   I can’t do that to her though. That kind of shit is damaging. She’ll think she wasn’t good enough and that’s just ridiculous. No. I need to man up and break up properly. No more sneaking around.
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   I’m so sick of everyone ragging on at me. Mum thinks I’m working too hard. Dad thinks I need to be home more. My bank account is slowly rising, but not enough for the amount I’m going to need. My grades aren’t slipping but they will if I don’t focus and I really need to focus.
 
   Isaac was the one who made it all better. He was the one who helped me forget. It didn’t matter how tired I felt, or how hard I worked, when I came home to him at the end of the night it was all worth it.
 
   Why won’t he call me? Why won’t he talk to me? 
 
   I feel like we’re going around in circles over and over. There’s nothing easy about this anymore. 
 
   Nothing. 
 
   I just want the heartache to go away. 
 
   I want everything to go back to the way it was, but I know it never will. 
 
   “Mr Price is back; I just saw his car in the carpark.” Hayley says around a loud yawn. 
 
   I nod and drag myself to class. Why did I agree to work after school today? I’m so tired. 
 
   She’s right though. He is back, but looking at him doesn’t bring me relief. It only brings me pain. He doesn’t look at me. He doesn’t acknowledge me and he doesn’t even breathe in my direction. 
 
   I know what’s coming. I’m not stupid and I don’t blame him. 
 
   The thrill and excitement of sneaking around has worn off. We’re no longer fitting and are instead failing. 
 
   I feel like crying. I feel like cheering with relief, but most of all I feel like curling into a hole somewhere and vanishing. 
 
   This is my fault. I knew this would happen, I just didn’t know how much it would hurt. 
 
   How can you love somebody so powerfully? It just doesn’t seem realistic.
 
   I love him so much, but it’s not enough. I love him too much to let him ruin his life. I don’t love him enough to let him ruin mine.
 
   So when the bell rings and he nods for me to stay, I shake my head and quickly type one final text.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Thank you for a wonderful time. I’ll never forget. 
 
    
 
   He pulls his phone out of his pocket and his face remains passive as he reads the message. His eyes come to mine and his lips thin, but he doesn’t respond. 
 
   I still don’t know what happened with his dad, but the fact I was welcomed to see Judith yesterday, without a lecture or any kind of guidance from the old man, probably means he believed that whatever Isaac told him was the truth. We had a lucky escape.
 
    
 
   I link arms with Hayley and leave the classroom, feeling lighter than I did when I came in. Now I am glad I chose to work after school. At least now I’ll be too busy to think about any of this.
 
   I’ve been the luckiest girl in this school, getting to taste the most beautiful man here, having him hold me and comfort me and sleep with me as lovers do. It was romantic. It was a brief fairy tale and it was perfect. 
 
   But now it’s over and I’ll always cherish my time with him.
 
   I’m not sure that I’ll ever stop loving him. The next guy I give my heart to sure has some big boots to fill. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I sit, plane ticket in one hand and a tumbler of vodka in the other. I stare at the date. I stare at the location while sipping my drink, relishing the burn it leaves in my throat. I pick up my phone and stare at the picture I took of Eloise wearing her beret on Boxing Day. 
 
   Why can’t I get this girl out of my head?
 
   Why do I keep calling her ‘girl’?
 
   She’s more mature and harder working than most of the women I’ve met. She’s special. I was so lucky to have her, even for a short time, but I was foolish too. I should never have gone for her like I did.
 
   It’s her scent, her voice, her looks, her ridiculously sexy body, it all drives me crazy. 
 
   Insane.
 
   Completely.
 
   She knew what I was doing and she agreed. She didn’t cry, fight, argue or scream. She accepted it and put it into motion before I ever had the chance.
 
   I down the rest of my drink and drop the tickets and my phone onto the couch. I bury my face in my hands and try to think of anything else. 
 
    
 
   The week passes and everything goes as normal. Elle seems fine, my mum hasn’t had any major episodes this week and my dad is too preoccupied with my mum to even care about what I’m doing.
 
   I spend the following weekend drinking, something I’ve never been one to do a lot of. I never saw the point, but it seems to be the only thing stopping me from picking up the phone and calling her.
 
   She looked gorgeous in Friday’s lesson; I couldn’t take my eyes off her. She looked tired too. 
 
   Though she didn’t look at me directly, I knew she was alert to my presence and I don’t know why that pleases me so much.
 
   Over the last week, Katherine seems to have backed off a lot. I’m not sure why. I spoke to my dad about her showing up at my flat and I have a feeling he might have said something. 
 
   The only person who continues to grate my nerves would be Shannon. My student.
 
   She’s taken to hanging back after classes just so she can offer me her assistance. The way she does it lets me know that she doesn’t want to assist me with my work. She’s not hideous, but she is my student and I wouldn’t do that.
 
   Elle was different. I know nobody else will see it that way, but she was. To me it was different to taking advantage of a random student. 
 
   “Mr Price.” My heart warms at the sight of Eloise standing at my door, shifting nervously. She tucks her beautiful hair behind her ears and steps further into the room. She left my class four hours ago. It’s home time. Why is she still here and why has she come to see me? 
 
   “Yeah?” I want to pull her into my arms and kiss her. I want to…
 
   “I had a bit of an accident.” She holds up a plastic bag and moves towards me. I peek inside and notice her exercise book for class is looking soggy on one side. It looks like somebody vomited red crap on it; it smells of tomatoes too. “I’m sorry, I was studying the dates and then Hayley knocked one of those large canisters over. It was full of minestrone soup.” 
 
   “Oh.” I take the bag. I have no idea what to say to her. “It was an accident. It happens.”
 
   “Can I exchange it? I’ll… umm… pay for another.” This is awkward. So awkward. You wouldn’t think we’d ever seen each other naked if you were a witness to this exchange. 
 
   I shake my head. “It’s fine. I have a few spare. I’ll get one if you’ll give me a moment.” I take the bag and dump it in the bin by the door. The cleaner can handle that mess. “Wait here?”
 
   She hesitates. “I actually… can I pick it up tomorrow?”
 
   “It’ll only take me a moment.”
 
   “Please? I really have to get to work.”
 
   “I’ll give you a ride.” I say without even thinking. I suppose old habits die hard.
 
   Her breath catches and I swear I hear her heart let out a thud. “No, umm, that’s okay. But thanks.”
 
   Shot down. Not that I expected any different.
 
   “Okay, well, I’ll pick one up shortly and you can collect it tomorrow.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr Price.”
 
   I hate it when she calls me that. “You can still call me Isaac you know? I don’t have a problem with that.”
 
   “I do.” She murmurs, brushing past me. I feel her heat and smell that ridiculously delicious scent, but I don’t do anything about it. I can’t do anything about it. “See you tomorrow.” 
 
   And then she’s gone and I’m left wishing I had more vodka. I should really return that ticket to her before I do something stupid and decide to actually use it. If I don’t have it in my possession at least there’s no chance of me entertaining the idea. 
 
   For now I actually do my job and head to the storage room where all the exercise books are kept. Hopefully they’ll have a few left. I’m certain they do, although three students have had to purchase new ones over the Christmas period.
 
   It’s when I enter the storage room using a spare key that my heart stops and my head spins. 
 
   I hear it, the sounds of sex coming from behind the closest shelf. Whoever is in here hasn’t heard or seen me enter and I have no fucking clue what to do. 
 
   Fuck.
 
   It’s probably a couple of students. 
 
   Something tells me it isn’t and the thought of Eloise behind that shelf with another man burns a hole straight through my chest and fills me with rage. 
 
   I have no clue what to do. This isn’t in the teaching manuals. 
 
   I back out of the room slowly and close the door quietly behind me, locking it again. It was locked when I got here, so clearly they have a key and only three teachers in this school have keys to the storage room.
 
   Myself, my dad and Diplock.
 
   I hang back, hiding around the corner behind a row of lockers. I wait, my eyes on the door. In my mind I chant over and over, “Please don’t be Elle.” Even though I know deep down it won’t be, I still… gah… it’s painful to think about. 
 
   I wait for ten minutes before the door finally opens and I blow out a breath of relief. 
 
   It’s Shannon.
 
   Fuck.
 
   It’s Shannon!
 
   She brushes her trousers down and quickly fixes her hair, looking around with shifty eyes. Then she walks towards the exit and the store cupboard door opens soon after. 
 
   I glare at Diplock, even though he doesn’t see me. I can see that fucking smirk on his face.
 
   What the hell is he doing? 
 
   He’s married! He has kids!
 
   She’s his fucking student! She’s clearly vulnerable and has a thing for men of authority… Christ it was only this afternoon she was testing my limits, so I know she’s not into him long term. She’s just looking for acceptance. 
 
   What the hell do I do about this?
 
   I can’t tell my dad myself. He’ll never believe me. 
 
   Am I being hypocritical? No I am not. I don’t believe I am. Elle and I were different. I respected and still respect her as an equal and as a woman. He clearly just wanted to get his dick wet.
 
   Fuck.
 
   Fuck!
 
    
 
   I wait for him to leave before doing the same, my mind burning with vicious thoughts of planting my fist straight through his fat fucking head. If anybody finds out this would shame the school. He’d lose his job, his wife, his kids… that’s if she doesn’t forgive him. Even if she did, what would he do then? He wouldn’t be able to teach elsewhere; he’d lose his license. 
 
   I can’t just sit back and let him do this to her. 
 
   I should talk to Shannon.
 
   No… I should get a friend to talk to her.
 
   This day just keeps getting better and better.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty Five
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   It’s lunchtime so I head to Isaac’s classroom to pick up my History book. 
 
   I can’t wait to see him… not. 
 
   Yesterday was torture; it was so awkward. I couldn’t stop picturing him naked. I barely stopped myself from getting on my hands and knees and begging for him to come back to me.
 
   I’ve been trying to stay strong. I’ve been trying to keep busy, but it hasn’t worked in keeping him from my mind.
 
    
 
   I yelp when my arm is grabbed and I’m pulled into the classroom. I notice immediately how the blinds on the windows are closed. 
 
   “I need to talk to you,” Isaac says, his eyes frantic.
 
   “Okay.” I wonder what has him so worked up. He doesn’t look as if he’s slept at all. “Are you keeping on top of your laundry?”
 
   “No.” He shakes his head. “I mean yes, but…”
 
   “Seriously, you’re wearing odd socks.”
 
   He grabs my shoulders, his pupils tiny, and for a second I think he’s high but then mentally laugh that off. Isaac doesn’t do drugs; he despises them as far as I’m aware. “Will you please listen to me?”
 
   Okay, he’s serious. I need to focus. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Diplock.”
 
   “My English teacher?”
 
   “Yes.” He rolls his eyes before snapping them back to mine, his warm hands still gripping my shoulders. “He’s sleeping with Shannon.”
 
   Oh. “Okay?” I’m not sure why he’s telling me. “And?”
 
   “I need you to tell my dad.” He finally releases my shoulders and takes a step back as I gape at him.
 
   “Me? Why the hell would I do that?”
 
   “It’ll look better coming from you.”
 
   I retract what I thought earlier about him despising drugs. I’m pretty sure he’s on them. “And how do you know they’re sleeping together?”
 
   “I saw them in the storage closet when I was getting that book for you.” He winces. “Remind me to get you that later.”
 
   “Isaac,” I whine, frowning deeply. “I need that. Your essay is due tomorrow.”
 
   “I’ll dismiss it until Monday.”
 
   “Really? Yay.”
 
   He growls and flicks my chin. “Will you focus? Please?”
 
   “I’m not getting involved. It’s none of my business.” I hold my hands up defensively when his face darkens with anger. “Well it isn’t! I’d be such a hypocrite.” My voice lowers. “What we were doing…”
 
   “Is different.”
 
   Eye roll. “How is it different exactly?”
 
   “It just is!” I can see he’s getting frustrated with me, but I stand by what I’m saying. 
 
   “Nobody else will see it that way if they find out. Just leave it, Isaac.” I go to turn, but he grabs my bicep and keeps me facing him.
 
   “I can’t do that. He’s taking advantage of her.”
 
   Sigh. “Were you taking advantage of me?” He glares at my words, clearly resenting the fact I’d even ask, but I’m only trying to prove a point. “Exactly, so why would you think that about him? Isn’t he your friend or something?”
 
   “He’s married.”
 
   Yeah, it’s awful what he’s doing to his wife, but I still don’t see why I should get involved with this. “How many married men have affairs do you think? It’s horrible, I know, but it’s none of our fucking business. Just leave them be.”
 
   “But he’s using her, Elle! Don’t you care about that?”
 
   “I can’t prove that he’s using her any more than you can.”
 
   “Please, just go and tell my dad. Speak to him; tell him Shannon confided in you. Maybe he’ll catch them in the act.”
 
   “No.” I pull my arm free. “I’m not telling anyone anything.”
 
   “You’re a coward.”
 
   “Nope, I’m just giving them the same chance I hope somebody would have given to us. Besides, your dad can’t take this kind of pressure right now.”
 
   He slams his hand on the table to my right, causing me to jump. “Fine, I’ll deal with it myself.”
 
   “You do that and, when you march into that office and tell your Dad about Diplock, tell him about us too. Let’s see how he listens and feels.” I’m shouting now but I don’t care. I’m aggravated. “Because if you feel this way about Diplock, you must be feeling this way about what we had.”
 
   “We were fucking different!”
 
   “Right.” I roll my eyes again. “Of course we were. That’s why we had to sneak around and lie to everyone. I mean what did we do really other than watch movies, eat and have sex?”
 
   “I wasn’t taking advantage of you.” 
 
   “Weren’t you? Are you sure? You seem to be thinking otherwise. Maybe your anger over the Diplock issue is misplaced anger that you really want to aim at yourself.” I prod him in the chest, forcing him back a step. “You don’t have a right to judge another teacher for doing what you did! I didn’t realise you looked at it like it was sordid and seedy.”
 
   He runs his hand through his hair. “It’s not, Elle, and you know it.”
 
   “I do? And why’s that? You’re both the same age. Shannon and I are the same age.” 
 
   His hands come back to my shoulders and my back hits the door. “You didn’t see the way he left that closet. He doesn’t love her and respect her like I do you. He’ll never love her and respect her the way I do with you. I know his type; he’ll get what he wants until he’s bored! She’ll go on in life with even bigger issues than she’s got now and you know she’s got issues. They aren’t in love. Is that what you want for her?”
 
   We both freeze at his words. My mouth drops open and my body goes numb. I heard that correctly, right? He said he loves me. 
 
   “I’m done with this conversation.” His hands ball into fists and he rubs his eyes. “Go.”
 
   “Wait…” I try, but he pulls the door open.
 
   “It doesn’t change anything,” he snarls and, with a hand to my back, he gently pushes me through the doorway and slams it shut afterwards.
 
   I look both ways down the hall. A handful of students look my way, but only because they heard the door slam. 
 
   I shift my bag up my shoulder and walk away, my lips still parted as I try to figure out whether or not I just dreamed all of that.
 
   He said he loves me. Not loved, but loves, as in present tense. He still fucking loves me and always did. 
 
   I don’t know why this brings me so much joy. It shouldn’t because he’s right; it doesn’t change anything. It still makes me run to my next class with the biggest grin on my face. If they turn off the lights, I swear I’ll be glowing.
 
   A man like Isaac doesn’t admit his love easily and he may have said it by accident, but he still said it. He still meant it. 
 
   The unattainable male loves me… ME! I should be happy dancing.
 
   Unfortunately I have to work. I bloody hate Tuesdays. Or I did until today.
 
   Tuesday will forever be the day I remember as the day he told me how he felt… by accident.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   That didn’t go as planned.
 
   What do I do now? 
 
   I should just listen to her and leave it. There’s no point in stirring up something. The girl is eighteen; she can make her own decisions. 
 
   I honestly can’t believe I said love. I don’t love Eloise… I care about her a lot, but this isn’t love. I think. It’s close to it, but it’s not quite. 
 
   I don’t know how to handle any of this.
 
    
 
   I sit with my mum and dad, hating how frail she looks as my dad helps her eat her dinner. She’s even worse than she was last week. Her hands are trembling so badly she can’t even hold a fork between her fingers. 
 
   “Thirsty?” I ask her and she gives me the blankest, glassy eyed look I’ve ever seen. 
 
   My dad helps her bring a glass to her lips and she gulps it down faster than I’ve ever seen her gulp down a drink before. 
 
   She keeps forgetting to eat, so we now have her on a schedule. She’s lost so much weight. She forgets that she’s hungry and tips her food away. The progression is quick, too quick. 
 
   Dad picks up her almost empty plate and kisses her head as he stands. 
 
   She turns to the TV with the remote in hand and flicks through the channels. Lately she hasn’t wanted to be around us. When she’s not having a bad moment, she’s quiet, down and definitely depressed. According to Susanna she doesn’t want us to visit.
 
   I’m not wasting any more time staying away. 
 
   “What’s he doing in there?” Mum hisses after a minute.
 
   “He’s washing the dishes.”
 
   Mum’s eyes shift to the doorway and narrow. “What are you doing in there?”
 
   “Washing the dishes.” My dad walks back through with suds up to his elbows.
 
   Mum looks away, her face a mask of suspicion and distrust. Sighing, my dad returns to the kitchen. 
 
   I take the remote from Mum, winking at her when she tries to take it back.
 
   “Pain in the arse.”
 
   I only laugh and pick a movie as she sulks. Dad would tell me off, but I honestly don’t think that smothering her and treating her like a spoilt child will make her last ounce of time with us any better. 
 
   I think what she needs is normality and me taking the remote is normality. It’s what I do.
 
    
 
   I sat on the couch beside Elle, who held a large bowl of cinnamon flavoured cereal on her lap. She spooned a mouthful, her eyes on some reality show on the TV. 
 
   There was no way in hell I was watching that shit. She seemed glued to the TV so I didn’t think she’d notice me lean around her for the remote. I was wrong. The second my fingertips touched the plastic, I felt the metal curve of the spoon against my knuckles.
 
   “Fuck! Ouch! What the hell?” She returned to eating, not even removing her eyes from the TV. “That hurt.” Again she didn’t acknowledge me. 
 
   I tried again a couple of times, getting the same result, before standing and walking to the fridge.
 
   “Thirsty?” I asked, hearing her crunch her food.
 
   “No.”
 
   “No thank you,” I corrected, but again I got no response.
 
   I snuck behind her, crouching low, feeling like the guy out of Mission Impossible. 
 
   I thought for sure she couldn’t hear me. 
 
   And again I was wrong. This time the spoon hit me on the head. “You’re not having it.”
 
   Ouch. I rubbed the sore spot on my scalp and moved back to my seat. It was pointless. She was too quick. 
 
   So I stole her cereal and the spoon.
 
    
 
   I think back to that moment and remember I didn’t actually want to change the channel. I just wanted her attention and I got it. The second I stole her cereal, she started shouting at me, telling me to get my own before she went to make herself another bowl. 
 
   I laughed the entire time. 
 
   Maybe I do love her. 
 
   I remember at that point in time having a warm feeling in my chest as she chastised me and stropped in the kitchen, slamming doors and angrily searching through the drawer for another spoon.
 
   I guarded myself and shifted away just in case she decided to try and beat me again. It was strange because it hurt like hell but it was too cute for me to try and stop.
 
   We made love that night. 
 
   I remember touching her slowly, admiring her body, kissing every inch of her. I remember lying back and letting her do the same. 
 
   Her sighs, whimpers and moans still float through my mind, the way she’d fall completely silent when in the middle of an orgasm. 
 
    
 
   Mum snatches the remote back, jolting me from my thoughts. It’s strange what random things trigger random memories.
 
   I wonder if it’s like this between Diplock and Shannon. I wonder what I would do if I were married at this point. I’d like to think I’d be faithful and be able to resist Eloise’s charms and spirit, but I can’t imagine ever feeling so strongly for anyone else. I think if I were married my feelings towards Eloise would shadow every other feeling I ever had for my life partner.
 
   She’s the worst kind of distraction and I’m not even sure she knows it.
 
   That makes me sad, knowing I’ll never love on a level that will ever make another woman happy and I’m not sure why I’ve fallen this way for one of my students. It seems so unfair that I’m going to be plagued with knowing that I can’t have her, even though I want her so badly.
 
   “What’s wrong?” My mum asks, seeming to snap back to normal all of a sudden.
 
   I shake my head and bring her hand to my lips. “Nothing. I’m perfectly fine.”
 
   If only I could talk to her about it.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty Six
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   I fucking hate Valentine’s Day. It’s so depressing.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Please change your mind and come to mine and eat chocolate with me.
 
    
 
   Hayley: Ummm…. NO! I’m snuggling, sexing and getting my love on.
 
    
 
   Eloise: What’s the point in having friends?
 
    
 
   Hayley: Stop being morbid. I thought you were working anyway?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Until nine. Can’t you get done sexing by then?
 
    
 
   Hayley: Hella NOPE!! Love you, miss you and I will make it up to you. <3 <3 <3
 
    
 
    
 
   I never used to care about Valentine’s Day but, after the past few weeks I’ve had, I really wish I had an Isaac to cuddle up to tonight. 
 
   A man I meant, not an Isaac. 
 
   He’s done nothing but blank me since that day, apart from when he gave me the exercise book I needed. He hasn’t spoken to me at all. He’s been professional. 
 
   I hate it. 
 
   I pop a piece of chocolate into my mouth and punch the paper heart that keeps swaying on the pink ribbon it’s dangling from the ceiling on. 
 
   Another thing I hate about Valentine’s Day: my new boss loves it, which means I had to decorate the taxi office with the other phone ladies.
 
   Everybody is going out tonight and having fun. I’m seriously contemplating throwing myself off a building. 
 
   I answer the phone when it rings and instantly recognise the voice.
 
   “Susanna?” I ask, booking her a taxi from Mr Price’s house.
 
   “The one and only,” she giggles, sounding giddy and annoying like every other female with a hot date tonight. 
 
   “What are your plans for the evening?” I’ve never had much of a conversation with the woman but she’s always been so kind and friendly.
 
   “I have a date!” She squeals. I pull the phone away from my ear. “I just finished work. Mr Price was nice enough to let me get ready here. It made no sense me going all the way to mine.”
 
   “Well I’ll let you get on with your date.”
 
   “Don’t you have any plans?”
 
   I let out a sigh. “Nope, I’m flying miserably solo tonight.” Not really miserably; I can’t be arsed with men.
 
   “What’s the address?”
 
   It never occurred to me that it could be him. I guess I just assumed he didn’t like her that way, so when she says the address my mouth goes dry and my entire body convulses in pain. He can take her out to dinner in town, celebrate with her proudly clinging to his arm. 
 
   “Elle?” 
 
   “I’m here, sorry the computer wouldn’t log it. Two seconds.” I hate you. “Okay, that’s all booked for you. Have a great night!”
 
   “We’re going to that place just outside of town. Apparently it’s packed though.” 
 
   Choke on lettuce!
 
   Okay, so I’m a little bit hysterical. It’s okay. I’ll be fine. I just need to calm down. I just don’t understand how he can suddenly date and I can’t. What’s wrong with me? Nobody should be alone on Valentine’s Day.
 
   “Have fun.” I hang up and bang my head against the desk over and over again until it throbs with a dull pain. 
 
   “What’s wrong, sweetie?” Katie, my friendly co-worker who wears too much perfume and not enough clothes for her age of forty five, asks.
 
   “I don’t have a date.” I whine, banging my head one more time. “I’m the only one without a date.”
 
   “Consider yourself lucky. Try having a husband,” she chuckles, patting me on the back of the head before stealing one of my chocolates. “I find it hard to believe a young, gorgeous girl like you didn’t get any offers though.”
 
   I raise my head to look at her. “I’m recovering from heart break. I rejected one or two.”
 
   “Oh…” She shakes her head. “That was silly. The best part of recovering from heart break is finding yourself a rebound. That’s how I met my husband.” 
 
   Blink. “I’ll, umm… remember that.”
 
   “Wait… did he cheat on you?” Her eyes darken. “Because if he did, make sure your rebound is one of his friends. Preferably a close one.” 
 
   No way in hell am I getting mixed up with another teacher. “Thanks, I’ll remember that too.”
 
   She’s insane. I kind of like it. 
 
   The phone rings again so we separate and get back to work. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: Find me a date!
 
    
 
   Hayley: I found you three and you said no… 
 
    
 
   Eloise: I changed my mind. I want that cute guy with the dark hair and the thin moustache!
 
    
 
   Hayley: He’s probably got a date already. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: I fucking hate my life.
 
    
 
   Hayley: I’m sorry chicken :-( I’ll make it up to you tomorrow with hot fudge dipping sauce and shit load of marshmallows.
 
    
 
   Eloise: This pleases me… just a little… 
 
    
 
   “I need a date. This is so depressing!” I announce dramatically to no one in particular. 
 
   And then comes a voice from the heavens. “I’ll take you out.”
 
   “Holy fuck.” I stare at the hazel eyed, dark haired twenty year old and my mouth drops open. “Justin?”
 
   He smiles that smile I’d never forgotten. It was a lot cuter back in the day, as he had chubbier cheeks and no neatly trimmed and styled beard. Now it’s just handsome, so bloody handsome. “It’s been a while.”
 
   “Yeah.” I can’t breathe. This is so awkward and so fucking exhilarating. “You never called.”
 
   “Neither did you.” He leans on the counter and stares at me through the glass that separates us. “I forgive you though.”
 
   “Hot mama,” Katie whistles and gives Justin a finger wag.
 
   He waves back, his eyes not leaving mine. “So… fancy a catch up?”
 
   “Why are you here and don’t you have plans? You must do if you’re in a taxi office.”
 
   “I did, but I can cancel.”
 
   Now I feel more awkward. “Don’t be stupid. Go have fun. Don’t go breaking your date’s heart.”
 
   He throws his head back and laughs. “Same old Elle, saying one thing but having a tone that totally suggests another.” I do not do that. “Don’t pout. It reminds me of the time I stole your bike.” 
 
   “This pout got that bike back.”
 
   “Don’t worry. I don’t steal bikes anymore.”
 
   “You upgraded to cars?”
 
   He laughs again. “I just got a job repainting that old building out on Trinity Road.”
 
   “That’s my dad’s project.” I frown. “Did my dad send you here? Why are you back in town? Are you my pity date? Did he pay you?”
 
   “Why the hell would he pay me? When he knew I was back in town, he threatened to chop my manhood off if I came near you.”
 
   That does sound like something my dad would say to him. 
 
   He smiles softly. “So… fancy a catch up?”
 
   “How convenient of you to show up tonight of all nights,” I mutter, but I’m not unhappy about it. “I have to work until nine.”
 
   “No she doesn’t,” Katie says, smiling cheekily at me. “Leave the chocolates. You owe me that much.”
 
   Now I’m excited. “Are you sure?”
 
   “About the chocolates? Definitely.”
 
   I hug the woman I’ve hardly acknowledged over the past few months and make a promise to myself that I’ll make more of an effort in the future. “I owe you.”
 
   “Yes. Yes you do.” She winks at me and pops another piece of chocolate into her mouth. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   “It’s a really nice town, small but I kind of like that about it. It’s one of the reasons I moved here in the first place.” Susanna says and I take a large swig of my beer. 
 
   This place is packed to the brim. There are no tables left and the bar is full. I’m starting to wish I’d never come. 
 
   There’s fucking silver, red and pink ribbons and streamers hanging from the ceiling. It’s like walking through a thousand fly catchers. They didn’t raise them high enough and they keep falling the fuck down. 
 
   Susanna finds it funny when I pull one from my drink and yes, I’ll admit she’s rather pretty, but I’m just not feeling the chemistry. 
 
   “Yeah, I’m more of a city guy myself. I like the crowds and the multiple choices when it comes to restaurants and activities.” I respond as I should, smiling and making her feel like my attention is on her. It is, but I’m not as focused as I should be.
 
   “Each to their own.” She shrugs, still smiling. Her eyes hold mine as she sips her drink. It reminds me of the time Elle did that and then spat the drink in my face in a large spray, all because I told her that her arse was large. It is large, but not in an overweight way, in a ‘hell that arse is fucking beautiful’ kind of way. 
 
   Her eyes wander to the door and I feel the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. I feel her energy before I even see her. I can practically taste her scent on the air and I haven’t even gotten a whiff of it yet. 
 
   Fuck.
 
   “Eloise is here,” Susanna says. I turn slowly and glance at the woman strolling in on the arm of a man I don’t recognise; if you can call him a man, that is. He can’t be much older than Eloise. She looks stunning in a tight black dress I’ve never seen before. It’s so fucking tight, down to mid-thigh, with a slit on one side showing her toned thigh. It has only one strap, which hangs loosely down her arm, bringing attention to the supple, beautifully curved breasts standing proudly from her chest. I think about the times I’ve traced that cleavage with my fingertips, dipping into the line into the centre. “Don’t you want to say hello?” 
 
   Nope, I’ve seen enough. I don’t want to see anymore. 
 
   “No.” I take her hand over the table, totally sending her the wrong signal. “I’m here with you.”
 
   The two of them are led to a table only four places away from us. The card stating that it’s reserved is removed and the man with Eloise pulls her seat out for her as the waitress places the menus before them. 
 
   “I’ve never seen him before,” I say, tilting my head slightly. 
 
   Susanna smirks, her eyes hold a secret that I can tell is a secret I don’t want to know. “He’s my brother.”
 
   Blink. “Your brother?”
 
   “Yep, he just moved back to town. He’s an artist. He makes stained glass windows and is excellent with a paint brush.” 
 
   I need to know more. “How did he and Elle meet?” 
 
   “They’ve known each other years.” Her response is too fucking vague. 
 
   “I thought you just moved to town?” My tone is as pleasant and as curious as I can make it sound. 
 
   “Long story short, I lived with my dad in Sheffield. He lived with Mum because he was too young to decide. When he was sixteen they left town. Mum and Dad got back together and they came to live with us in Sheffield. He left school and went on to become a painter. He’s one of the lucky artists that made it.”
 
   “But Elle doesn’t know you.”
 
   “I’m five years older than Justin.” I hate his fucking name. “I moved in with my dad when I was twelve. He was only…”
 
   “Seven.” I respond, annoyed that she thinks I can’t do simple math.
 
   She seems to think I’m just taking an interest in what she has to say, or at least I think that’s it. She’s still got that strange twinkle in her eye. She catches her brother’s eye and waves. He waves back and that’s when Eloise turns. 
 
   She spots me and holds my eyes for a second. It may as well have been a year. I feel a rush running through me, even after she pulls her eyes from mine. She smiles and waves at us both before turning back to her date.
 
   Date.
 
   I fucking hate that word. 
 
   “They look good together,” I say bitterly, but Susanna doesn’t notice my tone. “They definitely look like they’re familiar.” I can see him playing with her fingers on the table as she reads through the menu. I watch as she giggles and quickly turns it into a game of thumb war. Only Elle… sigh.
 
   “They were together a while ago, before he moved. I don’t know that much about it. I just know he brought the most adorable picture to Dad’s and kept it above his bed forever.”
 
   Picture? They were together? “When did he move?”
 
   “He was sixteen.” And Susanna is five years older than him, so she would have been twenty one, probably in University studying nursing. So if she’s now twenty four, that would make him nineteen.
 
   He’s only a year or so older than Elle. 
 
   I hate him.
 
   “When did he get into town?” 
 
   “I don’t know. He came into town when I told him about the old warehouse on Trinity, the one with that old clinic behind it.”
 
   Fuck. “Elle’s dad is fixing it up, turning it into some kind of leisure centre.”
 
   “That’s the one.”
 
   I grit my teeth when I hear her laugh again, not Susanna, but Elle. I’m jealous. I can’t help it. I fucking hate this. I just want to leave, but I don’t think I can while she’s here with that arsehole.
 
   “You look lost in thought.”
 
   I look up at my date and shake my head. “No, I’m just hoping they add an ice skating rink.”
 
   “Oh my gosh, you totally read my mind.” I did? “I love ice skating.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   I push my plate away, my stomach stuffed with delicious foods. 
 
   “At least you still eat like you used to. I was worried you’d become one of those salad junkies.” 
 
   I laugh. I’ve been doing that a lot tonight. It’s probably the wine going straight to my head. “Food is one of the best pleasures of life. As long as you don’t abuse it, there’s no reason to not indulge on occasion.”
 
   He brings my hand to his mouth and kisses my knuckles. “You really haven’t changed that much. You look older and you’re definitely more mature but… you’re still so quirky.”
 
   “You got taller.” I sip my drink, winking at him playfully.
 
   “I got taller… is that it?” He pouts, putting on the puppy dog look, still holding my hand in his. “Just taller?”
 
   “You grew a beard?” 
 
   Now he laughs hard. “Quirky.”
 
   I feel Isaac’s eyes on me again but I can’t be bothered to feel bad about it. Not tonight. I’m having too much fun. 
 
   “Do you want to go?” I ask.
 
   “Where do you want to go? The night is still young.”
 
   Isaac’s eyes burn into my profile. How can he do that while he’s clearly with someone else? It’s unfair. I’ve left him alone all night. I have hardly looked his way.
 
   Of course it has hurt when he’s laughed and made Susanna laugh. Of course it has hurt when he’s held her hand. It is fucking killing me, but there’s nothing we can do about it anymore.
 
   He made the choice to move on and now so am I.
 
   “I don’t mind. I’ll just use the restroom first.” Then I get a thought. “The corner?”
 
   His eyes light, “The corner huh?”
 
   “Yeah. We can go to the garage on the way and you can try and get served again.”
 
   His laughter is even louder than before. “I think this time I’ll succeed.”
 
   Smiling widely I stand and smooth my dress down before looking around me to locate the toilets. I see the sign pointing to a space behind the crowded bar and quickly weave through the crowd of lovers. 
 
   The toilets are located down a narrow hall. I skip into the disabled after giving the lock a twist with my house key, a trick I learned from Hayley. The queue of women and men lining up on either side was unreal; no way was I waiting in that.
 
   “Holy fuck!” I’m about to scream when a hand slams over my mouth and the door is kicked shut. Isaac’s startling eyes come to mine. “What are you doing?” My voice is muffled.
 
   He removes his hand and runs it through his hair. “I don’t know.”
 
   Blink. “You… how can you not know?”
 
   “The corner? Elle…” He takes a step back and leans against the door. “What’s so special about the corner?”
 
   I blush and look away, but still catch his reaction out of the corner of my eye. He looks pained, his body seeming to sag. 
 
   “Oh.” Is all he says for a short while and I feel how defeated he sounds. “He was your first.”
 
   “Isaac.” My brows pull in as embarrassment and irritation sparks within me. “I don’t see how that’s any of your business.”
 
   His eyes, still defeated and sad, roam up and down my body. “It’s not.” Shaking his head, he turns and pulls on the handle. “It’s not.” 
 
   “Enjoy your evening.” I say stupidly and his shoulders sag even more.
 
   “You too.”
 
   And then he leaves. 
 
   I lock the door once more and calm my frantic lungs before doing what I came here to do in the first place. 
 
    
 
   We sit in Justin’s car and sip the bottle of cheap fizzy wine we tried to buy so long ago.
 
   “I’m going to have to leave the car here if I keep drinking.” He doesn’t sound annoyed by this admission and his lips are tilted up into a smile. I feel giddy, tipsy and still heartbroken, but the tipsy takes the edge off the latter feeling. “My mum killed me that night, you know? She knew exactly what we’d done.”
 
   I wince and cringe straight after. “That’s so gross.”
 
   “I didn’t think so. I admired that stain for months afterwards.” 
 
   I slap his arm. “You’re disgusting.”
 
   “I’m kidding. She just knew because of the condom missing from my wallet.”
 
   My mouth falls open. “She checked your wallet? Your mum was worse than my dad is.”
 
   “He still got you on a short leash?”
 
   “That is the biggest understatement of the century.”
 
   He turns to face me as his fingers stroke up my bare arm. “I’m sorry I didn’t call.”
 
   “Me too,” I admit, because I am. We were young and stupid and thought we were in love. In reality we were just two frustrated teens who connected. 
 
   His eyes flicker from mine to my lips and back again. I pull my lower lip into my mouth, but his hand trailing up my arm moves and his thumb caresses my chin before pulling it free. 
 
   I wait for him to move closer, knowing what’s coming but not actually wanting it. It’s not his lips I need to taste, but I can’t stop myself from letting him. Isaac and Susanna come to mind and I wonder if they’re doing what we’re doing right now in the safety of his flat. 
 
   The area around us is empty. There’s an old building behind us and trees in front. No one can see but I’m still nervous. 
 
   It feels wrong, yet right. I’m not sure if it feels right for the right reasons, rather than just feeling right because I’m lonely and because we have a history. 
 
   His lips move against mine softly. He kisses different to how he used to. I remember the washing machine effect and thinking it was cool. Now he kisses like a man who has kissed many times. 
 
   It tingles and burns and the way his hand caresses my side as his tongue seeks entrance is wonderful, but it’s not… no… I’m not thinking about Isaac. Not tonight. Tonight is for me.
 
   Tonight is the night I finally put him behind me.
 
   “You taste just like you used to, so sweet,” he murmurs against my lips as his hand unfastens my seatbelt. 
 
   My own hands move to his hair and while his tongue plunges into my mouth with just enough pressure, I’m not sure how but my seat begins to slide back and lie flat. 
 
   I inhale sharply when he slides over the console and somehow manages to fit between myself and the dashboard. His hand slides up my thigh and I part my legs, needing to be touched whatever the reason. 
 
   That’s when I hear a crack, a really loud crack that shakes the entire car and startles me into sitting up. 
 
   Justin does the same and we both stare at the driver’s side door window.
 
   “What the actual fuck?” He booms, pushing off me and moving back to his side. 
 
   “Don’t.” I place my hand on his arm when he reaches for the handle. “They might still be out there.”
 
   “Fuck… what the fuck?” He ignores me and climbs from the car. I fold my arms over myself to guard me from the chill and watch as he bends and scoops a broken brick from the ground. “Fucking PUSSY!” He bellows, throwing the brick into the darkness. “Get out here and face me!” 
 
   I know they won’t and I have a very strong feeling that I know who it is.
 
   He wouldn’t.
 
   He couldn’t.
 
   He’s a teacher and he’s against violence. I’m stupid for even thinking it. Isaac wouldn’t do this. It’s probably some dumb kid trying to ruin a couple’s night.
 
   “Shit.” Justin climbs back into the car and turns to me. “Are you okay? You look a little shaken up.”
 
   I take a swig of the wine and screw the lid back on. “That didn’t shake you up?”
 
   Justin rubs his eyes with his hands. “Any ideas who might have done this?”
 
   Isaac flashes through my mind again. “None at all. Maybe it fell off the building.”
 
   “And landed twenty feet away?”
 
   Good point. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   He shrugs. “It’s okay, I can fix it. It’s just annoying.” He leans over and kisses me again. “I’ll take you home. I’m sorry I took things so far… I hope I didn’t make you uncomfortable.”
 
   “I was enjoying myself. I’m sorry I took things as far as you did.”
 
   He smiles but I see the frustration about the window in his eyes. “Buckle up, let’s go.”
 
   As he turns on the lights and the engine, he brings my fingers to his lips and kisses them softly before reversing. 
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I sit alone in my living room, my head in my hands as I stare at the smashed coffee table. 
 
   What the fuck have I done?
 
   What the fuck did I do?
 
   I lost it like a psycho. It hurts… I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think… I saw red and I reacted with a fucking brick.
 
   What the hell is wrong with me?
 
   She’ll never forgive me. She’ll know. Immediately. 
 
   He was on her. There wasn’t much light but I could see everything. I saw his hand on her leg. I saw her hands in his hair.
 
   “FUCK!” I scream and launch my phone across the room. It slides across the floor and vanishes into my bedroom.
 
   I need to get her out of my head.
 
   I left Susanna… I fucking left her at the restaurant. I just walked out, climbed into my car and followed them.
 
   I’m a shit person. 
 
   I’m the worst kind of arsehole and yet I sit here and say to myself that I’m just defending Eloise from arseholes. The only arsehole she needs defending from is me. 
 
    
 
   A warm hand rests on the back of my neck, startling me from my thoughts. I didn’t hear the door open.
 
   “My dad will make you pay for that.” She says, pointing at the table.
 
   I stare at her shoes, her gorgeous black heels that must be so uncomfortable. They make her legs look even longer than normal, which should be impossible but I swear they go on forever.
 
   “I don’t care.” I don’t look up. I daren’t. “Why are you here?”
 
   “I don’t know.” She stands in front of me, her hips slightly higher than my face. Her fingers tangle in my hair before tugging and dragging my head back. Her eyes sparkle in the dim light that comes from the moon pouring its reflected rays through the window. “Tell me it wasn’t you.”
 
   Her hand leaves my hair and my head lolls forward until my forehead connects just above her groin.
 
   “Isaac?” Her voice is a whisper this time. “Tell me it wasn’t you.”
 
   I shake my head, no. I can’t lie to her.
 
   “Isaac…” The way she says my name sounds so sad and disappointed. “It’s not fair. You can’t keep doing this to me. It’s not fair.”
 
   “I know,” I breathe and place my hands on the back of her knees.
 
   “I should go.”
 
   “I want to have you.” I hear her breath catch at my words. “Let me have you tonight. Just for tonight.” 
 
   She tries to step away but my hands and arms tighten, stopping her from going anywhere. “I need to go.”
 
   “Please.” I keep my forehead against her stomach. “I need you. Just for tonight.”
 
   “You’re fucking insane!” A sob escapes her and my heart breaks. I want to hold her and ease the pain that I’m causing. “How could you ask me for that?”
 
   “Because I’m selfish, insane and I need you.” 
 
   “No.” She tries to pull away again, but it’s not very forceful. “Don’t ask that of me. I can’t give it to you. I’m moving on. I’m finally laughing again, smiling again… we’ve come this far.”
 
   “Then let me have you.” I slide my hands up the back of her thighs, digging my fingers in as I go. Her legs shake and that sweet, sweet whimper that escapes her when she feels good comes forth. My hands stop beneath the hem of her dress. “Let me make you feel good.”
 
   “No.” Her voice is a breathy whisper. I hear her longing, her need, her lust and I feel it all in the air around her. I can smell her musky, sweet scent as my words arouse her body. “Don’t do this.”
 
   “Let me love you, Elle.” My hands flip the bottom of her dress up to rest on her hips, revealing a black lace thong that has my mouth watering in a second. I press my lips to her mound over the lace and dip my tongue into the tight space between her thighs, touching only the soft skin of her legs and the material of her underwear. 
 
   The cry she lets out is the loudest I’ve ever heard from her and it gives me the encouragement I need. 
 
   I cup her generous behind, loving how soft it is in my hands as my mouth kisses and scrapes between her thighs. Hands grip my hair and hold me tight. I know what she wants. She wants me to expose her and explore her with my mouth. 
 
   I remember how nervous she was in the beginning of our affair and then how badly she begged for me to go down there until it became the first thing I did before I took her. 
 
   “Isaac,” she whispers, her voice pleading and soft. “I can’t…” She tries to pull away but I won’t let her. She’s my drug and I need my fix. “Don’t make me get over you again. Please.”
 
   “I won’t,” I promise and I mean it. I just can’t be without her right now. 
 
   She shudders and moans loudly as I finally push her thong to the side and taste her. 
 
   Then her hands grip my hair even tighter and rip my head away. I lick my moist lips, savouring her flavour as she pulls the dress up and over her head, revealing her delectable body for my eyes to feast on. 
 
   And then she’s there, giving me a hard shove so I rest back on the couch, still sitting but in a slouched position. 
 
   Her mouth comes to mine as she moves to straddle my lap. Burning desire and need rips at every fibre of my conscience and will. I can’t keep away from this girl and my heart and head are finally in agreement, especially when, with her lips and tongue locked to mine, she begins to undo the belt on my trousers. 
 
   I feel her position me ready at her entrance. I feel her heat as the wetness transfers to me. 
 
   I can’t stand it. I pulse and throb in her hand, wanting to push my hips up but wanting to let her do her thing. 
 
   “Do you love me?” She asks breathily, still crouched over me as my hands stroke her back. She pulls my head away from hers and looks down into my eyes. There’s a vulnerability in her spirit that I haven’t seen before. “Do you?”
 
   “More than anything.” She presses down, consuming the entirety of my length. I gasp sharply and try to suck in enough oxygen to get my heart beating again. The tingling is too much. It’s burning like a fire in the pit of my stomach, consuming ever other cell in my body. “Do you love me?”
 
   She smiles against my lips as her core still holds me clamped inside. So tight, so warm. “More than anything.”
 
   I surge my hips upwards, pressing on her thighs to keep her locked tight to me. Her head falls back and her lips part with a silent cry. 
 
   I sit up and wrap an arm around her, pulling her closer and ducking my head so I can suck one of her beautiful nipples into my mouth. She moves up and down, almost bouncing, her breath fierce and unsteady with each thrust. 
 
   It feels good, too good. 
 
   With the arm around her back I grab the ends of her growing hair and pull, forcing her to expose her neck as my lips kiss a delicate pattern over her breasts and to her ear.
 
   “Don’t stop,” she begs, even though it’s her that’s circling her hips and doing most of the work. 
 
   I squeeze her breast before teasing her with my thumb below, rolling the nub around and around as she grinds, causing my body to shudder with violent tingles.
 
   I grit my teeth, forcing myself to remain controlled, to remain alert. It’s impossible: she’s too perfect, too warm, too tight, too wet, too beautiful and too unrestrained. 
 
   I’ve never seen her so wild. Her hands go behind her and grip my knees so she can lean back.
 
   My fingers pinch into the flesh at her hips as my arms help her move, slowing her down and speeding her up. 
 
   “Don’t make me leave you again,” she begs, her breathing scattered and her eyes closed.
 
   “Never.” 
 
   And then she lets out a powerful groan as her body tenses and her core pulses aggressively. She’s never moaned when she’s climaxed before. She normally remains totally silent, but I don’t think she can control herself.
 
   This throws me over. The sound of her pleasure is too much and, before I can stop myself, I’m pulling her chest tight to mine and spilling myself within her. Both of us are completely still. Our connection does the work; she pulses and massages as I throb and swell. 
 
   We hold each other, locked together in a perfect embrace until the tingles subside, leaving me aching and wanting more. 
 
   That’s when I lift her and carry her to the bedroom. I’m not done yet.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty Seven
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   A soft, cold breeze blows across my aching body as I lie on my front and slowly wake. Fingers trail patterns over my back. I feel him write his name as his lips gently caress the back of my neck.
 
   “I don’t know why I can’t stay away from you.” He murmurs and I’m not sure that he knows I’m awake. “I’m not good for you. You deserve so much better.”
 
   I shiver when he slides the blanket further down my body, trailing his fingers over my thighs before moving them back up again and pressing his entire body into mine. “So do you.”
 
   His lips touch my jaw. “We’ll make it work.”
 
   “Until August?”
 
   “No,” he says and my heart drops. “Until you don’t want me anymore.”
 
   “What if you don’t want me first?”
 
   Teeth sink into my neck and his hand curls under me, wrapping around my breast. “Don’t be stupid.”
 
   “I’m going to Cambridge.” I feel my heart deflate further. He nuzzles my neck, soothing me, all the while making me giggle at how sensitive and ticklish I feel.
 
   “We’ll figure it out.”
 
   I roll over and he leans over me, pressing his lips to mine. “You can’t do what you did last night again.”
 
   He immediately knows what I’m referring to. “You make me crazy. I’ve never done anything like that before.”
 
   “Well don’t do it again. It wasn’t nice.”
 
   He shrugs. “It was either smash his window or smash his face and expose our relationship.”
 
   In that case I’m glad he chose the window. “Whatever. Just don’t do stupid things like that. We need to keep our hands as clean as possible.”
 
   “But I like you dirty.” He wags his eyebrows and growls like an animal before unleashing a bite attack on my neck. I laugh uncontrollably, trying to push him away as he relentlessly tickles me with his mouth and fingers. When he finally stops we’re both smiling and breathing heavily. “I won’t do it again. Try to stay away from him.”
 
   “I was lonely, he was available.”
 
   His face falls both emotionally and figuratively. “I’m sorry for hurting you.”
 
   “Me too.” I check his watch which rests on the bedside table and roll back onto my front. “Now go to sleep. I still have an hour before I have to get home.”
 
   Seconds later I’m out like a light.
 
    
 
   “Shut that fucking thing off,” I grumble, completely exhausted and not happy at the sound of a phone ringing. And then I feel the sun against my face and jolt upright. “Oh my god.” I dive from the bed and search everywhere for my clothes. My dress is in the living room. “OH MY GOD!”
 
   “What?” Isaac jerks awake and rubs his eyes, only then noticing the time. “Fuck.”
 
   “I’m so dead!” I race into the living room and pull on my dress and shoes. “I have to go.”
 
   “I should drive you. You can’t run around the streets looking like that.”
 
   I look around, panic consuming me. “What the fuck am I going to do?”
 
   My heart races as I dart back into the bedroom and pull Isaac’s lucky shirt from the closet. I pull it over my dress and tie my hair, grabbing the phone that woke me up.
 
   It rings again. It’s Hayley.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “So your dad is totally pissed.”
 
   “Oh dear.” 
 
   She laughs loudly. “Where the hell are you?” My eyes roam to Isaac and I wince. “Never mind. I told him you’re with me and because my mum is awesome she confirmed that you’d just nipped out to get coffee, but she’s pissed at you too.”
 
   “Thank you.” I let out a breath of relief and run my fingers through my hair. “You need to get your arse here now. I have a feeling your dad might check.”
 
   “He’s a wanker. Why aren’t I allowed the same freedom you have?”
 
   Isaac wraps his arms around me from behind and rests his chin on my shoulder. 
 
   “Because he’s a controlling cunt. Now, are you coming?”
 
   I bite on my lip as I try to sort out the plague of thoughts rushing through my mind. “Can you come and get me? And umm… bring me some clothes and underwear.”
 
   Hayley’s cackle is loud and piercing. “Oh my god! You were about to do the walk of shame! I should just leave you, but I’m not that mean. Where am I getting you from?”
 
   “The apartment building off Robert Street.”
 
   She falls silent for a moment and I hear her stuffing things into a bag. “And who lives there?”
 
   “I’ll tell you later. Just get me out of here.”
 
   “Coyote ugly moment? Is that why he can’t drop you off.”
 
   I wince and Isaac laughs silently, his chest shaking against my back. “Kind of. Will you hurry?”
 
   “I’ll text you when I’m almost there.”
 
   Thank the lord for a friend like Hayley. 
 
   I ignore the twenty missed calls from my dad and turn to kiss Isaac. “I’ll call you later.”
 
   “Are you going to tell her?”
 
   I have no idea. “I can trust Hayley.” He looks sceptical. “I don’t know what I’m going to do. It’ll be nice having somebody on our side, though.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I watch her from the window as she runs to her friend’s car and dives into the back seat. Before it drives away I see her take a bag and start rummaging through before leaning forward and planting a kiss on Hayley’s cheek, who is still laughing. 
 
   This could be bad for both of us. We were so fucking careless. 
 
   I just hope it doesn’t rebound badly. 
 
   But even if it does, I’m not sure that I even care. Of course I care about shaming my family and I’d definitely care if I lost my job, but I just can’t go another day without her anymore. 
 
   Seeing her with that prick really opened my eyes. If I let her go, I’m losing the best thing that has ever happened to me. She’s it. I can feel it. I don’t care that we have to sneak around. I don’t care about the stress. All I care about is her happiness. All I care about is her. 
 
   I know she feels the same. 
 
   We can do this if we play it safe. If we pay attention and remain apart when we need to, we can do this. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: Good luck with your dad.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’m done with being chained… I’ll call you later to moan about him.
 
    
 
   I smile, having no doubt that she will. I miss our late night phone calls on the nights she couldn’t sneak out. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: P.S. We can do this! 
 
    
 
   And she can clearly read my mind.
 
    
 
   Isaac: That we can and it will be amazing.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Last night was amazing.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Agreed.
 
    
 
   My own phone rings and I quickly answer when I see it’s my dad. “What the fuck did you do?”
 
   Oh shit. “Huh?”
 
   “Susanna just quit… she just bloody quit.”
 
   Oh dear. “I didn’t do anything!”
 
   He hangs up and I hang my head in shame. Maybe leaving her at the restaurant wasn’t the nicest thing, but in my opinion it was necessary. I should probably fix this.
 
   I knew getting involved with my mum’s carer was a stupid idea. I really need to stop letting my dick make all of my decisions. 
 
   I call her number and pray that she answers. 
 
    
 
   “Hello?” Thank god.
 
   Now what do I say? “It’s Isaac.”
 
   “Oh.” Her voice darkens. “What do you want?”
 
   “I would just like to apologise for my behaviour last night.”
 
   She lets out a laugh and it’s not because she finds something funny. “You mean how you left me stranded out of town with no way of getting home?”
 
   “It was an emergency.” It was actually, but I can’t tell her why. “I thought your brother would give you a ride.”
 
   “I didn’t know you’d gone until ten minutes after he’d gone. I knew the queue for the toilet was long. I thought you were still fucking waiting.” Yikes, angry Susanna is not a Susanna I’d like to meet face to face.
 
   I wonder if Eloise is going through this with her dad right now. Nah, hers will be worse. That man is way too protective. 
 
   “I am genuinely sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking. Can I please make it up to you in some way?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Look… my mum and dad really like you. Whatever happened with us is my fault, not theirs.”
 
   She snorts condescendingly and it really grates on my nerves. “That’s the only reason you called isn’t it? Because your dad was angry.”
 
   Maybe. “No, I was going to call. I was just embarrassed.”
 
   “Well, I’m not interested. Go call somebody else.”
 
   “I am genuinely sorry. I’ve never done something like that before. My emotions overrode my better judgement.”
 
   She doesn’t speak for a long moment and if it wasn’t for the background noise on her end, I’d think she’d hung up. “What happened?”
 
   Ah shit. “I umm… had a really bad stomach.” She remains quiet. “An extremely bad stomach.”
 
   “I’m not sure I’m seeing your point.”
 
   This is fucking mortifying. “My stomach was really bad and the queue was too long.”
 
   “Oh.” She drags the word out and then clears her throat. “But the drive to town must have taken ages.”
 
   I cringe and bite on my knuckle for a moment. “I umm… didn’t make it that far.”
 
   “Oh.” This time she says the word as a single syllable. “Yikes. Are you okay now?”
 
   No… I’m fucking not. “Yeah. Can you not tell anyone that piece of information?”
 
   “I’m a nurse, Isaac. I’m not that kind of person. You should have said something.”
 
   Blink. “Would you have said something?”
 
   “Was it really that bad?”
 
   “It was worse.”
 
   “Yikes.” She lets out a laugh. “So it’s not because you don’t like me?”
 
   Ah shit. “Umm… no of course not. I just wasn’t thinking straight.”
 
   I hear the smile in her voice. “Great. Well that brings me a bit of relief.” She chuckles a little. “I should call your dad and apologise.”
 
   Phew. “Thanks, Susanna.” 
 
   “Pretty sure I told you to call me Sue.” 
 
   She did? “You did?”
 
   “Didn’t I? Oops… okay well call me Sue.” Does anybody call her Sue? “Oh and one more thing! Could you keep an ear out in school?”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “Some little idiot smashed my brother’s car window last night.”
 
   I scratch my neck, that tingling itch back once more. “Oh no, what a git!” That didn’t sound convincing. I really need to work on my acting skills. “I’ll keep an ear out. If it was a kid from our school they’ll brag about it sooner or later.”
 
   “That’s what Eloise said.”
 
   Huh. “You spoke to her today?”
 
   “No, my brother called her about ten minutes ago, before he called me, and then you called me and now I need to call your dad. It’s like a game of Chinese whispers.”
 
   It is? “Right. Well I guess I’ll see you at my parent’s house.”
 
   “Call me,” she announces, hanging up. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: I thought we agreed you’d keep away from that arsehole?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Don’t worry. You really need to trust me.
 
    
 
   Isaac: It’s him I don’t trust.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’m sorry but I’m laughing because that line is such a cliché. I’ll call you later and you can moan at me then.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I’ll be waiting.
 
    
 
   It’s ten minutes before another text comes through.
 
    
 
   Dad: Did you shit by the side of the road? 
 
    
 
   Blink. What the fuck?
 
    
 
   Dad: HAHAHAHAAHAHA!
 
    
 
   I don’t respond. How fucking mortifying.
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   “Nope, I’m not listening this time. I’ve said I’m sorry and I know I should have called, but I forgot. I was tipsy and tired and I crashed.”
 
   “You’re grounded,” My dad yells, his face turning purple.
 
   Eye roll. “You can’t ground me! I’m eighteen. I have two jobs and I go to school. If I want to unwind during my time off, I bloody well will!”
 
   “Calm down, both of you.” My mum snaps but we ignore her.
 
   “While you live under my roof, you’ll obey my rules!”
 
   I laugh a little; it’s an angry laugh. “No. I’m legally an adult…”
 
   “Then act like it!”
 
   “I did! Last night.”
 
   He goes pale and I cringe along with my mum at my outburst. “Until you leave for University, you’re to come home after work and school without delay.”
 
   “No.” I shake my head, determined to make a stand for once. “I’ll go and hang out with my friends. I’ll stay at Hayley’s. I’ll enjoy my last few months that I have with everybody and you can’t stop me.”
 
   “I didn’t raise you to be this way.”
 
   “That’s because you raised me in a fucking box! I’m done!” I grab my bag and keys and then march to the door. “Call me when you’ve stepped into the twenty first century.”
 
   “Aren’t you going to say anything?” My dad has now turned on my mum.
 
   “I agree with her.” For the first time my mum actually defends me and my dad does not look happy about it. They start arguing about her undermining his authority and how it’s her fault I am this way. What way am I exactly? I don’t do anything wrong. Not really. 
 
   “This is your fault.” My dad spins and faces me, his face resembling that of Violet’s after she eats that bubble gum in the Willy Wonka movie. 
 
   “Don’t you dare blame her! I’m sick of you blaming her! You say you’re protecting her, but blaming her for your irrational behaviour is damaging her. It’s no wonder she wants to leave.” I watch my mum as she grabs her coat and car keys before marching to me the same way I marched to the door. “Let’s go for a drive.”
 
   “Sure.” I blank my dad as we exit, relieved when he doesn’t follow us onto the street. 
 
   Mum unlocks the car and we climb in. “Are you being safe?”
 
   Seriously? That’s the first thing she asks? “Umm… seriously?”
 
   “I’m taking you to the doctors and then we’re going for coffee and we’re going to chat. Then we’ll see a movie or something and wait for your dad to call and apologise.”
 
   I snort at the latter statement. “Dad won’t apologise.”
 
   “He knows he’s wrong. He loves you; he’s just scared you’ll end up stuck here, working two jobs and struggling. He doesn’t want to lose you, but he doesn’t want you to do something stupid.” She smiles warmly at me and I realise just how much we look alike when we smile. “So, contraception, food, movie and then hopefully home.” She smiles wider. “Oh and I know you’ve been sneaking out.”
 
   Blink. “I…”
 
   Her hand covers mine on the console. “I get it. It’s hard being young. Just please don’t get pregnant and please, I’m begging you, don’t get stuck here.” I release the breath I was holding. “Do you want to tell me about him?”
 
   “Who? Dad?”
 
   “No.” She rolls her eyes. “The guy you’re sneaking out to see.”
 
   I shake my head almost frantically. “No. It’s not serious. We know it’ll end soon, so we’re just… I don’t know… enjoying each other’s company for a while.”
 
   “Well you know I’m here if you decide you want to share.”
 
   For once I actually love my mum without a single ounce of resentment. 
 
   And then she adds, “And I’m here if it ends in heartbreak.”
 
   If only she knew.
 
   “Thanks, Mum.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty Eight
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I’m sat in class. It’s the first day back after the term break and I’m so tired. I remember this kind of tired though. It’s the same tired I got before when I was seeing Elle at night. I’ve missed this tired.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Guess what I had fitted yesterday.
 
    
 
   I look up and it genuinely looks like she’s focusing on her work. Her pen is moving across the paper in front of her. That girl has skill. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: A brain?
 
    
 
   This time she does look up and she hits me with a look that could kill.
 
   I chuckle discreetly and wait for her next message, taking a swig of my water.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Let’s just say condoms are a thing of the past.
 
    
 
   I really wish I wasn’t drinking when she said that because I just sprayed Shannon with the water in my mouth. I slam my hand against my chest as the class laughs at me. 
 
   Eloise winks, laughing with the rest of them, and gets back to work. 
 
   “Disgusting,” Shannon snaps and storms out of the room, no doubt to clean herself up. 
 
   “Don’t worry, Sir. She’s had worse in her face.” Wesley jokes and Hayley slaps him upside the head. 
 
   “Settle down.” I clear my sore throat and pick my phone back up. 
 
   “That’s so unfair,” Hayley snaps. “I almost got thrown out of class for using my phone last week.”
 
   I give her a pointed look. “I think you’re forgetting who’s here to learn and who’s here to sit bored whilst you pretend to learn.”
 
    
 
   Eloise: I thought it would be a nice surprise.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I was worried about the accident we had on Valentine’s Day. I was going to discuss it with you but wasn’t sure how to bring it up. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: Oh don’t worry, I’m not pregnant. You should have just asked me… stupid.
 
    
 
   I catch her eye and wink.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Get back to work.
 
    
 
   I finish classes with a warm feeling in my chest and a lump in my pants. I’m not complaining.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   Okay, I take back everything I’ve said about not complaining and enjoying the warm feelings. 
 
   “Who are you texting?” I’m frowning, I know I am, but she’s been glued to her phone for the majority of this movie.
 
   “It’s just about the building.”
 
   “What about the building?”
 
   “Umm…” She hesitates and locks her phone, trying to snuggle into my side. “I’m helping pick the colour scheme for the lobby.”
 
   “It’s not even near ready yet. Why are you discussing it now?” She winces and my chest lets out an angry throb. “Elle?”
 
   “It’s nothing, I promise.” 
 
   She just lied… she just fucking lied to me. I sit up straight and move away a little, pausing the movie so I can concentrate. “Who are you discussing it with?”
 
   “Why does it matter? I never ask who you’re texting!”
 
   Now I’m definitely concerned. “Elle, this is how trust issues start. Who are you texting?”
 
   “Justin,” she blurts and holds her hands up defensively when my eyes narrow and my jaw clenches. 
 
   “Justin? The guy you said does not have your number?” She definitely said that. 
 
   “I did not say that! You know I gave it to him on Valentine’s Day!” And now she’s getting defensive.
 
   “You said you’d stay away from him.”
 
   “I have been staying away from him.” Her phone jingles. She winces and I make a grab for it. “What the hell are you doing?”
 
   “I want to see!” She stuffs it in her bra before I can grab it. “Let me see!”
 
   “No.” She shakes her head and folds her arms over her chest. “I can’t believe you don’t trust me.”
 
   Fuck. “I do trust you.”
 
   “Like hell you do, arsehole. I’m not showing you my phone. That’s my private conversation.”
 
   “Why the hell not? If you have nothing to hide then what’s the big deal?” 
 
   Her face darkens and her voice lowers to a hiss. “You think I have something to hide?”
 
   “Yes, because you’re fucking hiding it! Now show me your god damn phone!” 
 
   “Go fuck yourself. I’m leaving.” She snatches her bag from the ground, but I grab her arm before she can go anywhere. I know I’m probably being irrational, but I can’t help it. There’s too much of a green haze over my eyes and my chest is burning with pain and jealousy. “Isaac! I’m not showing you my phone!”
 
   I release her and flop onto the couch. I can’t be arsed with this. “I hope he makes you happy!”
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   I gape at him. “You are such a bloody child.”
 
   “If you don’t give me your phone and let me see for myself, don’t bother coming back.” And then he adds. “For two weeks.” Relief floods through me. 
 
   “That’s fine… you’re taking up way too much of my Justin time anyway.” This is ridiculous. This is insane. What the hell are we doing? 
 
   I’m not doing anything wrong. The texts are genuinely platonic in every sense of the word. The problem is Isaac’s attitude; he’s so bloody bossy and controlling sometimes. I get enough of that shit at home from my dad and even he doesn’t look through my phone. 
 
   He grunts, still frowning at the TV as I collect my things. I think he genuinely thinks I won’t leave. 
 
   He’s wrong. “See you in two weeks.” I make sure to slam the door behind me. 
 
   I’m not surprised when I hear it open not long later and I’m even less surprised when he pulls me back into his apartment, slams me against the wall, rips off my clothes and sinks inside. 
 
   He really, really doesn’t like Justin. Not that I blame him. I’d be jealous if our situations were reversed, but I’d like to think I’d have faith in him. 
 
    
 
   I’m not sure why I felt the need to wind him up. He was grumpy with me all day yesterday.
 
   I’m not looking forward to his lesson this morning. I hope we can make up during or afterwards.
 
   I keep my head down when I walk into class, hoping he’ll see how miserable I am and take pity on me.
 
   He doesn’t. He only glares, clearly still very pissed off.
 
   Sighing, I take my seat and wait for class to begin, ignoring Hayley as she calls me PMS Princess and laughs at herself.
 
   This is not PMS; this is boyfriend blues. I hate it when we fight.
 
   I should have just given him my phone, but I hate people looking through my phone. It’s private. My conversations are private.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Stop sulking. I forgive you.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Really? You’ll drop it? :-D 
 
    
 
   Isaac: Of course.
 
    
 
   “Eloise Blackburn,” he suddenly yells. Everybody turns to look at me. I go wide eyed, feeling horrified. “Bring me your phone.” Oh that clever bastard! I walked straight into that one. “You can have it back after class and that goes for the next person who even thinks of answering their phone. You’re here to learn. Text your friends in your own time, understand?” 
 
   I stay seated and in shock as Isaac snatches my phone from me and tucks it into his pocket. Hayley leans into me and whispers, “Okay, I take that back. He’s the PMS Princess.” 
 
   I want to laugh but I’m far too pissed off. What an arsehole!
 
   It’s not until after lesson that he checks my phone and realises that he was wrong and I was right. 
 
   “I don’t accept your apology and nope, I’m not coming for two weeks.”
 
   He pouts petulantly. “I’ve said sorry.” 
 
   I flip him off and saunter from the room with my phone in hand. No way am I putting up with that. 
 
   No way in hell. 
 
    
 
   “There’s a rumour,” Hayley whispers as we sit in the library catching up on our homework. “Do you want to hear it?”
 
   I shrug. “Is it a good one?”
 
   She glances around, looking for listeners before leaning in even closer. “Shannon’s pregnant.”
 
   My stomach twists painfully and my eyes go wide. “No shit?”
 
   Hayley nods, her face reflecting how I feel inside. “Yep. How bad is that?”
 
   “Where did you hear this?” 
 
   “Apparently Gemma Allen was with her when she took the test.”
 
   “Holy shit. For real?”
 
   Hayley nods again and sits back. “I feel really bad for her. I wonder who the father is. She never mentioned that she was seeing someone.”
 
   I only need one guess as to who it is. Holy fuck. This is so bad. 
 
   What do I do?
 
   I don’t even like Shannon, but this must be awful and I feel so badly for Diplock’s wife.
 
   I have no idea how I’m going to sit through his classes, no idea whatsoever. I want to bitch slap the fool. He should know better!
 
   I really hope she’s not and I really hope it’s just a rumour. Come to think of it though, she has missed a few days over the past couple of weeks. 
 
   It’s not until I see her walking home looking extremely solemn that I realise that the rumours are true.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Shannon’s pregnant according to school gossip. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: Fuck.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Are you going to tell your dad?
 
    
 
   Isaac: I don’t think I’ll have to.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’m still pissed off at you.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I’ll make it up to you later.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I can’t come tonight. I’m working and Dad gets back from York today.
 
    
 
   He doesn’t respond and I don’t text him again for the rest of the day.
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   It’s a dark day for everybody when the truth comes out in the middle of April. My dad had to sack one of his favourite members of staff and the entire faculty have been questioned by the police, myself included. 
 
   I was so paranoid but, then again, so were the rest of the staff. Nobody could believe it. The only reason they believe it now is because Shannon is definitely pregnant. Because of Diplock’s lack of support, she told the school board herself, showing evidence of their affair.
 
   Our school has been all over the newspapers and Eloise isn’t herself. Neither am I. 
 
   This is awful. 
 
   The same thing will happen to us.
 
   Shannon has been dubbed a home wrecking whore and Stuart has had his teaching license suspended as they finish their investigations. His wife has thrown him out and nobody will hire him in town because they’re all appalled at his behaviour. 
 
    
 
   I can’t stop running it through my mind as I eat my food in silence. It tastes like ashes. My dad and Elle do the same, all of us sat around the table. Mum is watching TV, having already eaten. It’s all she does at the moment. She gets frustrated with everything else. 
 
   Elle and I share the occasional look, her eyes full of worry for me and my dad, who looks exhausted. 
 
   We’ve had to reduce our sneaking time. She has her A Level exams next month and then she finishes school. Our time together is limited. So fucking limited. I don’t know what we’re going to do when she actually leaves.
 
   I have to spend more and more time at home due to my mother’s fairly severe decline. I don’t want to miss her good days, even though it’s breaking my heart to see how much she’s changing on a daily basis. 
 
   Elle finishes her food and quickly drops her plate into the sink. 
 
   “I’ve got parents calling me every second of every day,” Dad says softly, his tone sad and tired. “They’re scared for their kids.” 
 
   I wince and look at Elle again. My dad doesn’t notice how longingly I stare at her. We’re going to have to really separate for a while. If the police continue investigating, they might look into the rest of us too. All it will take is one rumour and I’ll be joining Diplock.
 
   Fortunately I think Elle understands. She’s as terrified as I am.
 
   “I love you.” I mouth these words to her when she catches my eye again. She smiles and mouths them back. 
 
   Her fingertips gently graze my shoulder as she passes me and heads into the room to sit with my mum and Susanna, who she now hates but always acts pleasantly towards. 
 
   I’m not sure that Susanna is too fond of Elle either, but I’m not sure why. 
 
    
 
   “Are you well and truly prepared for your exams?” My mum asks Elle, who shakes her head. “Why not?”
 
   “I’m studying and preparing. Most of my coursework is done, but…” Elle’s eyes drift to me. “I’m really nervous.”
 
   “You’ll be fine.” My dad smiles softly at Elle. “I know you’re under a lot of pressure to get the grades you want, but you’re going to do absolutely fine. Have you started looking for accommodation?”
 
   She nods. “There’s a co-ed dorm about half a mile from campus. It’s more of an apartment building.” What the hell? Why didn’t she tell me she’d sorted out a place to live? Is she forgetting that I lived in Cambridge for five years? “It’s lovely.” And that’s my good mood gone.
 
   “Someone suddenly looks sour,” Susanna comments, her brow quirking at me. 
 
   Now I wish she had quit.
 
   “He’s just jealous because he wanted to go to Cambridge.” My dad laughs, clapping me on the shoulder. 
 
   No, I’m jealous because she’s going to be in a freaking building full of guys and probably wild parties. I remember University. 
 
   I have the horrible feeling that I’m going through all of this and in the end I’m just going to lose her to some University twerp with a trust fund.
 
   “I’ll send post cards and pictures,” Elle jokes, but I can see the worry in her eyes. “I’m going to go and do the dishes before I leave.”
 
   “I’ll do them.” I stand but she shakes her head.
 
   “I got it.”
 
   I can’t do anything now she’s insisted, so I thank her instead. If I make a big deal out of it my dad will wonder why.
 
   I want to join her so I can talk to her, but I’m worried that will look suspicious too. It’s funny how, back before we first started this, I’d do stuff like that and wouldn’t deem it suspicious because I felt totally platonic feelings for her. Now… well now everything I seem to do feels like it could be read wrong. What’s worse is that the more I withdraw from her, the more paranoid I get that she’ll find attention in other places.
 
   Sometimes I forget how young she is.
 
   I just don’t want to lose her.
 
   I’m not sure I’d ever recover.
 
   I can’t believe she finishes college in less than a month. How will I cope no longer seeing her walking around on site? It’s going to be torture.
 
   “Are you giving Eloise a ride home?” My dad asks quietly.
 
   “I’m not stupid. I know how it’d look if the wrong person saw.” I say, frowning. “It’s ridiculous. She’s a friend of the family. I’m not sure why it would matter.”
 
   “Yeah.” My dad agrees. “It’s one messed up situation.”
 
   “I don’t think it’s appropriate due to the fact she clearly has a crush on you,” Susanna states and my father and I look her way. I’m glaring at her for opening her mouth and my dad is just looking, his expression blank. “That’s just my opinion.”
 
   “Well keep that opinion to yourself,” My dad snaps, shocking the hell out of me.
 
   Susanna’s mouth falls open. “I didn’t mean any offence by it.”
 
   “Well you offended.” My dad says in a sharp tone. “So what if she has a crush? How would that make my son driving her home inappropriate? Unless you think less of him than he deserves?” He has a point. I wait for her to respond, feeling smug when she only looks away. “Exactly.”
 
   Bitch.
 
   “I’m done!” Eloise calls, racing to the living room, her hands still wet. “I’ve got to run. My dad needs me down at the Trinity building thing.”
 
   Her phone rings as a car pulls up at the end of the driveway. 
 
   “Who’s that?” My dad asks, smirking as he looks at the car. I figure that’s permission for me to look and see. 
 
   “Justin Fletcher.”
 
   “Fletcher…” My dad looks at Susanna for a moment before looking back to the car. 
 
   I can’t look at the car. I can’t look at her. I swear my face is turning red. My temper is getting the better of me. 
 
   “Yeah.” Eloise hugs my mum, kisses my dad on the cheek and waves to Susanna before patting me on the head and racing from the house. 
 
   We all watch as Justin hugs my girlfriend and kisses her on the cheek before holding the door open for her. I grind my teeth. Since when is any guy his age suddenly a gentleman?
 
   “Isn’t that your brother, Susanna?” My dad asks and the car pulls away.
 
   I try to calm my breathing, but the feeling of betrayal makes it impossible to be calm at all. 
 
   “Yes, they started dating Valentine’s Day, as far as I’m aware.” I realise her eyes are narrowed suspiciously on me. “My brother is smitten. They knew each other a while back.”
 
   “Young love?” My mum smiles wistfully and Susanna nods.
 
   Love? What does Susanna know that I don’t?
 
   “Is he a good man?” My dad looks aggravated as he stares at the empty spot the car just vacated. 
 
   “He’s a very smart, young, talented and extremely hard working boy.” Susanna states proudly. “Any woman would be lucky to have him.”
 
   Yeah right.
 
   “He paints buildings,” I scoff without thinking and stand. “I’m going to get a drink. Anyone want anything?”
 
   I don’t like the twinkle in Susanna’s eye; it makes her look devious.
 
   My dad’s eyes follow me too, but his are more of concern than anything else. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: You better call me… NOW!
 
    
 
   Eloise: I know, but I can’t right now. I’m still in the car.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Are you seeing him behind my back? Be fucking honest because Susanna just said that you’re dating.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’m not even going to dignify that with an answer. I’ve been working with him but no, I haven’t been seeing him outside of work.
 
    
 
   Isaac: When the fuck did you start working with him?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Two days ago but I haven’t seen you and I didn’t realise my dad was going to send him to pick me up!
 
    
 
   My heart settles a little bit. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: I don’t like it.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Soon I’m going to be in a dorm filled with other men. You’re going to have to learn to trust in me! I won’t be putting up with this every single day that I’m away.
 
    
 
   I don’t respond. She’s right; I’m being crazy. I’m going to push her away myself. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: Stay safe. I love you. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: Stay sane… I love you too. 
 
    
 
   “Everything okay?” My dad asks, leaning against the door jamb. How long has he been watching me? “Who’re you texting?”
 
   I stuff my phone back in my pocket. “Nobody important.”
 
   “You know,” he steps to the fridge and pulls out a carton of apple juice, the apple juice we always make sure we have in for Elle. “I found myself thinking about Valentine’s Day the other day.” He pours apple juice into a glass on the side. “And the more I thought about it, the more I realised how coincidental it was that two minutes before Eloise and her male friend left the restaurant, you left with a nasty stomach bug.” He chuckles a little and leans back against the side. The overhead fan blows his greying hair around on his head, making him look a little insane. “And then their car window was put through in a secluded spot on the edge of town that I’d never heard of before, yet there were no sightings of anybody in that area for the rest of the night.” 
 
   I think my heart just failed. I play innocent, blink my eyes and raise a brow. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure stranger coincidences have happened.”
 
   “Definitely,” my dad says, finishing his drink and pushing off the side. “He paints buildings huh?” 
 
   “Apparently so.”
 
   “Oh? And what does Katherine’s partner do for a living?”
 
   Blink. “Katherine has a partner?”
 
   “Yeah, she has spoken to you about him a few times. It’s odd, isn’t it, how we absorb information about people we don’t like or even know that well.” He whistles a casual tune as he leaves the kitchen.
 
   Holy fuck… he knows. Or he suspects.
 
   Or maybe he was just speculating. 
 
   Was that his blessing? He didn’t get angry, shout or warn me off. He just whistled and walked away. What does that even mean? 
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   “I like this one,” I say, pointing to the beige tiles with spiralling patterns. “Lower half.”
 
   My dad smiles and agrees. He ticks it and orders two of his staff to measure it. 
 
   “How’s that ceiling plan coming along?” He turns to Justin and asks. 
 
   Justin beams. “It’ll be fit for a king.”
 
   My dad nods, pulls me close, kisses my cheek and checks the watch on his wrist. “You can go if you want to.”
 
   The funny thing is, I actually don’t. I’m enjoying this way more than I should. “No, I’m good. I was actually hoping I could just hang out with you, watch you do your thing.”
 
   His eyes soften and he pulls me in to kiss me again. “Really?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I’m already having flashbacks of the good old days.”
 
   I snigger and skip over to the long desk, which has more blue prints and plans spread across it than I’ve ever seen in my life. “You’re putting in an ice skating rink?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “I can’t wait to try that out.”
 
   “You’ll be the first, baby girl.”
 
   I wrap my arm around his waist and look at the plan for that one particular area. “Tell me more.”
 
   And just like that I like my dad again and he seems to like me.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty Nine
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   My dad drives me to school on the day my exams start and the queue of students waiting to go into the hall might not be huge, but it is daunting. He made me an amazing breakfast this morning, which consisted of eggs on brown toast, fruit and yoghurt, coffee and a gallon of water. He said this will be my breakfast every day for the rest of the week. I can live with that.
 
   It’s the preparation that is killing me. I can’t handle it.
 
   My hands are shaking at the prospect of failing and ruining my future.
 
    
 
   Isaac: You can do this.
 
    
 
   Isaac texted me that this morning.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I miss you. 
 
    
 
   I responded, neither agreeing nor disagreeing with his text. 
 
    
 
   I stare at the paper and wonder where the time has gone. It’s the end of college for me. I’ve done it. I’m finally where I’ve wanted to be for so long, yet I feel so scared and so empty.
 
   I wish I’d seen Isaac this morning, I really do, but I haven’t actually seen him outside of lessons for over three weeks now. I’ve been studying so I haven’t left the house much. 
 
   Hayley is two seats across from me. She leans forward and winks. 
 
   I sign my name, wait to be instructed to begin and then I let my pen flow across the paper.
 
   I only have four A Level exams this year and I need to get the best marks. That’s eight exam papers, plus my coursework. Please let it be enough. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   Isaac: It’s the final exam now. You’ve got this. Just breathe deep and remember all I taught you. <3 
 
    
 
   She’s ignoring me. She hasn’t responded to me at all this week. She also hasn’t been into work or to visit for a while. I know she’s been preparing for her exams so I’ve been trying to give her space, but how much space does she need? I haven’t spoken to her for weeks, not properly. Nothing beyond a “Hello, how are you, good, fine, love you, miss you, I’m studying, got to go.” 
 
    I rub my eyes and place my feet on the couch. Elle would kill me if she saw me wearing shoes while my feet are on the couch. 
 
   I send her a picture of my feet in shoes on the couch and hope that it at least spurs some kind of response. 
 
   It doesn’t. I wait until nine before I throw my phone on the sofa and run my hands through my hair. Her exams are over. I’ve called her six times today. Why isn’t she answering? Why isn’t she calling back? 
 
    
 
   When I wake up in the morning, still dressed and on the couch, I pick up my phone and my heart breaks.
 
   Is this it now? Has our relationship finished? I know we never agreed on me still seeing her while she lives in Cambridge, but I’d hoped that after everything she’d want to try. 
 
   I refuse to give up that easily. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   Lips, touches, caresses, my back tingles. Hmm… that feels good. 
 
   I startle awake, my swollen exhausted eyes barely opening, even though I’m being molested in my bedroom. 
 
   I turn to face my attacker, who is running his fingers up and down my side, and my heavy heart slows when I see his beautiful face in the moonlight. “You’re quite possibly the most handsome man I’ve ever met.” I lie back on my side and shut my eyes.
 
   “You think?” His lips touch my jaw before his teeth nip my ear.
 
   Holy fuck. I’m not dreaming! 
 
   “Isaac,” I hiss, my exhausted eyes pinging open as I look around me for the source of his break in. The window is open. He climbed up the same way I do when I’m sneaking out. “My mum and dad…”
 
   “Aren’t home,” he says softly, pushing me back down onto the bed. “You haven’t called.”
 
   He’s not wrong. “I didn’t want to.”
 
   He stiffens and pulls back sharply. “You want me to go?”
 
   I shake my head frantically as my hand cups his cheek, prickly with stubble. “No, God no. I just meant that… hell… I’m not sure what I meant. I just couldn’t face you.”
 
   He relaxes and his eyes soften. “Why?”
 
   “Because I’m certain I failed and I felt like wallowing.”
 
   “There’s no way you failed, no way at all.” His arms wrap around me and pull me into his chest. “Do you want to get out of here for a while?”
 
   “Honestly? Not really.” I pull away and roll back onto my side. “I just want to sleep. I’m so tired.”
 
   “I haven’t seen you for three weeks, Elle.”
 
   Yeah, I know. I’ve been avoiding you and everyone else for three weeks. “I’ve needed to focus. I couldn’t handle the distractions on top of everything.”
 
   He grabs my arm and pulls. “And now you’re past your exams you can come out and spend some time with me.”
 
   “Stop,” I groan. I’m really not in the mood for this. He pulls on my limp arm again. I try to pry his fingers off with mine, but he won’t relent. Now I’m getting stressed. “For God sake.”
 
   “Stop sulking.” He looks happy and excited. “Please?” And now he’s pouting.
 
   I know I’m being a bitch and I know he deserves my attention and I know if our situations were reversed I’d be heart broken right now, but I’d like to think I’d give him the space he needed. He’s not giving me that. 
 
   “Tomorrow.” I try again to pull free. “Isaac…”
 
   “Elle…” He mimics my tone comically and effectively drags me from my bed. I stare at it longingly as he pulls me to my closet and opens it. “What do you want to wear? It’s not too cold.”
 
   “I don’t.” I look down at my pink and white pyjamas. “I’m happy in these.”
 
   “Elle, come on, I’m asking for a few hours.” He snaps, no longer happy but annoyed.
 
   “I don’t want to!” I snap back, equally as annoyed. “I can’t be bothered with the sneaking tonight. I’m too tired. I’ve had a long day, a long fucking week…”
 
   He releases me and chews on the inside of his cheek. “Elle…”
 
   “Not tonight. Can I please make it up to you tomorrow?” 
 
   A laugh escapes him as he takes a step away from me. “You’re going to break up with me soon aren’t you?”
 
   Sigh… “I’m not doing this tonight.”
 
   “That’s not a no.” I hear the defeat in his voice. “That’s not even close to a no.”
 
   “Will you lay with me? For a while? I’d like you to hold me.” 
 
   “Are you going to break up with me? Because if you’re planning it…”
 
   Growl. “You’re like a dog with a fucking bone. I’m just tired! For the past five months I’ve worked two jobs, studied and gone to classes. I haven’t missed a day, even when I was sick last month. I’ve also sneaked out almost every single night and managed to function on only three hours’ sleep. It’s all over now. I don’t have to study. For two more days I don’t have to fucking work and if it’s alright with you, I’d like to celebrate my lack of shit to do by lying in bed and resting because Lord knows I’ve fucking earned it!” By the end I’m practically screaming. “Soon I’ll be working again, I’ll be sneaking around again and I’ll be getting the results I’m dreading. Right now I’m relaxing. Tomorrow I’m relaxing. If you’d like me to come and relax at yours tomorrow then fine, but I’m not leaving this bedroom tonight. I’m not leaving that bed and I’m not taking off my pyjamas!”
 
   “Teenagers full in love hard and fast, but they fall out of it even faster.” He mutters under his breath, repeating his words from when I first told him I loved him. 
 
   “And adult males are so bloody childish.”
 
   “I’m sorry for coming.” He snaps. “Next time I won’t bother.” Shaking his head, he pushes open the window another two inches.
 
   “Isaac.” Now I feel like the ultimate bitch. “I’m sorry… I just… Please, come and lie with me.”
 
   His shoulders sag but he turns, scoops me up and carries me to the bed. I smile, keeping my arms wrapped around him. “I’m sorry you’ve had to witness my ultra bitch mode. I get really grumpy when I’m tired.”
 
   He kisses me firmly, a long closed mouth kiss that does more to me than I ever thought a closed mouth kiss could do. “No, it’s me this time. I’m pushing you and I shouldn’t.”
 
   “I love you. Don’t ever think otherwise.” I snuggle into his chest, tucking my leg between his. “It was nice of you to come, but don’t do it again. It’s too dangerous.”
 
   He lets out a long breath and kisses my forehead. “I don’t think I care anymore.”
 
   “Don’t be stupid.”
 
   “No. I only have you until you go and then I know you’ll find some young guy with everything going for him and you’ll leave me. I’ll be stuck here and you’ll be partying and having the time of your life.”
 
   That’s just not a future I see for myself. “If that’s what you believe, then we’ll make the most of it while it lasts.”
 
   “I wish I could come with you.” He blows out a breath as my heart soars at his words. “I really wish I could come with you.”
 
   “Your mum needs you now.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I love you. We’ll get through this and, if not, there’s always five years from now.”
 
   He chuckles. I absorb the warm vibrations from his chest and nuzzle his neck. “Go to sleep.”
 
   “With pleasure.”
 
   My eyes drift closed as his warmth sinks into me. 
 
   I just wish he’d realise he’s not the only one with those exact same fears. I can’t promise him my heart forever, because I don’t know what’s going to happen in the future. At least I don’t think I can. Right now I feel like there’s nobody else in this world that could make me happier than he does. Sure we have our problems and our limits, but I’m in love with him and soon I’ll be leaving. 
 
   I don’t know how to deal with that and I don’t know what will happen once we’re apart.
 
   I can only hope we’ll last.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   I sit and wait for Eloise to finish in the shower. I wanted to join her, but instead I decided to make her lunch and to clean the kitchen afterwards, something I rarely do.
 
   She exits the shower with glistening shoulders and legs, and only a towel wrapped around her body. My mouth waters and my cock aches. 
 
   Her smile when she sees the food I’ve spread along the table is contagious. “I’ll just get dressed.” And then she notices the kitchen and quirks a brow at me. “Are you feeling okay?”
 
   I scowl playfully and wait patiently for her to return, which she does minutes later, wearing my lucky shirt and a pair of my boxers. I love seeing her in my clothes. I wish she could wear my shirts all the time. At least then the arseholes she meets while she works will steer clear. 
 
   “I’m sorry about last night,” she says softly, peeling back the foil that was keeping her food warm. I’m about to open my mouth and apologise too, but she keeps talking. “And the past few weeks. I know I’ve been neglecting you and that’s really unfair of me.”
 
   Sometimes her maturity shocks even me. I don’t feel like I’m sat here with an eighteen year old woman. “Me too. I shouldn’t have pushed you last night.”
 
   We share a smile and I slide the small gift box across the table towards her. Her eyes narrow with curiosity. “What’s this?”
 
   “It’s an end of your exams celebration gift.” I watch as she opens the dark blue box. Her eyes light up as she pulls the tiny charm from within and holds it up to the light. 
 
   “It’s a pen,” she states, her smile never faltering. “I love it.” Her fingers carefully clip it onto her bracelet beside the rest of the charms and then she comes around the table and sits in my lap with her arms around my neck. “I love you.”
 
   “You taste like ketchup,” I state, kissing her briefly, and she slaps my arm and tries to move away. “I still love you though.”
 
   “You just had to ruin the moment,” she snaps, her eyes sparkling with humour. “I’m not feeling very hungry anymore.”
 
   I push my hips upwards. “I am.” 
 
   Her smile broadens and her lips come back to mine. “Bedroom?” 
 
   We both freeze when the lock clicks on the door. Eloise jumps off my lap, but it’s too late. The door swings open, slamming against the wall. 
 
   I stand in front of her, protecting her from the intruder.
 
   “See?” I recognise the female voice to be Susanna’s. “I knew there was something going on.”
 
   “I’m going to fucking kill you!” In a blur of movement Eloise’s dad is lunging for me. 
 
   Holy fuck.
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   I scream when my dad tackles Isaac, sending them both crashing into the table. Plates fall and smash on the ground, cutlery going with it. 
 
   “Stop!” I shout when my dad lifts his arm and his fist connects with the side of Isaac’s face. “DAD! STOP IT!”
 
   Isaac rolls them over, his face burning with anger. I look away when he plants his own fist in the side of my dad’s head. 
 
   I don’t know what to do. 
 
   Mr Price Senior bursts into the room, his chest heaving. He grabs Isaac around the neck from behind and throws him backwards. 
 
   “Elle, go,” Isaac orders, but I can’t move.
 
   My dad lunges for Isaac again. I’ve never been so terrified in my life. 
 
   Susanna stands by the door, her face a mask of smugness. I ignore her and move around the two men as Mr Price does the same. 
 
   “Stop fighting!” I yell, but they don’t listen at all. 
 
   “You fucking pervert!” My dad bellows, grabbing Isaac by the throat. “That’s my daughter!”
 
   Mr Price grabs my dad in the same choke hold he had his son in not long ago and my dad loses his grip on Isaac’s throat. 
 
   I’m not sure what happens next. All I see is Isaac begin to stand, his breath racing and his eyes wild. My dad’s arm lunges, Isaac cries out and falls backwards.
 
   Susanna screams. Mr Price releases my dad and my entire world stops.
 
   My heart stops. My head goes numb. I hear screaming. I think it’s me, but I can’t be sure.
 
   Ambulance… we need an ambulance. 
 
   Arms wrap around me from behind as I drop to my knees beside the man I love and place my hands over the bleeding wound on the side of his stomach. Blood, warm and gushing, pushes between my fingers. 
 
   I feel like I’m floating. I’m not in my body. I’m seeing this from above.
 
   Isaac’s eyes lose focus and his face pales. 
 
   No… no… no.
 
   “Keep pressure,” Mr Price yells and it echoes through my mind over and over as I put all of my weight on the wound. He turns to my dad, who still holds the steak knife in his hand. “Get the fuck out of here.” My dad stands shocked, unmoving, his eyes wide on the scene that has taken place. “GET THE FUCK OUT OF HERE!”
 
   “Isaac,” I cry, my throat dry and aching. His eyes come to mine as the room spins around me, washing away all noise, all colours. There’s nothing but him. Nothing. Then they close, his eyes, they close and my bloody hand slaps his face. “Don’t sleep! Don’t sleep!”
 
   “Come on, Son,” Mr Price shouts, placing a towel over the wound. 
 
   We’re moved out of the way, well more like yanked. I don’t struggle; I just stand, much like my dad did before fleeing, watching the scene with tears falling down my face. 
 
   Mr Price pulls me into his side and holds me tight as my world falls apart.
 
   The men in neon green uniform talk to Isaac as they work on him, moving him to a stretcher after placing an oxygen mask on his face. 
 
   “We’ll follow,” Mr Price tells them and grabs my shoes and coat from by the door. He wraps my coat around my shoulders and zips it as I tuck my feet into my shoes. “Come on, Elle.”
 
    
 
   People stare as we race through the hospital, startled by the blood covering my hands and face. We’re directed to the intensive care unit, but ordered by a member of staff to clean ourselves up. 
 
   It’s when I see the blood from my face and hands swirl down the drain that I realise what just happened. My body bows with pain and shock as tears stream down my face in a continuous wave. They don’t stop and the trembling worsens. 
 
   I wrap my arms around myself and rush back to the hall in search of Mr Price, hoping he already has answers.
 
   Is Isaac okay? Is he alive? He didn’t look alive when they carted him away. 
 
   I couldn’t tell if he was breathing; I was too frantic. 
 
   Mr Price paces the hall. His eyes come to me, red rimmed and scared. “Do you remember what I told you in the car?”
 
   I nod quickly. 
 
   “Do you understand?”
 
   I nod even more quickly. “Is he okay?”
 
   “He’s in surgery.”
 
   The word surgery sends my nerves spiralling. “I’m so sorry.” I wrap my arms around the old man’s waist. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean for this to happen. I didn’t… I can’t… I love him.”
 
   He doesn’t speak as he peels me from him and guides me to a nearby seat. 
 
   A receptionist for the floor guides us into a waiting room, where we sit in silence. She offers us drinks, but I don’t want anything. I can’t handle anything in my stomach until I know he’s okay.
 
   I cry quietly, wishing it was me that got hurt, not him. 
 
   Why would my dad do this? He’s fucking insane!
 
   We wait for what seems years, but in reality is only an hour and a half, before a doctor comes out to greet us. He shakes Mr Price’s hand before looking at both of us. “He’s stable. Luckily the wound wasn’t too deep and it only just grazed his lung.” Oh my god. “It did, however, cut through an artery. He lost quite a lot of blood, but we’ve stitched him back together. He’s in the process of receiving a blood transfusion and I don’t have any doubt that he’ll make a full recovery.”
 
   My eyes close as relief floods through me. I flop into my seat as Mr Price shakes the surgeon’s hand once more and thanks him profusely.
 
   “When can we see him?” I ask, my lip trembling.
 
   “When he’s out of intensive and on a ward, we’ll fetch you. It’ll be a few more hours yet. I’d recommend going home and having a shower.” He turns to Mr Price. “The police will probably want to speak to those present during the… accident.” 
 
   “Sure.” He nods, shaking the surgeon’s hand again. “We’ll be available when they need us.”
 
   Mr Price looks at me and holds his phone out for me. “Call somebody to come and get you. Go home.”
 
   I shake my head. “I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   “I think it’s best if you go, Elle. Just remember what I said to you in the car.”
 
   I glare at him. “I’m not going anywhere and you can’t make me.”
 
   “Elle…”
 
   “No,” I snap, shaking my head and wiping the tears from under my eyes. “Isaac wouldn’t leave me and I’m not leaving him.”
 
   His lips thin into a white line, though he remains silent on that matter. “How could you both be so stupid?” This time I remain silent. “I knew… I had a feeling… I saw the way you looked at each other, how you’d react to each other. I’m not blind.” I continue practising silence, but his words affect me more than he knows. “Now look where you are.”
 
   I pull my bare legs to my chest and hold them tight. “He loves me and I love him.”
 
   “And that love has almost killed him and that same love will lose him his damn license.”
 
   He’s not wrong. I bury my eyes in my knees and sit in silence. Right now isn’t the time to argue or to defend our relationship. How can I? Isaac almost died because of me.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   My eyelids flutter as my eyes adjust to the light. I look around, taking in the beige walls and ceilings within view. 
 
   A machine beeps nearby and voices travel from outside of the room. 
 
   Warm and delicate fingers trace the palm of my hand. Fuck, my mouth is so dry. 
 
   I try to sit up but pain slices through my middle. It aches, burns and stings, but it’s not unbearable.
 
   My memory is a little hazy. I remember dinner, Elle, the charm, but then… I’m not quite sure. Pieces come back to me, but they don’t make sense. Eloise’s dad, a knife, blood, Elle crying and pushing something on my body that hurts like hell.
 
   “Hey.” Eloise’s voice travels through the fog between my ears. I turn my head and look at her. She looks terrible. “I’m so glad you’re awake.”
 
   A hand squeezes my other shoulder. I turn my head that way and take in the sight of my dad. He looks as terrible as Elle does, if not more so. “How are you feeling?”
 
   I blink and try to sit up again, but both he and Elle grab my shoulders. “Not yet,” Elle says softly and runs her fingers through my hair. I move into her touch, closing my eyes as I savour it. “You shouldn’t move yet.”
 
   “What happened?” My voice sounds croaky and rough.
 
   “We’ll talk about that in a minute.” Dad says as Elle holds a straw to my lips. I sip the cold water, which tastes like ash. “Call the nurse.”
 
   Elle nods and presses something on the wall. A low beeping sounds through the room and seconds later the door opens. 
 
   A woman in white checks my vitals, asks me numerous questions before allowing me more water and calls for the doctor. 
 
   When he leaves, telling me the shit he’s done to my body to fix it, my dad finally has enough time to lay it all on me. 
 
   When he tells me that Elle’s dad stabbed me, it all comes back, bringing a migraine with it. Elle presses the button for morphine, which flows through a tube and into my arm. My migraine vanishes and the pain numbs, but so do my thoughts.
 
   “The police will want to speak to you,” my dad says softly. “They’ve already spoken to us. As far as you can remember, you tripped on one of Elle’s shoes and crashed into the table. It was an accident. We were all there having lunch and it happened quickly.” 
 
   “But it wasn’t an accident,” I spit, wondering why the fuck he’s defending the man who almost killed me. 
 
   “It was an accident, because if it wasn’t an accident, you’ll be held accountable for your affair with a student.”
 
   I let out a growl. “That’s bullshit.”
 
   “This way you get to keep your job, your family isn’t shamed and Eloise doesn’t lose her place at Cambridge. Not only will investigations happen into your relationship, but her coursework handed in to you will be written off as badly graded due to favouritism. She’ll have to retake History and redo her exams, setting her back another year.” 
 
   I keep my mouth shut and nod. He’s right. I might not get arrested because of her age, but both of us will be ruined. 
 
   “Mr Blackburn won’t say anything because what he’s done will have him put away for a long time.” Elle lets out a whimper. I hear the guilt she feels in that one choked cry and I squeeze her hand to soothe her. This isn’t her fault. What her dad did isn’t her fault. My dad continues. “As for your relationship, after today you’ll stay away from each other. Elle will go home and get ready for her holiday and act as if all is well before moving to Cambridge and you will remain a teacher who doesn’t put his hands on another fucking student.”
 
   My migraine returns as I glare at my father. “That’s my decision to make. That’s Elle’s decision to make.”
 
   “And then all of this lying we’ve done today will have been for nothing.” He hisses, gripping the bed barrier with both hands. “Right now, Isaac, your mother needs you. What you and Elle have probably won’t even last. She’s young and stupid and you’re older and even more fucking stupid. If you continue this charade, you’ll ruin us all. Not just yourself and Elle, but me too. My career will be on the line. Your mother will be sent to a home if I don’t get my pension. Is that what you want?” He doesn’t stop. Even seeing the grief on my face, he doesn’t stop. “If you truly love each other, you’ll wait a few years.” He lets out a disgusted laugh. “I honestly can’t believe I’m having to explain this to my thirty year old son. You should know better.”
 
   He’s right. I should have, but I didn’t. 
 
   Elle weeps silently beside me. I know she agrees with my dad too.
 
   “You can stay until end of visiting time, Elle, and then you’ll go home.” 
 
   We both look at each other. I lift my hand and wipe the tears from her cheeks with the backs of my fingers. She kisses my palm and closes her eyes. “I’ll go now.”
 
   “No,” I say, gripping her fingers tightly. “Not yet. Stay a little longer.”
 
   When she nods I feel relief flood through me. It doesn’t last though. My exhausted body shuts down before I can stop it.
 
   When I wake up she’s gone and so is my dad. The only people in the room are two officers in uniform waiting to question me.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty One
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   I pack my final bag and carry it down the stairs. My mum grabs it and takes it to the car. 
 
   “Elle, baby, please don’t do this.” My dad pleads. I know he’s sorry for what he’s done. I know, because we spent four hours last night talking about it all. I told him the truth about everything. I told him about me and Isaac. I told him about the sneaking out and the love we shared. “Don’t go.”
 
   I ignore him and grab my keys and jacket. Hayley waits by her car, her eyes concerned as she and my mum talk in hushed tones. 
 
   “Elle.” My dad grabs my arm, but I pull away angrily. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I won’t forgive you. I won’t ever forgive you.”
 
   “See it from my side…”
 
   “I tried, but I can’t.” I shake my head. “You can’t stop me from leaving, you can’t stop me from loving who I choose and you can’t stop me from hating you.”
 
   “You don’t hate me…”
 
   “You should be in prison.” My voice is monotone. I hear it and I feel nothing. I’m scared that if I let myself feel I won’t be able to stop myself from breaking down. “You should be locked away.”
 
   “And I’m grateful that I’m not.” He pulls me into his chest. “I love you. I was only trying to protect you.”
 
   “As always.” I roll my eyes and pull free. “Just… stay away from me. I can’t even…”
 
   His pained eyes look away as my mum gently guides me to the car, whispering her pleas for me to think about what I’m doing and stay. I ignore her too. 
 
   Hayley climbs into the driver’s seat and waits for me to climb in beside her. I do so and rest my forehead against the window.
 
   We back out of my driveway and it’s not until she pulls over near the lavender field and turns to me that I break down. I tell her everything too. She cries with me, laughs with me and hugs me. She only shouts at me once for not trusting her, but forgives me immediately after her outburst. 
 
   “It’ll get easier,” she says, hugging me tight over the console. “And I’m just the person to help you through it.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Isaac
 
    
 
   Susanna has gone, replaced by a seemingly nice woman named Philippa, who has a coffee habit that reminds me so much of Eloise. She drank way too much of the stuff, just like this woman does. 
 
   My dad has spent the past few weeks looking after me and my mother with the help of Philippa. 
 
   I’d like to pretend that I’m feeling better, but I’m not. My wound is healing okay; it only twinges now and then if I bend too far or move my body in the wrong way. It’s my heart that’s failing.
 
   Eloise hasn’t called; she hasn’t texted; she hasn’t emailed or made a single attempt to get in touch. I understand it, it’s just too painful. This is why I haven’t tried to contact her either.
 
   My dad told me she left home, but he doesn’t know where she is. I’m assuming and hoping that she’s staying with Hayley. He also told me that her father offered him thirty thousand in compensation, which he took and put towards my mother’s fund.
 
   I despise her father for what he did, but part of me can’t blame him. He loves his daughter and I’m not sure I’d do differently if I were in his shoes and my daughter was sneaking around with a teacher eleven years her senior. 
 
   It doesn’t mean I’m ever going to like him. It just means that I don’t hate him for what he did. 
 
    
 
   Unfortunately, because I’m feeling better, I start work again tomorrow. I’m not looking forward to it. 
 
   There’s only six weeks left before we break up, but there’s no excitement. There’s just an empty feeling inside of me that I can’t fill with distractions, games or even drinking. 
 
   I can’t stand it.
 
   I’d take being stabbed in the stomach over this feeling any day.
 
   I just want to see her one last time. I want to hold her, smell her, sink into her. I need it, but I can’t have it. I need her and I can’t have her.
 
   My dad’s right. If we truly love each other, we’ll wait two years. Two years is nothing really, but it may as well be eternity. She’ll have moved on by then and I’ll still be what I am now - an empty vessel with a broken fucking soul, like some cliché love song.
 
   Christ I miss her.
 
    
 
   The days go by and they’re filled with gifts and cards from faculty and student alike. I smile and receive them graciously, but my heart isn’t in it. 
 
   When school breaks up, my days just roll together. I stand with the crowds on the day they hand out the A Level results and pray for just a glimpse of the red headed girl who I think I might love with every fibre of my being.
 
   Her mother is the one to pick up her results and it’s then I remember that Eloise left for France two days ago.
 
   I bet she is sat in a French café somewhere, eating pastries and tasting the many delicacies that France has to offer.
 
   I envy her freedom. I want to be there with her and yet I’m stuck here in a town I hate and in a job I loathe.
 
   I love being a teacher, but that was when there was a point to it. Making people happy and helping them get to where they wanted to be in life seemed like an amazing thing to be a part of, but now it’s just an empty distraction. 
 
   I don’t have friends here. I don’t have freedom. I love my mum and I want to be there for her, but not while I’m this lonely. Extremely fucking lonely.
 
   I just don’t see the point in any of this anymore.
 
   I’m losing my mind.
 
    
 
   When I go home, I’m shocked to find Eloise’s mum standing outside my parent’s house. She holds an envelope in her hand and gives it to me without saying a word before leaving. 
 
   I read through it and go inside, my mind set and my heart swelling.
 
   It’s then I leave a note for my dad and rest it against the mantelpiece. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise
 
    
 
   “I really wish you’d come with me,” Hayley sighs, holding me tight.
 
   I shake my head, looking forward to my weekend alone. “You go. Have fun and leave me to mope and explore in peace.” More like in pieces. 
 
   “You’re in a foreign country, you don’t speak a word of French…”
 
   She’s not wrong. “Then maybe I’ll be fluent by Monday. Just go. I’ll see you soon.”
 
   “My mum is going to be pissed at you.”
 
   I know and I hate that, but… “She’ll get over it.”
 
   We hug again and she stares at me, pouting as she climbs into the waiting black vehicle. 
 
   I sit on a bench nearby and watch as the car vanishes around the corner, leaving a thin trail of white smoke behind it. 
 
   I let my head loll back and inhale deeply as the rays of sun heat my skin and hopefully give me a half decent tan. 
 
   Paris is such a beautiful city and of course I’ve enjoyed myself, but not nearly as much as I should have. I thought this trip would be the thing to get me out of my slump, but it hasn’t. I’ve been surrounded by honeymooning couples and lovers young and old everywhere we’ve been. It’s been hell at times, seeing people feed each other across the table, hearing them laugh and hold hands before kissing.
 
   Everybody is in love.
 
   Everybody is with someone. 
 
   Everybody but me.
 
    
 
   My thoughts drift to Isaac and I wonder if he’ll ever forgive me for leaving him and not even calling. He’d be here with me now if my dad hadn’t found out and attacked him. I hope he’s okay. I don’t even know if there have been any lasting symptoms. I don’t even know if the stab wound will leave any kind of long term issues. 
 
   I feel somebody sit beside me but I don’t look up. I don’t feel uncomfortable. The people of France are wonderful. Some of them hate tourists, but most are friendly and welcoming. I’ve met so many people who I adore.
 
   My eyes remain closed and my brain falls blank. I shut it off with the hope that it’ll cut off the hurt. It succeeds, but only for a second until I feel a hand grab mine and slide something onto my ring finger.
 
   I pull away, angry at the unwanted touch, and glare at the culprit. “What the hell, dude? You don’t just…” My heart stops and my world falls away when I find myself staring at a mess of bright blonde hair and beautiful deep blue eyes, eyes that have haunted me for too long. I’m dreaming.
 
   I’ve fallen asleep on the bench and I’m dreaming.
 
   My fingers grab the flesh of my thigh and pinch hard. Ouch.
 
   With parted lips I inhale a sharp breath, still not believing my eyes. “You’re his French twin we didn’t know about, right?”
 
   His beautiful lips tilt up at the edges as my eyes blur with tears. “I hope not, because I’m about to kiss you and that would be awkward.” 
 
   I let out a laugh and watch as he slides closer to me. He cuts a dashing figure in his white shirt and khaki shorts. “Thank God.”
 
   He stills, his head tilting as his hand gently caresses my cheek. “What?”
 
   “You’re not wearing flip flops. When I saw the shorts I got worried…”
 
   A bark of laughter escapes him and in less than a second his lips are on mine. 
 
   We’re kissing, on a busy street in the middle of France. 
 
   The kiss is gentle, passionate and desperate. I try to push my emotions onto him. I need him to know how badly I need him, how much I’ve missed him and how happy I am that he’s here. I feel the same come from him. 
 
   He pulls back and brings my left hand up to his lips. It’s then I notice the foreign object wrapped around my finger. It’s stunning, a blue stone surrounded by a cluster of smaller diamonds, all shimmering and sparkling in the midday sun. They sit on a thin gold band that fits me perfectly. 
 
   My mind doesn’t register what this means, not until he says the words. “I’m marrying you this weekend.”
 
   I suck in another breath and my hands start to shake. “Are you sure?”
 
   His body shakes with silent laughter. “I’m sure.” 
 
   The tears in my eyes spill over. “But, your job, your life.”
 
   “I’ve quit.” 
 
   Oh my god. “I can’t let you do that. I’m not worth it.”
 
   His laughter isn’t silent this time. “You are. You’re everything. Give your heart to me.”
 
   “It’ll be hard, we’ll have to… commute so much and I can’t leave University and you can’t leave your mum.”
 
   He places his finger to my lips, “My dad said that if we were smart and in love we’d wait a couple of years and it would all work out.” Our fingers lace together on my lap as the finger on my lips pushes my hair from my face. “The way I see it is, if we’re smart and in love, we’ll be together until you graduate and we’ll make it work. We’ll commute; we’ll visit; it’ll be hard, but it’ll be harder letting you go and never having the guarantee you’ll come back.”
 
   “There’s no guarantee you’ll want to stay with me.”
 
   “I’ve never loved anyone the way I love you.”
 
   I giggle. “You’ve never loved anyone, period.”
 
   “That too.” He brushes his lips over mine once more and looks deeply into my eyes. “So, will you marry me? Will you elope with me? Will you follow me right now and say a bunch of vows and then let me take you to bed as the woman I’ll one day die with?”
 
   Will I?
 
   “I guess so.” I giggle when he pinches my arm, but it’s silenced quickly by his tongue pushing into my mouth. 
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure I love you more.” I state resting my forehead against his.
 
   He kisses my nose and pulls me tighter to him. “We have a lifetime to debate that.”
 
   Yeah, I guess we do. 
 
   “What the hell are we going to tell my parents?” I ask after a brief moment of silence.
 
   With raised eyebrows he asks, “What the hell are we going to tell mine?” 
 
    
 
    
 
   To Be Continued…
 
    
 
    
 
   Destruction (Book Two of the Distraction Trilogy) Coming September 18th 2015.              
 
   I’m going to ask for your forgiveness over the large gap between releases. At the time I’m writing this I’m thirty weeks pregnant with my third and final (debatable) child, due May 28th 2015. This is the main reason I’m pushing the date so far forward as even though, ‘Destruction’ is half way to the finish line, I don’t want to promise a date that I just can’t finish by and let everyone down. Please bear with me, I love you guys, you’re the reason I write each day but sometimes real life gets in the way (and nappies and bottles and three hours of sleep a week). 
 
   I really hope you have enjoyed reading Distraction as much as I loved writing it. 
I promise that if I finish Destruction before September (fingers crossed) I’ll release it early. So keep checking my Facebook, just in case as I’ll be keeping it updated as much as I can.
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   I'm now 24 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
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