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   March 2020
 
    
 
   “Honestly,” I chuckle, smiling at my year nine class full of tired looking students. “It’s only forty percent of your grade. No big deal, correct?”
 
   They groan a collective groan and the bell rings, signifying the end of the school day and the beginning of the Easter holidays. For them, not for me. I still have a heap of work to take home with me and only a grumpy, old father to celebrate the season with.
 
   “Mr Price?” A young girl with blonde hair and bright blue eyes stands before me.
 
   “What can I do for you, Polly?” 
 
   She hands me her homework piece from three weeks ago and quickly scarpers away. 
 
   Why can’t they just put their work in when I ask them to? Why is that so hard?
 
   I shove my things into my briefcase and exit my classroom, leaving it unlocked so the cleaner has access. 
 
   After driving back to my place and letting my neighbour know that I’ll be away so she knows to keep an eye on my flat, I double check my suitcase and set off on my two hour drive back to Lily Hill, my home town.
 
   I miss my parents and make this trip as frequently as I can. My dad appreciates the company. I know he gets lonely and it’s times like this that I wish they had another child instead of just me. I feel like they were dealt the short straw in life. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: On my way.
 
    
 
   Dad: Don’t text and drive.
 
    
 
   Grumpy old git. 
 
    
 
   As I enter my home town after a long drive from Boston, I divert from the same route I usually take. I get a peculiar urge to try to see her yet again, so I drive slowly past the Blackburn residence for the first time in a very long time. The lights are on inside but I don’t know who’s home. I’ve driven past before in an attempt to see Eloise, though not for a while. I never have caught a glimpse. She either never visits anymore or she goes to great lengths to avoid me when she does. 
 
   I also drive past our house, the house I bought four years ago as a way of showing Eloise how serious I was about her. Seeing it lit up in all of its glory warms my heart. Knowing that another couple lives in there now with their new baby destroys my heart. That could have been us.
 
   I never could sell it, so I rented it instead. Part of me wasn’t ready to let go of that part of my marriage. My short, ‘doomed from the start’ marriage that still plagues my thoughts and dreams.
 
   I wonder if Eloise still thinks about me.
 
   I don’t know what she’s doing, where she is or even how she is. Not for lack of trying, either.
 
   If I didn’t still have photographic evidence of her existence, I wouldn’t believe it even happened.
 
    
 
   “Whenever I see you these days, you’re always lost in your own mind.” My dad tells me as I stare into a kitchen cupboard. I’m bored and when I get bored I eat.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Don’t apologise,” he chuckles and sits on the stool by the fridge. “Are you planning on staying the entire holidays?”
 
   I shake my head. “Just a few days. I have plans with friends next week and a ton of work to do.”
 
   “Good.” I can see that he means it too. “You’ve really come out of your shell these past two years since moving to Boston.”
 
   “I made friends. I got a life.”
 
   “And your love life?”
 
   Shrugging, I close the cupboards and lean my hip against the counter. “I’m happier single.”
 
   “You need to learn to trust eventually. Otherwise how am I ever going to get me some grandchildren?”
 
   My eyes roll away from him to the picture of me as a baby on the kitchen wall. It’s one of the few pictures I’ve ever allowed of myself to be displayed. “Let’s not replay this broken record.”
 
   “I just want you to be happy.”
 
   “I am happy.” I then add. “Single.”
 
   “You’re not over her.” His brow quirks. It’s very rare that we talk about her. 
 
   “I am.”
 
   “If you were, you’d have started dating years ago.”
 
   Sigh. “That’s not it.” If only he knew how I really felt. I’m not sugar coating it. I’m not downplaying it. I just don’t want to date; I have no desire to be with anybody in any kind of romantic way. “Just leave it, please? I’m too tired for this conversation.” Way too tired.
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   “I love it,” I say, staring up at the ageing building. “It’s perfect. I can already see it in my mind; the winding driveway through the trees, the cobblestones leading to the door, the lattice windows and old cottage feel. I’ll need to thicken the walls, without taking away the authentic feel of it.”
 
   “You’re sure?” Silas asks, switching on the large camera that hangs on a leather strap around his neck. 
 
   I nod. “This is the one.” 
 
   He raises the camera to face level and starts snapping picture after picture. When he finishes he smiles warmly at me, showing deep set dimples in his beautiful dark cheeks. His skin is the colour of melting chocolate. His hand slips into mine as our eyes meet, then our fingers entwine.
 
   The real estate agent passes Silas the forms, snapping us out of our moment. “I’ll hold onto it for you for two weeks. That’s all you have before it goes on the market for twenty grand more than what you’ve offered.”
 
   Silas nods and grins down at me from his towering height. He says to the agent without removing his dark eyes from mine, “I’ll have the deposit with you in the morning; that’s not an issue.”
 
   “Good.” He responds and leads us to my car before walking at a slow pace back to his.
 
   I’m almost reluctant to pull away from the beautiful house before me. This is it. This is the place I need to own in order to leave my mark on the world.
 
   Silas switches on the radio after buckling himself into the passenger seat. He nods his head to the music, seeming to be lost in thought. 
 
   “Are you happy?” His twinkling brown eyes scan my face. “Genuinely?”
 
   “Can’t you tell?” 
 
   He shrugs and I know now that there’s something on his mind. Silas only falls quiet like this when he’s contemplating something. In the eight months we’ve been dating, I’ve come to learn this about him. 
 
   He’s such a calming influence on me. I’ve never met somebody more relaxed than Silas. He doesn’t anger or yell; if there’s an issue to be resolved, he takes a moment to himself or a few days to figure things out and then he talks about it, depending on the situation.
 
   I really enjoy this about him. There’s no drama with Silas. What you see is what you get and he’s quite possibly the most pleasant person in my life. He’s always there for me and has been for the past two years, though it took him fourteen months of those two years to convince me to start dating him.
 
   His patience goes beyond comparison.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I ask worriedly, hating the tortured look that seems to be playing across his features at present. 
 
   He pulls his lips into his mouth before releasing them with a heavy breath. “I really hate to have this conversation.” He pauses and I’m left wondering what conversation? “Your husband…”
 
    I tense a little. Isaac isn’t exactly an easy subject for me. It’s not because I’m harbouring any feelings for him, but because after I left it was such a dark time for me. It’s not something I like to drag up but I knew this was bound to happen sooner or later. 
 
   He continues, “I know we don’t talk about it and I’m fine with that, but this really needs to be said.” Here we go. “You’re still married and you’re planning on putting your name onto a binding document. You’re putting your money and time into a potential future for yourself…” He pauses and turns towards me, his dark brown eyes full of uncertainty. “For us.”
 
   “I know.” It’s true; I do know exactly what he’s getting at. This isn’t about getting married to Silas, but about protecting something we’re both investing in. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately.”
 
   He takes my hand over the console as we stare across the way at our beautiful investment that holds so much potential. “I don’t trust that he won’t try and take it from you. By law it will be half his and even though you’ve been separated a long time, I don’t think you should risk arguing that in court.” I open my mouth to respond but he cuts in. “It’s time. You know I love you.”
 
   “I do.” And he does. He’s far too good to me to not love me. “I love you too.” And I do. It’s something I never thought I’d be able to do again but I took a chance and I don’t regret it. Silas is everything a woman could want in a man and he’s mine. 
 
   “This isn’t a proposal. We’re not in that place.”
 
   I’m relieved he’s clarified this. I may love him but marriage isn’t on the cards for me… ever. It’s not something I see myself going through again. “I know.”
 
   “But I’d like to be the partner of a free woman. Not a married one.” He drags a hand through the tight, short curls atop his head and bites on his bottom lip. “It wasn’t my place to ask you before, but I’m hoping that now we’re taking this step together and becoming business partners, you’ll consider it.”
 
   Nodding, I put the car into drive and grip the steering wheel. His finger and thumb lightly pinch my chin as he pulls my face around to see him. I feel his soft, warm and welcoming lips against my own and feel my stress just melt away. 
 
   Pulling away, he keeps his hand on my cheek and rests his forehead against mine. “I’m sorry for bringing this up here and now. I’ve ruined what should be a celebratory moment.”
 
   Grinning, I push my lips to his once more and pull back to look at him. “You didn’t ruin a thing.”
 
   “So…”
 
   “So I’ll find a solicitor and get the ball rolling.”
 
   “You’ll get a divorce?”
 
   I ignore the nauseous feeling in my stomach and force a smile. “I’ll file for divorce.”
 
   “That’s…” He clears his throat and tries not to look too pleased. “That’s great news. I’m under no illusions that it will be an instant thing, but it’s better to file now. Is there any other way to safeguard your investment?”
 
   “I’ll speak to the solicitor about it.” We sit back and look around us at the thick shrubs and parted trees. “Let’s go.”
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   I pull up outside of my old home where I lived with Eloise. The door opens and the man who now resides there steps out with a large manila envelope in his hands. I haven’t received mail here in years so part of me is curious as to what it is. This is why instead of going straight to my dad’s for breakfast first thing on a Saturday morning, I’ve come straight here. Maybe a long lost relative has passed away leaving me a small fortune. 
 
   Yeah… right.
 
   “It came a few days ago.” He states as I walk down the driveway. “I left a message.” 
 
   “I was in Boston.”
 
   “It’s fine.” He hands it to me and turns and closes the door without even a goodbye. I remember him being this rude when I first met him. It’s one of the reasons I rented the house to him and his family. He didn’t make small talk and I liked that. 
 
   This seems to be above and beyond the average level of rude though. Not even a hello or a goodbye.
 
   Why do I even care?
 
   I look at the large envelope as I climb back into my car. It’s definitely addressed to me. 
 
   Ripping it open, I let the few sheets spill onto my lap and read them carefully.
 
   My heart stops.
 
   My heart fucking stops.
 
   I throw the papers onto the passenger seat and grip the steering wheel tightly in my hands. I can’t believe this is happening. Part of me realises I shouldn’t be surprised; we haven’t seen or spoken to each other in years. 
 
   I guess I thought that when she decided to divorce me she’d at least visit, or at the very least call me first.
 
   Why would she? Clearly she’s moved on. Is she getting remarried? Is that why she’s suddenly pushing this on me?
 
   I punch the steering wheel with the side of my fist before putting the car into gear. Pulling out onto the road, I put my foot on the gas and go, no doubt leaving tire marks in my stead. 
 
   What started out as a relaxed day suddenly isn’t any longer. 
 
   Why am I so bothered by this?
 
   Why is there a pain inside that I can’t shake?
 
   It’s been over for such a long time that this shouldn’t bother me at all. 
 
    
 
   I flick through the papers again and again when I arrive at my dad’s. I check her information and mine, reading over and over again what she wants and the events that will come when I return this form just so I’m fully understanding them.
 
   She didn’t even give a number. It hasn’t been disclosed. 
 
   I have her old number, though I’m not sure whether or not I should call. What will I even say?
 
   Before temptation wins, I recklessly delete the number from my phone and slam it onto the side. Before my recklessness ends, I take a lighter to the papers and drop them into the sink. I watch them flame and burn long after the fire alarm starts to ring. My mind is too numb to get worked up over a noise right now.
 
   Fuck her and fuck her divorce. I’m not interested. If she wants this to end, she can come and ask me herself. I know we ended less than amicably, but I deserve that much at the very least.
 
   But then, as I stare at the bottom of my glass of whiskey, I wonder whether or not she’s doing the right thing by getting it over with without contact. If this has caused me this amount of stress just thinking about it, how am I going to feel if she says it to my face?
 
   “Where the hell is the fire?” My dad yells as he enters the house through the front door. 
 
   I quickly switch on the taps to wash away all evidence of the divorce papers. 
 
   “No fire,” I assure him and open the back door. “It’s under control.”
 
   And it is… I think.
 
   I hope.
 
   I stare out over the small garden surrounded by six-foot-high fences that separate us from the neighbours. I’ve always been closed off. I’ve never really opened up, a lot like this stupid garden. 
 
   I told myself four years ago when Eloise left that she deserved better than me. She still deserves better than me. 
 
   I should have just signed it and sent it back so we could move onto phase two of the divorce proceedings. 
 
   Rubbing my eyes doesn’t help, though I do it anyway. All hopes I had of an answer appearing before me are lost when I open them and see nothing but my parent’s small, closed off yard. I’m not even sure what I was hoping would appear.
 
   Maybe Elle…
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   I giggle and roll onto my back as Silas digs his fingers into my sides and bites at my neck. I was trying to work but that’s no longer an option. When Silas wants my attention, he gets it and, if he doesn’t get it, he tickles it out of me. 
 
   I hate being tickled. I don’t think I’ve ever met a person who enjoys it, if I am totally honest. Luckily he never takes it too far and stops after a moment. 
 
   Tickling seems to be the beginning of foreplay today because his biting becomes sucking and soon my laughter turns into moaning.
 
   My phone rings as his lips touch mine. We both groan, annoyed by the interruption. Today is the first day in five weeks that we’ve both had the same day off together. Our schedules are always busy, juggling school, jobs and then our newest project. Until school is done with, we prioritise our romance last. That’s actually one of the reasons I chose to take things further with Silas. He’s like me in the sense that he doesn’t want his love life to sabotage his career. 
 
   “Leave it,” he whispers against my neck but I refuse. It might be the builders. 
 
   It isn’t; it’s my solicitor… finally! It has been six weeks since she posted the papers to Isaac. Maybe she finally has a response. I told her not to call until she does, purely because she charges me otherwise.
 
   A feeling of dread overcomes me that I can’t place. “Hello?”
 
   “Miss Blackburn.” Karen Browning’s high pitched voice sounds through the speaker. Surprisingly she has the voice of a child, yet it doesn’t detract from her poise and formality. It takes a bit of getting used to, though.
 
   “What’s the news?” 
 
   “There isn’t any.” She pauses, leaving me to question what the hell she means. “I’ve sent the forms to all three addresses we have for him. I’ve sent the last two as signed for.”
 
   “Okay. So… what’s the issue?”
 
   “He is ignoring them.”
 
   I blink. “Which means?”
 
   “Exactly what I just said. This complicates things.”
 
   “But he’s definitely receiving them?”
 
   “Definitely.”
 
   “He’s just… ignoring them?”
 
   “Like I said.”
 
   I blow out a breath. “Why? I don’t understand.”
 
   “Nor do I.” I hear the tell-tale sign of her fingers tapping away on the keyboard to her computer.
 
   “Is it the terms? Doesn’t he agree?”
 
   “Until I speak with him, I won’t know. He doesn’t have any representation for me to converse with either.” 
 
   I bite on my lip and sit upright. Silas follows, his concerned eyes on me. “So what do I do now?”
 
   “Two choices. One will cost you and one won’t.”
 
   I don’t even have to ask her what those two choices are. I was hoping to avoid any kind of confrontation with Isaac. I’m not sure why; it just feels like this will be easier if I don’t have to communicate with him personally. 
 
   “Thank you, Karen.” I hang up after a swift goodbye and turn to Silas. “Fuck.”
 
   “Is that an offer or a curse?” He jokes, trying to lighten the mood. No doubt he heard everything that was said.
 
   I run my fingers along his smooth cheek before following it with a kiss and standing. “I should go.”
 
   “Seriously? We haven’t had a moment like this together in forever.”
 
   He’s right, I know it, but this has to be done. “I’ve got two days off. I need to make use of them.”
 
   Silas, forever the understanding partner, nods his head and stands with me. “Do you want me to come with you?”
 
   I let out a tired sigh, wishing I could just curl back up on his sofa and forget my troubles. “No, you’ve got enough to do already.”
 
   He doesn’t push it and again I’m thankful for him and the calming energy he puts out into the world. I soak it up when he wraps his arms around me. “I’ll go into work today and change my day off.”
 
   “Don’t be silly; there’s that shooting game you wanted to play. Hole yourself up in your room and have a day to yourself.”
 
   He grins and kisses my nose, though now that Isaac is in my mind all it does is remind me of the way he used to do that. I hate Isaac for tainting something so sweet.
 
   But then again, I hate Isaac for a lot of things. Four years just isn’t long enough of a gap between our meetings. 
 
   Silas walks me to the door, his lips on mine, and I see nothing but trust in his eyes when he lets me go. 
 
   Isaac would have insisted on coming with me. He’d have followed me to my ex and marked his territory the entire time. It’s shocking how different they both are. This was all I wanted from Isaac. Trust.
 
   I mentally punch myself.
 
   Why am I suddenly comparing them?
 
    
 
   Damon: Are you free for dinner at mine?
 
    
 
   Damon and I are still tight and are still friends. We’re living proof that men and women can be platonic. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: No can do. I have a ton of stuff to do today.
 
    
 
   Damon: Tomorrow?
 
    
 
   Eloise: My solicitor called. I’ve got to get in touch with you know who to discuss the divorce. I might have to take a trip home.
 
    
 
   Damon: I’m coming over. This sounds good.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I just said I’m busy! 
 
    
 
   He doesn’t respond. No doubt he’s getting into his car right now. I’m not about to tell him that I’m half an hour from home and stuck in traffic. If he’s that interested in seeing me, he can wait. 
 
   I drive back to my apartment, the same apartment that I lived in with Jordan. He moved out two years ago once he graduated. We keep in touch, though infrequently. It’s a shame but it is life.
 
   “I did buy you ice-cream but I ate it,” Kira announces the second I step into my apartment. She fortunately took up residence in Jordan’s old room when he moved out. If she hadn’t, I would have had to look for another room mate. 
 
   So far it’s been turbulent. Kira and I get on well but sometimes we grate on each other and that’s fine. We’ve learned when to turn and leave the room in order to save our friendship. 
 
   Unfortunately for her she never did score Damon, although she did score Jordan for a few nights. She still swoons over him.
 
   “What’s going on then?” Kira asks, running her fingers through her short, layered bob.
 
   “She’s going to see Isaac,” Damon responds for me as I pad into my room and begin packing my overnight bag. 
 
   “Why?”
 
   Eye roll. “You’re both so nosy.”
 
   “This is juicy gossip. Why do you need to see Isaac?” Kira jumps onto my bed, effectively messing up my neat bedding. I frown. “I thought you paid for that snotty solicitor to deal with this for you?”
 
   “I did.” Blowing my fringe from my face, I check the list in my mind and then check my bag.
 
   “So… what went wrong?” Damon leans against the door jamb with a tub of ice cream in one hand and a spoon in the other.
 
   “I thought you’d eaten it all?” I give Kira an accusatory stare as Damon dips the spoon into the tub and stuffs more than he can manage into his mouth.
 
   She ignores me. “What’s the plan of action? Why do you have to see him? Can’t you just call him?”
 
   I blow out a breath. “No.” Giving them both a pointed look, I snatch the ice cream and spoon from Damon. “It’ll be more effective if I go to him myself. I have a feeling he won’t be partial to a phone call from me.”
 
   “Start at the beginning.”
 
   Eye roll. “There isn’t a beginning. He’s ignoring the forms so I’m going to demand he sign and post.”
 
   “Does he actually have them though? Maybe they got lost in the post?”
 
   “Karen assures me he signed for the last two packages.” I fill my mouth with the chocolate flavoured frozen treat and close my eyes for a moment. That’s so good. “I’ll be back.”
 
   “What if this is what he wants, though?” Kira points out, running her fingers through her short black hair. “What if this is all a trick to get you to go back to him?”
 
   They both stare at me expectantly and Damon snatches the ice-cream back before I can stop him. Both of them are clearly eager to hear my answer.
 
   “Stop it; stop with the drama. It’s not a big deal.” It really isn’t. I don’t feel a thing for him anymore. I was just a kid when I was in love with him. It was stupid. It also hurt me so badly that I repressed a lot of it. It’s probably not a healthy coping mechanism, but it helped at the time. 
 
   I hate him for what he did but I don’t dwell on it. It’s not my every waking or sleeping thought anymore. In fact it’s rare that I think of him or what happened at all.
 
   “I just can’t believe you’re going to see him for the first time in…” Kira’s eyes glaze over as she calculates the length of time in her mind. “A hella long time.” How she’s graduating this year I have no idea. “Should I come?”
 
   I grab my bag and carry it into the bathroom. They both follow like ducklings to their mother. Crazies. “I’ll be fine. I’m looking forward to seeing my parents too.” I shove a few toiletries in the bag as well as a spare toothbrush. 
 
   “Are you sure you want to go through with this?” Damon asks, concern etched onto his features.
 
   I laugh a little. “Yes I’m sure. There isn’t much point in us staying married is there? Especially not now I’m with Silas.”
 
   “I like Silas. He’s a good guy.” Damon speaks softly and checks his watch. “When are you leaving?”
 
   “As soon as I’m ready, which is why I need you both to leave me to it so I can pack my shit in peace.”
 
   Kira groans but nods and shuffles into the living room. Damon lingers for a moment longer, his concerned eyes scanning over me for any signs of distress. He finds none and follows Kira. Thankfully that’s over with.
 
   “Wait…” Kira suddenly blurts and I realise that I spoke too soon. “What happens if he refuses?”
 
   “Then I call my solicitor.”
 
   “You sure you aren’t going to call ahead?”
 
   “No, I’m not giving him the chance to make an excuse to not give me what I need.”
 
   Damon grins over the back of the couch. “That’s my girl!”
 
   I wink at him and pull out my phone. “I’ve got a shit tonne of stuff to figure out.” I’m not even sure where he’ll be so I have some calls to make. “I’ll catch you both later. Kira, if you’re feeling generous I could really do with a sandwich or something.”
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   There’s a light tapping at the door as I’m scrambling eggs in a pan on the stove. I switch off the hob and wipe my hands on a tea towel before heading to the door.
 
   I wish I’d checked the peep hole because nothing could have prepared me for this shock. My heart stops and my hand on the door handle grips the metal curve so tightly pain radiates through my entire arm.
 
   “Elle,” I say, my voice sounding a lot stronger than I feel. 
 
   She slides her sunglasses on top of her head, revealing those gorgeous green eyes I once loved so much. They’re as stunning, if not more so, than I remember. They used to see straight through to my soul with so much love and admiration. Now they simply show nothing but dispassion.
 
   “I would have called ahead but I didn’t want to give you the chance to cancel,” she states and moistens her lips with her tongue. “Or excuse yourself before I arrived.”
 
   Her voice has changed. It’s not a huge change but it’s noticeable. It’s slightly deeper, more womanly and less girlish. Her accent has changed too, which is unsurprising given the fact she’s lived in Cambridge for the past few years.
 
   “May I come in?”
 
   I realise that I’m gaping awkwardly at her. This surprise visit has thrown me for a loop. How did she even know I was here? 
 
   “No,” I respond before I can stop myself. 
 
   Her expression doesn’t change. “I’m not sure why you’re being awkward, if I’m honest.”
 
   I laugh a little. “We haven’t seen each other in four years and here you are.” She blinks but remains silent. “Not even a ‘hello, Isaac’ or a ‘how are you, Isaac’…” 
 
   “Hello, Isaac; how are you, Isaac?” She parrots, rolling her eyes. “Better?”
 
   My mouth falls open and a sharp pain stabs me in the chest. Who is this person standing before me? My Elle would never have been so rude. 
 
   She’s not your Elle. My brain screams at me. 
 
   Is that what I was expecting? Is this why I didn’t sign the papers?
 
   “Look… you’ve literally imposed on the first day off I’ve had in six weeks. Can we just get this over and done with?” She snaps, her brows furrowing and making her look so much younger than she is. 
 
   “I… I’ve imposed?” I laugh humourlessly. “You’re at my dad’s door.” She blinks again but seems unaffected by my words. “He’s doing okay, by the way,” I add.
 
   “Good.” Her eyes soften as she says this and it seems genuine. I don’t really care at this point. I watch as she pulls an envelope from her bag, the same envelope that’s been delivered numerous times now. “Would you like to do this over coffee?”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Don’t be coy, Isaac. It doesn’t become you.”
 
   I choke on a laugh. Did she really just say that? “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think it were your father speaking through you, Eloise.” I mentally cheer when I see her wince slightly; just the edges of her eyes creased and her lips thinned for a brief second. It was fleeting but I saw it. I step outside and pull the door closed behind me. “So you’re here about this?” I point to the envelope.
 
   She nods. “Yes, clearly.” Her long fingers pinch the edge of the envelope as she holds it out towards me. I immediately notice how her fingernails are perfectly manicured with a sparkling gem on the tip of each. My Elle never bothered over things such as her nails. 
 
   Another part of my memory of her shatters. 
 
   “Why now?” I ask, though I’m not sure that I want to know the answer.
 
   She doesn’t respond, simply pushing the envelope forward an inch, forcing me and my manners to take it. I watch as she rifles through her bag. Her layered, red hair falls around her face as she searches for something and then finally hands me a pen. 
 
   “I’ll need to get my solicitor to look it over.” I tell her, ignoring the pen she holds out for me. 
 
   “You don’t have a solicitor.” 
 
   How does she know this exactly? “Then I suppose I’ll have to get one.”
 
   Her teeth sink into her lower lip, scraping over it in a way that makes me think back to all of the times she had those luscious lips wrapped around my… “It’s just the preliminary stuff. It’s just to set things in motion. You don’t need to have your solicitor look it over.”
 
   My brow rises. “I’ll let my solicitor be the judge of that.”
 
   “Isaac…”
 
   “Elle.”
 
   “Why are you being so awkward? Just sign it. I’ll take it back to my solicitor and then we’re done until we have to decide how to split everything.”
 
   “Split everything?”
 
   “Look…” She runs her fingers through her hair, forgetting about her sunglasses which clatter to the ground. She ignores them and so do I. I’m unwilling to be a gentleman towards such a cold person. “I don’t want anything of yours. I’m not going to fight you for the house or for anything you’ve accumulated over the years.” She finally crouches down and picks her sunglasses up. 
 
   This surprises me. “Then what do you want?”
 
   “A divorce.” 
 
   I swallow in an attempt to shift the burning emotions warring inside. When I chose to marry this girl… woman… divorce wasn’t an option. Even when we separated, it never crossed my mind. Divorce isn’t something I’ve ever truly agreed with. I’ve always judged others on this type of permanent separation. I always thought that as long as one wasn’t abusive to the other, they should fight to be together. 
 
   I made that judgement, yet I didn’t hold up to my own standards. 
 
   Even so… divorce just seems so messy and final.
 
   “That’s what you want?” I ask.
 
   She levels me with a blank stare. “Yes. Don’t you?”
 
   “No.” I respond honestly and I see a flicker of emotion in her eyes. “Why now?” I repeat my earlier question.
 
   Shrugging, she pulls her vibrating phone from her pocket. She’s so well put together in a black pencil skirt, white shirt and a black blazer. She looks ready for a job interview or a funeral. “It’s time.” I see her lips twitch when she reads whatever is on her phone screen.
 
   “You’re getting remarried.” I’m surprised that I manage to keep my voice level despite the pain that slices through me. It’s pain that I should have got over a long time ago.
 
   “No…” She looks at me as though I’m crazy and I know I’ve hit a nerve as her voice rises a few octaves. “I’m not… it’s not…” Her eyes come to mine and she clears her throat. “Don’t pry, Isaac.”
 
   “Wouldn’t dream of it.” I push the door open, giving her a view of my back. “Drive safe.” 
 
   “The…” I hear her say before I slam the door behind me. 
 
   I’m not sure why I’m so angry. I’m not sure why I can’t stand to look at her a moment longer.
 
   I’m not sure what I’d hoped to gain by forcing any of this. 
 
   I should have just signed the fucking papers. 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Eloise
 
   My entire body locks in place as I stare at the door which he just shut on me. 
 
   He said no… 
 
   He said fucking no.
 
   What now?
 
   I can’t afford a messy divorce. I don’t want a messy divorce.
 
   My anger gets the better of me. I raise my fist and bang on the wooden door, my eyes narrowed and my determination set. “Isaac!”
 
   He doesn’t respond so I keep on banging.
 
   “What the hell I ever saw in you I have no fucking clue.” I spit under my breath. 
 
   White sheets of paper begin to fall from the sky. They flutter around me before landing on the damp ground. “I could say the same.” He shouts.
 
   My jaw drops. 
 
   He’s a child.
 
   He just did that.
 
   He actually just did that.
 
   I step away from the door and stare at the loose sheets that are scattered around the porch and driveway. The window above slams shut. 
 
   He’s a fucking child.
 
   I storm to my car, my face hot and no doubt red as anger takes over every cell in my body. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’ll be there sooner than expected. Are you home?
 
    
 
   Mum: I’ll put the kettle on.
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   My dad pulls into the driveway as I collect the final piece of paper from the wet ground and drop it in the green wheelie bin. He eyes me cautiously as he climbs from the car, his keys in hand. The car beeps as he locks it.
 
   “What’s wrong?” He asks, sensing my mood.
 
   “Eloise.”
 
   He blanches and stops in the middle of the driveway. “As in your wife?”
 
   “As in my soon to be ex-wife.” I mutter so quietly I’m surprised he even hears me. 
 
   “She wants a divorce?”
 
   I haven’t yet spoken to him about the letters I’ve been receiving. I haven’t put much thought into any of it as yet. I suppose I’ve been biding my time whilst I sort through the mess in my head. 
 
   “Of course she wants a divorce… have you seen her? I’m surprised she didn’t ask for one sooner.” I admit bitterly and stomp towards the front door.
 
   “What…” He clears his throat to hide his hesitation. “What’s she like?”
 
   “Cold…” I burned her image onto my brain the second I saw all of her standing in the doorway.
 
   “Cold?”
 
   “Female version of her father.” A man I loathe beyond reason. 
 
   “Time changes people.” My father points out as we move into the kitchen. He drops his keys on the side and clicks on the kettle. “Leftover eggs?” 
 
   I completely forgot about my lunch, though my appetite is no longer existent so I suppose it no longer matters. I tip the half cooked eggs into the bin and drop the pan into the sink. 
 
   “You seem rattled.”
 
   I let out a laugh. “Wouldn’t you have been?”
 
   He nods his agreement and pulls two cups from the cupboard. “So you’re getting a divorce?”
 
   Wincing, I lean over the sink and stare out of the window. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Has she filed?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Then what choice do you have?”
 
   He has a point. “I don’t… I just…”
 
   “You didn’t think it would happen so soon.” 
 
   I didn’t think it would happen at all. I’m not sure what I expected would happen. This is all such a mess. “She doesn’t want anything.”
 
   He looks at me over his shoulder as I turn to face him. I rest my hip against the worktop and chew on the inside of my cheek. “She doesn’t want the house or anything?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “So why does she need a divorce?” His confused frown turns into a look of realisation. “She’s getting remarried.”
 
   “She says she isn’t but I don’t know what else to think.” I hiss bitterly and rub my chest as I imagine what her fuck toy looks like.
 
   “You still love her.” My dad points at me with a teaspoon between his fingers. 
 
   “No…” I deny because I know that isn’t it. Is it? “I’m just pissed off that she hasn’t been in touch for years and then when she does get in touch she doesn’t even say hello.” I blow out a defeated breath. “She didn’t even say hello.”
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “I genuinely haven’t thought that far ahead.”
 
   He shakes his head. “Just give her the divorce.” When I don’t respond, he gives me a long look. “You were hoping she’d come back.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Yes.” He lets out a laugh. “Well then you better fight for her, hadn’t you?”
 
   “That’s not it…” It’s not. I refuse to believe that I’ve been sat here subconsciously pining over a girl who is probably running into the arms of her next husband as we speak. Fuck that. “I just don’t like to be ordered around.”
 
   “So you’re not giving her a divorce?”
 
   “I am. I will.”
 
   “Isaac…”
 
   “I’ve got this under control.”
 
   “You’re a terrible liar. Maybe you should just sit down with her and talk all of this through?” I don’t respond to his advice and instead fold my arms over my chest and stare at a spot on the wall as I try to gather my thoughts. “If she wants to let go, Isaac…”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it anymore.” I exit the room and grab my jacket off the hook in the hallway. “I’m going out.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “For a drive.”
 
   “Don’t do anything stupid, Son.”
 
   Define stupid.
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   “I hate him.” I say for the hundredth time since arriving home. 
 
   My mum steers me towards the door, obsessed with the idea of a long walk to clear my head. 
 
   That’s not what I need. What I need is for Isaac to stop being such a pig-headed idiot with a stick up his arse. 
 
   She somehow manages to manoeuvre me out of the door anyway. “It’s so unfair. Why is he being like this?”
 
   “I don’t know, Sweetie. Maybe seeing you was such a shock that he didn’t know how to react?”
 
   “No, he’s just an arsehole.”
 
   “You’ve become such a well-mannered young lady, Eloise. Don’t ruin it now with a potty mouth.”
 
   Is she serious? “Mum…”
 
   “Stop stressing over it. Text him or something. He might have calmed down by now.”
 
   She has a point. 
 
   I let out a sigh and open my phone.
 
   Silas’ name lights up the screen. I open his message before I start a new one.
 
    
 
   Silas: Send me a sexy selfie. I miss you.
 
    
 
   I laugh a little and feel a small portion of my anger dissipate.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’m with my mum. I can’t right now.
 
    
 
   Silas: Shame… How goes it with your ex?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Don’t ask. I’m feeling stabby. I’ll call you soon.
 
    
 
   Silas: Okay. Take it easy. I love you. 
 
    
 
   I stare at Isaac’s number in my phone for a long moment. It’s the same number he’s always had. I’m not even sure if it’s the right one. I should have asked him today, not that he would have told me.
 
   Anger flashes through me again at the memory of how unreasonable he was, but then confusion replaces my anger when I remember his answer to my question and the look in his eyes when he said it.
 
   “Yes. Don’t you?” I asked, just wanting this over with.
 
   “No.” 
 
   The way he said it… the look in his eyes… I’m not sure what it meant.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Can we please meet so we can talk about this?
 
    
 
   My mum links her arm through mine and walks us in the direction of the town centre. We stay relatively silent as I stress over today’s events in my mind. 
 
   I wasn’t too bothered about getting a divorce in the first place, but now I’ve been denied one I want it more than anything. I know getting a divorce at this point is the smart thing to do. I’ll never be rekindling my relationship with Isaac and eventually I might decide to marry somebody else. It just seems like getting a divorce now is the smart thing to do.
 
   If he’s adamant that we aren’t getting a divorce because he doesn’t want to lose the house, then he needn’t worry. I was serious when I said I don’t want any of it. I just want to move on with my life. If he’d just signed his side of the papers in the first place, we could both be getting on with our lives.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Please, Isaac. I have to leave soon. 
 
    
 
   It’s not until Mum and I reach Crystal’s café, where I used to work when I was a teen, that my phone finally alerts me to an incoming text.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Meet me at the bench in the park in twenty minutes?
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’ll be there.
 
    
 
   I cross my fingers that he’s seen reason. 
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   It feels surreal walking across the grass towards the red headed female who is sitting on the bench overlooking the pond. 
 
   I remember her sitting in that very spot the night of Crystal’s funeral. I remember it as if it were yesterday. I touched her neck and played with her hair.
 
   I’d never come closer to kissing her than I had in that moment. It seems such a long time ago.
 
   She doesn’t look up as I make my way over, nor does she look at me when I sit on the opposite end of the bench. I give her the space she wants. If I had it my way, I’d…
 
   “Thank you for coming,” she says softly, interrupting my thoughts.
 
   I hold out a hot paper cup full of coffee. “A peace offering,” I tell her as she eyes the coffee warily. “I assume you drink it the same way.”
 
   “I don’t have sugar anymore,” she states but takes the cup anyway. “I assume you like it the same way as before?”
 
   “I’m a man of habit,” I admit and then cringe, recalling the very habit that contributed to the breakdown of our marriage in the first place. The coffee is good; I focus on that. “I’m sorry…”
 
   “I think that…”
 
   We both speak at the same time and fall into an uncomfortable silence. 
 
   The wind blows across us and I get a hit of her scent. She still smells like rhubarb. I wish above all else that I hadn’t picked this location to meet her. The nostalgia is killing me.
 
   Killing me.
 
   I inhale deeply and cross my legs at the ankles. She watches my movements out of the corner of her eye. 
 
   “I’m sorry for how I greeted you and for how things ended today,” she tells me and I’m shocked at the apology. “I’d really just like to put things behind us so we can move forward. I’m sure you…”
 
   I raise my hand, silencing her. “Don’t apologise. I acted like an idiot. It was just… Elle, I haven’t seen you in so long.” I turn towards her. “I was awful to you. I think I’ve always been awful to you.”
 
   Her lips part. “Things happen. I’m over it.” 
 
   We keep a hold of each other’s eyes. I watch as the wind whips her hair to the left, some of it catching the gloss on her lips before freeing itself. She’s changed so much, yet at the same time she hasn’t. 
 
   “Are you hungry?” I ask, wanting to keep her in my company for as long as possible. “I skipped lunch.”
 
   She whips her head round to stare at my profile. “No, I’m perfectly fine.” Perfectly fine? Who is this robot? “Can we just…”
 
   “Let’s go to lunch.”
 
   “You agreed to meet me here.”
 
   “I’ve changed my mind.”
 
   “I’d rather just…”
 
   I stand and face her, offering her my hand. “Let’s go and eat.”
 
   “I’m not hungry.” She’s lying. Her poker face hasn’t gotten any better in the past four years.
 
   “You’re hungry.”
 
   “Whatever…” A flash of teen Elle just shone through. I feel victorious. “I don’t have time for this.”
 
   “Your fiancé waiting for you?”
 
   She rolls her eyes. “What are we doing here, Isaac?”
 
   Good question. “Is it wrong that I want to catch up? It’s been four bloody years. Surely we can discuss our divorce like adults over dinner?”
 
   I know I’ve hit my mark when I see her shoulders sag. “Fine. Where do you want to eat?”
 
   Smiling to myself, I offer her my hand again and this time she takes it. “I’ll drive.”
 
   She doesn’t argue thankfully; she looks defeated. I think I’ve finally won a round.
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   Climbing into his car is a strange experience. It’s surprisingly clean and it smells of him. His scent hasn’t changed at all and I’m ashamed to admit that it still makes my mouth water. 
 
   I contemplate sitting in the back but decide against it as that would be childish.
 
   “So, tell me about university.” He says softly and puts the car in gear. I’m glad he’s chosen an easy subject.
 
   “I’m graduating in June.”
 
   “That’s great news. Did you switch courses in the end?”
 
   I nod. “I did and I’m glad of it. I’ve learned so much.” Crossing my legs at the knees, I relax a little and turn slightly towards him. “What about you? You’re teaching again?”
 
   “In Boston. I come to see Mum and Dad every weekend.” 
 
   This stings a little. If things hadn’t deteriorated so rapidly, we’d probably have been living together in Cambridge by the end of our first year together. I push that thought away as it’s useless dwelling on it.
 
   “How are they?”
 
   He takes a moment. “Mum is… she’s frail. My dad is hanging in there.”
 
   “And you?”
 
   He glances at me out of the corner of his eye. “I’m fine. Things are steady. I like that.”
 
   I can’t help but feel that that was a dig at me, or maybe I’m just sore at my prior revelation regarding what could have been instead of what is. “Good.” I don’t call him out on it; there’s no point.
 
   “So, what else have I missed out on?”
 
   “Well Jordan moved out when he graduated two years ago and Kira moved in.” 
 
   “You’re still close?”
 
   “Jordan and I drifted as people do, but Kira and I are solid.”
 
   “And Hayley?”
 
   “She’s engaged to that guy she fell onto when we all went out for the day in Cambridge. Do you remember?”
 
   He blinks, looking surprised. “No kidding?”
 
   “No kidding.” I confirm, giggling a little. “They’re happy as can be. He’s a really nice guy.” I can’t resist getting my own dig in. “They’re such a stable couple.”
 
   “Good for them.” His tone is sincere and wistful. “Makes you wonder if that would be us now if we’d waited.”
 
   My mouth falls open just as he cringes. I can’t believe he just said that out loud. I know I thought it, but he said it. “What’s done is done.”
 
   “Sure,” he mutters and finally we arrive at our destination.
 
   We pull up outside a new Italian restaurant just at the edge of the town centre. I haven’t been here since it opened last year but I’ve heard good things.
 
   Isaac rushes around the car to help me out, even though it’s not needed. I can’t lie; the feel of his warm, large hand encompassing mine is comforting. It’s been so long since I touched him and my body remembers it as if it were yesterday.
 
   It takes no time for us to be seated, which is a relief, and takes even less time for us to order our drinks and food. 
 
   This is so strange. 
 
   I haven’t seen this man in so long and here he is, sitting before me. I take note of the weight he’s lost and the muscle tone he’s gained. There are a few white hairs peppering above his ears, but you can hardly tell as his hair, which he’s cut short, is a light blonde naturally. I used to love tugging on his long hair. I wonder why he’s had it cut short.
 
   Maybe a new girlfriend prefers it?
 
   I wonder how many lovers he’s had since we parted. Did our parting tear him up as much as it did me?
 
   “I see your love of good food has changed.” Isaac comments after we order. “Salad, Elle, really?”
 
   “I’m not eighteen anymore, Isaac. I need to look after my body.”
 
   His eyes give my body a sweep and I note the way his pupils dilate instantly. “You look good.”
 
   “Thank you.” I respond because I don’t know how else to. “Is your dad still Head Teacher?”
 
   “Of course, retirement is still a way off for him.” 
 
   Grin. “Good.”
 
   We fall into silence, both of us unsure of what to say. This has suddenly become awkward.
 
   “Are you still seeing that guy?”
 
   I tense. “What guy?”
 
   “The guy I met in the restaurant four years ago.”
 
   I think back and bite on my lips as the memory replays through my mind. I’d gone with Damon for dinner in a restaurant in Cambridge and Isaac happened to be there.
 
    
 
   “It’s only been six months, Elle.” The pain and anguish in his voice broke me. Still, to this day, the look in his eyes when Damon told him that we were dating makes my chest tingle in the worst way. “It’s only been six months.” He sounded so sad, so defeated and weak. 
 
   What’s worse is that I didn’t stop there. I stuck the knife in deeper. I remember exactly what I said and exactly how powerful and cruel I felt while I spoke. “You were right when you said that teenagers fall out of love easily.” I used his own fear against him, fear that I’d grow up and lose my love for him. His fear was that my love was childish and not real. It wasn’t the case, but I twisted that knife anyway. “I did. I grew up and realised that the man I was married to wasn’t the same man that I fell in love with. When I came to that conclusion, the love fell away to mourning. I got over that and moved on.”
 
   I watched his face harden and set and, to be honest, I felt a deep satisfaction in hurting him. It killed me at the same time that it made me feel really good.
 
   “I should have listened to my dad. I should never have gone after you.” And that’s when he pulled that metaphorical knife from his chest and plunged it into mine.
 
    
 
   “I was never seeing him. That was Damon. He’s my best friend.” His answering look is one of confusion, so I clear things up for him. “He just said that to piss you off and because, well, you deserved it.” 
 
   Isaac leans back in his seat. His eyes linger on me; they give away nothing. “So who are you seeing?”
 
   “Why are you so interested?”
 
   “We’re catching up, remember?”
 
   Eye roll. “Fine… who are you seeing?” 
 
   “Nobody.” He tells me without pause and sips his drink as soon as the waiter places it on the table along with mine.
 
   “Nobody?” I find that hard to believe, though he looks to be telling the truth. Not that I can claim to be an excellent judge as to when he’s lying.
 
   “Who are you seeing?”
 
   I open my mouth, Silas’ name on the tip of my tongue, but, before I can stop myself, I lie. “Nobody.” 
 
   Why? Why would I say that? 
 
   I try to tell myself that it’s because I know Isaac will give me a rough time and make this divorce even harder if he finds out, but I’m pretty sure that my own excuses are lies also. 
 
   “Why don’t I believe you?”
 
   I shrug. “I don’t have time to date, Isaac. I work hard; I study hard; I never miss classes.”
 
   Stop! Stop! Stop!
 
   He smiles softly at me. “You should be proud of yourself.”
 
   “I am.” I find myself smiling back.
 
   “What are your plans after you graduate?”
 
   “I’m not sure. I’d like to buy a few places and fix them up, get myself on the property ladder. My main goal is to get an apprenticeship with one of the greatest architects in the world.”
 
   “That’s amazing, Elle. I’m so happy you haven’t lost your drive.” He rests back and eyes me warmly. “But if that’s the case, then why don’t you want the house in the divorce?”
 
   I open my mouth to respond but I can’t think of a reason to give him that makes sense. “I’m… I’m not totally sure. I haven’t contributed anything to the mortgage in the past five years. It’d feel wrong taking something that I haven’t worked for.” I sip my wine and run my finger along the rim of the glass. “I just want to get this over and done with.”
 
   Pain mixed with guilt flashes through his eyes and I instantly feel bad. Before I can apologise, the waiter is back with our food but I’m not so hungry anymore. 
 
   We eat in near silence, making little more than small talk. This is bad. I need to bring up the papers but I’m scared that if I push him he’ll make it harder for me.
 
   “How long are you in town for?” He asks just as I finish my plate.
 
   “I was hoping to be back in Cambridge tonight.” 
 
   “But you can stay another day?”
 
   I pinch my lips together. “I’ve got a lot to get on with.” I pull out the spare papers from my bag. “So I’d really appreciate it if you’d just sign these.”
 
   “I will.” He says and I want to cheer. “After breakfast tomorrow.” I almost choke on my drink. “I want you to visit with my dad before you leave, and my mum, and then I’ll sign.”
 
   “You’re a little shit,” I tell him and he lets out a bark of startled laughter. “I won’t be blackmailed.”
 
   “Whoa,” he holds his hands up defensively. “It’s a trade, not a blackmail. You have my word that I’ll sign tomorrow.”
 
   My glare bores into him. Though his look is soft, it doesn’t soothe me.
 
   “Please,” he asks kindly. “It would mean a lot.”  
 
   “Fine.” I stuff the papers back into my bag. “I’ll play your game, but you have to promise me you’ll sign these.”
 
   New Elle wouldn’t normally acquiesce so easily, but seeing Judith and John again will help me sleep better at night. I wanted to visit before now but after what John said to me, I’ve always been too nervous to just show up and I felt it wouldn’t be fair to Isaac if I didn’t distance myself. 
 
   He grins wickedly and takes my hand over the table. “I promise.”
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   She pulls her hand away as if I’ve burned her but I could not care less at this point. I feel high and happy. Maybe I shouldn’t be playing this dangerous game, but she just admitted she was never seeing Damon, which means she was never over me so suddenly after we parted. I’m not sure why this makes me happy; I just know it does and I want more of this sensation.
 
   My phone vibrates with a message. It’s my dad asking when or if I’m going to be home. 
 
   Part of me hopes I’m not home tonight, but the more rational part of me knows that it’s unlikely to happen.
 
   “You seem lost,” Elle says, her voice a soft rasp. “Everything okay?” 
 
   I put my phone away. “Just my dad.”
 
   “Does he know I’m here?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Does he want to see me?”
 
   “You are family, Elle. He’ll always want to see you.”
 
   She gives me a look of disbelief. “After everything your dad said to me, I highly doubt that.”
 
   “It was a long time ago. He regretted it the same day he said it.” Although I’m not entirely sure what was said as my dad never went too much into detail. I do know that he wanted to apologise badly and probably still does to this day.
 
   Her arms fold over her chest, pushing her breasts up and together. They’re bigger than they were four years ago. She notices me looking and frowns but says nothing. “Why didn’t he call then?”
 
   “Why didn’t you?”
 
   She shuts her mouth and sits back in her seat. 
 
   I add after a moment, “I told him not to call you.” Hurt flashes through her eyes, hurt that she doesn’t deserve to feel. “I didn’t want anyone holding you back. Despite what you probably believe, I did love and care about you.”
 
   She swallows and bites onto her lower lip. Her eyes cast a mournful stare at the table and I want to reach over and take it away.
 
   “I’m sorry for the pain I caused you.” I’m about to reach over to touch her hand again, but I’m interrupted by the sound of her phone ringing from her pocket.  
 
   She ignores it.
 
   It rings again.
 
   I quirk a brow. “Aren’t you going to get that?”
 
   Sighing, she pulls it from her pocket and cringes. “Hi, Dad.” I immediately tense. Bad memories revolving around him flood my mind - getting stabbed, being verbally berated and abused for months in a job I hated and then I sold my relationship with Eloise to him. I fucking hate myself right now. Looking back, I realise how lucky I was. Eloise, though young and naïve at times, was good to me and my family. I treated her like shit. She deserved so much better. “I’m just out to dinner… yes… with Isaac.” She turns away as if to gain a little bit of privacy. “We’re discussing the divorce.” 
 
   I hear her father yell, “Hallelujah!” And instantly want to hit him.
 
   “Don’t be an idiot. I have to go.” She smiles when he says something I can’t hear. “I love you too. I’ll be home soon.” She hangs up the phone and looks back at me. “I’m sorry about that.”
 
   I wave her off. If only she knew, she wouldn’t be saying she was sorry at all. She wouldn’t even be here with me. 
 
   Her head tilts to the side as her warm eyes scan my face, “Are you okay? You suddenly look really pale.”
 
   I nod and wink at her, loving the way her cheeks pink. “I’m good.” She doesn’t seem to take my word for it but she doesn’t push either.
 
   She checks the clock on the wall behind me. “Would you mind dropping me off at my parents’?” 
 
   “You have plans?”
 
   “Well seeing as I’ve been persuaded to stay the night, I’m going to join a few friends for drinks after watching a movie with my mum.”
 
   I nod, wishing we didn’t have to end our meeting here. “Do you have to go now?”
 
   It’s selfish of me to prolong this but I’m enjoying her company. It’s completely innocent; I just forgot until now how comfortable I’ve always felt around her.
 
   “I really should head back now.” She drains the last of her drink and places it on the table. “Thank you for lunch, though, and for making this amicable.”
 
   “No problem.” 
 
    
 
   Eloise stays quiet for a lot of the journey back to her parents’ house. I don’t blame her. This is slightly awkward; it has been so long. 
 
   I always wondered what it would be like when we saw each other again.
 
   Would we fall straight back into our easy comfort like before? 
 
   Clearly that isn’t the case, despite the fact we seemed so at ease over lunch.
 
   It stings a little that she’s so eager and quick to leave me. Of course I don’t blame her for it, it’s just not the nicest feeling in the world. I’m not even sure why it is that I’m making her stay. I just feel as though I’ll regret it if I don’t get to spend a bit more time with her, especially since we both so easily vanished from each other’s lives for four years.
 
   Why didn’t I call? I should have called. 
 
   I know that our marriage fell apart but she deserved more from me than total silence. Or maybe that was the best thing I could have done for her. It certainly felt that way at the time.
 
   The more I look back, the less I see any of her faults. She stood by me at my worst. She should have left me but instead I left her. 
 
   I was a horrible person to her. Horrible.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Eloise asks, concern swimming in those beautiful green eyes. 
 
   I plaster on a smile and shake my head. “Nothing. Just lost in thought.”
 
   Her returning smile is warm. We take a right onto her parents’ street and I hate the way my heart deflates. I left her and I’ve barely spared her a thought in four years. 
 
   And now here she is, grown up and even more beautiful than I can remember, and I don’t have anything to say.
 
   There’s literally nothing I can say. She deserves better than me. She always did. 
 
   “I’ll call you in the morning,” she says as I slow to a stop at the end of the long driveway leading up to one of the largest houses in town. 
 
   I grab her hand before she can leave and her eyes fly to where we’re connected. Her hand is soft and warm under my own and so dainty. She doesn’t move but I notice a flush break out over her cheeks and wonder if she’s still as affected by me as she used to be.
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   I stare at the hand gripping my own before raising my eyes to meet Isaac’s. He seems startled and dazed. “Is something wrong?”
 
   He clears his throat and removes his hand from mine. “I just wanted to thank you. For agreeing to see my parents before you go back. You don’t owe me anything.”
 
   My breath catches in my throat. I’m not sure what to say so I only nod and climb from the car. Has he forgotten that he’s basically blackmailing me with the divorce? 
 
   Instead of saying this, I wave at him over my shoulder and walk along my driveway. A smart person chooses their battles wisely and right now is not the appropriate time to go head to head with him.
 
   My mum has opened the door and is smiling warmly at me. Her eyes move to Isaac’s car and her smile falters. She says nothing as I step past her and into the hall. 
 
   “Is Dad here?”
 
   “He’s just taking a call in our room.”
 
   Of course he is. He is always taking a call from somebody.
 
   Her gaze lingers on me as we head into the kitchen. I can see the question brimming in her eyes. 
 
   I drop my bag onto the worktop in the kitchen and stroll over to the fridge. “I’m staying the night, if that’s okay?”
 
   “Definitely. Stay forever.”
 
   I snort as my eyes scan the shelves of food and drinks. I take out the apple juice and Mum hands me a glass when I turn. 
 
   “What happened? Did he sign? Should I plan a divorce party?”
 
   I cringe. “Really? People have those?”
 
   She shrugs and watches me like a hawk as I sip my drink and lean casually against the side. 
 
   “Why are you staring at me? It’s weird… stop it.”
 
   “What was it like? Seeing him again?”
 
   Blink. “Fine.”
 
   “You don’t feel anything?”
 
   She’s worried that I slept with him. I can tell by the tone in her voice. “Mum, we had lunch. We caught up. He dropped me off.” 
 
   “So why didn’t he sign?”
 
   “He wants me to see Mr and Mrs Price before I go back.”
 
   She rolls her eyes. “Sure he does…”
 
   “Mum!”
 
   “Don’t let him suck you back in. Remember how messy it was last time. Remember how you felt. Remember how he made you feel.”
 
   I watch as rain begins to splatter against the window behind my mother. I try to count the droplets as a way to remove myself from this conversation, mostly because I hate the fact that she’s right. I need to stay strong and impartial to everything that is Isaac.
 
   “What was he like? How did he react when he saw you?”
 
   “Mum, stop being nosey.”
 
   She smiles apologetically. “I can’t help it. It’s awful but it’s so interesting.”
 
   “You’re so weird.” I snigger and down the rest of my drink before placing the glass in the sink. 
 
    
 
   My dad steps into the room looking clean and crisp in a grey suit. His greying hair is pushed back and his warm eyes crinkle with a smile. He pulls me into a tight hug and doesn’t let go until he’s satisfied that I haven’t taken a breath for long enough to make me dizzy. 
 
   I laugh and wobble back to the counter. “Hey Dad.”
 
   “Did he sign?” He asks animatedly.
 
   “I’m good, thank you. How are you?” I respond flatly. It’s no secret that my dad hates my ‘soon-to-be’ ex-husband. He’s made him the pun of many jokes over the years.
 
   Surprisingly he doesn’t think much of Silas either. I think my dad just has a problem with me seeing any man, period. 
 
   Luckily, no matter how overbearing he can be, I love him. And even luckier, I no longer live with him so I only get his attitude in small doses. 
 
   “We aren’t talking about Isaac or the divorce.” I raise my hand and give him a firm look that lets him know I’m not playing around. “I will go home.”
 
   “No problem, my lips are sealed.” He runs his fingers over the seam of his lips to further prove his words. “What are your plans?”
 
   “I am going to meet up with Hayley and Tyler for a few.”
 
   “So dinner isn’t possible?”
 
   I shake my head apologetically. “Unfortunately not. I just ate lunch. Mum and I are watching a movie soon with snacks.”
 
   “I’m in,” he replies before I can even offer.
 
   Mum groans, obviously looking forward to some girl talk. I’m relieved; the last time we ‘enjoyed’ a girls’ night in, and I use the word ‘enjoyed’ loosely, she got tipsy and decided to give me a sex talk. According to her my dad is… 
 
   Christ…
 
   I can’t even think it. It’s gross.
 
   I hate her for that.
 
   “We didn’t invite you,” she adds, scowling at her husband who just smiles back at her and reaches around to pinch her butt. 
 
   “Gross,” I gag dramatically and move into the living room. “I have to polish an assignment off. Make yourselves useful and fetch me a beverage.”
 
   A tea towel hits me in the back of my head as I’m leaving the kitchen. Giggle.
 
    
 
   “Why didn’t you ever have another kid?” I ask as I sit on a cushion on the ground in front of my mum who is sitting on the couch. She pulls my hair back and braids it before releasing the braid and starting again. I love having my hair played with. 
 
   “Because you were a nightmare,” my mum says. “And I was too selfish to have another. I couldn’t handle being pregnant or handle a baby when you were a toddler.”
 
   “You were a little shit.” My dad agrees.
 
   “And by the time you calmed down, you were in full time school. There was no way I was starting again.”
 
   My dad looks at me from his prone position on the other couch to the left. “She used to cry herself to sleep at night until you turned three.”
 
   “I wasn’t that bad,” I pout but I really was. I was a spoilt little git according to everyone who knew me as a child. I remember being naughty, even now. The tantrums I’d throw to get the toy I wanted, the way I’d speak to my mum… I was horrid. 
 
   I am the reason that I don’t want kids.
 
   “It’s your fault though. You always gave in. I still remember thinking that if I cried I’d get what I wanted. It always worked.”
 
   My dad grins and nods to my mum. “I didn’t give in. She did.”
 
   “Please,” I snort. “You were worse than she was. I didn’t have to cry to get what I wanted; I just said I wanted it and you got it. At least she tried to say no.”
 
   He opens his mouth to argue but quickly shuts it again. He knows I’m right.
 
   “I’m going to make your hair greasy,” my mum says, pulling my hair free.
 
   “I don’t care. That’s what shampoo is for.” I rest back against her knees and tilt my head back until she comes into view. She pinches my nose and shoves me off her. My dad seems to find this hilarious. 
 
   Huffing, I take the seat beside her and try to focus on the movie.
 
   I love my parents. They’re great parents and it doesn’t matter how old I get, I’ll always need them. 
 
   In small doses.
 
   I’ll always need them in small doses.
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   I smooth my hair back and stare at myself in the mirror. I wonder if she noticed my greys, or the fact I’ve lost weight. I wonder if she noticed how tired and bored I look. Does she know that I’ve missed her every single day? Would she care?
 
   When did I become so insecure about my looks again? 
 
   Sighing gravely, I pull the box out of the bag and walk into the room. “Dad?”
 
   He takes one look at the embarrassed expression on my face, one look at the box of light blonde hair dye in my hand and doubles over with laughter.
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   Hayley, who coloured her hair an amazing copper brown over the past few weeks, pulls me in for the tightest hug. It’s sad that it has been almost five months since we last saw each other. That’s life though. 
 
   “I’ve missed you,” She says as we hold each other tightly in the middle of the pub. 
 
   “I’ve missed you so much more,” I respond and pull back so I can hug her partner, Tyler. 
 
   He’s so handsome and charming. It’s rare that you find a man at our age who is so well put together, mature yet fun. He really brings out the best in Hayley, not to mention he has the strangest, yet most wonderful green eyes I’ve ever seen. It’s a light shade, like the colour jade. They hide things. I’m sure pf it. Hayley hasn’t said much but I know that this man has his secrets, as do we all, I suppose.
 
   “Hey beautiful,” he tells me softly and I almost swoon. 
 
   Hayley scowls playfully at me, warning me away before rolling her loving eyes to her partner and quirking a brow at him. “Beautiful?”
 
   He winks at me and ducks when she aims a slap at his head. 
 
   I laugh at their good natured fun and take my seat. 
 
   “I’ll get drinks, cranberry and vodka?” He asks me, nodding to my half full glass. 
 
   I nod and thank him, then wait for him to leave before grinning at my friend. “I love him.”
 
   She grins back, looking like the cat that got the cream, “I know, right? He’s amazing.”
 
   “I can’t believe you’re marrying him.” I don’t say this with any amount of disdain. I mean it as I say it. Hayley has never been able to settle down. “I knew the right man would hook you one day.”
 
   She shrugs and her cheeks turn slightly pink. “How are things with you?”
 
   “Fine, fine.” I wave her off and hold out my hand. “Let me see the ring.”
 
   She slips her left hand into mine and I admire the sparkling cluster of gems that rest upon a thin gold band. It’s beautiful. It’s surprisingly her in every single way. If I were to walk into a jewellery store to pick her a ring, it would be this one. 
 
   “Nathan Weston himself made it.” 
 
   My eyes snap from the ring to hers. “You’re kidding?”
 
   She shakes her head, still grinning, and twists her hand in the light, making the diamonds sparkle. “It’s insane right? Apparently it was my Tyler that helped Nathan get clients for his business a few years back.” 
 
   “Crazy.” Nathan is the well-known owner of a chain of jewellery stores around the UK. I’ve heard they even branched over to France and Germany, but I can’t be certain. 
 
   “Do you still have the ‘Forever Connected’ charm bracelet?” She asks and I immediately rub my naked wrist where it used to sit.
 
   Isaac got me the bracelet as a gift when I was his student. That was just when Nathan Weston got started, I think. The bracelets were a huge hit. I see them on women all the time and even men have their own version. 
 
   “It’s in my jewellery box.” Buried right at the bottom and out of sight, where it has been since the day after I left Isaac. 
 
   She must see something in my eyes that makes her change her mind about the subject. “I do have something to ask of you, even though you totally don’t deserve it.” She flips her dark hair over her shoulder and smiles at Tyler as he makes his way back to us with three glasses in his hands. The love in her eyes is sickeningly sweet. 
 
   “Out with it.”
 
   “I want you to be my maid of honour.” She raises her hand before I can say anything and I freeze with my mouth hanging open and my body tensed with excitement. “I know you have a ton on at the moment, but we...”
 
   “Yes. Yes. Yes! I can’t believe you’re letting me have this.” I feel my eyes burn. “We seem to have drifted so much over this past year.”
 
   “That’s my fault,” Tyler puts in and slides my drink towards me before taking a sip of his own beer. “I’ve been keeping her busy.” 
 
   He’s right in a way. They’ve been on a couple of trips over the past year and I know that between school and work Hayley has dedicated her time to him, as she should have done. 
 
   “It’s nobody’s fault,” Hayley says, smiling warmly. “We’ve all been a bit occupied and that’s fine. Life goes on. You know what they say; a real friend isn’t a measure of how often you see each other, it’s how you’re there for each other that counts.”
 
   “Something like that.” Tyler smirks and winks at his fiancée, kissing her temple and relaxing back into his seat. 
 
   “So, shall we discuss the elephant in the room?” Hayley asks quietly and I know she’s referring to Isaac.
 
   “There’s nothing to talk about really. It was so strange seeing him and speaking to him for the first time.”
 
   “Did you get a rush of feelings or anything dramatic?”
 
   I laugh a little. “No. He’s promised to sign the papers tomorrow.”
 
   “Thank god.”
 
   “Not you too…”
 
   “I just want to see you happy.” She holds up her hands defensively. “He didn’t make you happy.”
 
   Why do people keep forgetting that I already know this? “I didn’t tell him about Silas.” 
 
   Her mouth drops open. “Why?”
 
   “I was scared he’d make this divorce even harder for me.”
 
   “Is that the only reason?”
 
   “Babe…” Tyler frowns at her but she ignores him.
 
   “I want you to be happy, Elle. You know that. I just… you were so bad after the first time. It took you ages to recover.”
 
   I roll my eyes heavenward, wishing I hadn’t said anything. “I know, I know.”
 
   “When do we get to meet Silas?” Tyler asks and I’m grateful for his intervention. 
 
   “We’ll set a date soon.” I grin, finally giddy over something. “You’re going to really like him, Hayley. He’s such a good guy.”
 
   She relaxes and her smile returns. “Is it true?”
 
   “Is what true?”
 
   “Do black guys really have bigger…?” Tyler slaps a hand over her mouth before she can finish that sentence but it’s too late; we’re both already cackling wildly. 
 
   We finish eating the sharing platters that Tyler ordered for us before ordering food. The restaurant is quiet considering how many people are here, not that I’m surprised. 
 
   I’m glad when our old gang shows up by chance. It’s not surprising as it’s a small town and there are only three places to drink. They all come over to say hello, Riley included despite the fact he’s Hayley’s ex. It’s been a long time since I saw any of them beyond the internet. They’re all doing amazingly well and it makes me so happy to see.
 
   I’m only the butt of a few jokes with regard to my husband. I expected a lot more but it seems everybody has grown up a little since we last met.
 
   That was such an age ago. It doesn’t feel like four years; it feels more like twenty. It’s surprising how much people change in such a small space of time, although when Riley laughs hysterically over the bubbles he’s blowing into his drink I realise that maturity only came to a few of us. 
 
   “Oh my god,” Hayley says, staring at something over my shoulder not five minutes after our old gang left us to go and do their own thing. As nice as it was to see them, we’re all in different places now and the exchange, though nice, was also awkward. “Guess who just walked in.”
 
   I know already. I feel those familiar tingles break out over my skin, the tingles I get when only he is near.
 
   “Is he stalking you? Is he here on purpose?” Hayley whispers, still staring at him.
 
   “Stop staring at him.” I roll my eyes before looking over my shoulder to catch a glimpse of him. His startled blue eyes meet mine. I see him say something to the man he’s with before placing his jacket on the back of a chair and coming towards us. “No. He isn’t.” I reply to her question because I can see in his eyes that he’s just as startled to see me as I am him, even though he knew I’d be coming out tonight; I told him so myself. I genuinely believe that we’ve just bumped into each other by mistake.
 
   He stops beside the table and smiles warmly at us. “Hi, Hayley.” His eyes come to me. “Hi, Elle.”
 
   The way he says my name is so soft and warm. It reminds me of how he used to say it when he was close to climax. A warm pressure happens between my thighs so I press them together and focus on everything but the image of Isaac thrusting into me.
 
   “Isaac,” Hayley clips, her chin raised defiantly. 
 
   I bite on my lip to stop myself from laughing at her ridiculousness. Isaac raises his eyebrow and his lips tilt up at the corners. 
 
   “Tyler Banks, fiancé to this amazing woman.” Tyler stands and they shake hands before he retakes his seat.
 
   “I won’t intrude on your time; I just thought I’d come and say hello. I didn’t want to be rude.” Isaac’s eyes come to mine. “Until tomorrow, Elle.”
 
   He walks away and it’s not until he’s back at his table that I realise I didn’t say a word. What on earth is wrong with me?
 
   “He wants you,” Tyler tells me quietly before bringing the beer to his lips.
 
   Blink. “What?”
 
   “You heard.” He shrugs a little and scans me with sympathetic eyes. “He wants you.”
 
   “He hasn’t called me at all in four years.” That doesn’t sound like the behaviour of somebody who wants me.
 
   Tyler’s eyes move to Hayley, who is watching him expectantly. She doesn’t believe him any more than I do. “I’m a man.”
 
   “We know you are, sweetie.” She pats his chest.
 
   He growls a little but I see the humour in his twinkling green eyes. “I know men. Men know men.”
 
   “Silas said this same thing to me when we went to the cinema a few weeks ago and the popcorn guy was apparently flirting with me.” I put in and drain the rest of my drink. “I think he was just being friendly.”
 
   “Did Silas get upset about it?” Hayley asks, leaning forward a little. 
 
   “No, he doesn’t ever get upset about anything. He’s so calm.” 
 
   “What’s he doing with your crazy arse then?”
 
   “Ha ha,” I deadpan and go to stand, ready to get another round. “Same again, guys?”
 
   “On me,” Tyler interrupts and pushes me back into my seat. “I’m a man. Men get drinks.”
 
   “That makes me sad for your man wallet.” Hayley pinches his arse as he walks behind her to get to the bar.
 
   I merely sit and laugh at their exchange. “Thank you for yet another drink.”
 
   He waves me off and pushes past another table. 
 
   “Do you think Tyler is right? Did you get that vibe from Isaac?” Hayley whispers, covering her mouth with her hand when she says the name Isaac, probably so Isaac doesn’t lip read his name. She’s so ridiculous.
 
   “Honestly, I don’t think so. It was all a bit surreal though.”
 
   “I bet.”
 
   “It felt more like he was… sorry… guilty.” I pause for a moment, trying to think of another way to explain it. “Yeah. Just guilt and sorrow.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Yep.” 
 
   The urge to turn and look at the man across the room is almost unbearable but I refrain, purely because I don’t want him to think we’re talking about him behind his back. 
 
   I want to ask Hayley to describe what he’s doing. I want to ask her if he’s looking at me. I don’t though, purely because I don’t want her to read into it and think that I still want him or that I still harbour some feelings over him. 
 
   Which I don’t.
 
   Like I said, it’s all just so surreal.
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   When Rod, my old classmate, called to say he was in town I could hardly refuse to meet with him. I knew there was a chance that we’d bump into Elle and a major part of me really didn’t want that to happen. I was worried she’d think the worst and assume I was behaving the same way I used to. 
 
   Fortunately, she just seemed surprised to see me and nothing else, though her body language told me that she didn’t want me in her bubble with her friends. That hurt. She didn’t even say hello. 
 
   I can’t blame her.
 
   I’m glad to have seen her though. She looks beautiful as always, but these past four years have really done her justice. Unlike me. Four years have only added more lines to my face and grey to my hair.
 
   My eyes keep drifting to her as Rod fills me in on the world of accounting. It’s a boring subject but he’s a charismatic man so he somehow makes me want to learn about tax rebates. 
 
   “That young lady who you spoke to is coming over,” Rod suddenly says and smiles charmingly at the person over my shoulder. 
 
   I swing around far too eagerly and clock Elle squeezing between two chairs. My mouth waters at the sight of her. She’s wearing a thick, beige sweater dress. It hugs her body from beneath her chin to mid-thigh. I’ve never seen her legs look so long and shapely. It looks like I’m not the only one who has been working out in the past four years.
 
   “Hi,” she says, pushing her dark red braid over one shoulder. 
 
   “Hi.” Rod stands, much like Tyler did with me when I joined them at their table. He smiles endearingly and takes her hand between his. “I’m Rodney, but everyone calls me Rod.”
 
   “Eloise.” She smiles just as endearingly back and a flash of jealousy courses through me. I push it down and offer her the seat beside me. She declines with a wave of her hand and a shake of her head. “We’re leaving now and I didn’t want to just go without saying goodbye.”
 
   “Are you sure we can’t entice you to join us?” Rod pushes.
 
   “I wish I could, but…” She removes her hand from between his and turns to me. “What time shall I be at yours in the morning?”
 
   “I’ll come and pick you up at nine thirty.”
 
   She hesitates and I know she wants to argue with me about driving arrangements. I’m grateful when she doesn’t. “Sure. I’ll be ready.” I want to pull her into my arms and hold her for a while. I want to inhale deeply and burn that sweet, rhubarb scent onto my brain. Instead I allow her to say her goodbyes before turning and joining her friends at the exit. Hayley scowls at me from across the room and I barely stifle my wince.
 
   That’s the problem with girls. If you hurt one, you have to win back the favour of her entire posse. 
 
   “Who on Earth was that magnificent creature?” Rod asks, looking dazed after their meeting.
 
   I can’t help the swell of pride in my chest. It outweighs the annoyance I feel at him ogling her. “That ‘creature’ is my wife.”
 
   He laughs a little. “You’re shitting me?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Nice… you don’t seem very close for a married couple, though. No offence.”
 
   “We’re separated.” I reluctantly admit, hoping this doesn’t make him feel like he has a free pass to try and bed her. I won’t be responsible for my actions if that is the case.
 
   “Christ, man. That’s really unfortunate.” I’m shocked at the sincerity in his eyes. “What happened?”
 
   “I happened.” And for the first time since the divorce I share it all with somebody who I haven’t seen since college. Maybe I finally, for the first time in forever, have a friend I can trust. 
 
   I mentally raise my glass and think, ‘here’s hoping.’
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   I pull up at the end of the driveway and climb from the car. Eloise already knows that I’m here but I’m not going to act like I shouldn’t be here. I have nothing to hide. 
 
   Strolling casually to the door, I raise my hand to knock when it flies open and I come face to face with the man I hate. 
 
   He glares at me.
 
   I glare at him. 
 
   Then I see a flash of brown and Eloise’s mum peeks around her husband. 
 
   She grins like she’s genuinely happy to see me, though we both know it isn’t true. “She’s just finding her shoes, Isaac. Would you like to come in?”
 
   “No.” Darren states firmly and his wife rolls her eyes. 
 
   “I’m okay; thank you though.” I contemplate walking back to the car, purely so I don’t burst out laughing over the fact Darren is still staring at me, trying to intimidate me.
 
   “Guys,” I hear Elle say, her tone one of exasperation. “I’d like to get to the door now… if you don’t mind?”
 
   Her mum shoves Darren to the side and Eloise finally comes into view. She steps outside and slams the door behind her, right in her father’s face. I want to high five her but she doesn’t look like she’s in the mood to joke right now.
 
   “Rough morning?”
 
   Her features soften as she falls into step beside me. “Something like that. Sorry about my dad. You know what he’s like.”
 
   “I do.” If only she knew what he is really like. “Are you hungry? My dad… he insisted on cooking for us.”
 
   She quirks a brow. “Beans on toast?”
 
   I laugh loudly. “No, he took a cooking class last year. His skills have actually improved. I think he’s looking forward to showing them off to somebody other than me.”
 
   “This should be interesting.” She stops when I pull open the door for her. Her eyes look suddenly troubled. “He does want to see me, right? You aren’t just… this isn’t…”
 
   I don’t know what comes over me but I can’t help myself. I run my fingers over her cheek before cupping it with my palm. She startles but doesn’t push me away. “Trust me.”
 
   Her eyes slice through me and I watch as her entire demeanour changes. “I don’t.”
 
   Never have words gutted me so badly. I deserve them. I earned them. They fucking hurt though. 
 
   She climbs into the car before I can respond. I don’t know what to say to that. I want to apologise and beg for her forgiveness, but what would be the point? 
 
   Instead, I close the door and make my way to the driver’s seat. 
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   Isaac is friendly enough during the drive to his dad’s house but I can’t muster more than a few grunts and agreements to whatever he’s saying. I don’t mean to be difficult and disinterested, I just didn’t sleep well last night and I woke up feeling like crap.
 
   My head is pounding. I feel drained emotionally and mentally. 
 
   Not to mention my nerves are shot. After Isaac’s dad went crazy on me the last time, breaking my heart from pieces to dust, I’m sceptical about how he’s going to act today.
 
   I was hurt after what happened. I hadn’t done anything wrong. I’d tried to be there but Isaac pushed me away. I was young and naïve; I didn’t know how to handle it, so when John threw me away like I was nothing, of course I was bound to get upset. I didn’t just lose Isaac, I lost my family. 
 
   Maybe I’m not worried how he’s going to act. Maybe I’m worried how I’m going to act. 
 
   Taking a few calming breaths, I relax my mind and body and listen to the radio. Isaac seems to be stuck trying to make conversation and I don’t blame him. I’m not being the most sociable person right now.
 
   Feeling guilty, I turn slightly in my seat and glance at his profile. I open my mouth but nothing comes to mind, therefore no words come out. 
 
   “This was the street where I saved your idiotic arse,” he points out.
 
   I look through the windows of the car and smile. He’s right. “I forgot about that. That was the first time we met.”
 
   “I was disappointed.”
 
   “Huh?” 
 
   He clears his throat and slows as the traffic lights in the distance begin to change. He seems to have done that at every light we’ve come across. It’s almost as if he’s trying to drag this car ride out. “When I saw you in my class when term began, I was disappointed.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “When I first saved you I’d only come down to visit and make a decision on whether or not to stay.”
 
   “You’ve never told me this before.”
 
   “There are a lot of things I never told you.” He seems truly regretful over this admission. “I hate myself for that.”
 
   “What’s done is done,” I say, a little more harshly than intended. I don’t want him to continue. I don’t want to hear his confessions now when they’re useless. I should have heard them years ago. “It’s pointless going over it.”
 
   He blows out a breath. “I guess so.”
 
   We arrive at his parent’s house and my nerves skyrocket again. I don’t even realise that Isaac is out of the car until he pulls open my door and holds a hand out to me. He must think I’ve become so stuck up. This isn’t the case; I was just so spaced out I wasn’t paying attention.
 
   I take his hand whilst worrying my lip with my teeth. My eyes remain on the home that is so familiar to me. 
 
   “Are you okay?” Isaac’s fingers press the underside of my chin and guide me until my eyes are focusing on his. “Do you need a minute?”
 
   If I did, it’s a little bit late now. 
 
   I shake my head and step around him, hating how his close proximity reminds me of so many things I don’t need to be thinking about.
 
   “Let’s go and see John.” I’m brave enough to take the first step towards the house.
 
   John opens the door only seconds later. He looks so happy to see me but that quickly vanishes and in its place I see nervousness. It breaks my heart a little at the same time as it makes me feel light and airy. He must be getting lonely here now Isaac has moved out of town.
 
   “Hey,” I grin as I make my way to him with a box full of pastries and treats in my hands that we picked up on the way. I shift it to one arm and hug him in the doorway before he leads me inside. “I brought your old favourites.”
 
   “Thank you, Eloise.” He takes them and leads me into the room.
 
   We sit awkwardly, both of us not sure what to say. On one hand I’m happy to see him; it’s a huge weight off my shoulders. On the other hand, I’m still hurt by the things he said.
 
   As if sensing my thoughts, he leans forward. “I was awful to you.”
 
   I shrug, but it’s not forgiveness. He really was awful to me. “It’s done.”
 
   “It was none of my business. I shouldn’t have gotten involved and I certainly shouldn’t have taken sides. You deserved more from me than that.”
 
   “It was a difficult situation.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Eloise.” He says sincerely. “From the bottom of my heart.”
 
   I exhale and reach forward to pat his hand. Again, it isn’t forgiveness but I’d like to try and mend things. I immediately notice the chessboard folded away underneath the table between the couch and the armchair. Nothing about this house so far has changed. 
 
   I grin, wanting to change the subject, so I reach under the table and snag the board. “Just like old times?”
 
   “Exactly.” He fixes me with a warm grin, relief swimming in his familiar blue eyes.
 
   “You’re not going to win.” I state mischievously and kick my shoes off so I can tuck my legs beneath me.
 
   “Coffee?” Isaac’s voice comes from the doorway.
 
   I move my first pawn and John moves his. We both stare at the board, plotting movements, though it’s a little bit tough to do at this point because only the pawns or the knights can be moved.
 
   “Would you like coffee?” Isaac asks again.
 
   I shake my head. “I quit coffee a couple of months ago.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Shrug. “It stopped working for me; seemed like a waste of calories.”
 
   Isaac lets out a bark of laughter. “You’re watching your calories now?”
 
   My eyes narrow as I tense. How does he get to me so easily? “I’m not eighteen anymore. The weight doesn’t fall off and stay off like it used to.”
 
   “Thank god,” he mutters suggestively, his eyes on my legs. 
 
   I roll mine back to the board and wait for John to make his next move. “But I’d love a water if you have any.”
 
   Isaac leaves the room and returns moments later with a bottle for me. I take it, open it and have a sip before returning to my game. 
 
   “How much are we betting this time?” Isaac asks his dad as he claims the seat beside me on the couch and rests his elbows on his knees. 
 
   “Your odds?”
 
   Isaac leans closer to get a better look at my next move. “Fifty says she wins.”
 
   “You’re on.” John agrees.
 
   Neither of them notice how badly my mood just dropped. I want to turn and shake Isaac. Is he crazy? He had a gambling addiction and here he is betting on stuff. Even if it is just for fun, he shouldn’t be participating. 
 
   What if he isn’t over his addiction? Panic lances through me but I stamp it down. It’s not my business. It certainly isn’t my problem.
 
   “How is university?” John asks kindly.
 
   “Great. Hopefully I’m graduating top of my class.”
 
   “You’re talented and clever. It doesn’t surprise me.” John says at exactly the same time Isaac says, “That’s amazing, Eloise. I’m so proud of you.”
 
   I flush and let my hair fall as a barrier between us as I collect myself. After a moment I turn towards him. “What about you? You’re teaching in Boston now?”
 
   He nods. “I love it.”
 
   Of course he does. “I’m sorry I ever took it away from you.”
 
   He visibly cringes and opens his mouth to speak, probably to agree.
 
   John cuts him off and my eyes shoot to my board. “Check.”
 
   “You cheated,” I cry. “Your rook wasn’t there last move!”
 
   “It ruddy well was.” He says indignantly and puffs his chest out. “That was my last move.”
 
   “You are full of it Jonathan Price… full… of… it. You moved your knight last turn.”
 
   Isaac watches our exchange with amusement. I hate the pang of nostalgia that I feel.
 
   John wins this time. Isaac loses fifty but he doesn’t seem to mind too much. It’s his own fault for gambling.
 
   Time flies and I find it’s too easy to slip back into our routine. We sit, we eat delicious food cooked by John and we laugh and joke as if a day hasn’t gone by since we last saw each other. The only person missing from it all is Isaac’s mum, Judith. We haven’t spoken about her much beyond bringing up a few memories of her past. I had hoped to see her before I went but time is getting on.
 
    “I have to leave soon,” I say, checking the time. It’s just after two. “Long drive back.”
 
   “You should stay the night,” John suggests and Isaac shifts in his seat. I’m surprisingly tempted to stay, purely so I don’t lose this happiness that I’m feeling, but I have to refuse. 
 
   “I’ll drive us to mum’s.” Isaac interrupts my excuses. “We should see her before you leave, Elle.”
 
   I nod, quietly relieved that he’s taking me to see her. There’s no way I’m going without saying hello to Judith first, even if she doesn’t recognise me.
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   I watch my mother chat with Eloise for a brief minute and it gives me a glimmer of hope. This is the first time she’s been this chatty in a really long time. Maybe somewhere, deep down, my mother recognises her. I know it’s a reach but is it wrong to hope?
 
   “She’s not eating properly, or they aren’t feeding her right.” Eloise whispers, leaning into me so that the nurses, who are wandering around checking on their patients, can’t hear. Her breast and shoulder press against my arm. I concentrate on everything but that. It’s impossible and I feel an incredible ache in my groin, despite the dire conversation. It’s been too long since I was intimate. “I’m worried.”
 
   “There’s only so much they can do, Elle. Mum is… she’s stubborn and she gets quite violent now.” Saying it out loud devastates me. My mum is hardly even a shell anymore. If she continues down this road, who knows how long she’ll last. “We’re all trying our best.”
 
   “I know, but…”
 
   “You haven’t been here.” I feel her tense at my hissed words. “You don’t know what it’s been like.” I’m not saying it to hurt her; I’m saying it because it’s true. “Just visit and be kind.”
 
   “I… I’m sorry.” She pulls away and I immediately regret my outburst. I don’t have a chance to apologise though as she’s already halfway across the room, her phone in hand. 
 
   My dad and I watch her. She was on her phone a lot on the way here too but she had it tilted away from me so I couldn’t see who she was texting. Not that it’s any of my business, nor was I trying to look. I just find it odd that she’s going to lengths to shield the screen from us.
 
   My mum’s warm eyes come to me. She stares at me, her eyes empty of any part of her. It chills me straight down to my bone. “You look beautiful, Mum.” I say as she sways from side to side and threads her fingers through her short white hair.
 
   “Have you seen my husband?” She asks us both, still looking straight through us. “He needs to pick my son up from school.” Perspiration breaks out over my skin and all sound drowns out other than her voice. “It’s those bullies again. They never leave him alone.”
 
   “I’m here,” I tell her, reaching for her hand. She pulls it away.
 
   “Zack! Zack!” She shouts suddenly, making the people around us jump. “Zack!”
 
   “Zack has gone swimming, Judith,” a nurse says, smiling. She puts her hands on my mum’s shoulders. “Remember? He went swimming.”
 
   “Fat. Fat.” Mum chants for a minute under her breath. “Fatty. Fat.” 
 
   “Is she calling the nurse…?” Eloise starts, but I take her arm with my hand and lead her away. 
 
   “Probably. Shall we get some air?”
 
   “I feel fine.”
 
   I pull her along anyway as my dad and the nurse calm my mother down. I don’t want Eloise to see her tantrum.  Her phone jingles twice on the way. It takes everything I have not to snatch it and throw it across the carpark, purely so she’ll stop diverting her attention from us. 
 
   “Slow down, will you?” She snaps, tugging her arm free once we make it outside. 
 
   “Sorry.” Releasing her, I grip the railings that run along the side of the wheelchair ramp. “I just don’t like to see her when she gets like that.”
 
   “I understand.” She leans her forearms on the railing besides me. “This is weird, right?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Seeing each other… it’s almost like before.”
 
   Blink. My heart begins to race in my chest. “Yeah. It’s easy to forget the four years that have passed.”
 
   I watch her hair flutter in the wind. It’s grown so long and it’s still the gorgeous shade of red I fell in love with. Looking at her, all I can see is a beautiful, red headed little girl running wild around my legs. She’d suit motherhood. Whatever that means.
 
   The thought makes me feel a little nauseous, especially when other thoughts come to mind of Elle swollen with my child. Mine. It’s the first time in my entire life that I’ve imagined a child of my own.
 
   “You’re staring at me,” she says without looking in my direction.
 
   “I can’t help it,” I admit and watch her cheeks glow with pink. 
 
   The door opens and we both stand to make room for a nurse pushing a patient in a wheelchair to a waiting ambulance. 
 
   Eloise pulls out her phone. This time I do snatch it away. 
 
   “Hey!”
 
   “Can you just keep it in your pocket for longer than five minutes?”
 
   She huffs and moves to grab it back, but I move it out of arms reach, a smug smile on my face. 
 
   “Isaac, don’t be childish.”
 
   “Childish?” I snort and shove her phone down the front of my jeans and straight into my boxers. I leave it there. Her mouth hangs open in horror. “If you want it, you’ll have to get it.”
 
   “You’re kidding me? What are you? Eighteen?” Her fist connects with my arm. “Give me back my damn phone.”
 
   “Get it.”
 
   “We’re outside of a nursing home, you pervert.”
 
   “Do I look like I care? Get the phone.”
 
   She glances around, checking for people. “Fine.”
 
   “Are you two ready?” My dad calls the second Elle’s hand grips the top of my jeans and my cock springs to attention. The fact it’s pressing against a cold, flat surface does nothing to relieve it. It’s so hungry for attention, I’d be surprised if it didn’t start searching for porn. 
 
   “Yep,” Eloise marches ahead, stamping on my foot as she passes. 
 
   This is so fucking uncomfortable. I can hardly sit down in the car. I have to push my chair back a bit. 
 
   “Everything okay?” She asks sweetly, though I see the satisfaction over the fact I’m in serious discomfort right now clear in her eyes.
 
   “Never better.” 
 
   My dad straps himself in the back seat, oblivious to our exchange. I’m really starting to wish I hadn’t put the phone in my pants now. What if I get cancer in my dick? Fuck.
 
   “You’ll come back soon, won’t you, Elle?” My dad asks and the desperation in his voice makes me sad. Ever since my mum got sick, his list of friends has become smaller and smaller. Now I’ve moved to Boston, he has hardly any social life at all outside of work until I come to stay on the odd weekend and holidays. He promises me he’s fine alone but he’s not. He’s not used to it, but he can’t suddenly start relying on Eloise for company. She’s a young woman with shit of her own to deal with. He needs to get out more. 
 
   “Of course, as often as I can.” I can’t see her face as she’s looking out of the window but I know she’s serious. “I’m going to have to go as soon as we get back. I’m already running late.”
 
   “No problem,” I lie because it is a huge problem. I wanted more time with her. Just a little. 
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   John heads to the store after I say my goodbyes, no doubt leaving Isaac with me on purpose. That man is about as subtle as an earthquake in a room full of bells. 
 
   “Can I have my phone now?” I snap at Isaac as he flicks through a few envelopes that he picked up from the ground on his way in.
 
   He grins wickedly and leans back against the wall after dropping the letters on the desk by the door. I watch him stretch his arms above his head before resting them behind it. “Get it yourself.”
 
   He can’t honestly believe I’ll do that. Can he? “I’m not doing that.”
 
   “Suit yourself.” He goes to move but I hook my finger around the front of his jeans and slap my hand against his chest. This only turns his smug grin into a smug smile. “I still like it rough, Elle.”
 
   “I’m not playing this game. Give me my damn phone!” 
 
   His hand comes down and pops the button open on his jeans. “Get it.”
 
   This is so annoying. “Oh whatever. I’ll just buy a new one. I have to go.”
 
   “You have plans?”
 
   “Yes,” I sigh heavily and pinch the bridge of my nose. “I’ll see you later.”
 
   “With who?” He follows me to the door and presses his hand against it, stopping me from leaving. 
 
   I tug on the door but it doesn’t budge. For fucks sake. “Why do you want to know so badly?”
 
   “I just do.”
 
   “Isaac…” I tug on the door again.
 
   “What are your plans?”
 
   “Enough…”
 
   His chest presses against my back as he moves closer. Why is he doing this? His heat is killing me. My head lolls forward as spasms of pleasure erupt through me at his touch. 
 
   “Stay.” He pushes and with delicate fingers he brushes my hair to one side. “Don’t go yet.”
 
   Goosebumps break out over the skin he just touched. They spread down my arms and sides. I feel drugged on this wave of euphoria I’m riding.
 
   His hand then goes to my hip and pushes the fabric of my shirt up slightly. I feel the pads of his fingers gently smooth over the naked skin and almost lose it. A heavy shudder racks through my body, so heavy I know he sees it and feels it.
 
   “No.” I shake my head and slowly twist in his arms, pushing at his chest though it’s weak and not very convincing. “Don’t ruin a good day.”
 
   “I’m not going to ruin a good day.”
 
   I have a horrible feeling that he is. His blue eyes dilate. I know that look. I know that look so fucking well and holy crap it makes me wetter than I’ve been in a really long time. Pressing my thighs together does nothing to help it. I ache. I ache in remembrance of what this man can do to my body. It’s been so fucking long.
 
   “Isaac,” I say, my voice breathy with the need I’m trying to hide.
 
   “I’ve missed you, Elle.” He admits, his tone heady with emotion. 
 
   No… “I have to go.”
 
   His hand cups my cheek. “Everything…”
 
   “Don’t.” I beg, gripping his arms as fear spikes in me. I’m scared he’s about to go down a path I want no part of. 
 
   “We all just fell back together. Maybe…” Oh my god… no. “Maybe we should give it another shot. We’re still married. That’s got to count for something.”
 
   I’m frozen to the spot, hearing what he says but unable to respond. 
 
   “I’ve missed you. I don’t think you know how much.”
 
   Oh my god.
 
   His eyes, round with sorrow and hope scan my face. My heart begins to palpitate. My palms become sweaty and tears spring to my eyes when he inches forward slowly. I feel his minty breath against my sensitive skin.
 
   Soft lips touch mine. I remember these lips. I remember the first time I kissed these lips. I remember every time I kissed these lips. I definitely remember how badly I wanted to kiss these lips before I ever got the chance in the first place. 
 
   But I also remember the pain. The heartache. I remember how quickly our marriage fell apart and I remember why. I remember the venom that spewed forth from these lips and crushed me into nothing. 
 
   Sometimes the good isn’t worth the bad.
 
   This time the good definitely isn’t worth the bad.
 
   As his tongue teases the seam of my lips, begging for access, his hands hold me tight. 
 
   My own hand pushes up between us and clamps over his mouth. I shove with all of my strength and send him stumbling back a few steps, looking startled. “No!” 
 
   “Elle…”
 
   “I don’t want that again.”
 
   “We could…”
 
   My trembling hands clench into fists by my sides. “No. I’m not going back. There’s no going back.” 
 
   He reaches for me. “Let me explain. You just need to listen…”
 
   “I don’t want to.” I go to open the door, but his hand snags my wrist. 
 
   “Elle… you need to…”
 
   “I said I don’t want to!” I shout, effectively silencing him. “I don’t want this; I don’t want to be with you at all.”
 
   That hard mask that I know so well comes flying down. “Did you ever love me?” He moves towards me. “Tell me the truth… did you?”
 
   “What does it even matter, Isaac? We’re done. It’s been four fucking years and I’ve only just gotten my shit together.”
 
   “Me too, Elle! You don’t know how hard it’s been.”
 
   I don’t? “I’m leaving.”
 
   I pull the door open and step out into the cool air. My body feels numb. I just need to get out of here.
 
   “Wait,” he pleads, grabbing the back of my jacket. Why can’t he just leave me alone? “I’m sorry… I pushed. I shouldn’t have.” I don’t respond. What exactly can I say? I pull free and begin down the driveway. “Elle!” He calls after me but I don’t stop. 
 
   Fuck him.
 
   Fuck him and everything about him.
 
   Those tears I promised myself I wouldn’t release are now falling down my face. 
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   “Eloise.” I grab her arm and spin her around. The tears falling from her eyes shatter me. I knew it wouldn’t happen, I knew it couldn’t be, but I couldn’t stop myself from asking. “I’ll take you home.” 
 
   She sniffs and wipes away her tears with the back of her hand. “I can walk.”
 
   “Please… I’ve been unfair. I promise I won’t bring it up again.” I mean it too. It was wrong of me to even ask her for this. Even if she did take me back, we’d still be living a lie. There’s so much she doesn’t know, so much that would ruin us if she ever found out. 
 
   I just panicked. The thought of never getting another chance with her like this forced my hand. I’m an idiot.
 
   If I’m going to even try to bring her back, she needs to know everything that happened.
 
   She’s just not ready to hear it yet, not after this stupid error on my part. I mentally kick myself. How could I have been so stupid? 
 
   She follows me to the car in silence and I help her in, partly because I’m scared that if I let go of her, even for a second, she’ll walk away. 
 
   “I need my phone back,” she tells me before I start the engine.
 
   I forgot about that. Even though it has been vibrating against my dick for the past ten minutes. 
 
   I pull it out, laughing when she scrunches up her nose and takes it back after wrapping it in some kind of facial wipe. She sprays the screen with hand sanitiser and then the back before rubbing it. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say genuinely.
 
   Her silence only further pushes the knife of rejection into my heart.
 
   She’s resolute. She doesn’t want me. She said so. 
 
   I could tell her body wanted me but not her mind or her heart. 
 
   Can I blame her?
 
   Nope.
 
   “You’re disgusting,” she says, her tone neutral. 
 
   At first I think she’s talking about the way I behaved but I see the tilt in her lips and realise she’s referring to the phone incident. 
 
   I smile a little, though it’s half hearted. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Isaac,” she whispers as I put the car into gear. The sound of sorrow in her voice hurts me almost as much as her rejection. The fact that she thinks she has anything to apologise for is crazy.
 
   “Don’t.” I place my hand over hers. “I understand. It’s me who should be sorry.”
 
   “I guess we left things so suddenly that we didn’t have proper closure.” 
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “At least now we…” she exhales. “Now we can move on.”
 
   I clench my jaw and nod. So close… if I hadn’t have pushed her I might’ve been able to slot myself back into her life. I’ve fucked it now. There’s no coming back from this. Her mind is set.
 
   I just… I don’t want to give up. 
 
   But she deserves so much better. 
 
   “You’ll still sign the papers… right?”
 
   I tense but nod. I’m not one to renege on a deal. “As promised.”
 
   Her body deflates; mine only stiffens further.
 
   Is this it? Are we actually done now? As soon as I sign those papers, we’re finished. There’s no going back.
 
   “Isaac!” Eloise screams and I see a blur of green.
 
   The sound of metal crunching and glass shattering sounds around me. I feel my body lurch to the side violently and scramble to gain control of my car. It’s impossible. We’re pushed off the road and I see a flash of field before the bottom of the ditch gets closer. There’s a pain in my side but my arm goes across to find Elle. I push back on her chest as we begin to tip.
 
   The car rolls onto Elle’s side; she makes no noise but I see the metal door bend inwards. 
 
   Creaking, crunching and groaning send me in a panic. We’re going to tip upside down. I grab the wheel and turn it to the left, relieved when we fall into an upright position. The jolt would have bounced me out of my seat if not for my seatbelt.
 
   “Elle?” I undo my seatbelt after only a second to gather myself. My head spins and my lungs clog with the smoke coming from the engine. It burns my throat and tastes foul on my tongue. “Elle, baby?”
 
   She remains strapped to her seat; her hair is over her face.
 
   I brush it back and gently lean over her so I can see better. She’s out. Blood is gushing down her neck and shoulder. More blood is trickling from her ear and even more from her mouth. 
 
   “No!” I beg, feeling my panic rise. “No, no, no.”
 
   My door flies open and a man comes into view. He’s speaking but there’s a ringing in my ears making it impossible for me to hear a thing that comes out of his mouth. 
 
   He presses me back into my seat and holds me there, all the while talking to me.
 
   The world spins around me but I need to help Elle. I need to make sure she’s okay. 
 
   She’s breathing, barely. What if she dies?
 
   Slowly and surely my ears begin to settle and my scrambled brain begins to function. 
 
   “There’s an ambulance on its way,” a woman yells as the man holds me in place.
 
   “What’s your name? Can you tell me your name?” He asks when I look at him.
 
   “Isaac.” Why is he holding me down? “I need to get to Elle. Let go.”
 
   My numb arms lift and then flop into my lap. 
 
   “You need to remain still and calm.” 
 
   The smoke burns my lungs and the fear of the engine explosion sends me diving for my seatbelt. Strength I didn’t know I had courses through me. We need to get out of this car.
 
   “You don’t need to; it’s fine. The fire is out.” He slams me back as my strength wavers and then diminishes to nothing. It fades away with the lingering smoke.
 
   I blink, trying to focus.
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Elle… is she okay?” A haze shadows my vision. My head feels heavy. “Ishekay?” Darkness consumes me.
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   My head throbs and there’s an awful pain shooting through my arm. 
 
   Nausea bubbles in my stomach and I lurch upwards before vomiting. Whoever is with me must have seen it coming because I feel soft cardboard knock against my chin.
 
   Hot flashes of pain overwhelm me with each heave. My ribs ache. I feel so sore. 
 
   “It’s okay; you’re okay.” My mum’s voice breaks through the tired fog of my mind. 
 
   I blink and rest back once the heaving stops. “Toothbrush.”
 
   “I’ll fetch one soon.” She pushes my hair out of my face as I blink my eyes rapidly. The blur finally subsides enough for me to take in my mum and my surroundings. 
 
   My dad is sitting to my right, holding my hand, and my mum is on my left.
 
   “What… what happened?” I look down at the IV in my arm and the tight bandage around my other wrist. “Was I in an accident?” 
 
   “A car smashed into the side of Isaac’s just off the hill,” my dad explains softly.
 
   It all starts coming back to me. We were at a junction. The light turned green for us so we drove through. A green car came flying through the red light to the left. Isaac swerved and the green car swerved, but he hit the front corner of the bonnet. I remember spinning. 
 
   My hand flies to my head as I recall cracking my forehead against the passenger side window. 
 
   There’s a bandage around my forehead but it’s not too thick.
 
   “You needed glue. It wasn’t a bad cut; your hair will hide the scar,” my mum explains, though I’m not worried about scarring.
 
   “Isaac?” I panic and look around the room. “Where’s Isaac?”
 
   My dad clicks his fingers in front of my face. “Are you hearing me?” I focus on his lips as the sound travels to my left ear but not my right. 
 
   “Am I deaf?”
 
   “Temporarily,” a doctor says as he steps into the room. “Hi there, Eloise Price?” I nod, not bothering to correct him. “I’m Doctor Lamar. How are you feeling?” 
 
   “Like I got hit by a car,” I comment dryly. 
 
   My mum moves out of his way as he checks me over and asks me a series of routine questions. He explains that I have a concussion and mild head trauma, a perforated eardrum and some damage to my tongue where I must have bitten it. My wrist is broken but it’s a clean break so it will only need to be in a cast for a few weeks. 
 
   “And Isaac?” I ask for the thirtieth time. I’m getting annoyed now.
 
   “Your husband is fine; he’s eager to see you,” the doctor says and I’m not sure why they couldn’t have told me that to begin with. “A few cuts and bruises and possibly a broken rib, but otherwise he’s okay.”
 
   “Thank you,” I say, though I don’t know who I’m thanking. 
 
   “We’re keeping you in overnight, purely because we’d like to monitor your concussion.”
 
   “How long until I get my hearing back?” A high pitched ringing sounds from deep in my head, reminding me of the affliction. 
 
   “A few days. I wouldn’t worry too much. You got off lightly considering the car damage.” 
 
   I disagree but I don’t say as much. I wait for him to finish what he’s got to do.
 
   “I want to see Isaac,” I say as soon as the doctor leaves. 
 
   My dad’s fists clench by his side. “Why?”
 
   “Because we were in an accident,” I reply, annoyed by his tone. 
 
   My mum kisses me on my good hand and links her arm with my dad’s. “I’ll send him in.”
 
   I pull myself up, careful of my injuries. My entire body feels stiff and sore. 
 
   It only takes a minute after they leave before Isaac is strolling into the room, fully clothed in a t-shirt and jeans. He looks okay except for a few scratches on his face and a bandaged forearm. 
 
   “I thought…” He says, staring at me with parted lips from the end of my bed. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 
 
   “It’s not your fault,” I tell him and motion to the chair by the bed. “I’m fine. You’re fine. Your car on the other hand…”
 
   “I don’t care about that.” He sits and his jaw clenches. “How are you?”
 
   “I’m not as bad as I probably look, judging by your expression.”
 
   “I want to hold you,” he admits with difficulty. “But after today…”
 
   Wincing, I pull myself further up the bed and rest my broken arm on my lap. “You can.” Truth is, after this ordeal I need a hug. 
 
   “I can’t.” He looks away, his eyes tortured and pained.
 
   I want to ask him why but I’m scared of the answer. 
 
   “What happened exactly?” I say instead.
 
   His expression hardens with anger. “That arsehole driver.”
 
   “What happened to him?”
 
   “The Police picked him up half a mile down the road trying to run away from the scene on foot. He’s unharmed.”
 
   I wince. “Drinking?”
 
   “You guessed it. People sicken me.”
 
   “Let’s be grateful it was us he hit. Someone else might not have been so fortunate.” 
 
   He lifts my hand carefully. His larger hands clasp it between them. Soft lips touch my knuckles before his forehead comes to rest there. “I’ve been so worried. Your parents wouldn’t let me see you.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” I do feel a little guilty about that. I put them as my next of kin after we separated. “But I’m okay. Sore… but okay.”
 
   “You’ve been in and out of it for almost two hours now.”
 
   The doctor already told me this, said it was a side effect of the adrenaline, morphine and concussion. “I don’t remember much.”
 
   He kisses my hand again and rests his head on my lap. The urge to stroke his hair is too strong. “I’m sorry, Elle.”
 
   This time I don’t think he’s saying sorry for the crash. It feels deeper than that. 
 
   My fingers thread through the back of his growing hair. I tease the locks gently as a way to soothe him. He moans and buries his face deeper into my lap. 
 
   I smile a little and rest my head back. The dizziness keeps fading in and out. This time I let it swallow me; it’s starting to become a relaxing feeling.
 
   Isaac wraps a hand around my thigh as I continue to comb his hair with my fingers. “I can’t let you go. Not now.” I’m almost certain he whispers, though I can’t be sure. 
 
   Sleep claims me.
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   The man and woman who saved our lives have called the ward twice and left their number. I manage to catch them and thank them profusely. It seems they’re married and were in the car behind us when the crash happened. It was fortunate that they weren’t pulled into the collision by mistake. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to thank them enough. If they hadn’t put out the fire, if they hadn’t called for an ambulance… I dread to think. 
 
   We talk for a while longer; they even ask if we need anything fetching. The goodness of these people seems to never end. I promise them that I’ll pay them back somehow and, despite their arguments and refusals, I will. I don’t know how but I will.
 
   I hang up just as my dad turns onto the ward. To say he looks worried is an understatement. I told them not to call him. I didn’t want to worry him so I didn’t call him until I had news of both mine and Eloise’s good health.
 
   “You’re both okay?” 
 
   I nod, even though I reassured him over the phone that all is as well as can be considering the circumstances. “We’re both okay. It could have been worse. We escaped with clean breaks and a few scrapes.” Speaking of breaks, my ribs ache. 
 
   “Where is she?” 
 
   “She’s in there.” He makes a move but I stop him with my hand on his arm. “Give her a moment though; she’s getting cleaned up.”
 
   “You should have called when it happened.”
 
   I shake my head. “Pointless worrying you.”
 
   “What happens now? Shouldn’t you be resting?”
 
   “He refuses,” my nurse says with a raised brow as she passes us, a thick manila envelope in hand. 
 
   “Isaac.” Dad chastises.
 
   I cringe a little. “I haven’t officially discharged myself.”
 
   “But you are, because you’re stupid and stubborn.”
 
   “And just like my dad.” I give him my most mischievous grin and hope he lets me off.
 
   “I’d punch you if I thought it would do any good,” he grumbles. My charm is clearly lost on him.
 
   “Eloise Blackburn.” Our heads whip around at the sound of Elle’s name. It’s coming from the nurses’ station. A tall man with dark skin and a buzzed head stands in front of the desk. He looks stressed; his fingers are laced behind his neck as he chews on his lip. “She was in a car accident.” He adds after the nurse says something else.
 
   My heart stops. Is this one of her friends? 
 
   I notice the large bouquet of purple flowers resting on the desk and the teddy bear beside them that holds a love heart between its paws. 
 
   “Room three, just down there.” I see her arm stretch over the desk and her hand bends in our direction.
 
   “Thank you.” He turns our way but doubles back when he realises he’s forgotten his gifts. 
 
   He’s just a very concerned friend. I repeat this in my head when he strolls past us without a glance and disappears into Elle’s room.
 
   “Just a friend,” I mutter.
 
   My dad doesn’t say anything but now he seems unsure as to whether or not we should go in. 
 
   We wait for just under eight minutes. My dad figures this is long enough, though I’m not sure I want to go in there at all. I’m scared of what I’ll discover.
 
   “Come on.” My dad strolls ahead and stops outside her door. I follow and wait for him to knock. 
 
   The door opens and it’s the guy with the gifts. He looks at us, we look at him, and then he looks to Elle who we can’t yet see. 
 
   “I hope we’re not intruding,” Dad says loudly so Elle can hear him.
 
   “Not at all,” the guy responds, smiling a little when Elle presumably gives him the nod. 
 
   I step into the room behind my dad. My palms are sweating and my heart is racing. I feel a little light headed again. 
 
   “I’m John.” My dad introduces himself and the guy stretches his hand out to my dad, who accepts it. My eyes find Elle on the bed, fully dressed. It seems she’s taken the bandage off her head. She doesn’t meet my eyes. It looks like she’s avoiding them. 
 
   “I’m Silas,” the guy responds. “Elle’s partner.” I feel like I’ve just been kicked in the chest. It takes every ounce of me to not react in some way. He moves to me; his dark eyes seem wary as they meet mine. I robotically take his hand. “You must be Isaac.”
 
   “That’s me,” I say, trying to keep my voice strong. All I can see in my head is him and her. Him on top of her. Him kissing her. I look at her but her eyes are pointing at her lap. “I’m going to bail. Dad?”
 
   “No… no,” Silas interjects, raising his hands. “I’ve got to make a call anyway and move my car to a legal spot. I know you guys have things to discuss.” He moves over to the bed after that major hint and says something quietly to Elle. She smiles softly and tilts her head back to respond with a yes. He presses his lips to hers, hard, and I feel like vomiting. I don’t need this visual but I can’t look away. 
 
   I want to punch something.
 
   “I love you,” I hear him say when they separate slightly.
 
   “You too,” she responds and I’m done. Fucking destroyed. He kisses her again before straightening himself and strolling past us both with a quick nod. 
 
   “Thought you weren’t seeing anyone?” I snarl at the same time that my dad says, “I’m so glad you’re safe.” He elbows me in the side and shoots me a look.
 
   Eloise looks at me with wide, frightened eyes. “I’m sorry. I lied.” Part of me wanted her to deny it and come up with an elaborate tale as to who he could be. 
 
   “Why the fuck did you lie?”
 
   “Isaac,” my dad warns but I ignore him. 
 
   She doesn’t respond. Maybe she lied because part of her still wants me. It doesn’t make sense as to why she’d lie. Maybe she didn’t want to hurt me. 
 
   Why am I still hanging on to this?
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   “Tell me.” He clips and runs a hand through his hair. John looks at the curtain as if debating whether or not to wrap himself in it to escape this.
 
   “Isaac.” I hate that I’ve hurt him… again. “I’m sorry, but…”
 
   “But?” He prompts.
 
   “It’s… I don’t know. I don’t know what to say.” I genuinely don’t. 
 
   “Does he know that just thirty minutes before he arrived, we were asleep together?”
 
   My muscles tense, flashes of the old Isaac that I didn’t like suddenly coming to life before my eyes. “You put your head in my lap and I comforted you.” Maybe it was a little more than that, but what does it matter? Nothing happened and we had just been in a serious accident together. Both of us were feeling a bit vulnerable. If it’s such an issue, I’ll gladly tell Silas about it and just explain that it wasn’t because of any harboured feelings for my ex-husband.  
 
   “You didn’t think to tell me that you have a fucking boyfriend when I was trying to shove my tongue down your throat?” His dad’s eyes shoot to him though Isaac ignores him. My lips tingle at the thought of the kiss that didn’t happen.
 
   Maybe I won’t mention this part to Silas.
 
   “You’re being irrational.”
 
   “I’m being irrational?” He hisses and his dad shoots him another look, which he ignores. 
 
   “This is the reason I didn’t tell you.” I’m angry, so angry my aching body is trembling. I jab my finger at him. “Because I was scared you’d make the divorce a living hell.”
 
   He heaves as if I’ve knocked the air from his lungs, his eyes round with realisation. “You’re getting remarried.”
 
   “Oh my god!” I throw my hands up, forgetting about my broken wrist. I regret it immediately and cradle it against my chest. “No!” My head throbs angrily. I rub my temple with my good hand and close my eyes. 
 
   “Enough, Isaac!” John snaps, the finality in his tone reminding me of when we were in school and he’d tell us off. We listened when he used this tone. Isaac seems to be listening too. “She’s unwell.”
 
   “Can you give me a moment alone with my wife?” Isaac asks him calmly. Almost too calmly.
 
   I open my eyes and my vision blurs as tears fill them. Isaac stares at me for a long moment, his chest heaving. His blue eyes hold so much pain. It sends a chill through my chest and stomach. 
 
   This hurts more than I thought it would. I remember how badly I used to pine for this man, how badly I wanted him. Never did I think we’d be at this point.
 
   “I should have called.” He says quietly as his dad leaves the room and closes the door behind him. That one sentence holds so much regret and sadness to it.
 
   A tear falls from his eye; he doesn’t wipe it away. He lets it trickle down his cheek and into his stubble. My heart gives a painful jerk but I can’t bring myself to say or do anything. 
 
   “You fucking ruin me, Elle.” He whispers and his words gut me.
 
   “Isaac…”
 
   “No.” He finally wipes away the tear and strolls over to my bag, which was salvaged from the wreckage. My heart continues throbbing a painful beat as he pulls out the envelope and empties the papers onto the table. “It’s done. It’s done.”
 
   I hesitate, wanting to gather my thoughts so I can rectify this in some way. “I wanted to tell you… I…”
 
   “Don’t.” He scribbles his name onto the dotted line, flips the page and scribbles again.
 
   “Isaac.” I breathe, disbelieving of the emotion he’s showing. He’s never shown this kind of sorrow before, never. Not even when I left. It twists and pulls at my soul. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. That wasn’t my intention.”
 
   He rights himself and runs a trembling hand through his hair. Sad, shimmering eyes scan me one last time before he turns towards the door. “There’s nothing left to say.” The palm of his hand rests against the door. He inhales a shuddering breath and pushes it open. “I hope you’re both happy together.”
 
   “Me too.” I respond stupidly, my own voice mirroring his breathy tone, mostly because my mind is a jumbled mess and it was an automatic response. 
 
   I press my fingers to my quivering lips when he leaves the room without looking back. My eyes find his signature on the papers and the pain that tears through me is almost unbearable.
 
   I want to sob. I want to scream. I want to break something. 
 
   I don’t though, because I’ve done all of that. That girl isn’t me anymore. I’m stronger than that. I’m already over Isaac. I’ve already grieved this marriage.
 
   So why does this suddenly hurt so badly? 
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   “Let’s go,” I say to my dad, unwilling to look him in the eye.
 
   He’s about to argue and I know he wants to see Eloise. Fortunately for me, after a brief moment’s deliberation, he follows me out of this godforsaken ward. 
 
   “What happened?” He asks as we make our way through the maze of hallways in search of the elevators.
 
   “Nothing worth mentioning.”
 
   “Isaac…”
 
   “Don’t.”
 
   “Did you still think she’d come back to you?” He asks quietly and then his tone becomes bitter. “Clearly she doesn’t love you and hasn’t loved you for a long time. She did abandon you after all.”
 
   “It wasn’t like that,” I grit, wishing I’d never lied to him in the first place all of those years ago.
 
   “I’m not saying I’m holding it against her. She was just a kid.” I tense at his words. I used to hate it when he referred to her as a kid. I still do. To me she was never a ‘kid’. Sure she was young, but she was mature and her body… it was all woman. It’s even more womanly now. 
 
   “Leave it alone,” I plead, wishing we could just move on from it. The pain in my chest doesn’t appreciate the reminder.
 
   “You still love her.” He accuses as I press the button to call the elevator.
 
   “I fucked it up.”
 
   “You both fell apart…”
 
   “No.” I shake my head and let out a humourless laugh. “You don’t get it.”
 
   He scratches at his white beard. “Then help me understand.”
 
   I open my mouth, ready to take responsibility, ready to admit my wrongs, but I can’t. “It doesn’t matter anymore.” It truly doesn’t. I’m getting divorced and Eloise has a new partner. 
 
   Things are moving on. 
 
   We are moving on.
 
   I have to let go. There’s literally no other option for me now. 
 
   Have I really been holding on for all of these years, hoping she’ll come back to me?
 
   “Hey, Isaac!” A voice yells after us.
 
   “I’ll meet you in the car,” my dad sighs when he sees Silas chasing us down.
 
   What the fuck does he want? My dad leaves before he can find out. I stand stupidly in the middle of the stairwell, waiting for Silas to talk. 
 
   He stops in front of me. “Thank you.”
 
   Thank you? “For what?”
 
   “If you didn’t handle the car the way you did, things would probably have been a lot worse.”
 
   His expression, his voice, his stance… it’s genuine. There’s no malice or hidden tone to his voice. Shouldn’t he be angry that she was in my car at all? Shouldn’t he be seething with jealousy and hatred for me? I am her husband after all.
 
   He extends a hand and even though I don’t want to, I take it. I don’t know what to say, though. I should respond but I don’t know how. 
 
   We stare at each other for a moment before releasing the shake. “I should get back to her.”
 
   That’s right; he gets to go back to her. Not me. My eyes burn and the lump in my throat slides higher and higher. This is why he’s not jealous. This is why he doesn’t hate me. He’s won; he has her; she’s his. Not mine.
 
   And suddenly the skies open and an epiphany hits me. I realise my past mistakes. I realise just how rotten and how unstable I was. I treat Elle like my property instead of my partner. I acted like a child. There’s no excuse.
 
   Silas deserves her.
 
   I clear my throat and nod my head to him. “Take care of her.”
 
   “I’ll give it my best shot,” he says with a warm smile. “I’ll probably see you at the wedding?”
 
   Wedding? “Hayley’s wedding?” He nods in reply. Doubtful. I bet I won’t even receive an invitation. “We’ll see.” 
 
   He steps back and we both move to the side as three men pass us, chatting loudly. 
 
   Silas gives me a wave before ascending the stairs after them and disappearing through the doors that lead to the ward Eloise is on. 
 
   I hate him purely because he seems like such a nice guy. Eloise deserves nice. She deserves the best. 
 
   And she loves him… She loves him.
 
   She loves him.
 
   I rub my chest and close my eyes for a moment. The pain lingers; the hurt stays. 
 
   She loves him.
 
   Fuck! 
 
   I don’t have a chance.
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   “I didn’t know you could draw so well,” I say to Silas as he moves a sharpie pen over my thick, white arm cast. I watch as the shape of an owl takes form over my forearm. He’s been drawing it for almost twenty minutes now. 
 
   “I’m a man of many talents.” He grins and slides his free hand up my thigh. 
 
   I knock it away when the door opens and my mum walks in. “Your dad just left.”
 
   Silas exhales a breath of relief. Mum doesn’t see it but I do and I don’t blame him for feeling relieved. My dad is an arsehole. 
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Elle…”
 
   “He’s a nightmare,” I interject before she can defend him. “He has been so mean and stuck up.”
 
   My mum winces but again she doesn’t defend him. “I made lunch.”
 
   “Ooh, yay.” I grin and Silas lifts himself off my bed before pulling me up beside him. “What are we having?”
 
   “Egg and rocket pizzas.” She responds and checks her watch. “Hurry down. I’ll make coffee.”
 
   Silas wraps his arms around me from behind. I’m actually surprised he’s still here. I know he has an important interview tomorrow that he has to prepare for. Ever since he arrived yesterday he has been nothing but sweet, attentive and patient, even when my dad was belittling him and openly ignoring him.
 
   I really don’t understand what my dad’s problem is. He’s such a mean person sometimes.
 
   Silas has had to deal with my moods too. I’ve been quite ignorant and standoffish. I haven’t meant to be; I just haven’t been able to focus since Isaac left the hospital yesterday. Whenever I think about it I get this tingle in my chest.
 
   “You drink too much coffee,” Silas points out unnecessarily.
 
   “I’m aware of my habits.” Again my tone is flat, though I tried to be cheerful. 
 
   “We don’t spend enough time together. It’s wrong that it has taken me this long to discover such small things about you.”
 
   We descend the stairs. “We’re both always busy and we’re okay with that.”
 
   “We are?” He murmurs and now I’m wondering if it’s just me who has always been okay with the fact we rarely see each other. I wasn’t lying though; we are both always busy so we fit each other in when we can.  
 
   “In the dining room,” mum yells from the kitchen. 
 
   We enter and sit in the seats where the plates of food have been placed. It looks good. Silas thinks so too and winks at me. 
 
   “This must be your third cup and it’s not even eleven in the morning.” He states when Mum finally enters the dining room with coffee.
 
   I raise a brow as I take my drink from her hands. “And?” 
 
   “It’s not good for you.” 
 
   “I’ll quit one day,” I try to joke but his frown tells me he is serious. “Chill, it’s fine.”
 
   My mum looks between us both, her eyes wide and curious. I kick her under the table to try to get her to divert her attention. She grunts and moves her eyes to her plate.
 
   The air in here just became thick with Silas’ intensity. 
 
   “So, Silas, you’re in your final year too?”
 
   Silas nods and the conversation moves onto nicer things as we eat. Thankfully my coffee drinking habit isn’t brought up again.
 
   My baby days are though. “Mum… he doesn’t want to see those.” Why must she show those bloody albums to everyone I bring home?
 
   “Sure I do!” Silas grins and mum happily leads him from the dining room and probably into the living room.
 
   “I’ll just clean this up then,” I sigh out loud and quickly gather the mess that remains on the table. I take my time clearing the dishes, which isn’t hard considering I have only one useable hand. Then I clean the table, purely because I don’t want to be in there listening to how ginger I was as a child and how cute. 
 
   This triggers a memory of when Judith told me she’d show me pictures of Isaac as a baby. She called it blackmail material to get out of homework. We never did get round to it. It was one of the many things she forgot about.
 
   Speaking of which, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a picture of Isaac younger than twenty-six. 
 
   Why am I even thinking of such things? My partner, who I care deeply for, is in the other room right now. I should be thinking of him and his baby photos and our future together.
 
   I dry my hands on a tea towel and enter the living room cautiously. 
 
   “Oh my god, is that chocolate?” Silas asks looking a little bit disgusted.
 
   “It’s brown sauce,” I admit sheepishly, wishing Mum would just burn that photo. “I squirted it in my hair and shook. That’s why it’s on the walls.” I’m not saying I was a normal child. 
 
   Silas shakes his head, clearly amused. “Your hair was so orange!”
 
   Here we go. I run my fingers through my hair and shrug. “I was adorable.”
 
   “You looked just like that Scottish animated character.”
 
   “She does, doesn’t she??” My mum beams at me. “She acted a lot like her too.”
 
   “Whatever.” Dropping onto the couch, I cross my arms over my chest and frown as they laugh at my expense. 
 
   “You’re going to make such beautiful babies one day.” My mum’s tone is warm and longing. I hope she doesn’t expect that one day to be soon.
 
   “Definitely, a blend of our skin tones and that red hair.” Silas adds absently and my stomach drops out of my arse. 
 
   My mum nods her agreement and they begin a full blown conversation on kids and how many he wants and what they’ll look like and who they’ll be more like. 
 
   Meanwhile… panic attack.
 
   My entire body clenches and tenses painfully as I stare at a spot on the wall and zone out. I don’t know what it is about kids and babies that freaks me out so much. I just don’t want that in my future. Not yet anyway. I’m twenty-four for crying out loud!
 
   It’s not until fingers waggle in front of my eyes that I snap out of my panic and take a deep, relaxing breath. 
 
   “Are you okay?” Silas looks concerned as he scans my face with warm eyes. “I said your name five times.”
 
   “Must still be a bit woozy after the accident.” It isn’t a total lie as I don’t feel totally all there. I don’t want to admit that I was mentally freaking out over the fact that my mum and boyfriend were just planning any kids I probably won’t have. 
 
   “Do you want to lie down?”
 
   [bookmark: h.gjdgxs]I nod and accept his help. I don’t need it but I appreciate it all the same. Silas is helping to keep me grounded, all the while reminding me that life is what I want it to be. Life is what I’ve chosen to be.
 
   [bookmark: h.30j0zll]If only I could get those dark blue eyes out of my head. They brim with tears and stab at my soul, tormenting me beyond my limits. 
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   “I think I’m going to stay away for a while,” I tell my dad and try to ignore the fact his face just fell. “I might take a break, go travelling when all of this is over.”
 
   “You mean the divorce?”
 
   I nod. “I just need to… find something.”
 
   “Someone?”
 
   “I don’t know what I want anymore.” 
 
   “I’m always here.” My dad places his hand on my shoulder. “I think a break from this town will be good for you. Make sure you say goodbye to your mother.” He removes his hand and runs it through his white hair. His nerves are suddenly apparent. “Isaac… promise me you’ll come back.”
 
   I smile at my old man and pull him in for a hug which he reciprocates. “I’m not that guy anymore. Of course I’ll come back.”
 
   He doesn’t try to hide his relief. I hate how much of a bastard I used to be. This is what life is about - family. Not meaningless sex and binge drinking. 
 
   “I’ll leave tonight or in the morning. I haven’t decided yet. I have to get back to work, as I’m sure you understand.” 
 
   My dad nods and moves past me to enter the room. “I do.” He halts in the doorway and looks at me over his shoulder. “I am so sorry this is ending for you the way it is. I wish… I wish things could be different.”
 
   So do I.
 
   So do I… 
 
    
 
   The train ride home is torture, nothing but a radio full of solemn songs to remind me of what I’m leaving behind and my own thoughts for company. I’d put my personal music on my phone but I can’t seem to catch a decent signal. Why are solemn songs suddenly an ‘in’ thing? They’re okay sometimes but not always. I can’t stand to hear them right now. They resonate too deeply with my mood and only bring me down further.
 
   I’m becoming such a depressing person.
 
    
 
   My flat is empty as always. There’s nobody here. There’s barely even any furniture here. 
 
   The fact I haven’t tried to make this square place a home is evident. As much as I’m enjoying Boston, it’s nowhere near as good as Cambridge. 
 
   Nostalgia hits me when I stare around the empty space and I find myself wandering into my room and pulling a wooden box from under my bed. It contains photos and other memorabilia from long ago. I haven’t looked through it all since the day I finally realised Eloise wasn’t coming home. I don’t particularly want to look through it now. 
 
   I do though, just to further sink the knife into my masochistic heart. 
 
   My fingers tightly pinch the edge of the wooden lid and push it away. Dust tumbles in and around the box, spilling onto the first thing in sight. Our wedding photo. 
 
   We both looked so young in comparison to how we do now. We looked so happy. 
 
   I mentally compare myself to the image of Silas and find my hands curling into fists. It makes me want to launch the photo across the room. I don’t though. I’m angrier about the fact that it has taken me this long to figure out where we truly went wrong together.
 
   Placing the lid back on the box, I lift it, wincing when something rolls on the inside and makes a clattering noise. Not that it matters if something breaks. I’m going to toss it anyway. It’s time to throw away the past and move on. 
 
   It’s as I’m placing the box on the ground by the front door that my phone alerts me to an incoming message. 
 
   The knife in my heart sinks in further…
 
    
 
   Eloise: If you’re still in town I’d really like to speak to you, face to face.
 
    
 
   I don’t get chance to respond before another is lighting up my screen.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I understand if you don’t! I forgot to add… 
 
    
 
   And then another.
 
    
 
   Eloise: But I’d really appreciate it.
 
    
 
   I bite on my lip, hating how badly I need to hate her purely because I feel like hopping back on the train and going back just to see her again.
 
    
 
   Instead I make the right decision for once.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I’m not and I don’t. 
 
    
 
   And then I kick the box, sending it and its contents scattering all over the floor. Pain radiates up my leg from my toes but I welcome it. It reminds me that I’m not a mindless robot.
 
   I don’t know why this is suddenly affecting me now. I feel like the past four years haven’t existed. I don’t understand why I’m suddenly torn up about losing her.
 
   Did I honestly, deep down, think she was coming home? Am I that naive? 
 
   [bookmark: h.3znysh7] 
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   Isaac: I’m not and I don’t.
 
    
 
   I hear my phone make a crack of protest before I realise that I’m squeezing it far too hard in my hand. I don’t blame him for not wanting to meet me. I deceived him. There’s no point in sugar-coating it. I shouldn’t have deceived him the way I did. That isn’t who I am.
 
   Hayley always did say that Isaac brought out the worst in me. I see what she meant now.
 
   He still intimidates me.
 
   He still makes me want to please him.
 
   He still drenches my thighs with just a look. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” Silas asks, running his hand across the back of my neck. 
 
   I shrug him off, my mood sour. “Nothing.”
 
   “Doesn’t look like nothing.”
 
   “It is.”
 
   We fall into silence. It’s awkward.
 
   “Are you hungry?” The bed sinks as he sits beside me. I shake my head in response. “Do you want to go home?” I nod my head in response but, at the same time, my eyes burn. He wraps his arm around me and presses his lips to my temple. “Okay, let’s get you home.”
 
   The second he says, it I begin to wonder where home actually is. Suddenly a thousand doubts are fluttering through my mind and I don’t know what to do about any of them. 
 
    
 
   ******
 
   Silas has been ever attentive but he has to go back to work at some point. He’s missed classes and work for me, surprisingly. It’s proof that he cares; that’s for sure. I appreciate him being here but, at the same time, I’m not used to being around somebody so much and I’m most definitely not used to Silas in such large doses. 
 
   He’s very opinionated. I’m not sure if I like that. 
 
   I’ve been casting a lot of comparisons recently, which is unfair. I suppose it’s expected, with everything that has happened to me lately. 
 
   My arm hurts. My body aches still. My neck won’t move properly. 
 
   But I’m alive and that’s all that matters. 
 
   I’m alive and happy and well.
 
   “I’m just saying…” I allow his voice to trail off as I picture nicer things than this conversation.
 
   At the moment Silas is always ‘just saying.’ Normally he’s ‘just saying’ about a lot of things he doesn’t have a clue about. 
 
   I’m grouchy. I can’t help it and now I feel even worse for taking it out on somebody who is doing his best to take care of me. 
 
   “I agree.” I lie, mostly so he stops. I also do agree with the fact that he’s ‘just saying,’ rather than fully understanding. 
 
   “I’m a terrible person,” I mutter when he kisses my forehead and closes the window. 
 
   “Why?” I see his eyes twinkle in the dark as he leans across me to switch off the lamp on my side of the bed. 
 
   “I haven’t been nice to you lately,” I whisper into the darkness and his warm eyes come to mine. He leans over me and presses his lips to mine. Maybe it’s because of the accident, maybe it’s post-traumatic stress, but I don’t feel much other than his lips. They don’t give me tingles like they used to. They don’t light me up inside. 
 
   They do, however, remind me of how Isaac’s were pressed against mine just over a week ago. Suddenly an inferno rages through me as images of…
 
   NO!
 
   No.
 
   I’m not doing this to myself again.
 
   “I don’t think my body can handle this yet,” I murmur when his hand grips my arse and his groin presses against my hip. 
 
   “Of course.” He tugs my lower lip between his teeth and releases me. I snuggle into him, making sure to press my eyes against the skin of his neck, but it’s a long time before I fall asleep.
 
   Why did I even want to see Isaac again? We said what we said and he signed the papers.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I really need to see you soon… I’m having a meltdown.
 
    
 
   Hayley:  Do you know how long it has been since you needed me??? 
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’ve always needed you!! 
 
    
 
   Hayley: To breathe?
 
    
 
   Eloise: You’re the oxygen to my lungs.
 
    
 
   Hayley: The bee to your bonnet?
 
    
 
   Eloise: The apple to my pie.
 
    
 
   Hayley: The cake to my diabetes?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Seriously? What is wrong with you?
 
    
 
   Hayley: I’ll call you tonight, as soon as I finish work. Okay? 
 
    
 
   Eloise: Okay. Good. When's the wedding dress fitting again?
 
    
 
   Hayley: Three weeks on Tuesday. I swear on all that is holy, you better not flake on me.
 
    
 
   I feel guilty that she even has to ask. That’s my own fault. I’ve flaked on her too many times.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I won’t be that person anymore, I promise. 
 
    
 
   Hayley: Good. I’ve missed you.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Like a starving man misses cake?
 
    
 
   Hayley: Like a dead man misses life…
 
    
 
   Eloise: You’re not very good at this game, just so you know.
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   It has only been a few weeks since I last visited my dad. I thought time away would do me some good and, on one level, it has. I feel fresh. I feel new. On another level I don’t feel different. I haven’t moved on but lord knows I have tried.
 
   I suppose the time will come and I’ll be ready. For now, I’m just enjoying being single.
 
    
 
   Layton: Don’t forget the match on Wednesday night.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I haven’t… and it’s on Thursday night, not Wednesday
 
    
 
   Layton: I knew that. I was just testing you.
 
    
 
   I laugh out loud, startling the woman beside me in the queue. I’m currently in Crystal’s cafe about to order my dad’s favourite pastries. He doesn’t know I’m here. I didn’t even know I was going to come, but once my new car arrived I figured driving the two hour journey home would be my first venture.
 
   I’m surprised to admit that I’ve missed my dad. We’ve become friends these past four years. He pulled me through shit when Elle left. He helped me get back on my feet financially. He helped me get a new job. And not once did he judge me. Well… not verbally.
 
    
 
   Isaac: You’re so full of shit.
 
    
 
   Layton: And we’re meeting at five…
 
    
 
   Isaac: Six thirty.
 
    
 
   Layton: Good! I’m glad you remembered.
 
    
 
   Isaac: You have a calendar app on your phone for a reason. Use it.
 
    
 
   Layton: Calendars are for people who forget shit. Clearly my memory is impeccable.
 
    
 
   Isaac: You forget to use your calendar, don’t you…?
 
    
 
   Layton: I always convince myself I’ll remember. My brain hates me. It makes me think I’m clever.
 
    
 
   Layton is my new colleague and friend. He teaches physical education at the school where I work in Boston. He’s an easy guy to get on with and we made friends quite quickly. 
 
   He also has the memory of a goldfish. He says it’s from one too many concussions growing up. He’s a huge fan of rugby and would be playing pro now if it wasn’t for injuring his ankle in a diving accident a few years back. He doesn’t seem sour about it. Another reason I like him is because he takes everything at face value and doesn’t make a big deal of shit. He just moves on. I want that to rub off on me.
 
    
 
   I pull up outside my dad’s house and grab the box of treats from the passenger seat before climbing from the car. It beeps and the lights flash in the noon fog when I click the lock button on the key. 
 
   It’s slightly chilly today considering it’s almost summer, which means my dad will most likely be in. He’s not a fan of walking in the cold and his car is here.
 
   I make my way down the driveway and push open the door after knocking lightly on the glass. 
 
   I know that familiar rhubarb scent so I know that she’s here before I hear her voice.
 
   “Fuck,” I whisper when her laugh carries from the kitchen. “Fuck… double fuck.”
 
   What do I do?
 
   The door closes behind me, the wind ruining my escape plan, and the kitchen falls silent. They both know I’m here. 
 
   “Son?” My dad asks when the kitchen door opens. I see Eloise over his shoulder, her eyes wide like a deer in headlights. “I didn’t know you were coming.”
 
   “I thought I’d surprise you.” I hold up the box of pastries.
 
   “I’ll just…” Elle starts to say as her hand closes around a set of keys. I hear them jingle before I see the long metal prong of the key poking between her fingers.
 
   I cut her off. “It’s fine. You know how to work the kettle, don’t you?”
 
   Her lips part as she hesitates about what to say or do.
 
   “You’re here; I’m here. It was bound to happen eventually.” I nod at my dad and hand him the box before meeting her eyes with my own. “I’d love a coffee and you make a better coffee than me.” 
 
   She smiles nervously, softly. I feel it in my bones. It warms me. “Of course I do.”
 
   My dad gives me a questioning look. I answer it with a shrug. What does he expect me to do? Leave? Kick her out? There’s only one way to deal with this and that’s to be adult about it. 
 
   As long as she doesn’t try to talk about everything… I don’t want to rehash old shit. I also don’t want to talk about the divorce.
 
   “Well then, I’ll have mine the same way I’ve always had it.” I wonder if she remembers. 
 
   She nods, so I assume she does. It’s then I notice the cast on her arm and wince. I know Elle, though. If she was unable to do something, she would ask for help.
 
   My dad announces the need for a game of chess. I linger in the hallway for a moment, unsure whether to follow my dad or remain and help Eloise. I don’t want her to think I’m hovering for intentions beyond what I actually have, but I also don’t want to leave her stranded if she can’t cope.
 
   “Isaac!” She calls after a moment. “Can you grab this tray for me?”
 
   I never should have doubted. I pad into the kitchen and grab the tray that holds the cups. I really hope she isn’t trying to get me alone to discuss anything.
 
   Thankfully she simply smiles and points to her arm. “I can make the drinks but the weight of anything still hurts a bit.”
 
   I nod. “I understand. Dad is setting up chess.”
 
   “I’m sorry for intruding.”
 
   “You’re not.” I wish my dad had told me that he’d been in touch with Eloise since the accident. Or maybe she just showed up much like I have. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “I’m a lot better.” We fall silent for a long pause. “I’m in town for Hayley’s dress fitting.” 
 
   She answers the question I held tightly to because I didn’t want to pry. “How’d it go?”
 
   “It’s in an hour.”
 
   “Do you need any help?”
 
   Her eyes widen in surprise. “No… we’re good. Hayley is picking me up from here soon.”
 
   I nod and turn to exit the kitchen, tray in hands. 
 
   “Thank you, though.”
 
   “No problem.” I place the tray on the small table beside the chessboard that my dad has just finished setting up. “I’m actually surprised you’re in town for the fitting. I didn’t even know we had a wedding place in town.”
 
   “Unbeknownst to most, myself included, there’s a wedding boutique over in the east village that Hayley loves. It’s a twenty minute drive so it seemed easier to gather here.”
 
   “That’s good then.” My dad puts in. “I bet you’re looking forward to it. I got the save the date just last week.”
 
   “You did?” I ask, my brows hitting my hairline. 
 
   “Of course.” My dad grins. “It’s addressed to you too.”
 
   “It is?” Elle and I say at the same time, both of us equally shocked. 
 
   He plucks a small envelope from the mantelpiece beside him and tips out a large, glittering silver coin that is tied to a piece of card on a long ribbon. The card is addressed to both Isaac and John and the disk holds the date, day and time and the names of the bride and groom.
 
   “I won’t attend,” I assure her.
 
   “I don’t have a problem with you being there, Isaac.” She says honestly, her good hand on my wrist. “Don’t exclude yourself because of me.”
 
   “Your boyfriend is going,” I say before I can stop myself. “I’ll pass on watching you two suck face all night.”
 
   Her silence catches me off guard. I expect her to retort with something sarcastic. Instead she just moves a pawn on the chessboard and keeps her eyes from me. 
 
   My dad also avoids my eyes and I realise that I must have sounded so pathetic just now. What is wrong with me?
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   I win this round of chess just as Hayley knocks on the door. I get it while John tidies away the chess board and grumbles about losing and Isaac makes a racket in the kitchen, cleaning the mess I made. 
 
   “Hey.” I pull my friend in for a long hug. “Missed you.”
 
   She squeezes me back. “Missed you more.” And then she practically shoves me to the side and enters the house without invitation. “Afternoon, John.”
 
   “Hello, Hayley.” She hugs him too; he returns it with one arm as the other holds the chess board. “You look lovely.” He’s right; she does. She looks beautiful in a navy blue dress shirt and white leggings. 
 
   “You’ve lost weight.” I point out, closing the door so as to not let the heat out. 
 
   “Duh, the camera adds ten pounds so I lost ten pounds to balance it out.”
 
   This makes me laugh. “You’re insane.” 
 
   “I know.”
 
   Her excitement oozes from her in waves.
 
   “We’re just waiting on Jocelyn and then we’ll get going.” I love how she feels comfortable enough to just take a seat without permission. I’ve always been envious of Hayley’s confidence, though. “Who else is here?” She nods to the noise coming from the kitchen.
 
   “Umm…”
 
   “Isaac returned,” John says matter-of-factly.
 
   “Oh?” Hayley raises a brow and her lips tilt at the corners. “That’s interesting.”
 
   “What?” I say when she gives me a knowing look. She clearly knows something that I don’t. “Stop staring at me like that. It makes you look like a bug.”
 
   Her laughter is loud but it desists the second Isaac steps into the room.
 
   “Hayley.” He nods politely at her. “Congratulations on the engagement.”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   “Thank you for the invitation.”
 
   “Again, no problem.”
 
   I shoot a look at my friend, annoyed that she didn’t run this by me. What game is she playing? 
 
   “He’s declining the invitation.” John blurts, putting Isaac on the spot. 
 
   Isaac tenses when Hayley stares blankly at him. This girl could stare down a hippo and win. “I…” he stammers, looking for something to say. “I’m not declining. I’ll be there.”
 
   Her grin is one of triumph. I roll my eyes. 
 
   “I even offered my assistance, if you need it.”
 
   “Actually,” Hayley runs her fingers through her longer hair. “There is something…”
 
   Oh boy.
 
   “What?” He looks as frightened as I feel inside.
 
   “Well, I was a bit disappointed that my mum couldn’t drive us to the dress fitting today. I was hoping to share a bottle of champagne with my girls during the fitting…”
 
   “He’s busy,” I declare as Isaac says, “You want me to drive you?”
 
   “Yep,” Hayley says giddily as I yell, “No!”
 
   All eyes flicker between myself and Isaac.
 
   He smirks, his blue eyes glinting with a deviousness that seems to make him more attractive. “Sure, I’ll drive you there and back. I haven’t got anything better to do.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “Yay!” Hayley cheers. “This is perfect. Don’t you think so, Elly Belly?”
 
   “Elly Belly?” Isaac and John both repeat.
 
   “Oh yeah, after you two broke up she ate far more than she usually does. Kira and I started calling her Elly Belly because her belly would wobble when…” 
 
   I slap my hand over her mouth. I had to stop myself from punching her in the mouth at the last second. “We don’t need to share that.” 
 
   “It was funny! You lost the weight, obviously. Not that it mattered; you still looked hot with bigger curves.”
 
   “Oh my god.” I whisper, wishing the ground would swallow me up. My cheeks heat. I must be bright red. 
 
   It’s only made worse when Isaac starts laughing under his breath. I throw the remote at him and pout when he catches it, still laughing but now out loud rather than under his breath.
 
   “Today is the best day, ever!” Hayley beams and jumps up from her seat. “Jocelyn is here.” There’s a knock at the door. She must have seen her coming up the driveway, though how she saw when her back is to the window is a whole other thing. 
 
   “Looks like I’m escorting a gaggle of women to a bloody dress fitting,” Isaac sighs to his dad and swipes an apple pie from the box of treats. “Care to take my place?”
 
   “No,” John responds instantly and follows us all to the door. Hayley hugs her friend and introduces us before Isaac leads us to his new car. It’s bigger than Hayley’s, which is definitely not a bad thing. 
 
   I’ve met Jocelyn once before, a couple of years ago when Hayley had a party for her twenty first. It was a fun affair and Jocelyn was a firecracker. It explains why she gets on so well with Hayley. They’re both loud and rambunctious but in the best way. It’s easier for me to fade into the background as they both converse loudly and animatedly with each other.
 
   I join in, making sure to not seem like a wet fish. My mood dips slightly when I’m made to sit in the front of the car with Isaac so that Hayley and Jocelyn can play fight and yell like teenagers on the back seat. 
 
   They have me in hysterics by the time we’ve reached the end of the street, though. Isaac too. 
 
   Fortunately he doesn’t talk to me. I wouldn’t know what to say to him if he did. How on earth did we get roped into this and why on earth did we get roped into this?
 
   “He just left the room, like… all suave. It was like a scene from a movie,” Jocelyn says while fanning her face with her hand.
 
   It brings me back from my thoughts. I twist in my seat so I can see the girls.
 
   “What about you, Elle? How’d you meet Silas? He is hot as fuck… if you don’t mind me saying.”
 
   Normally I wouldn’t, but for some reason I want to protect Isaac from conversations like this. He doesn’t seem to mind, though I doubt he’s okay with it.
 
   “I’ll tell you later,” I say. My eyes flicker to Isaac but she doesn’t catch the message. He seems a lot tenser than he was a moment ago. 
 
   “Oh no you don’t. Tell her. It’s a great story, like something out of a fairy tale!” Hayley puts in.
 
   What the hell is she doing?
 
   “Fine.” I clear my throat. “We met at the cinema. His friend knows my friend.”
 
   “That’s not very exciting.” Jocelyn frowns and Hayley widens her eyes at me, egging me on for more. When both of them realise I’m not sharing further, Jocelyn adds, “What’s he like in bed?”
 
   Oh my god. My heart just failed.
 
   “She told me he’s exceptional,” Hayley shares for me and I just want to cry. I want to curl into a ball and cry, especially when Isaac’s hands clench the steering wheel so tightly we veer off to the side. The girls don’t notice, or they don’t care. “It’s just a shame he has the personality of a dead fish.”
 
   Choke. “He does not.”
 
   “Puh-lease… he’s about as interesting as politics.”
 
   “Some people find politics interesting.”
 
   “You aren’t one of them.” She’s right; I’m not. “I suppose it’s a good thing he knows how to work it in the bedroom.”
 
   Somebody please kill me. “Hayley!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Is he big? How big? I’ve never been with a black guy before.”
 
   “Oh my god.” I turn around and close my eyes. My hands grip my seatbelt across my chest.
 
   “Okay, we’ve teased her enough.” Hayley finally ends the conversation and moves it on to nicer things. 
 
   We talk about her relationship and how happy they are together. It doesn’t make me feel any less nauseous and I hate myself for caring about how Isaac feels about anything. It’s his fault for being here. Now I’m just angry because he’s ruining my day. I can’t be myself around him without worrying about how he feels and I hate that. I wish I could switch it off.
 
   “Elle? Are you with us?” Hayley asks, leaning forward in her seat and resting her chin on my shoulder. 
 
   “Sorry,” I murmur and blink my eyes rapidly. “I’m here. What did I miss?”
 
   “You mean while you were scowling out of the window?”
 
   I was not. 
 
   Okay… maybe just a little.
 
   “She asked you what colour you’d prefer for the bridesmaid dresses.” Jocelyn leans forward and rests her chin on Isaac’s shoulder. His eyes widen. So do mine. A strong pang of possession tears through me, startling me. I stamp it down. 
 
   “I guess you’ll know when you see them, but I like the pale green or midnight blue ideas. My favourite colours. ” Isaac says and the meaning behind his words isn’t lost on me. The colours he just said are our eye colours. 
 
   I snort. “Of course you’d pick those.” Jocelyn and Hayley don’t get it but I don’t blame them. “I like the pale green, but I’m with Isaac. We won’t know until we see them.”
 
   “Well we need to pick today because I need to decide on a colour scheme.”
 
   “You haven’t decided on a colour scheme yet?” I gasp, horrified that she’s left it so late.
 
   “I haven’t decided on anything yet. I’m shit at this, Elle. This is why I need you on my team. You’re my maid of honour. Legally you’ve got to do this stuff for me.”
 
   I sigh gravely. “Can’t you just elope like we did?”
 
   “It only cost a couple of hundred.” Isaac admits with a shrug and then smiles warmly at me before returning his eyes to the road.
 
   “You both got married in shorts…” Hayley and Jocelyn finally sit back.
 
   “But eloping is so romantic. It’s such a desperate act of love,” Jocelyn sighs wistfully and grins at me. “I bet it was the most intimate ceremony ever. It’s a shame that it didn’t last. You make such a cute couple.” Her hazel eyes linger on Isaac though I don’t know what it means. Or I don’t like what I think it means.
 
   “Thanks,” Isaac says, sounding uncertain. 
 
   I want to text him and Hayley to ask them both why they did this to me but what’s the point? He’ll probably see my phone from where he is and Hayley will probably read it out loud anyway. 
 
   “I used to think so too,” Isaac adds, his voice low and his eyes narrow with disgust. “And then I woke up.”
 
   “And I met a black guy with a bigger dick,” I spit, just to add insult to injury.
 
   Hayley chokes on startled laughter and Jocelyn just laughs. 
 
   I’m lying though; Silas doesn’t have the bigger manhood. Not that I’ve ever compared. He doesn’t make me feel how Isaac used to make me feel either, but he is very skilled.
 
   Why am I even thinking about this?
 
   Stop it, stop it, stop it!
 
   “Screw you,” Isaac hisses under his breath. His dark blue eyes shimmer with anger and even more disgust than before.
 
   “Let's just not talk for the rest of the journey. This has become uncomfortable enough. I'm sure you will both agree and in all honesty I can't believe you put me in this position in the first place.” I snap, losing my patience with them all.
 
    I'll pay them back someday.  I just can't fathom what Hayley’s game is or why she did this in the first place. Is this payback for all of the times I’ve ditched her over the past few years. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Elle.” Hayley rests her chin on my shoulder again. “I honestly thought this would be good for you both.”
 
   I guess that’s my fault for being dishonest about where Isaac and I currently stand. I told her it’s all water under the bridge, mostly because I didn’t want to tell her about how he tried to kiss me and get me back. Though still… I don’t understand why she’s suddenly so interested in Isaac and my non-existent relationship.
 
   “It’s fine.” Isaac answers for me. “We’re past this shit. It’s just weird.” 
 
   Jocelyn leans forward and rests her chin back on Isaac’s shoulder. “It’s okay. We’ll just keep you both occupied.”
 
   ‘I bet she will’… I can’t help but think bitterly and I immediately hate myself for it.
 
   “Do you know what I need?” I grin at my friends. “I need a tall glass of something alcoholic and caffeinated.”
 
   “Amen sister.”
 
   “Preach it!” 
 
    
 
   [bookmark: h.4d34og8]



  
 

[bookmark: h.2s8eyo1][bookmark: _Toc443336764]Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   
  
 

Isaac
 
   I didn’t venture into the boutique when we arrived, especially not since Hayley and Jocelyn seemed so desperate to get me in there. I’m unsure why.
 
   I wish I hadn’t agreed to this. I fucking hate Eloise right now. I fucking hate how jealous and angry I get when it comes to her. 
 
   I distract myself by playing on my phone and scanning the deserted road, full of cute cottage style houses with large front gardens hidden behind low walls. 
 
   This place is literally in the middle of nowhere. I see a young boy walking a small dog in the distance, an older man trailing behind them, and I can only imagine how boring it must be to grow up in a place so lacking in activities. Not that it’s for me to judge. I’ve always been more of a city person.
 
   I shut my eyes to ward off my impending headache after searching online for a local cafe. There isn’t one. I’m stuck here forever… or seemingly forever.
 
   A tapping on the window startles me. Suddenly I’m looking at a light brown haired woman with hazel eyes. Clicking the button on the console, the window slowly rolls down and Jocelyn leans forward so as to see me better. She smiles mischievously. “Do you smoke?”
 
   “Used to.”
 
   She holds up a strange device that I’ve seen other people using in the streets, some kind of electronic vape stick. “Me too. They won’t let me vape around the pretty dresses.”
 
   “I don’t blame them.”
 
    
 
   “Me neither.” She walks around the car and opens the door to the passenger side before climbing in. “The champagne they prepared is great. Elle and Hayley are already tipsy.”
 
   “Of course they are,” I mutter, rolling my eyes slightly. I’m happy that they’re enjoying themselves.
 
   “Do you want to try it?” She flashes her perfect white teeth and holds the vape stick out to me. “It tastes like candyfloss.”
 
   I shouldn’t but… “Why not?” 
 
   “Okay, well, you put the end to your lips and press the button.” 
 
   I do so.
 
   “Now suck it into your mouth, only a little because you aren’t used to it.”
 
   I do that too and then I inhale and choke because it tickles the back of my throat. After my coughing fit has stopped and Jocelyn has stopped laughing, I try it again.
 
   “It does taste of candyfloss.” I hand the stick back to her and rest back in my seat. The nicotine in the liquid has made my head buzz. It was for this feeling that I started smoking years ago. It doesn’t last though; I won’t be trying it again. 
 
   “You should quit while you’re young,” I tell her after a moment of listening to the pen shaped vape stick crackle as she draws the vapour into her mouth.
 
   “Young? I’m twenty six, hardly young.” This surprises me. I assumed she was Elle’s age or younger. “What do you do for a living, Isaac? Hayley mentioned that you teach?”
 
   “I teach English literacy in a secondary school in Boston.”
 
   “I used to want to be a teacher but then I got a brother eight years younger than me and decided I don’t like kids.” She laughs a little and blows the vapour into the car. It’s odourless but I bet that’s a deception. 
 
   “What do you do now?”
 
   “I’m a Flight Attendant. Blue cap, the whole shebang.”
 
   My mouth drops open. “You’re kidding me?”
 
   “I don’t seem the type?”
 
   “Not really, no.”
 
   “Well I passed with flying colours. I already have ninety hours in the air.” She grins cheekily, winking at me too. “I’m flying to Florida next week.” 
 
   “You’re kidding?”
 
   “Nope. I’m off work until Tuesday and then I’m in Florida for two days.” She inhales again and exhales. “You could come if you wanted to. I get free seats.”
 
   “I don’t have time to take such spontaneous trips. It must be nice though, seeing the world.”
 
   “From a hotel room mostly. I’m barely in a place long enough to sleep.”
 
   Pity seeps in. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be. It has its ups and downs like any job, but I wouldn’t change it. Not yet, anyway.”
 
   “Is it hard to maintain relationships?” I’m not sure why I’m so interested. 
 
   She shrugs and pulls more vapour into her mouth. I watch as she tilts her head back and shapes her lips into an O before blowing out a sequence of smoky hoops. “I don’t do relationships. I have my friends, but beyond that I like to have fun.” Her teeth drag across her bottom lip and her eyes scan me up and down. Her perusal catches me off guard. She’s flirting, or being seductive, whichever. My mouth goes dry as I wonder what to say or do.
 
   “Come on.” She tucks the vape stick away and opens the car after checking the road to make sure it’s clear. “Let’s go inside.”
 
   “I’ll pass. I’m just getting in Elle’s way.”
 
   She shrugs. “If you’re sure.”
 
   “You go.” I nod towards the boutique.
 
   “It was nice conversing with you, Isaac. We should do it again sometime.”
 
   I don’t have to respond as she closes the door and skips around the car and into the building. I stare at the wedding dresses in the window and the arrangements of faux flowers and table centrepieces. 
 
   I wonder why they put a boutique so far out from towns and cities. They must pay a fortune in advertising. 
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   “Isaac!” Hayley squeals with delight and spins in her large, sparkly white dress. “How do I look?”
 
   Isaac steps into the large changing room where Hayley stands in the centre on a platform. He walks slowly around her and scans every inch of her and the dress. In reality he probably isn’t interested but he also knows how important this is to Hayley, so he’s making the effort to truly give a genuine opinion. I notice Jocelyn’s eyes following him and they look hungry. 
 
   She catches me looking at her looking at him and smirks at me. That was a challenge if ever there were one.
 
   She likes him.
 
   “You look absolutely stunning, Hayley.” Isaac’s voice is firm and genuine. 
 
   “Told you so,” Jocelyn says, stepping up beside Isaac as Hayley looks at herself in the many mirrors that line the walls. 
 
   “I’m in agreement. This is your dress,” I put in and Hayley places her hands on her face and begins to sob. 
 
   Oh dear.
 
   “I feel like a princess!” She cries into her hands. I pull her to me for a hug and her mascara stained face crumples again before pressing against my neck.
 
   “You look like one too.” I hold her tight with one arm and point behind her back to the champagne with the other. 
 
   Isaac nods and refills Hayley’s glass.
 
   “How’s the bride to be?” The dressmaker, Lauren, asks, stepping back into the room after leaving us for a moment to discuss the dress in private. When she sees Hayley in tears she claps her hands together. “We have a winner?”
 
   Nod. “We have a winner.”
 
   “Wait…” Jocelyn raises a brow. “This outburst is normal?”
 
   “Yep.” Lauren grins. “Tears are always a good thing. Unless it’s a week before the wedding, in which case they’re always a bad thing because they usually mean the bride has gained weight and can't fit into the dress she had made for her.”
 
   “That sucks…” 
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Isaac stands awkwardly holding two glasses before him. Hayley peels her body from mine and takes hers. She stares at herself in the mirror, her eyes puffy and swollen, her face blotchy and pink, her makeup in clumps around her eyes, but she still smiles a genuine smile. Then she downs her champagne and throws her arms up in the air.
 
   “I’m getting married in this dress!”
 
   “That you are,” I say and look at my best friend. “Is it our turn now? Because we’re getting hungry and I think Lauren is ready to close up the shop for the day.”
 
   Lauren shakes her head and holds up her hands. “Take as long as you need. I’ve been paid for the day.” 
 
   “See?” Hayley grins. “Help me out of this thing.”
 
   We do so behind a partition as Isaac browses the dresses, pretending to be interested. I can’t help but giggle when he holds up a dark blue dress that is half his size and says, “It matches my eyes, don’t you think?”
 
   Winking at me, he places the dress back on the hanger and picks up another. “This one would show my ankles and I just hate my ankles.”
 
   That one has us all in hysterics. For the first time today I’m actually happy that he’s here. 
 
   “Maybe you should shave them,” I suggest. 
 
   “Waxing keeps the hair away for longer.” Jocelyn puts in unnecessarily. 
 
   “She would know,” Hayley adds and I want to throttle her. “Try on the dark ones first. I’m loving the colour against your complexions. You’re both so pale.” She then picks up her phone and grins. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   “Where are you…?” She darts from the room before I can finish. “Going?”
 
   “I’ll go first,” Jocelyn says, snatching the dress from the hanger. 
 
   “The neckline is a bit awkward on that dress. You have to twist it before you pull it through the loop.” Lauren calls as Jocelyn disappears behind the partition. 
 
   “Isaac, are you coming to the wedding?” Jocelyn asks loudly. 
 
   “Probably not.” He responds and I see his eyes scan for an escape route. “My dad is though.” 
 
   “You should go. It’ll be fun. Won’t it, Eloise?”
 
   Am I missing something? “It’d be a bit awkward. Wouldn’t it, Isaac?”
 
   His brow quirks. I don’t know what he’s thinking but the look he’s directing at me isn’t one I want directed at me. 
 
   “Not at all. It has been four years after all. We can’t really avoid each other.”
 
   That’s not what he was saying earlier. Is it wrong of me to not want him there solely so I can enjoy myself with Silas? 
 
   I’m an awful person.
 
   “If you take a date, Isaac, it won’t be awkward, will it?” Jocelyn suggests and my heart starts beating heavily. 
 
   “I guess not,” Isaac agrees. “But that’d be rude. The invitation doesn’t say we can bring another person.”
 
   “I guess you’ll have to take somebody who is already going to the wedding.”
 
   Isaac’s eyebrows shoot up faster than mine do at her audacity. “I guess I will.”
 
   “I can think of a few people…”
 
   “I’m going to find Hayley.” I say, frowning so deeply I’ll have wrinkles come the morning. 
 
   Pushing past Lauren, I try to slow the beating of my heart and the ache in my chest. I’ve moved on… I don’t care. So why does this fucking hurt like it does? I don’t want to see him with a date! I don’t want to see him flirt in front of me! I don’t want to see somebody else flirt with him! 
 
   It’s unfair. I tried to keep Silas from him. I tried to avoid catching him at his dad’s. I stayed away for four years for him.
 
   “You have a face like thunder,” Hayley tells me, covering the mouthpiece to her phone with her hand. 
 
   I cross my arms over my chest and wait for her to hang up after saying about a hundred ‘I love you’s. 
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me, Hayley?” I snap. “What are you doing?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Jocelyn is all over Isaac…”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So?” I scoff. “What do you mean ‘so’?”
 
   “You’re not together anymore.”
 
   My mouth falls open as she checks her makeup, using her phone screen as a mirror. “Whether or not we’re together is not the point. This is fucking cruel.”
 
   “Jealous?” She shoves her phone into her bag and raises her brow at me.
 
   Yes. “No. That’s not it. It’s just…”
 
   “Get over it. He’s not yours. You aren’t his.” Her narrow shoulders shrug as she pinches my cheek like a grandma would a child. “What’s the big deal?”
 
   “What game are you playing?” Why is she doing this to me? 
 
   “I didn’t know Jocelyn would like him… it’s not like you two are friends so there’s no sisterhood being broken here. What do you want me to say?” 
 
   “I can’t believe you invited him here. Why would you do that to me?”
 
   “I’m sorry.” She looks sincere. “I thought it would be good for you both. For four years I spied on Isaac’s dad for you and visited him to keep him company, though not as much as you wanted. There are things… things I learned about Isaac that I didn’t tell you.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   She chews on her lip and looks through the window panes on the door to make sure nobody is listening. “Have you ever noticed how there are no pictures of him as a child anywhere?”
 
   I open my mouth to argue this fact but I can’t. She’s right. I just never noticed. “I…”
 
   The door opens with a jingle and Lauren pokes her head outside. “We really need to get you fitted, Eloise. I’m sorry to disturb you.”
 
   I nod and place my hand against the door before turning back to Hayley. “What did you find out?”
 
   “He was in rehab after you broke up.”
 
   “What?” I squeak, choking on the word.
 
   She nods, her eyes wide, imploring me to believe her. “I know. I don’t know why but I overheard a voicemail left for John from Isaac. He said that Warrick Retreat was nicer than expected. I googled it. It’s a rehabilitation facility.”
 
   I don’t even know how to process this information. “What does that have to do with you inviting him today?”
 
   “Nothing. I just felt like it was time for you both to put shit behind you.”
 
   “Well…” I give her a pointed look. “In future, don’t!”
 
   We head back inside and the sound of Isaac’s laughter and Jocelyn’s girly giggle carries through to the shop area. 
 
   “Fuck my life,” I hiss and Hayley puts her hand in mine and whispers, “I’ll have a word with her.”
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   The day, surprisingly, has been a fun one. After the girls decided on pale green dresses, I took them to a restaurant on the way home for something to eat and drink. 
 
   The food was good and the company, though tension floated between them, was also good. The girls were loud, giddy and drank way too much. They enjoyed themselves, though, and that’s the main thing. 
 
   I’m a little disconcerted about the fact Jocelyn’s hand found my leg on more than four occasions. I wasn’t really sure how to react and nobody else saw so I couldn’t use their eyes as an excuse to push her away. She’s not subtle. That’s for sure. 
 
   Eloise seemed to be cool towards her though she didn’t voice whatever was on her mind. It’s not until I’m about to drive them back to their homes that it clicks. 
 
   She’s jealous.
 
   I’m not sure why this satisfies me to no end. It unleashes a flutter in my chest that spirals into my stomach. I find myself wanting to grin. If she’s jealous then she still…
 
   “I’m calling shotgun,” Jocelyn calls and Eloise’s eyes shoot to her. I see her frown and again that flutter takes a hold of my chest. I bite hard onto my lip to stop myself from grinning like an idiot. 
 
   “That’s fine,” Hayley tells Elle, giving her a pointed look.
 
   “Sure.” She agrees, but even I can see that it’s reluctant. 
 
   We climb into the car and Jocelyn immediately starts playing around with the radio. She and Hayley start to sing along loudly but I don’t hear Elle in the choir. 
 
   Not my problem.
 
   I turn the radio up and join in, making sure to nod my head in time with the music, laughing when they both start singing parts to each other and then to me. 
 
   “Where is everyone going, by the way?” I ask when we finally enter my hometown. 
 
   “I’m staying at Hayley’s,” Jocelyn tells me. “You know where that is, right?”
 
   “Elle?” I ask, looking at her in the rear-view mirror. She’s looking out of the window, clearly unhappy. “Elle.”
 
   “I’m staying at home.” She replies, though she doesn’t look at me.
 
   “Okay. I’ll take you last then.” Her house is between my dad’s and Hayley’s so it makes more sense this way.
 
   Jocelyn pouts at me but doesn’t argue. I thought she would but I’m kind of glad that she didn’t. 
 
   She does, however, kiss me on the cheek and slide her neatly scribbled phone number onto my thigh with the palm of her hand. “Thank you for a great day, Isaac.” 
 
   Shameless. She’s shameless.
 
   Hayley thanks me too and they both wave as they walk to her house. I wait at the curb for Eloise to move from the back of the car to the front. She doesn’t even shift her position, so I pull away after adjusting the mirror so it’s aiming solely at her.
 
   I want to say something… anything. I just don’t know what. Because of this, the journey to her house is silent. 
 
   “Thanks for the ride,” she says softly, almost sweetly, when I pull up at her parents’ driveway. 
 
   “Do you want me to pick you up tomorrow and take you to your car?” 
 
   She still doesn’t look at me. Instead she pushes open the door. “No, that’s okay.”
 
   “Elle…” Her head slowly turns and her sad, tired eyes come to mine. “I’m sorry for today.”
 
   “Don’t apologise. You didn’t do anything wrong.” And then she stands and closes the door behind her. 
 
   The urge to climb from the car and chase her down overwhelms me so I kick the car into gear and speed away.
 
   Only one thing lingers through my mind the entire night.
 
   She got jealous.
 
   She still cares.
 
   I sleep with a smile for the first time in a long time.
 
    
 
   
  
 



[bookmark: _Toc443336768]Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc443336769]Eloise
 
   “I behaved like a child yesterday.” I admit to my mum as we walk down the long road that leads to Isaac’s dad’s home. 
 
   “Yeah. Though I understand why you felt the way you did. It was wrong of them to force you into that situation. I’m actually really disappointed in Hayley.” She frowns, highlighting the wrinkles I’ll be sure to have in a few years. “Not only did she risk causing problems between you and Silas…”
 
   “He trusts me.”
 
   “She put you in a situation that you weren’t comfortable with yet couldn’t really back out of without letting her down and looking like the bad guy.”
 
   “Exactly!” I cry, glad that she agrees. “But whatever… I shouldn’t have acted like the spoilt ex bitch, you know? Isaac deserves to move on.”
 
   “Just not right in front of you. He had to have known how you’d feel.”
 
   “He didn’t really instigate the flirting though.”
 
   “True.” She links her arm with mine. “The sooner you’re both divorced, the better. When is your next appointment?”
 
   “We’re meeting with our solicitors in a couple of weeks to discuss finances and how everything should be split. I want it solidified so it can’t be called to attention in the future.”
 
   “You think he’d do that?”
 
   “No, but I’m not taking any chances. We do this properly or not at all.”
 
   “Good girl.” Her smile is warm and full of pride. “When did you get so smart?”
 
   “Not when I eloped, that’s for sure.” I snort and she laughs with me. “I’ve always wondered…”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Why has dad never moved us from Lily Hill?” I’m not sure why the question comes to mind.
 
   “He has little dog syndrome.”
 
   I let out a bark of startled laughter. “What?”
 
   “You know? Big fish, little pond. In a city he’d be swallowed up by all of the businessmen who own way more property than him. Here he has so much standing and respect because he owns twice as much as anyone else.”
 
   “Oh.” I guess that makes sense. “Do you think I should do that? Stick to one place? Is it a wiser investment?”
 
   “I don’t think so. I think you were meant to make your mark on the world as a whole, not just a town.”
 
   I grin, hoping that she’s right. “I graduate in a month. How did that happen?”
 
   “I know…” She taps her head against mine for a moment. “I’m so proud of you for not getting pregnant.”
 
   “Mum…”
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   “Good morning, John.” I recognise the voice as belonging to Sharon, Elle’s mother. “I hope I’m not intruding but I felt like walking down with Eloise.”
 
   “Not at all. Morning, Elle. You look… rough.” My dad tells her honestly. He’s an idiot. You never tell a woman they look rough. 
 
   “She’s a bit on the ill side.”
 
   “I’m fine. I was up all night studying.” I hear Eloise respond as I step onto the landing. “I have an exam tomorrow. It’s an informal one but it’s still important if we want a chance at working alongside Professor Matterson.”
 
   “Who?” I ask as I descend the stairs.
 
   “He’s the founder of the architecture department. He’s amazing.” 
 
   “I’ll take your word for it.” My dad beckons them into the living room and I follow shortly after. 
 
   “We won’t stay long. I’m actually heading back to Cambridge today,” Elle tells us, though her eyes avoid my own. “I wanted to say goodbye and pick up my car.”
 
   “How are you feeling now? We haven’t had much time to call lately… considering…” Dad trails off, clearly referring to Silas and everything else. His wary eyes flicker to me. I shrug, trying to tell him that it’s okay to talk about it. I need to get used to it. I don’t want to… but I need to. “How is your partner, Silas was it?” 
 
   I’m actually surprised he hasn’t asked her about him sooner.
 
   “He’s great. He’s actually in Bristol at the moment. He has family there.”
 
   “He’s also overseeing Elle’s new venture so that she can enjoy time with her friends,” Sharon states almost proudly and her accusatory eyes come to me. I understand her vehemence. I held Eloise back whereas this guy is a fucking saint. I get it. I don’t need to be chastised for it though.
 
   “New venture?” I ask as Elle snaps at her mother for divulging things she shouldn’t. “What new venture?” I push, hating that I’m missing something about new Elle.
 
   “I’m…” her tongue skims over her lower lip as she looks around the room nervously. “I’ve bought an Inn. It’s about twenty minutes from Bristol and so close to the River Boyd. It’s beautiful. We’re in the process of fixing it up.”
 
   Wow. “That’s… that’s amazing, Elle. I’m so happy for you.” I want and need to hear more. I want her face to light up as she talks about ceiling designs and skirting boards and other such things that are usually boring. She makes them interesting… or she used to. “I’d love to see it sometime.”
 
   “Sure. When it’s finished it’ll be open to the public.” 
 
   That was a subtle rejection. Ouch. 
 
   “And this is something you and your young man are doing together?” My dad presses.
 
   Eloise nods.
 
   “I’m happy for you and I wish you all the best. I will certainly be one of the first to visit.”
 
   Sharon checks her watch and nudges Eloise, who winces when she too sees the time. “We should go.”
 
   “I’ll see you out.” I stand and wait for them all to say their goodbyes before leading them to the door. 
 
   “Mum.” Eloise passes the car keys to her and gives her a look that has Sharon moving to the car without objection. Then she turns to me and my palms get clammy. “I want to apologise.”
 
   She does? “For what?”
 
   “For the way I behaved yesterday.”
 
   I’m confused. “Huh?”
 
   She steps closer and smooths her hands over her hair. Her fingertips press the studs further into the bun, keeping it in place. My nose immediately locks onto that rhubarb scent that always made my cock twitch. “I won’t lie to you. I got jealous.”
 
   She said that out loud. She admitted it.
 
   “I had no right to get jealous.” Her hands fall to her sides and her eyes, sparkling with sincerity, scan my face. “Although I don’t think anyone would blame me… look at you. You were mine once upon a time.”
 
   The flirtatious Eloise I once knew is shining brightly from the depths of her green eyes. “I only ever wanted you, Elle.”
 
   That flame in her eyes is doused. “Right. Of course you did.”
 
   “It’s true! I know I… things ended badly but there hasn’t been a day that has gone by that I haven’t regretted it. Which you know all ready.” 
 
   She rolls her eyes. “I don’t want to rehash any of it ever again. I just want to call a truce. Starting from this point forward, can we just pretend like none of it ever happened?”
 
   “Elaborate?”
 
   “The marriage, the gambling, the affair, all of it…”
 
    My heart clenches, “You had an affair?”
 
   “What?” Pause. “NO! You did!”
 
   “I bloody well didn’t.”
 
   “Umm… yes you did. With that Petal bitch from the casino.”
 
   She’s joking… right? “You told me you believed me!”
 
   “And stupidly I did until I caught you both together.”
 
   I’m so fucking confused. “Elle, what are you talking about?”
 
   “The day I left, Hayley and I followed you. You went straight to the casino. I saw you holding that… that home wrecking little slut’s hand with my own eyes!” 
 
   [bookmark: h.1ksv4uv] 
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc443336771]Eloise
 
   “Elle… I swear to you I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.”
 
   How can he lie to my face? “It’s been years, Isaac. Fucking years. You don’t need to pretend anymore.”
 
   “I’m not pretending!” His hands come to my shoulders and squeeze them tight enough to keep me in place but not to hurt me. “I didn’t cheat on you! I haven’t seen her since we broke up.”
 
   Language escapes me. I don’t know what to say. He seems so genuine. “But… I saw you.”
 
   “I don’t remember what you saw but I swear to you, I never, ever touched Petal in more than a platonic way. Ever. She wasn’t my type.”
 
   “But then…” My mouth closes and my lips pinch together. I feel my eyes burn as I realise that if he’s right, I left sooner than I wanted. It was that thing that made me choose to leave. “Why did you break up with me? I thought you left me for somebody else.”
 
   He scratches at the back of his neck before linking his fingers together there. “I was in a shit place. I did a lot of things I’m not proud of.”
 
   “You went to rehab?”
 
   His laugh is a grim one. “I’ve been to rehab a few times…”
 
   The horn honks, startling us both. I turn and hold my hand up to my mum, who is glaring at me through the windscreen of the car and tapping the watch on her wrist.
 
   “I… I have to go.” I sigh and frown. “Can I call you? I’d like to talk more about this.”
 
   “Why?” His tone is panicked.
 
   “Because…” Mum honks again. “I’ll call you.” I feel like I’ve made a breakthrough. I know that it’s a late one but… HONK. “Stop!” I yell at her. “I’m coming.”  My hand seeks Isaac’s and when I find it, I grip it tight. “I’ll call you.”
 
   He says nothing as I release him and rush to the car. The second my foot is on the accelerator I begin to tell my mother off, not that she listens. She’s bloody mental.
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   My mum isn’t well and it has us all concerned. This morning when I visited her with my dad she looked gaunt and almost yellow. Though her attitude and mood hadn’t changed since the last visit, she was still visibly sick. 
 
   Nobody really knows what to do. They’ve got her on a round of antibiotics after doing a series of blood tests. There’s no telling if she’ll get better or worse. She’s not in control of her mind enough to let us know the specific reason that she’s ill.
 
   It’s breaking my heart to think of it and that’s all I seem to be doing these days…thinking. I have too much time on my hands, so when I get a random call from Jocelyn, I don’t hesitate to answer.
 
   Nor do I hesitate to agree to meet her at the pub in town on the high street. 
 
   It’s time I started to live my life again, although I do feel guilty that it’s with somebody Elle knows through Hayley. I’m sure this is probably going against some kind of code. I still don’t talk myself out of it. I need the distraction. I need to stop living my life around a girl that no longer exists.
 
   “You look amazing,” Jocelyn tells me as we take our seats in a side booth. She slips along the bench, being careful not to shift her tight skirt any further up her thighs. “Thank you for meeting me tonight.”
 
   “Thank you for inviting me.” I continue assessing her, rolling my eyes over her curves and her face numerous times when I think she isn’t looking, though she probably is. She’s attractive. I can’t deny it. She’s just not… “Speaking of which, I forgot to ask…”
 
   “How did I get your number?” And she’s psychic. “Eloise.”
 
   That catches me off guard. “Eloise gave you my number?”
 
   “She gave Hayley your number to give to me. I knew you wouldn’t call.”
 
   “I might’ve.”
 
   “I know men… you were never going to call. I took the initiative. It’s fine; it suits me. I like control.” She sips more of her drink and I glug a huge mouthful of my beer. 
 
   “I’ve been single for a while. I don’t know how to not be single anymore.”
 
   “She has you that hung up, huh?”
 
   “It’s not like that.”
 
   “Whatever… I’m not really interested in that anyway.” I should be annoyed at how indifferent she is and how forward, but I oddly find it quite alluring. She’s fiery, feisty. A wild card. Definitely not what I’d call wife material but I don’t think that’s her aim anyway. Maybe this is why I find her so attractive. “I won’t know many people at Hayley’s wedding. I need a wingman. You’re my wing man.”
 
   “Your wingman?”
 
   “My date. You’ll be there looking all awkward like the jealous ex. I’ll be there looking all awkward because I can’t be bothered to try and loosen up a bunch of stiffs.” She grins, no doubt inwardly finding her plan genius. “Besides, I think we match well.”
 
   “I…” I genuinely don’t know what to say. “Fine. I’ll be your date.”
 
   “Good.” A flicker of anxiousness takes over her features before relief abolishes it. Was she nervous I’d say no? She’s not as tough as she seems. Suddenly I find her even more attractive. “Let’s drink and get to know each other better before our date.”
 
   I click my glass against hers. “Hear hear.”
 
   “Now…” She begins to grin again, this time mischievously. “I have to know…”
 
   “Go on.” I take another mouthful of my beer.
 
   “What’s it like fucking in a classroom?”
 
   I almost spray my beer across the table but manage to choke it back in time. 
 
   “Actually don’t tell me! If our date goes well at the wedding… I want you show me.”
 
   I’ve forgotten how to think about anything.
 
   “That’s if you even want to.”
 
   I open my mouth, close it, open it, close it and open it one last time, but nothing comes out.
 
   “We’ll see how we feel.” She waves me off before tapping her empty glass. “We should eat. Are you hungry?”
 
   “Definitely,” I respond, unable to speak about anything that she just said. What the hell is wrong with me? Did Elle take my cock with her when she left me? 
 
   Fuck.
 
   I need to get a grip.
 
   “You seem very confident.” I point out.
 
   “I just like things to go my way. I expect little but what I do expect, I’m not afraid to ask for.” She grins wickedly. 
 
   “I love that. More people should be like that.” Resting back, I stretch my arm across the back of the booth.
 
   “Men usually find it sexy.”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “For real?” She raises a sceptical brow. “I feel like I’m clutching at straws to keep you interested.”
 
   “I am interested.”
 
   Her sceptical brow vanishes as a smile appears on her face. “Good. So am I. But not… I’m not trying to marry you or anything.”
 
   “I’m not a total idiot.”
 
   Her laughter draws the eyes of those close by. Men are as mesmerised by her heavy cleavage as I should be. “I don’t think you are; don’t worry. I like fun but I travel too much for anything serious. I like flavour.”
 
   “I used to be the same way.”
 
   “And then you fell in love?”
 
   I blow out a long breath and recall the memories that led me to where I am now. “And then I fell in love.”
 
   “Here’s to fucking, not loving.” She clinks the glass against mine as I take my turn to laugh so loudly I draw the eyes of others onto us. 
 
   “Hear hear.” I down the last dregs of beer and pick up the menu. When our next round comes after we place our order at the bar, I raise my glass to myself. “Here’s to moving on.”
 
   And that’s when lips meet mine and a finger hooks around the belt loop of my trousers, pulling me closer.
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   “She didn’t come back to mine, so I can only guess…” Hayley’s voice fades only to be replaced by a high pitched ringing noise in my ears.
 
   “I’m losing you,” I lie and then hang up the phone so I can gather myself.
 
   I basically handed my husband over to somebody else.
 
   My ex-husband. I meant ex. 
 
   She doesn’t call back. I don’t call her back. This is the conversation I’ve been avoiding for a while. When Hayley called me to get Isaac’s number for Jocelyn, I couldn’t say no. She wasn’t being malicious, she just wanted to know whether she should run interference or hand it over.
 
   I wanted to tell her to run interference. I wanted to tell her to punch Jocelyn in the nose. How could I though?
 
   He clearly liked her. Even I could see they had chemistry. It’s none of my business.
 
   So I gave Hayley his number to give to Jocelyn and now I fucking hate myself for it.
 
   Even as I sit across from Silas, watching him type away on his laptop, knowing that last night he made love to me from behind so sweetly, his chest against my back, his lips against my ear, I can’t help myself but feel jealous, angry, pissed off, upset… all of the fucking above. 
 
   I need to get a grip.
 
   “You’ve been staring at me for almost five minutes.” Silas says, not looking up from his laptop. “I’m not that pretty.”
 
   “We’ve never had rough sex.” I blurt and his eyes, now wide with surprise, come to me.
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “You should be,” I state and stand. “We always take out time and do it slowly.”
 
   “You don’t enjoy it?”
 
   “You know I do…” Sometimes. I won’t lie that there are times I’ve faked it, but I guess that’s normal in any relationship. “But variety is the spice of life, or so they say.”
 
   His hands close the laptop and move it to the side. “You want me to be rough with you?”
 
   Do I? Is that my point? “Yes.”
 
   “That’s not really my thing.” He stands and pads over to me. His bare feet sink into the thick, soft rug that covers the floor between the two couches. “But I’ll try it…”
 
   “Now?” 
 
   “Yes, now. No time like the present.” His grin is infectious as he comes to a stop before me and places his hands on my hips. “So… where do I throw you?”
 
   A laugh escapes me. “I can’t direct you. Just feel it and do it.”
 
   “Should I rip your top or something?” 
 
   “No! I like this top. I’ve had it for years.” It’s one of my favourites; the deep green really brings out the red in my hair and the green in my eyes.
 
   “Well… I don’t know what to do. I feel a bit silly.”
 
   “Fine.” I begin pushing him backwards until he falls back onto the couch he just vacated. His breath leaves him with a whoosh but he doesn’t protest. In fact his eyes darken when I climb onto him, effectively straddling him. My skirt is now up around my hips. I grip the collar of his shirt in a tight fist and slam my lips onto his.
 
   His excitement presses against my sex and a moan leaves me. 
 
   This reminds me of the time I straddled Isaac on his couch… my hand instantly seeks out the longer hair I once grabbed but I find nothing but stubble on scalp and quickly remember where I am and who I’m with.
 
   As if somebody threw me in a cold shower, my mood for this has gone and I’m climbing off him.
 
   “Where are you going?” He asks, grabbing my naked thigh before I can stand. “I was enjoying myself. You’ve never been like that with me before.”
 
   “I’m not in the mood and I have that paper to write.” I lie. I finished it an hour ago. “Besides… that kind of sex is supposed to be spontaneous and passionate.”
 
   “That was spontaneous. One minute I was sat reassessing an entire paragraph in my dissertation and the next my gorgeous girlfriend is asking me to violate her body in the most delicious way.” He rolls me onto my back on the couch and hikes my leg over his hip. Fingers bite into my thigh but it does nothing to stimulate me. 
 
   I feel terrible for it, too. The reason I’m in such a shit mood is because my ex-husband is fucking a goddess. 
 
   I just need a few moments alone. I thought Silas could cure my mind of this poisonous thought, but instead it only fuelled it and now the only hands I want on me at this point belong to somebody else. 
 
   I can’t cope.
 
   “Come on, Elle, I’m all worked up,” he whispers and his teeth nip my ear as his heated groin pushes against me. 
 
   “Not now.” 
 
   His teeth move from my ear, down my jaw and to my neck as my hands push between us, attempting to get the space I need. “Isn’t this what you wanted?”
 
   I feel my wrists come together above my head in a swift movement from him. He has them pinned so tightly my arms stretch and ache. I feel like one wrong move could dislocate my shoulders. 
 
   He brings my other thigh up before I can close my legs and suddenly my body locks instinctively as it senses danger.
 
   “Sil…” I’m smothered with lips on mine. They pinch and hurt as I thrash my head from side to side to shake him off. I can’t breathe. His lips bruise my mouth so tightly my nose is crushed between our faces. Anguished screams leave my throat. I try to throw him off. I push at his chest with mine and attempt to roll sideways but the way my hands are pinned above me is too painful.
 
   “Fucking beautiful,” he says. 
 
   “Stop!” I yell. “You’re hurting me!”
 
   His weight is gone in a second and I’m being lifted. “Elle… are you okay?” 
 
   I flex my shoulders after wobbling on my feet for a moment. 
 
   “Answer me,” he demands, his eyes furious. “You said rough!”
 
   “That’s not what I meant!” I shout back, taking a step away from him.
 
   “How the hell was I supposed to know? You asked me to do something out of my comfort zone.”
 
   “You’re supposed to read my body and know when to keep going and when to pull back. You don’t just go psycho!” 
 
   Throwing his arms in the air, he drops them back to his sides before running them over his head and pacing the area in front of me. “You wanted rough, you got rough. And now you’re mad?”
 
   “You scared me,” I admit while my hands tug my clothing back into place.
 
   Finally stopping his pacing and tense movements, he stares at me for a long pause. His voice is a low whisper when he finally speaks. “I’m just going to go.”
 
   “That’s probably best,” I agree, holding my arms over my chest. 
 
   He doesn’t speak as he gathers up his things and brushes past me. I feel him hesitate when he opens the door to leave but he doesn’t turn back.
 
   Part of me is sad he’s gone but the bigger part of me just wants to be alone anyway.
 
   I shouldn’t have played him like that… I turned him on and then put on the brakes. That was unfair of me, though how was I supposed to know that I’d suddenly no longer want to do it? That doesn’t give him the right to treat me that way.
 
   But he was giving me what I asked for. He probably thought I was just putting on an act so he’d get rough. He did stop as soon as I said for him to stop.
 
   This isn’t his fault. He’s right. I asked him for something he doesn’t know how to give. He tried. 
 
   Now I feel bad, but I don’t send him an apology. I don’t call. I don’t even acknowledge him at all.
 
   I call Damon instead and we curl up on the couch with ice cream, bad foreign films and a large bag of spicy tortilla chips. 
 
   Then we study for a while before driving to his parents’ house where I help his mum make dinner while his dad plies us all with alcohol.
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   The shower runs hot over my skin as I wash away the vomit that my own mother unleashed upon me only minutes ago. Thankfully the nursing home in which she resides was kind enough to let me wash up in their staff shower. My dad has gone to the car to fetch my gym bag. I have spare clothing in there. 
 
   He enters the shower room and places the bag somewhere beyond the curtain which I hide behind, not that it matters. We’re both past the age of caring about nudity.
 
   “I’ll wait for you in her room.”
 
   Normally we aren’t allowed in the patients’ rooms, purely because the nurses can’t watch us all at once, which is fine with us. Today is different though. My poor mother is under quarantine whilst they figure out what’s making her projectile vomit everything she consumes amongst other bodily fluids. They don’t want her passing it on to the other patients. 
 
   “Okay,” I call back and quickly finish in the shower.
 
   The nurse guides me to my mum’s room and I step inside. The doctor is with her, shining a light in her eyes and checking her pulse. Another nurse waits off to the side with a bucket of warm, soapy water. 
 
   “She has a fever,” the doctor states, frowning. “I’m going to give her another course of antibiotics. There’s little else we can do at this point.”
 
   “What do you mean there’s little else you can do?” My dad asks angrily. I place my hand on his shoulder. 
 
   “Her tests are clear. There are no abnormalities in her blood.” The doctor explains, moving out the way so the nurse can clean up my mother. He rips off his gloves and disposes them in the waste bag on the trolley. “I’m sorry. I’m hoping it’s just a bug and it will pass but…”
 
   “But?”
 
   His eyes come to mine and then to my dad’s. “You have no idea how many people just drop off their relatives and leave, like this is some kind of animal sanctuary. They don’t look back and they sure as hell don’t visit. Who can blame them?” I say nothing and neither does my dad. “But at the same time, you wonder how they can just leave them here like that. It breaks your heart. It breaks my heart. It breaks the hearts of all of the people in this building.” 
 
   He’s not wrong. It’s rare that we see anyone visiting the other patients. 
 
   “But this is worse. I haven’t been put in this situation often, seeing the look in your eyes as I fail to do what I became a doctor to do.”
 
   My dad’s hand goes to his chest as my fingers bite into his shoulder.
 
   “I’m going to be honest with you both, because you deserve it. If she stays ill, she’s not going to last much longer.”
 
   We both nod. We both knew it was coming but it still doesn’t hurt any less.
 
   “You’re amazing men. Amazing people. I’m so sorry that I can’t do more. At the moment I’m just guessing by the visible symptoms.”
 
   “You’ve been great; you’re doing the best you can,” I tell him, though my voice is raspy. “We appreciate the effort.”
 
   He nods and smiles but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “I won’t stop until I don’t have any other choice. Let’s keep as optimistic as we can, though.”
 
   “Thank you for being straight with me,” my dad whispers and shakes the doctor’s hand. “Not many would. Takes guts to be that honest.”
 
   “I’d want the same if I were in your shoes.”
 
   I turn and exit the room and then the building. I need to breathe. I can’t breathe in here.
 
   Even though Mum hasn’t been herself for a while, I can’t imagine losing her. While she’s alive we can pretend all is normal. 
 
   Pretending is key to a healthy-ish mind. 
 
   “Let’s go home.” Dad’s voice comes from behind. I didn’t feel him follow me out.
 
   He doesn’t look too bad… considering. 
 
   “I need a drink.”
 
   I nod and follow him to his car. I don’t usually let him drive us places but I’m glad I made an exception today. I don’t think I can drive now even if I wanted to.
 
   Jocelyn’s text comes through as we’re pulling out of our parking spot in silence. I welcome the distraction. I need the distraction.
 
    
 
   Jocelyn: You’ll never guess what I’m doing right now. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: Probably something I’ll never be able to guess.
 
    
 
   Jocelyn: I just had to meet and greet Kara Williams.
 
    
 
   Isaac: The singer?
 
    
 
   Jocelyn: Duh!
 
    
 
   Isaac: She’s hot. What’s she like?
 
    
 
   Jocelyn: Oddly she smells like potatoes… 
 
    
 
   Isaac: Potatoes? Really?
 
    
 
   Jocelyn: Yeah. She’s also one of those people who wears sunglasses inside.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I wear sunglasses inside. It helps to hide the fact I’m hanging while working.
 
    
 
   Jocelyn: Whatever. Freak. What are you up to?
 
    
 
   I could tell her, vent to her, let her take the weight of my problems for a short while, but I don’t want to complicate whatever it is we have going on. She’s fun. I’m having fun. I want to stay fun. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: Heading back to my dad’s before setting off for Boston. Want to join me?
 
    
 
   Jocelyn: I would but my French lover, Jacque, awaits my arrival.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Your French lover?
 
    
 
   Jocelyn: Jealous?
 
    
 
   Isaac: No, it’s just you said you were flying to Holland today, not France.
 
    
 
   Jocelyn: A man who actually pays attention to the shit I say! I may trade in my French lover for you. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: Yay. I’m ecstatic. 
 
    
 
   Jocelyn: Liar. I have to go. First class awaits.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Ah how the other half live! 
 
    
 
   Jocelyn: I’ll fetch you a plane souvenir. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: I wait impatiently to receive it.
 
    
 
   “You’ve met a woman. I can tell by the look on your face,” Dad says and I shrug. No use in denying it. “This is good.” He smiles warmly and his blue eyes, that mirror my own, twinkle with love. “I hope she brings you joy.”
 
   I don’t tell him that it isn’t like that. There’s no use in getting into the details. He seems happy that I seem happy, despite the circumstances. I’m not going to take that away.
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   Silas: I’m sorry. Forgive me. <3
 
    
 
   I don’t know why he’s apologising. It’s my fault. I’m the bad guy here.
 
   “Stop frowning. You’ll get wrinkles.” Damon tells me and uses his thumb to smooth the lines between my brows. 
 
   I bat his hands away. “Why are you in here? This is my room, not your room.”
 
   “This is my parents’ spare room, so it is in fact closer to being owned by me than it is by you.” Flopping onto the bed by my feet, he grabs my phone and starts flicking through it. I hate that and he knows it. Even though I have nothing to hide, it just irritates me when somebody flicks through my private photos and conversations. 
 
   “Give me that.” I snatch it away and beat him over the head with a pillow. 
 
   It begins to vibrate as soon as I touch it.
 
   “You can thank me later.” Damon grins and scrambles out of the room faster than if I had a gun ready to shoot him with. Which, when I see the message he sent to Silas, I kind of wish I did. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: Pick me up from Damon’s. That’s where I’m hiding.
 
    
 
   Silas: Thank you, Damon. I’ll be there in about twenty minutes, Eloise. We should talk.
 
    
 
   I don’t know what to say, so I simply say...
 
    
 
   Eloise: Okay.
 
    
 
   He arrives promptly and talk we do. We apologise. Or I apologise, though he says that it should be him and I argue that it should be me. Once that’s over, we head back to mine. I graduate in just two weeks. We have a serious amount of stuff to get sorted, so arguing and falling out right now isn’t in the best interests of either of us.
 
   Things are still a bit tense when we head up to Bristol to check on everything. He drives us there, we stop in at his mum’s for dinner and then we drive back to Cambridge. The journeys are relatively silent and part of me wonders if he’s going to break up with me soon.
 
   We seem to have come to a standstill in our relationship and I know I’m not making him happy. I’m boring. I’m always busy. I have little to offer him.
 
   If things don’t get better, he won’t have to end it with me because I’ll just end it with him. He deserves better, so much better than a confused idiot for a girlfriend.
 
   I’m going to be single forever and adopt a bunch of cats, aren’t I?
 
    
 
   My thoughts on our relationship are confirmed when he drops me at my place and doesn’t come in, although after the last time he was here, we probably need the space.
 
   I don’t mind being alone though. It gives me time to check my paper that I’m handing in tomorrow, catch up on my TV series and discover new music.
 
   It also gives me a moment to remember what Isaac said the last time we spoke. It shouldn’t interest me anymore, yet I still need to know what he was talking about. Why has he been in rehab and how many times? 
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   I was wondering when she’d call and finally she has. This is almost surreal. We haven’t spoken on the phone in a very long time. I know what she wants to talk about: something I’m not ready to talk about, something I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready to talk about. 
 
   So I don’t answer. I click the screen to cancel the call.
 
   I was serious when I said it’s time to move on. I need to be stronger now. 
 
   Yet the urge to hear her voice almost cripples me. 
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   There’s a knock at the door. I open it with a trembling hand. It’s got to be Hayley. It has to be Hayley.
 
   “SURPRISE!” A chorus of voices yell, almost knocking me backwards.
 
   A mess of dark hair covers my face as I try to assess the situation. 
 
   “Oh my goodness, look at you!” My mum cries, now holding me at arm's length. “You look so cute.”
 
   “Don’t crease me,” I plead, carefully extracting myself from her death grip so I can greet everybody else who is here with flowers and gifts. 
 
   “Happy graduation day!” My dad cheers and Hayley, Kira and Damon all peek around him. 
 
   “Oh my god!” I grin and throw myself into their arms. “I can’t believe you’re all here!” We share a huge group hug as I try not to cry. “But I only have my three allocated tickets.”
 
   “I’ve got Kira as my third guest,” Damon states proudly and throws his arm around her. “She threatened to shave my face off.”
 
   “That I did.” Kira beams wickedly and hugs me again. “You look beautiful.”
 
   “Thank you.” I fluff up my thick, wavy hair and smooth down my graduation gown. I feel like an idiot. “Where’s your gown, Damon?”
 
   “It’s too warm to wear it.”
 
   “Lies.”
 
   “Don’t make me!”
 
   “Put it on.”
 
   “Please,” My mum begs. “I want pictures!”
 
   Damon’s lips thin to a white line as he relents and snatches the bag from Kira’s hand. 
 
   Hayley kisses my cheeks and assesses my makeup before forcing me to drink a shot of champagne to calm my nerves.
 
   “I’m going to be the one person that falls.” I whisper. “In front of all of those people.”
 
   “Probably,” Kira agrees, smacking me on my rear as she passes me, her aim the couch. “Can you believe we’re here already?”
 
   “Nope.” I agree. “It feels so surreal.”
 
   I think back to when I was in sixth form and how I’d be wishing my life away waiting for this day. For some reason I thought this was the day my life would begin. Especially since I married my teacher. 
 
   But now that I’m here, ready to graduate, I don’t feel any different. I don’t feel like life has begun; I feel like I’m just plodding through it like everyone else.
 
    
 
   John: I’m so proud of you, Elle. I wish I could be there. 
 
    
 
   I smile and respond with a quick, 
 
    
 
   Eloise: Thank you, John. I wish you could be too.
 
    
 
   “Is Silas coming?” Mum asks, her eyes skimming to my dad.
 
   “He’s going to miss the ceremony but he’ll be here afterwards.”
 
   “Ah, never mind. The ceremony will probably be boring save for your bit anyway,” Dad laughs.
 
   “Thanks, Mr P.” Damon slaps him on the back. “Much appreciated.”
 
   “Nice dress,” I add to my friend, who is wearing the same robe as I. 
 
   “Nice face.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Damon. I’ll clap for you too.” My dad sighs. Damon is the only guy that I associate with that my dad likes. It’s probably to do with the fact that he’s wealthy. My dad is unfortunately shallow like that.
 
   Although Silas’ family have quite heavy pockets…
 
   “You look sick.”
 
   “It’s probably that shot of champagne that Hayley made me drink.”
 
   “Whoa.” Hayley raises her hands defensively. Her ring catches the light and I find myself staring at it. “Don’t blame me for your choices.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
    
 
   My phone vibrates again.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I just got a call from my solicitor saying we’re set to meet on Wednesday? Why is this the first I’m hearing of this?
 
    
 
   Really? He chooses today to talk about this?
 
   Maybe he doesn’t know. Why would he know? I doubt I’m the focus of his and John’s conversations.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Because I told him the night before last to set up the meeting for Wednesday. I would have conferred with you but you haven’t returned my three phone calls over the past two weeks. If that date isn’t good for you then change it, but I’m not free now until the week before Hayley’s wedding. I’m busy right now too. I’ll call you later.
 
    
 
   “You look all serious,” Hayley whispers, so I quickly plaster on a smile. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: What is it that you want? Why can’t we settle out of court?
 
    
 
   Eloise: It’s airtight this way. It’s necessary. Besides, it needs to be before the decree nisi. I’m not sure how all of this works. Call your solicitor.
 
    
 
   Isaac: It’s costing us both a fortune.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Isaac, I’m about to graduate… I’ll call you later. Everybody is piling into two cars right now. It’s a tragic sight. My mum just realised her arse is fatter than mine.
 
    
 
   I laugh when she stomps to my dad’s car and climbs into the passenger seat.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Shit, Elle, I’m sorry. I didn’t even realise. I’ll call you later.
 
    
 
   I finally climb into the correct car and smile at Damon, who sits in the driver’s seat in his robe. Kira and Hayley are in the back. My mum and dad are following in their car behind us. They flash at Damon to let him know they’re ready.
 
   “What about your parents?” I ask him.
 
   “Meeting us there,” he responds, winking at me. “My mum has an outrageous gift for you. I swear she still thinks we’re secretly dating.”
 
   “It doesn’t help that you walk in and out of my room when I stay over…”
 
   “I’ve seen it all before.”
 
   “He has?” Hayley squawks.
 
   “Multiple times.” Kira puts in, giggling. “Uni can be wild!”
 
    
 
   Isaac: Congratulations. It probably isn’t worth much anymore, but I’m so proud of you and so envious. Have a drink or two for me to celebrate tonight.
 
    
 
   Eloise: It’s worth more than you think, Isaac. Thank you. <3 
 
    
 
   Why did I put the heart? Why oh why did I put the heart?
 
    
 
   Isaac: <3 <3
 
    
 
   Why did he put two back?
 
   “Put your bloody phone away.” Hayley demands and snatches it from my grip. “Damon, turn the music up.”
 
   “Yes Miss.”
 
   “Honey… you’re graduating today!” Kira screeches in my ear. 
 
   “I know.” It still hasn’t sunk in yet. “I did it.”
 
   But it’s not until I’m called forth and that roll of paper is put in my hand that I realise exactly what I’ve done.
 
   University is over for me now. I’m graduated. I’m going to have to leave my apartment and find a job elsewhere. 
 
   Mum and Dad seem to sense my dying mood and only stay for long enough to eat with me and repeatedly congratulate me. I appreciated seeing them but I need alcohol and my friends right now. I need to wallow in self-pity at how real this all just became.
 
   No more classes… forever.
 
   No more papers. 
 
   No more lectures.
 
   I’m not sure why this seems so daunting. I suppose it’s because now I’m expected to be an adult.
 
   “We need vodka,” I hear Hayley whisper after I voice my thoughts and slump onto the ground by the couch. “Lots of vodka.”
 
   “Are you honestly saying you didn’t have a plan?” Hayley asks. “I know we haven’t spoken much about it, but you insisted you had it sorted.”
 
   “I didn’t really think of much beyond the inn. I’m not sure what I expected to happen,” I say, checking the clock on the wall for the millionth time. “Is it time to go to Damon’s yet?”
 
   “Of course. He’s just finishing up with his own parents.”
 
   I stare at the ‘outrageous’ gift from Damon’s parents to me. It’s a white gold and diamond bracelet. I daren’t even ask what karat it is. Of course I tried to refuse, but his tiny dad had it on my wrist faster than a ninja wields a blade.
 
   It’s absolutely stunning but I’m never wearing it outside of the home. I’m actually contemplating locking it away in a bank vault and handing it down to Damon’s offspring. 
 
   All I got his mum was a popular bath set for Christmas. Sure it wasn’t cheap, but it wasn’t diamonds.
 
   Apparently I helped keep their son on the straight and narrow so I earned them. They aren’t wrong. I saved Damon from a lot of shit over the years. To say he dabbled in the bad stuff would be an understatement.
 
   “Silas?” Kira asks quietly as I’m handed vodka with a splash of lime and lemonade. 
 
   I glug it down and gasp when the burn hits my throat and makes me feel like vomiting. “We need to head to the meet and greet. He can meet us there.”
 
   “Unnecessary.” Hayley tells me and pulls open the door. “He has just arrived.”
 
   “You were going to leave without me?” Silas steps into my apartment and crouches in front of me. His long, dark fingers wrap around the empty glass I’m clutching and place it on the table beside us. He then helps me to my feet and presses his lips to mine. “Congratulations.”
 
   “Thank you,” I respond robotically and a full glass is placed in my hand. 
 
   “This is brilliant. Welcome to the real world.” Kira claps and shakes her hips. “Let’s get our party on.”
 
   “Woo!” I cheer convincingly and toss the drink back. “Let’s go.”
 
   “The gathering awaits.”
 
   And what a gathering it is.
 
   Damon meets us there as promised and I laugh when I see him already covered in glowing, neon paint. It’s in sprays all over his bare chest and face. Strips made by his fingers in pink and yellow streak under his eyes.
 
   Now I see why he told me to wear a vest and shorts.
 
   “I come with a palette!” he grins and points to the man to his right, who holds up a circular piece of smooth wood upon which different coloured blobs of paint rest upon. “This is Josh. Josh is a freshman. He gets twenty points for every tit he writes his initials on.”
 
   “You’re joking?” Kira steps forward and proudly presents her cleavage. Josh grins excitedly and chooses the pink. Using his finger he writes ‘JL’ on her bosom before moving onto Hayley, who takes the paint and does it for him whilst declaring, “I’m almost a married woman.”
 
   I push my hair from my chest and let him get on with it, much to Silas’ dismay. It’s just paint. It’s also purple. I like purple. 
 
   “I need more vodka and more of this tribal paint shit.” 
 
   “It’s heaving. Where are we exactly?” Kira asks, looking around the dark room that we step into. Everyone is glowing with paint. Everyone. 
 
   This is awesome.
 
   “Is this what I’ve been missing out on these past few years?”
 
   Damon looks at me over his shoulder as he pulls me to the bar. We snake through the crowds, all of us linked. Damon to me, me to Silas, Silas to Hayley and Hayley to Kira. “No, this is beyond any level of awesome I’ve witnessed.” 
 
   “I don’t envy whoever’s job it is to clean up tomorrow.” 
 
   “Me neither.”
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   I glance at the clock. It’s three in the morning. Who the fuck is calling me at three in the morning? I have school tomorrow. 
 
   Eloise’s name lights up the screen and I can’t help the pang of panic that I feel. My thumb swipes over the screen before I can stop it.
 
   “Elle?”
 
   “Isaac.” She whispers my name and my panic increases. “I need to talk… to you.” Hic. Oh shit. She’s drunk. “Now.” Hic. Very drunk. “Okay?”
 
   “Sure,” I say softly and sit up in my bed, gathering the pillows behind my back to make me feel comfortable.
 
   “I… I’m scared.” Her voice is again no more than a whisper, but I hear the vulnerability behind it. “I realise that I’m being a child.” She slurs and I have to focus to keep up. “It can’t be normal to feel this way. It’s my own fault. I thought I had everything together. I thought I knew what I was doing. I didn’t and I don’t.”
 
   “Okay.” I respond, spurring her to continue.
 
   “What happens now? What do I do next? Where do I go next?”
 
   “Now you’ve graduated?” 
 
   “Yes! Exactly!” She yells and hiccups again. “Don’t let me get so loud. I shouldn’t be so loud.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Silas is asleep.”
 
   I clench my hand into a fist. Of course Silas would be there. “Have you thought about speaking to him about this?”
 
   “He doesn’t understand me.”
 
   “I’m sure…”
 
   “Nobody understands me.”
 
   “That’s not…”
 
   “Only you understand me. You understand me right? You’ve been here?” Hic. “Right?”
 
   “I have.” I rub my eyes and sigh deeply. “You’re suddenly no longer able to hide behind your learning. It’s all real now. I get it. That’s a scary thought. What if you don’t succeed in getting a brilliant job and you’re stuck working in a fast food chain for the rest of your life?”
 
   “Exactly!”
 
   “But Elle… this is you. You can do and be anything you want to be.”
 
   “I don’t have a plan. I’ve been winging it. I thought my career would come to me.” 
 
   I hardly got a word of that. “What?”
 
   “You know?”
 
   Not really. “I do. Where are you?”
 
   “I’m at my apartment. Everybody is asleep.”
 
   I smile, wondering if she waited up just so she could call me. “Who’s everybody?”
 
   “Silas, Damon, Kira and Hayley.”
 
   “Tell me about your night.” I hear her clunking around, no doubt getting comfortable as I just did. “What did you do besides getting drunk?”
 
   A giggle escapes her and it sounds so much like my Elle, the one I remember. “I got painted.”
 
   “You got painted?”
 
   “On.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I was painted on by JL.”
 
   I’m lost.
 
   “And he won a spot in some kind of boy group and gets free drinks for the year.”
 
   “I’m completely lost.”
 
   She giggles again. “It doesn’t matter. I said goodbye to university life tonight.”
 
   “And you don’t like how it feels?”
 
   “It’s all so daunting. I wish…” I hear her breath leave her. It shudders and I wonder for a moment if she’s crying. “I wasn’t good to you was I?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I wasn’t a good wife to you. I put too much pressure on you. I was never there for you.”
 
   “Elle…”
 
   “I loved you though.” She sniffs a little. “I loved you so much but I just wasn’t mature enough to deal with anything.”
 
   “Elle, none of it was your fault.” If only she knew the truth. “None of it.”
 
   “I was never enough.”
 
   My heart shatters that she’d even think that. “Elle…”
 
   Suddenly a third voice comes into the mix, a male voice that I recognise as Silas. “Elle? What are you doing out here? Come to bed.”
 
   I hate him. 
 
   “I’m on the phone.” She responds and the phone rattles as she stands.
 
   “To whom?”
 
   “Goodnight, Isaac.” She whispers and he most definitely had to have heard her.
 
   I want to scream at her to finish what she was saying but the line goes dead and I wouldn’t have anyway.
 
   Why did she call me?
 
    
 
   The morning comes but I can’t shake the call from my head. I don’t get the chance to dwell on it though as it’s back to work as usual. It’s the last day of term today.
 
   I’m not sure if there’s much point me going in. The kids will be rowdy and defiant, not that anyone can blame them. The last day of school is rarely a productive one. 
 
   I’m going to take a book into work with me. 
 
   When I arrive and discover the noise level, I put the book away.
 
   The only thing I do get to read throughout the entire day is a text.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’m sorry for calling you so late last night.
 
    
 
   I might be reading too much into it but she only apologised for what time she called, not that she actually called. This is good.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Don’t apologise. 
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   My knees are aching and burning from scraping the gloss from the skirting boards. I’ve been at it for too long but it has to be done. It’ll cost too much to replace them so I’m going to fix up the ones we have and fill in any gaps. 
 
   Everybody thinks I’m crazy. I’m just trying to keep busy when I’m not working. 
 
   Today’s break is a welcome one, despite the events leading up to it. I’m meeting Isaac and his solicitor to discuss the separation of our assets and I’m hoping it goes amicably. There is little that I want from him, very little.
 
   I pull up into a parking space to the side of a large, dark stone building. My solicitor spots me from a few cars away and waves me over. We shake hands and she gives me a brief description of what is going down today. She asks me if I’m sure about my list before we finally enter the building.
 
   Isaac stands with his solicitor in the lobby that oddly smells like play-dough. 
 
   He winks at me and kisses my cheek, giving me a subtle waft of his aftershave. It’s a new one. I wrap one arm around his neck for a brief squeeze and a deep inhale.
 
   “Let’s get this show on the road.” Isaac’s solicitor says after we are all introduced formally.
 
   We’re led down a long corridor before stopping at a door with a large frosted glass panel on the front. The door rattles as it’s opened and the floorboards creak as we step into the average sized office. I love old British buildings, they have so much character. 
 
   “I’m guessing you’re redecorating this building in your mind right now?” Isaac whispers as the solicitors set their paperwork out onto the table. 
 
   I smirk and nod. Whoever owns the building has it painted so drab and dull. 
 
   “Okay, so…have either of you discussed your terms outside of this room?” Isaac’s solicitor asks.
 
   We both shake our heads, no.
 
   “Okay, well hopefully we can reach an agreement today.” My solicitor puts in. “I’ll start with Eloise’s terms.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   My solicitor blinks at the paper in her hands and then frowns at me. She leans in and whispers, “Are you sure?” Before leaning back.
 
   Isaac suddenly looks wary and I try to give him a reassuring smile. 
 
   “I’m sure,” I say to her, though my eyes don’t leave his. I watch them harden as he expects the worst.
 
   “She wants all of my fees covered and any costs pertaining to the divorce.” My solicitor shakes her head. “And she wants a signed agreement that you won’t come after her inn and try to claim it as your own. As you were both separated when she bought the inn but married, its ownership can be disputed.”
 
   Isaac stares at me, gobsmacked. “You don’t want the house?” I shake my head. “Not even half of it?” Again, I shake my head. “Why?”
 
   “It’s your investment. I didn’t contribute as much as you did.”
 
   “Like hell you didn’t!” Isaac yells and slams his hand on the table. 
 
   What’s his problem? 
 
   “Isaac is also relinquishing all ownership of the house to you.” His solicitor tells us and pushes his glasses up his nose.
 
   “What?” I thought this would be straightforward. I thought he’d be grateful. “Isaac…”
 
   “The house is yours, Elle.” He says gruffly. “Trust me.”
 
   “But you put way more money into it. You bought it… I contributed a third at the very most.”
 
   His eyes, now round with what looks like regret, stare into mine. “Take the house.”
 
   “I’m not taking the house. The house is yours.”
 
   “It isn’t.”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “Split it?” My solicitor suggests and both Isaac and I state “NO!” At the same time. 
 
   “You’re being an idiot,” I tell him. “This is a great investment, as you probably already know.”
 
   “It’s your fucking house, Elle.” Why is he being so stubborn?
 
   “Honestly, I can’t afford the mortgage payments if the current tenants leave. It’ll be more of a burden to me right now.”
 
   Isaac’s lip disappears behind his teeth for a moment. “The mortgage is paid in full. There’s nothing but profit coming from that house now that it has been fixed up.”
 
   “How is that even possible?” My hands begin to tremble. 
 
   “Shall we give you two a moment?” Isaac’s solicitor stands and nods to my solicitor. They vacate the room rather quickly, before either of us can respond. 
 
   “Isaac?” I prompt. “How is that possible?”
 
   Isaac’s eyes glisten as he stares at me across the table. “You’ll never forgive me.”
 
   “What do we have to lose? We’re already divorcing.” 
 
   “You’ll never forgive your father.”
 
   Suddenly I don’t want to know, even though I need to. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I was in a bad place, Elle, remember that. It isn’t what you think. I was going to take the money, use it to pay off the mortgage and still see you. I had it all planned. You didn’t have to know about the gambling or the…”
 
   “What money, Isaac?” He stands and makes his way around the table to me before taking the seat my solicitor just vacated. I feel his hand take mine but I pull away, too fearful that whatever he’s about to tell me is going to destroy my illusion of him and why we broke up, entirely. 
 
   “Listen…”
 
   “WHAT money, Isaac?”
 
   “Your dad paid me to leave you.”
 
   Nausea bubbles up from my stomach and tears immediately fill my eyes. “What?”
 
   “I wasn’t going to tell you, but you deserve to know.” 
 
   I watch him warily as my heart pounds against my ribs, looking for an escape route. “You’re not making any sense. Why would my dad pay you off?”
 
   “He found out about my gambling. Elle, I was in so much debt.”
 
   “So you sold me? You sold us?” I stand and take a step away from him. “Why are you telling me this?”
 
   “Because of that call two weeks ago. It broke me when you said you weren’t enough.” He looks genuinely upset but I don’t care. 
 
   “I loved you. I loved you with every fibre of my fucking being and soul, Isaac. I never… never would have left you if I didn’t have any other choice. I knew you were in deep but you didn’t want me anymore. And this is why? For money?”
 
   “Listen…”
 
   “No, you listen!” I yell as he stands and steps towards me. My hands hit his chest. “You fucking broke me for so long. Money meant more to you than me.”
 
   “That’s not true! I just lost my way. I was never going to leave you, but my head… Elle, it was all fucked up. I wasn’t going to leave you but then you found out about it all and I couldn’t stand the way you looked at me. I couldn’t take it. I pushed you away and I didn’t come after you.”
 
   “You told me you hated me. You cheated on me!”
 
   “Damn it, Elle. I didn’t fucking cheat on you!”
 
   There’s a knock on the door and my solicitor peeks around it. “We only have fifteen minutes left.”
 
   “Elle… Please. Let’s do this another day. I want to explain myself to you.” Isaac begs, but his betrayal has ruined me. Fucking ruined me. “Please.” He reaches for me but I pull away.
 
   “Don’t touch me,” I say and hold my hands up. “Don’t ever touch me.” I wipe my cheeks with my hands and nod at my solicitor. They both enter the room and Isaac doesn’t retake his seat for the longest time.
 
   “Would you like to adjourn?”
 
   “No,” I tell them, angrily wiping away more tears. “Isaac is keeping the house.”
 
   “Elle…”
 
   “I don’t want it. I don’t want any part of it. I don’t want any part of you, or of my dad. I’m done.” 
 
   “Just…”
 
   “No!” I raise my hand to silence him. “Done, Isaac. After this meeting I don’t ever, ever want to see you again.”
 
   He nods and waits for his solicitor and my solicitor to produce the forms necessary. We both sign and, as soon as I do, I stand and leave. I need fresh air. I need to kick something.
 
   I need to throw up.
 
    
 
   “Elle, wait!” Isaac’s hand wraps around my bicep. “I’m sorry.” 
 
   “Let go of me!” I yank my arm free and pull my keys from my bag with trembling fingers. They rattle before escaping my grasp and clattering to the ground. My jaw is quivering violently. I can’t cope with this. “I hate you.”
 
   “I know.” Isaac grabs me again before I can reclaim my keys. “Please, let’s go for a coffee. Calm you down. Let me explain.”
 
   “I am calm!” I lie. I’m far from it. I think I’m about to have a panic attack.
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   I pull her to me, partly to calm the shaking of her body but mostly just because I want to hold her. She presses her face into my shirt and I feel her chest rise and fall quickly with each sharp breath.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I tell her and press my lips to the top of her hair. “It wasn’t you. It wasn’t you.” 
 
   A sob leaves her and my heart breaks. 
 
   “Come with me. Come on.” I lead her to my car, ignoring the people who are looking at us. She allows me to do so and doesn’t protest when I lower her into the passenger seat and close the door. I didn’t want to let her go but I need to get her away from here so I can explain.
 
   Her sniffles and stuttering breaths break me more and more with each one. I shouldn’t have told her. There was no need for her to know. 
 
   “I hate him,” she whispers, referring to her dad. 
 
   “I know. Me too.”
 
   “I hate you.”
 
   I give her a sad smile as her words cut me. I can’t argue because I deserve her hate. “I’m not worth the energy that hate requires.”
 
   She searches through the dashboard for a tissue. I still keep them in the same place.
 
   “I should go back to my car and go home and never speak to you again.” Her voice is thick with emotion.
 
   “You should, but I really need you to hear me out.”
 
   “Why? What does it matter?”
 
   “I let you walk away believing you weren’t enough once. I won’t let that happen again.”
 
   She doesn’t protest so I put the car into gear and set off, though for where I have no idea.
 
   For a long while we drive around Cambridge with no destination in mind. I don’t speak and neither does she. Silent tears leave shiny trails down her cheeks and each tear that falls takes a fragment of my heart with it and no doubt hers. Her hands clench into fists so tightly I’m surprised her nails don’t slice her palms. 
 
   I finally find a quiet looking cafe and scour the streets for somewhere to park. 
 
   “I don’t want to get out,” she says softly and wipes her nose on the tissue. “Can we just talk here?”
 
   I nod and roll down the window a fraction to let some fresh air circulate. “Do you want a coffee? I can run in and grab two to go.” When she nods I place my hand on her leg and stare deeply into her eyes. “Please wait here. I won’t be long.”
 
   “I literally don’t have the energy to go anywhere else, Isaac.”
 
   I believe her too and wish I could take the burden of her pain. Pain that I inflicted. 
 
   Making sure her drink is sweeter than usual, with the hopes that the sugar will bring her mood up, I grab them to go and run back to the car. A large part of me thought she’d run and never look back so when I find her still sitting in the car tapping away at her phone screen angrily, I’m relieved.
 
   “Are you texting your dad?” I ask, despite it being none of my business.
 
   She ignores me and continues tapping at the screen.
 
   “Maybe you should wait until we’ve spoken.”
 
   “Will it change anything he did?”
 
   I can’t say yes because it won’t. He’s guilty in this, even more so than I.
 
   “Talk,” she says and cups her drink between her hands. 
 
   “I was a mess, Elle. I wish I’d confided in you but my brain blamed you. I felt… I felt trapped and scared.” I admit and then sip my own drink. It burns my tongue but I welcome the sting. “It wasn’t you. It was my decision to marry you, my decision to come after you in France. It was all my decision. You left and you were moving on. Only I can be blamed for that.”
 
   “We both married each other, Isaac.”
 
   “I’m not finished.” I place our drinks in the cup holders and take her hand in mine. “I was addicted to gambling. I thought it would solve all of our problems. I was desperate. I was in that stupid fucking casino almost every night after work.” Her tearful eyes watch me patiently, even though I don’t deserve it. “I was an idiotic, pathetic excuse of a man. I know that now, but at the time all I saw… all I could see was you and what I’d given up to be with you. Your dad made my life a living hell, Elle. He made every day at work intolerable. He was a fucking bully and he belittled me every single chance he got.”
 
   “But you said…”
 
   “I know I lied to you. I tried to hide my misery because he had me by the balls. I couldn’t work anywhere else and I couldn’t leave. He knew it. I knew it. He utilised it.”
 
   “I always suspected but I was so happy to hear that you were both getting on I didn’t open my eyes.” She squeezes my hand. “I’m sorry he did that to you because of me.”
 
   “That’s not your fault. Don’t apologise for that.” I implore, hoping she doesn’t twist this round onto her. “I made friends with Tony and he introduced me to the casino. We got on great but he had a thing for Petal. She worked at the casino.”
 
   “I want to claw her eyes out.”
 
   I smile a little. She just openly admitted to still being jealous about that. “Nothing happened between us. We were all drinking and she literally climbed onto my lap. I pushed her away but Tony had already taken pictures. He gave them to your dad, who gave them to you… it’s all old news. You know the story. It’s just things got worse after that. Tony and I got into that argument and I cracked him one.”
 
   “I remember, you lost your job.”
 
   “I spiralled. I wasn’t in a good place. We had no money left and we were about to lose the house. I couldn’t admit to you that I hadn’t paid the mortgage for months without admitting that I had a problem.”
 
   She runs her hands through her hair and takes a drink of her coffee. I see the wheels turning behind her eyes as she recalls everything I’m saying. “I wasn’t going to leave.”
 
   “I know. I didn’t want you to, but your dad made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. He wanted me out of your life. He hated me. That man has serious control issues.”
 
   “What offer?” She frowns, clearly wanting me to get on with the story.
 
   “Fifty thousand, enough to pay off the mortgage in full and keep us going until I could get a new job.”
 
   Her carefully blank eyes linger on me for the longest moment. “You sold me for fifty grand?”
 
   “No! No… I was going to get my own back on your dad. I said I was going to do it but I wasn’t going to leave you. I just needed him to think that. I thought if I could make you feel like it was legitimate then he’d believe it too. I had to fool both of you.”
 
   “But…”
 
   [bookmark: h.1pxezwc]“I planned to come for you the next day. There was no way your dad would be able to rat me out for not leaving you properly as promised without ratting on himself. Meanwhile, my mum was put in a home and my dad was bad… I wasn’t coping. I thought I could juggle it all and then you found out about the mortgage arrears and I knew you wouldn’t believe anything I said.”
 
   “Why didn’t you come after me like you planned?”
 
   “Honestly… I hated you.” Her telling gasp makes me hook my hand around her neck to stop her from pulling away from me. “I projected all of the bad shit inside of myself onto you. I wasn’t coping. I was depressed and fucked. You were my outlet. When you said you were leaving I felt… I felt relief.” Her bottom lip trembles. “But then I calmed down for a few days, paid off the mortgage and realised I had an issue. I needed to become a better person. I needed to stop doing the things I’d done. I promised myself I’d tell you what your dad did as soon as I got out of rehab.”
 
   “Why didn’t you?”
 
   “I was going to. I came to Cambridge on business about something. I was planning on visiting you that week; it had been six months. I’d been in rehab about two months and I’d lost myself in various projects and hobbies when I was released. I needed to be the best version of myself if I were to ever get you back.” 
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   Holy fuck. My heart begins to beat again. The shattered fragments slowly start to piece together. 
 
   “But you didn’t… because you thought I was with Damon?”
 
   “Exactly.” I see his pained expression. “I left you alone because I knew you were better off without me. I still wasn’t the best me anyway. You broke me that day in the restaurant but I needed to hear it. You broke the parts of me I didn’t like.” He laughs a little and brings my hand up to his lips. “I’m sorry for everything. I was horrible to you. I didn’t treat you the way I should have and, for that, I’ll never forgive myself.”
 
   “Me neither… I should never have…”
 
   His eyes widen. “Should never have what?”
 
   “Nothing.” We pause for a moment as I try to collect my jumbled thoughts to stop me from saying things I don’t mean… or things I do.
 
   Fortunately he doesn’t push. He probably understands that my mind is a mess right now. “You believe me?”
 
   “I do,” I say because I do. There’s no lie in his eyes. There’s no deception in his voice. He’s finally being honest with me when he doesn’t have to be. “I’m trying to understand. The circumstances weren’t great.” As my heart hammers painfully and my limbs tense as I try to control my emotions, I bite my tongue, willing myself to remain calm. “I appreciate you telling me.”
 
   He shrugs and moves away, finally sitting back against his seat. “I owed you that much.”
 
   “You did,” I agree and shift back into my own seat. “What now?”
 
   “What now?”
 
   “What do I do now? How do I deal with this? How do I get past this type of betrayal?”
 
   He doesn’t answer, but then I don’t expect him to. 
 
   “I want to be angry,” I admit, feeling the twinge of fury in my head and heart. “I want to yell at you. I’m so…” Taking a calming breath, I close my eyes for a long pause, collecting my thoughts. “I want to punch you in the face.”
 
   “If it would make you feel better.” He suggests, pointing to his jaw.
 
   I roll my eyes. “Can you just take me back to my car?”
 
   Nodding, he pulls his seat belt into place and puts the car into gear. “I am truly sorry that you were used in such a vicious game.”
 
   He can say that again. “Me too.” 
 
   “If there’s anything I can do to make it up to you, please just let me know.”
 
   “Do you ever…?” I start to say but stop myself. “Never mind. I just… I need to clear my head.”
 
   “I understand.” He looks at me solemnly before finally driving away.
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   Hayley skips around the room like a crazy woman, checking every single detail whilst making sure all of the tables she’ll need will fit. Tyler stands beside me looking as amused as I feel.
 
   I have to admit, this side of the wedding isn’t so bad. Picking and choosing everything from flower arrangements to centrepieces sure gets tedious, but it’s fun too. 
 
   “Can you imagine? The light, pale green among the white and grey. Peach coloured flowers in the centre of each table. Gift bags, the lot. Everything will match.” Her eyes darken and her tone becomes insidious and low. “Everything.”
 
   “I’m going to pretend that she hasn’t been possessed,” Tyler chuckles and snatches her into his arms lovingly. 
 
   I take notes of everything she just said. That’s my job, to make sure the wedding goes smoothly, so I need to know her vision for the day. Which is eight weeks away. What is she playing at?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Why did I agree to be maid of honour? 
 
    
 
   Damon: Because you’re insane and look amazing in pastel colours.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Do you even know what that means?
 
    
 
   Damon: Nope.
 
    
 
   “Umm… hello? Pay attention,” Hayley snaps playfully and clicks her fingers between the phone and my face. “Who are you talking to?”
 
   “Damon.”
 
   “The bastard that can’t come to my wedding?”
 
   I roll my eyes playfully. “It’s not his fault you booked it the same weekend that he’s in Bulgaria.”
 
   “Fucking rich kids,” she snaps and Tyler whines a long, “Hey.” 
 
   She pats his cheek lovingly. “Not you baby, not you. Just them other bitches.”
 
    
 
   Eloise: Save me.
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   One thing I love about weddings is that it gives me an excuse to purchase a ridiculously expensive, tailored suit. I also take my two other favourites in to be tweaked. I’ve lost a bit of weight around my midriff so they’re all loose. 
 
   “You should seriously consider wearing suits more often,” Jocelyn says, her voice slightly crackly through the receiver. I have the phone propped up on a chair in the corner of the dressing room, the camera pointing at me so Jocelyn can see me from wherever she is in the world today. “They really, really suit you.”
 
   “I used to wear suits all the time.” And then my mum got ill and I left them all behind, not wanting to stand out like a sore thumb when I began teaching History in my mum’s place. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Never mind,” I yell so she can hear me, then I turn to the camera and hold up a red tie beside a blue tie. “Which one?”
 
   “Neither. Get a pale green one to match my dress.”
 
   The tailor fetches one for me and places it in my hands. I tie it around my neck, making sure it sits perfect and neat in the centre of my chest before showing myself to the camera.
 
   “Gorgeous.” She makes a kissing noise and winks at the camera. “Okay, so I’m at the supermarket. I’m going to go because people are looking at me like I’m crazy.”
 
   “You are crazy.”
 
   “Details…” She blows another kiss. “See you later, alligator.” 
 
   “In a while, crocodile.” The screen goes back to normal as the phone disconnects. “I’ll take it.”
 
   The tailor nods with a smile and sets about helping me remove the suit.
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   My dad is calling me again but I don’t answer. I can’t speak to him right now, or ever for that matter. He doesn’t know that I know what happened. Nobody knows. Not even Hayley knows what’s going on. 
 
   It’s a heavy weight to bear on my shoulders but I haven’t yet decided how I feel about it. As soon as I figure that out, hopefully I’ll come to a decision on how to deal with it all.
 
   Or that’s my plan at least.
 
   Fortunately since it happened I haven’t seen much of anybody. I’ve been working hard at the inn, which is coming along beautifully, and I’ve been working hard in the nightclub where I took a job to keep the cash flowing. 
 
   Everything is so fast paced now that I’m out of university. Time is flying and I don’t know what I’m going to do next. 
 
   I’ve become obsessed with thinking about my future. It’s not healthy, the stress I’m putting on myself, but at the moment I’ve got a ton of money going out and not much coming in. This is why I’m glad Silas is my partner in all of this. If it wasn’t for him I wouldn’t have been able to buy the inn in the first place. 
 
   My phone rings again and I pick it up, even though I don’t recognise the number.
 
   “Hello?” 
 
   “Hi, can I please speak to a Miss Eloise Blackburn?” A gruff male voice asks politely; his accent definitely holds a Scottish edge to it.
 
   “Speaking.”
 
   “Excellent.” He clears his throat and I hear the phone rattle. “I’m calling with regard to the application you put forward to work alongside Professor Matterson.” My heart skips a beat. “Unfortunately we can’t offer you a position on his team at this point in time…” My heart just broke. “But we would like to offer you the opportunity to work alongside Gregory Hamish. We feel that your particular talents would better suit his vision. You were the first candidate for Matterson’s project and your University Professor has spoken very highly of you, but your work just doesn’t fit with his style.”
 
   “I… I don’t know what to say.” I can’t believe this. “Gregory Hamish… The Gregory Hamish?”
 
   “You’re a fan?”
 
   “A huge fan. This is such an honour.” I run my fingers through my fringe before gripping it tight. The pain reminds me that I’m not dreaming. 
 
   “I’m glad you think so. I’ll email you the details right away.”
 
   “Thank you so much. This is amazing! I didn’t realise Mr Hamish had an apprenticeship available or I would have applied.”
 
   “He didn’t. Professor Matterson called in a favour.”
 
   I should thank him somehow in the near future. 
 
   “I’ve sent the information over. If you give it a read and then email or call me with your response within the week, that would be brilliant.”
 
   “I will.” I don’t even need to see the information to agree. “Thank you.”
 
   “Take care.”
 
   “You too.”
 
   As soon as the call is disconnected I scream and I jump, startling the men working on the windows behind me. I don’t stop, even when Silas comes racing in. I grab his shoulders and keep on screaming.
 
   [bookmark: h.ihv636] 
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc443336789]Isaac
 
   I’ve never been so bored in my entire life. I’m so bored I went out and bought a games console but have yet to figure out how to make it work. I’m not that old am I? 
 
   The summer holidays need to end tomorrow. I can’t take four more weeks of shuffling back and forth between Boston and Lily Hill just to occupy myself.
 
   I’m also kind of glad that I’m bored though; it means there’s no drama. My mum isn’t doing great but she’s better than she was.
 
   Speaking of which…
 
   I pick up the spoon she just threw at me. “Mum. Really?”
 
   Where does she keep getting these from?
 
   I’m startled when Eloise comes into view looking beautiful in a grey, floating summer dress that stops above her knees. A cardigan hangs loosely from her elbows and sunglasses rest on top of her head. 
 
   I watch as my mum instantly moves to her and wraps her in a tight hug. She kisses her cheek multiple times before releasing the red head, picking up a plastic cup off the table and throwing that at me too. The entire time she mutters about trains and hopscotch under her breath.
 
   Eloise smiles but it doesn’t meet her eyes.
 
   “She can be so funny.” I say, eyeing her warily. Then I add, “She hates me.” Elle doesn’t respond and my hands begin to sweat. She mutters to my mother and they both smile at each other. “Well, she loves you.” I throw the cup at her and it bounces off her ample cleavage. It was probably not the best or most mature of ideas, but at least she reacted to my presence with a glare.
 
   “You look lovely.”
 
   “You have rice pudding on your trouser leg.”
 
   “You can thank my mother for that one,” I sigh and wipe at it with a napkin. She doesn’t even consume food. I don’t know where she got the spoon from but she’s always finding them. “I didn’t realise you were coming today.”
 
   “I wasn’t supposed to be or I would have called ahead, but Hayley needs me to check the dress fitting and order the flowers from the florist in town so I thought I’d stop by.” She stares across the room, her teeth worrying her lower lip. Now that my mum has settled we both also settle into an uncomfortable silence. 
 
   “Is everything okay?”
 
   Her eyes cut to me, the green sparkling with a frostiness I’m certain she’s never directed my way before. “Fine.”
 
   Oh no. That word. I fucking hate that word. “Elle…”
 
   “I should go.”
 
   My body tenses. “Don’t.”
 
   “I don’t know how to be around you.” Her admission breaks my heart. 
 
   “Is this about what I told you?” Her answering shrug confirms my assumption. “I’m sorry, you have no idea how sorry, but I thought you knew that? I thought we were okay.”
 
   “Okay?” She asks incredulously. “My entire marriage ended up being a fucking joke. Not only have I lost my husband because of the men in my life, but I’ve also lost my dad, my mum, my family home, my marital home…”
 
   “I know.” And hearing her say out loud just how bad of an effect I’ve had on her life makes me hate myself so much more. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “If you’d just come to me,” she hisses, shaking her head angrily. “If you’d just been the man you promised me you’d be, we wouldn’t have… you wouldn’t have…” Her palms hit her thighs. “I can’t talk about this. Not here.”
 
   “I’m not that man anymore. I’ve changed.”
 
   She scoffs, clearly disbelieving me.
 
   “I swear it. I lost my way for a while.” I take her hand and bring it to my lips before pressing my forehead to her knuckles. “If I can ask for just one more chance from you. Just one. Let me prove myself.” I bring our hands down and stare into her eyes. “Let me prove to you that I can at least be a decent person. A decent friend.”
 
   Something shifts in her; her shoulders sag and her chest deflates. She pulls her hand free and sighs deeply.
 
   I take this as permission to try and lighten the situation and attempt to change the subject. “How has everything been since graduation?” I’m an idiot. 
 
   “Surprisingly good. I start an apprenticeship with Gregory Hamish in three months.” Her lips twitch and I feel the energy around her slowly twist into something more positive.
 
   “Who?”
 
   She blinks as though I’m crazy and I hope he’s not somebody she’s told me about before and I’ve simply forgotten. That isn’t going to score me any points right now. “He’s a legend in the world of architecture. He restores old buildings and transforms them.” I listen intently as she describes and shows me the buildings he’s done and how it is she came to suddenly be in his employ. 
 
   I’m so proud of her. “You’re amazing, Elle. Proof that hard work pays off.”
 
   “Thanks.” She looks so young when she smiles like that. “I’m so excited. I’ll be going up to Scotland for a while.”
 
   “That’s amazing.” I place my hand over hers and smile warmly at her. Our eyes meet and I feel as if I’m being sucked back in time. The urge to lean forward and kiss those perfect, plump lips is overwhelming. But then I remember where I am and what we are to each other and I especially focus on everything that has transpired between us. Which brings me to another matter… Jocelyn. I should cancel on her to avoid this with Elle, but if I want to show Elle that I can change, I need to start moving on.
 
   “I umm…” I remove my hand from hers. “I have something to ask you, while you’re here.” I’m screwing this up already. I’m going to push her away. I mentally slap myself. “Well, not ask, but tell.”
 
   “Go on.” She relaxes back in her chair and eyes me as warily as I’m eyeing her. “Is everything okay?”
 
   “It’s about Hayley’s wedding.”
 
   The shutters come down in her eyes, locking away all emotion. She nods. I gulp.
 
   “Would you be upset if I was to attend… with Jocelyn?”
 
   Her lips part and I see her hands twitch but her voice is steady when she speaks. “You two are together?” 
 
   “Well not really; we went to dinner the day after the dress fitting.” I bite on my lip and assess her blank face. She’s being careful not to react. I hate that. Part of me wants to see her envy, if she has any. I’m sick for wanting that, I know I am, but I can’t help it. “We’ve spoken over the phone a few times since.”
 
   “Why are you telling me this?”
 
   “I don’t want to cause you any unnecessary stress. If it’s upsetting for you, just say and I won’t go at all.”
 
   “Upsetting?” Her brows hit her hairline. “Why would it be upsetting? It’s fine. Date who you want.”
 
   “You’re sure? Because you’re saying one thing and your tone is saying another.”
 
   “I’m not bothered,” she states, though she’s frowning. “I don’t care. Do what you want.”
 
   “And it won’t be weird for you?”
 
   “Isaac,” blowing out a breath, she leans forward. “I’m with Silas now. He’ll be there. It’s not going to be weird unless we make it weird.”
 
   Of course he is. “Good, because I’m actually looking forward to it.”
 
   Her smile is soft and reassuring. I think she’s probably envious but, in reality, what I do doesn’t matter to her anymore. She’s moved on. This makes me happy and sad all at once. Happy because I want her to be happy and she seems it, despite everything, and sad because she loved me so desperately once that I never thought we’d be here.
 
    
 
   She stands, smoothes down her dress and hooks her cardigan over one elbow. “I should go.”
 
   “Don’t rush off because of me.”
 
   “I’m not. I’ve got to meet Hayley. I’d invite you but you’d be bored out of your mind. Hell… I’m not even there yet and already I’m grinding my teeth.” I’m surprised when she wraps an arm around my neck and brings her body flush to mine. Feeling every soft inch of her against me sends painful tingles around by body. I place a hand on her hip, not daring to move for fear that I’ll walk out of here with a raging hard on.
 
   Grannies and dying bunnies. Bathing in ice. Naked men. Hairy beast men in a sauna naked. Naked donkeys. Shaved lemurs. FUCK! Rhubarb… long legs… pulsing, warming, clenching as she...
 
   She finally releases me but the damage is done. 
 
   “Try to have fun.” I croak, my voice strained.
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   My face feels warm. All I can picture in my mind is her, sinking onto me, grinding against me. The burning tingles she’d create were so powerful they could unman me. I need… 
 
   “See you later.” She gives me a little wave and turns. I stare at the outline of her arse underneath that thin dress and wonder if she’s wearing a thong.
 
   I’m married to this goddess. Fucking married to her and I can’t just go over to her, rip it up and plunge my cock inside until we’re both satisfied. 
 
   It seems so unfair. 
 
   She turns just as I finish adjusting myself in my trousers. I stand ramrod straight and hope she doesn’t see through me. “I like this.”
 
   “What?” Please… just go so I can leave and go home and make myself feel better.
 
   “This.” She motions between us both. “I feel like we’re getting back to how we were before we complicated things all those years ago.”
 
   I don’t know what to say so I simply nod. Does she truly not know that I don’t want to be just her friend? Does she think that I’ll be able to just go back to how everything was with ease? Sure I’m handling it well right now, but for the sake of my father and mother more than anything. It wouldn’t do anybody any good if I told her that I can’t see her. It hurts, physically and emotionally, to look at her, be near her, knowing that even though we’re married I can’t touch her, hold her, kiss those luscious lips. 
 
   No, I’m resolute. We need to stop bumping into each other like this. We need to stop acting like friends. As of right now, save for Hayley’s wedding, I’m going to avoid her. Hopefully then the ache in my chest will dissipate and maybe, just maybe, I’ll be able to move on. “Bye, Elle.”
 
   Finally, she turns and leaves, signing out at the nurses’ station as she goes. 
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   Silas helps me down from the ladder and wipes a speckle of paint from my nose. “It looks amazing.”
 
   He’s right, it truly does.
 
   I stare around the lobby which is finally only a step or two away from being finished. The rest of the inn is still being worked on but for now I can celebrate this small victory.
 
   “I have great taste,” I boast and squeal when he grabs me around the neck and slams his lips down onto mine.
 
   “I can’t wait until we can christen every single room in this house with our naked bodies.”
 
   “I heard that!” One of the joiners yells. My uncle's gift to me was two of his work men, free of charge. I couldn’t afford to not accept. Because of him, we’ve pushed the finish date forward by three weeks. “I’m telling your uncle.”
 
   “I’ll poison your tea,” Silas shouts back, making him laugh loudly. He dips his head and kisses me again. “Speaking of which…” 
 
   I watch him head towards the kitchen area to make drinks and smile at his back. 
 
    
 
   Hayley: I’m getting married in six weeks. I can’t cope. I’m too excited.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I bet you are. And your hen night is in five weeks, ;-)
 
    
 
   Hayley: Yay! What are you up to right now?
 
    
 
   Eloise: I just finished painting the ceiling in the lobby. You?
 
    
 
   Hayley: Darn… I was hoping you’d drive to see me for the night.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Sorry, my lovely, but I’m working and I’ve got plans with Kira afterwards. 
 
    
 
   Hayley: Booooo!!!
 
    
 
   Eloise: Shut it, woman. I’ve got to get back to work. I love you! <3
 
    
 
   Hayley: You don’t know what love is! Love is skipping work to assist your mentally deranged friend in eating a tub of ice cream and bitching about boys.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Don’t call Kira mentally deranged…
 
    
 
   Hayley: Awwwwwww I’m telling her you said that!!!
 
    
 
   I laugh and tuck my phone away, but only for a moment as another text comes through. Silas finally seems to have finished making drinks. 
 
   Yay.
 
    
 
   Dad: We haven’t spoken in a few weeks. I’m worried. Are you avoiding me?
 
    
 
   “Frowning like that will give you wrinkles,” Silas says as I switch off my phone and drain the rest of my lemonade. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing.” I still have yet to speak to him or anybody about what my father did to me. I just don’t know how to process it all. “My phone just crashed is all.”
 
   And suddenly I’m lying. I hate liars. I’m becoming what I hate.
 
   “I did tell you that brand is shit,” he points out and wraps me in his arms. 
 
   “I have so much to do.” I pull free and nod to the other room. “You need to go around and measure all of the windows now they’ve been fitted.”
 
   He salutes and pulls a notebook and pen from his back pocket. “Yes, Mistress.” But then he doubles back a few minutes later with his phone in his hand and a sour look on his face. “I don’t know how he got my number, but it’s your dad.”
 
   Bollocks.
 
   I take the phone and bring it to my ear. “Yeah?”
 
   “Yeah?” My dad scoffs. “Are you ignoring me?”
 
   “I don’t know… should I be ignoring you?” I can’t help it. Just hearing his voice makes me angry and sick. His betrayal still boils my blood. 
 
   “I hope not,” he chuckles, clearly not hearing my sour tone. “I miss my daughter. Can I see you?”
 
   “I’m actually really busy this week. I’m at the…”
 
   “Inn, I know, I know. I was thinking of coming up there to see you the day after tomorrow? I’ll bring lunch.”
 
   “I’ll pass. I don’t need the distraction.” I say coldly. 
 
   He pauses. “Are we… are we okay, Elle?”
 
   “No.” I shake my head, too caught up in my fury to remember that he can’t see me. “Not at all, dad.”
 
   The phone rattles and I can just imagine him sitting up and resting his elbows on his knees. I can imagine the frown of concern marring his features. “Why?”
 
   “I think you already know why… Did you think I’d never find out?”
 
   Clearing his throat, he pauses for an even longer moment than before. “Find out what, exactly?”
 
   “How many things are there for me to find out that you’d even need to ask that question?”
 
   “Elle…” I hang up before he can finish and hand the phone back to a gaping Silas.
 
   “What just happened?” He asks, frowning deeper than I was when I received my dad’s text.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “That didn’t look like nothing.”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it right now. I need to get ready to go.”
 
   “Elle,” he practically begs and wraps his fingers around my wrist. “What’s going on with you? You never talk to me?”
 
   How can I tell him though? For one, I really don’t want to talk about it and two, I don’t want him to think I still have feelings for Isaac.
 
   “I don’t know how to tell you.” I admit and hate that my eyes begin to blur with unshed tears. “You probably won’t understand.”
 
   His large, warm hand cups my cheek. “Try me.”
 
   Exhaling and inhaling to clear my head, I nod and finally begin. I let it out, every part of it. I tell him everything from the beginning to the end. I tell him about Isaac’s gambling and how we fell apart. I tell him about how I thought Isaac had cheated but didn’t and how he sold our relationship to my dad.
 
   The entire time he sits, listens and strokes my back, my face, my arm, anywhere his fingers can reach. By the end I’m a mess and he’s cradling me in his arms. 
 
   But I feel good.
 
   I feel better.
 
   A weight is suddenly gone from my shoulders. 
 
   “I love you, Elle. We’ll get past this. Your dad is a prick.”
 
   That he is. 
 
   “Isaac too.”
 
   “He was but he’s changed. I can see that.” I definitely can see that. He’s not as happy as he once was, but he’s more mature. He’s grown as a man and a person. 
 
   “I still don’t like him,” Silas grits.
 
   “He’s my ex; I’d be surprised if you did like him.”
 
   “Let’s go home,” he says softly, changing the conversation. 
 
   We say goodbye to the workmen and women and climb into his car. 
 
   I honestly can’t wait for ice cream with Kira. Truly I can’t.
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   “Do you know what annoys me?” I bite out as I unscrew the pipe from under the sink. The scent that travels from it makes me gag.
 
   “Here we go,” my dad sighs.
 
   I ignore him and continue. “Is that every single time I come to see you, you have me fixing shit. What happened to just being able to relax when I visit my old man?” I inspect the clogged drainage pipe before placing it carefully on the ground. 
 
   “Shut it you ungrateful trollop,” he jests good-naturedly. “I changed your shitty nappies. I cleaned your poop off my fingers. I…”
 
   “Enough of the visual. Christ.”
 
   “Speaking of which, am I ever going to get a grandkid before I die?”
 
   “That’s not funny.” I frown and pull myself out from under the sink. 
 
   “It isn’t, you’re right. You’ll find someone when you’re ready.”
 
   “I had someone,” I say without thinking and quickly hide back under the sink. 
 
   “I wish I could go back in time and take back everything I said to her. Maybe then you two would have been able to work stuff out.”
 
   I don’t respond. I’m sick of talking about it, thinking about it, dreaming about it. “If it makes you feel any better, I’m taking a date to the wedding.”
 
   “It doesn’t, surprisingly. How will Elle take it?”
 
   I stamp down my anger at this. Why does he care what she thinks? Why not what I think or feel? She’s moved on so why can’t I? “She’s fine with it. We spoke about it already.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   Again I keep my mouth shut. 
 
   “I’ll make tea,” my dad says as I use a narrow, long brush to clean out the pipes. 
 
   “Don’t you fucking…!” Water starts gushing over my face before I can stop it.
 
   “Oops…”
 
   “You’re an idiot,” I tell him as I climb from under the sink, dripping wet. My nose and eyes sting from the water. “Honestly… what is wrong with you?”
 
   “I wasn’t thinking?” He bites on his lip, mostly to stifle his laughter. This isn’t funny. “Sorry.”
 
   Growling, I tug my shirt over my head before wiping my face on the dry bottom half of it. “I need to clean that part of the pipe. Don’t touch anything.”
 
   My dad imitates the face of a told off toddler and sits on the stool by the fridge. He watches me work and remains silent for the most part, although I catch him smiling on occasion, no doubt over the water incident.
 
   I really need a shower.
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   “I wish you’d speak to us,” my mum says to my voicemail before hanging up the phone. 
 
   I daren’t talk to her in case she was in on it with my dad too. I’ll never move on from that. I just don’t want to address it right now. Or ever. 
 
   I don’t know. I feel like this could be the one thing that irreparably damages our relationship and their relationship. 
 
   That scares me. 
 
   I place my phone on the side and stare at it for the longest moment. 
 
   “Here it is!” John says, startling me. “Sorry.”
 
   I turn to face him and smile softly when I see the book in his hands. “And I absolutely have to read it?”
 
   “Promise me you will. It’s a wonderful book.”
 
   “Okay.” I look at the white cover and trace the letters of the title with my fingertips. They’re slightly raised and bumpy on the hardback cover surface. “Distinction… by R. Green. Never heard of him… or her.”
 
   “Just read it.”
 
   I quirk a brow at him. “Okay, okay. Mr Bossy. Are you ready to go?”
 
   “I am.” He grins and pats his rounding belly. “Are you?”
 
   “No…” Eye roll. “That’s why I’m not here early to collect you.”
 
   “Attitude,” he snaps playfully and grabs his bag from the hallway. “I’m actually really looking forward to this.” 
 
   “Me too.”
 
   To the show we go.
 
   For John’s birthday I bought him two tickets to go and see a new show called Mud Pie. It’s on tonight in the University theatre. I actually expected him to take Isaac but he said he’d like to go with me instead. Who am I to deny a man such a request?
 
   This means that he’ll have to stay at mine for the night, though. I don’t mind; I just hope Kira keeps to her promise and doesn’t invite anyone over. 
 
   This will be the first time John has ever visited, much less stayed over. It’s a little odd and I won’t deny the fact that I’m a bit nervous. He used to be my head teacher and that alone makes this strange, which is funny considering I was married to his son and I’ve stayed at his house before.
 
   I’m over thinking things. 
 
   We are going to have a great night and a great day tomorrow. I’m his friend, despite everything. Despite the separation. 
 
   “Hayley called yesterday. It has been a while since I heard from her,” John tells me after we pull out of his driveway and begin the journey to Cambridge. 
 
   “That’s good.” Even though I separated myself from Isaac and John, I always made sure Hayley visited him at least once a month, just in case he needed any help with anything. She’s a good friend like that. I don’t know what I’d do without her. “What did she want?”
 
   “To make sure I have a suit for her wedding. Apparently her other half gets discount in a nice place in London. They extended the offer to me.”
 
   “That’s so kind of them.”
 
   “It is, but Isaac already took me for a new suit last week.” 
 
   I smile. Isaac really does seem to have changed, especially when it comes to his parents. I remember when we were together they always seemed to have such a tense relationship. Isaac was always distancing himself, but now they all seem so close like they should be.
 
   I was like that with my parents. I hate my dad for it.
 
   “Did Isaac tell you what my dad did?” I don’t know why I say this out loud. I don’t even want to talk about it. 
 
   “He did.”
 
   I nod and chew on my lip. I literally don’t have a clue what to say next. My mind is blank.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   I shake my head. 
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   I shake again. I feel displaced.
 
   “I’ll be here when you’re ready.” He pats my hand on the console and I see him smile warmly out of the corner of my eye. “And if you want me to crack him one, just say the word.”
 
   Now I’m smiling. “My family are so messed up. It makes me wish I had siblings. They’d understand, you know?”
 
   “I know, but now you know what it’s like to be an only child, make sure you have at least three.”
 
   “Three what?” 
 
   He blinks at me as if I’m stupid. “Kids. Obviously.”
 
   “Oh, no way. I’m not having them.” I laugh.
 
   “You’ll probably change your mind.”
 
   Not likely. “Sure.”
 
   “What about you and this Silas character? How are you both?”
 
   I hesitate. Big mistake. He spots it and his eyes twinkle with something I can’t decipher. “We’re okay. Same old.”
 
   “Same old?”
 
   “We’re steady,” I explain, to relieve myself of his probing gaze. He makes it hard to concentrate on driving. I feel like I’m under inspection right now.
 
   “You have no chemistry,” he blurts and I choke on my own breath. “I’m just being real.” This makes me snort aloud. “You’re like two wet cloths. Sure you mesh well, but that’s all you’ll ever do together.”
 
   “You’ve seen us together twice… for very brief periods of time. How’d you figure all of this?”
 
   “I had to sit back and watch as you and Isaac snuck around. I remember the looks you both got in your eyes. It was a terrible situation at the time but you both had chemistry. Even I can’t deny that.”
 
   I wince. “Can we not talk about any of that? I just… It’s still…”
 
   “Painful?”
 
   “I just don’t want to go over it. What’s done is done.”
 
   “Maybe,” he mutters under his breath.
 
   I sigh and turn up the radio. “You’re becoming a meddler in your old age, Mr Price.”
 
   “I get bored easily.”
 
   Now we’re both grinning. As much as it annoys me when he brings stuff up that I don’t want bringing up, I can’t help but love his mischievousness. How does one stay mad at such a cute, ageing face?
 
   His phone begins to ring and he picks it up and smiles before answering. “Isaac!” I love the happy tone to his voice, though it also seems a little bit forced. Are they okay? “I’m on my way to Cambridge.”
 
   I hear Isaac’s deep, husky voice raise a few octaves. “WHAT?”
 
   “Eloise is taking me to see Mud Pie at the university.” John says excitedly and this time I don’t hear Isaac’s response. “I’m staying the night.” Pause, chuckle. “Have a good night, Son.” And then he hangs up and turns to me. “That was Isaac.”
 
   “No? Really?” I remark sarcastically and laugh when he pinches my arm. “Abuse! You Price men are all the same.”
 
   “Are you and that Josie girl friends?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   He blinks, suddenly looking panicked. “He has told you, hasn’t he?”
 
   Oh. It clicks into place. “You mean Jocelyn? She’s an acquaintance.” I try to shadow the bitterness in my voice by smiling. 
 
   “So you know?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And it’s okay with you?” Why does he seem sceptical? 
 
   “It’s none of my business.”
 
   “Isaac hates Silas. He’s jealous of your relationship.” 
 
   I blow out a breath. “Why are we talking about this?” 
 
   “I can see on your face that you probably don’t care much for Jocelyn.”
 
   “John, please….”
 
   He raises his hands. “I’m just being nosey. Don’t you girls have some kind of code against dating each other’s men?”
 
   “Ex-men and no, Jocelyn and I aren’t friends so it doesn’t really apply.” 
 
   He shrugs. “I’ll take your word for it.” Then he grins wickedly. “So I guess you don’t care that they’re together right now at my house. Alone. Just the two of them.”
 
   My hands clench on the wheel as a huge pang of envy hits me directly in the chest. I keep my face carefully blank. “Why would I?”
 
   “That’s what I thought.” He grins and falls silent for a long moment. “So, you’ll read that book right?”
 
   “YES!” I laugh and point to my bag by his feet. “I promise I’ll start reading it tonight when you go to bed.”
 
   “Swear it?”
 
   “You’re being exceptionally irritating today,” I tell him but he only laughs loudly. 
 
    
 
   I was being honest though. The second John goes to bed, I turn on the lamp in the living room, tuck myself under a throw blanket and read the first line of the book. 
 
    
 
   “Fatty, fatty, fat, fat.” They chanted and the first stone was cast. It scarred my head, but more effectively scarred my soul. I would never be the same again.
 
    
 
   I fall asleep, turning the pages of a book that tears me up inside. A book of a boy, tormented because of his weight, tormented because of his dad’s status in his school. Kids can be shits and people wonder why I don’t want them?
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   I lie awake, my phone light illuminating the dark space. It hurts my eyes. 
 
   I kissed Jocelyn tonight. Or rather, she kissed me. 
 
   I don’t really know what to think about it. It was nice. It was strange. I don’t think I wanted it and I don’t think she really wanted it either. We just don’t click in that way, although she didn’t seem to agree. Her excitement was evident, her smile telling, yet even though she smiled and got excited I felt like nothing more than an outlet for something deeper inside of her. 
 
   Or maybe I’m being stupid.
 
   What is wrong with me? A gorgeous girl, with beautiful lips and a beautiful body to match a beautiful personality, kissed me and I felt nothing.
 
   Fucking nothing.
 
   Is this how hollow my existence was before Elle? Is this how it felt?
 
   I’m comparing my encounter to Elle and that doesn’t seem a fair comparison. What Elle and I had was passion; pure, unadulterated passion. The fire we created could have melted the earth. It’s not often in life that you find somebody that you connect with like that.
 
   Did she feel it too? Elle, I mean…
 
   Does she kiss Silas and compare him to me and find that he’s lacking in comparison to what I could give her. What I still can give her?
 
   So I stare at my phone. I stare at my dad’s message, hope alight in my chest like my phone is alight in this dark room.
 
    
 
   John: She still loves you, oddly enough. She hides it well and guards it well but only people who still feel it when they know they shouldn’t try to hide it. You really did a number on her.
 
    
 
   I hope he’s right but I’m not going to hold my breath. My dad is an old romantic, though he won’t admit it, and he’s got far too much time on his hands. It’s probably wishful thinking because he wants me to be happy. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: You’re crazy.
 
    
 
   John: I’m not crazy. You still have a chance. I can feel it.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Maybe I don’t want it.
 
    
 
   John: The fact you just started that sentence with ‘maybe’ shows that you probably do want it. You’ve changed. You’re not the man you used to be. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: I’m going to sleep now…
 
    
 
   John: Alone?
 
    
 
   Isaac: Yes, alone. Not that it’s even any of your business, you nosey old git.
 
    
 
   I can picture him in my head. He’s probably laughing so hard he’s coughing to death. Idiot. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about and he needs to stop meddling.
 
    
 
   When the morning finally comes after a restless night, I find myself alone for longer than an hour in my parent’s house for the first time in years. As a teen I would have taken this opportunity to get drunk, watch porn, wank into an old sock and eat everything sweet in the house.
 
   Now I’m kind of bored and lonely. 
 
   I’m getting old.
 
   No. I resent that. I’m not old, not in the slightest. I’m just fucking bored. There’s nothing to do here and I hate this stupid town. 
 
   Packing up my stuff after a brief yet cleansing shower, I dump it in the boot of my car and drive. 
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   “Three…” I inhale. “Two!” I exhale. “ONE!” I toss the glass back with my head and quickly swallow the bitter fluid as it swirls down my throat. “Fuck.” My hand closes around the glass and I shake my head to rid the burn quickly. “Chaser… quick.” A glass of some kind of purple glowing drink is shoved into my hand by a very drunk and rough Hayley. I neck it; it’s sweet and a lot tastier than whatever it was I just took a shot of.
 
   “That’s my girl!” Hayley cheers and the gaggle of women around me begin screaming. 
 
   My head spins merrily as I stare up at the stage and watch the nearly naked man dance like something from a movie. He is so good looking. I feel wrong for objectifying him like this but… fuck. This is hot.
 
   “Think he’ll let me take him home?” The girl beside me asks, staring hungrily at the man Hayley just threw money at. 
 
   “Probably not.” Jocelyn shoves between us and throws her arm around my shoulder. I don’t like her; she’s shady. “He has his eyes on the red head.”
 
   “He’s good to look at, but I’m taken.” I say and fortunately Kira shoves between us both, saving me from having to deal with the fake bitch who is sleeping with my soon to be ex-husband. 
 
   Fucking drama. 
 
   Whoa… when did the world start to spin so fast?
 
   “This is amazing. Elle… this is the best night ever.” Hayley slurs and begins to climb me like a tree. I feel her lips against mine before she spins away from me and starts dancing against the stage. 
 
   “I need water,” I say and Kira nods her agreement. We leave the gaggle of happy women and skip to the bar. I order a pint glass full and down it. I count to ten before I need the toilet. 
 
   Why did I drink so much? 
 
   “Because you’re a legend,” Kira laughs and links her arm with mine. “Also inner monologue is supposed to stay… well… inner. You know?”
 
   Oops.
 
   “Do you…” hic. Fuck I hate hiccups. “Do you think I should…” hic. “Call him?”
 
   “No. I think you should just go back out there and dance and enjoy the night.” She sways and it takes us both into the wall. We laugh hysterically, drawing the eyes of the bouncer in the hall who is guarding the bathroom. He shakes his head, clearly used to such theatrics. 
 
   “Are you… are you a stripper too?” Kira asks, sidling up to him.
 
   He gives her a blank look. We both take that as a no and, still cackling, enter the bathroom, relieved to see no queue. 
 
   “Jocelyn keeps trying to talk to you,” Kira states, sounding more sober than she is.
 
   I shrug. “So?”
 
   “She’s trying to figure you out.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Not a clue, but she stares at you a lot when you’re not looking.”
 
   “Maybe she wants a piece of the red head too,” I giggle, though the thought makes me nauseous. 
 
   “Maybe she wants you both to tag team Isaac. It seems only fitting.”
 
   I slap my hand over her mouth. She falls backwards, through a cubicle door, and lands on an open toilet. Stumbling after her, my breasts squish her head and my knee goes into her stomach. 
 
   “Sorry!” I laugh loudly and climb off her as she checks her dress. “I fell.”
 
   “No shit… what were we saying?”
 
   “Fuck knows.”
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   I sit bolt upright and wipe the drool from the side of my mouth. It’s pitch black but I can hear my phone ringing from somewhere on my bed. It seems to be under my quilt.
 
   I toss my blanket around until I find it, only to be surprised. 
 
   “Elle?” I say softly and check the time on my bedside table. “It’s three in the morning… are you okay?”
 
   “I kind of maybe… hic… lost my peops…” 
 
   Oh dear. She’s drunk. “Your what?”
 
   “I’m lost in Boston.” She giggles a little. “That kind of rhymed.”
 
   “Why are you in Boston?” And then it hits me. “The hen night?”
 
   “Yeah.” Her breath leaves her. “Can you maybe please come and get me?”
 
   I’m out of bed before I can register that I’m moving. “Where are you?” 
 
   “I don’t… hic… I see a maccies take out.”
 
   I know where she is, despite her slurring. “Stay on the phone, okay? I’ll be there soon.”
 
   “I touched abs… They were sweaty and gross. I didn’t like it.”
 
   This time I don’t have a fucking clue what she’s saying. She sounds hammered. “Where is everyone?”
 
   “Kira got sick so Beth took her back to the hotel ‘cause Hayley didn’t want me to leave but whiskey shots and stuff and then I was with Jocelyn and I don’t like Jocelyn so I left. But Hayley… hic… fuck… I don’t know. I think they left without me.” 
 
   I got about thirty percent of that as I was racing to the car in nothing but jeans and a white T-shirt. “How much did you drink?”
 
   She starts giggling. I turn on the engine and put her on loud speaker. “It’s cold, so not nearly enough.” She pauses. “Hey, Isaac?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Will you sing to me?”
 
   Now it’s my turn to laugh. “Sing to you?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I’m not singing.”
 
   “Please?”
 
   “I’ll tell you a story.”
 
   “I don’t want a story. I want a song.” She erupts into a bad rendition of ‘It’s Raining Men.’ She’s definitely been to a strip club if she’s singing that song. Surprisingly I don’t feel jealous, just happy that she’s called and she seems to have had a good night. “Are you nearly here?”
 
   “Just a couple more minutes. You shouldn’t have left your friends, Elle. That’s dangerous.”
 
   “I knew you’d save me.”
 
   This makes me smile. She still trusts me with her body at least. That’s a small victory. “Always. I’m glad you called me.”
 
   “I wouldn’t dare not, Mr Price. Or are you forgetting about what happened the last time I got drunk and didn’t call?”
 
   I think back to the day I pinned her in my classroom and my cock instantly swells. That moment was so fucking intense. It was then that I realised I was falling in love with her… I think. 
 
   Or maybe I knew it before then.
 
   Sometimes I wish I could go back in time, bottle that feeling and fucking drown in it. 
 
    
 
   I see her in the distance, leaning against a dirty wall, her phone to her ear. Her smile lights up the entire night sky when she sees me. 
 
   After pulling up to the curb, I climb from the car and make my way towards her.
 
   “Hey,” I say awkwardly and she stumbles towards me. I’m not sure whether I should take her arm or waist… this is a difficult situation. I’m worried she’ll think I’m taking advantage of her.
 
   Before I can process it further, her arms are around my neck and her full, drunken weight is on me. “You’re so warm.”
 
   With one arm around her back, I half carry, half drag her to the car as she dangles from my neck like a monkey from a branch. I still don’t want to let her go but, for obvious reasons, I have to, so I lower her into the passenger seat and help her adjust her seat belt. 
 
   She smiles drunkenly and pats my cheek with a heavy hand before slumping and allowing her head to loll onto her shoulder.
 
   “Did you have a good night?” I ask immediately after finding my own seat. 
 
   “Amazing.” Her voice is soft and low. Alcohol taints it with a dull slur. “Best ever.”
 
   “Good. Where am I taking you? Where are you staying?” I was just going to drive her back to my place but I figure that is far too presumptuous.
 
   “The Lodge Hotel…” She kicks off her heels and brings her long, shapely legs up onto the seat.
 
   “Do you have your room key?”
 
   “Probably in my bag.” 
 
   Nodding, I turn the key in the ignition and set off. Part of me wishes I hadn’t asked. 
 
   “It’s lucky you live here or I’d be stuck,” she says and that thought scares me.
 
   “No.” I place my hand on hers. “You wouldn’t have gotten this inebriated if you didn’t have a safety net.”
 
   Smiling lazily, she looks at me and then closes her eyes. “You’re my safety net.”
 
   “Good.” 
 
   She leans over the console and rests her forehead against my shoulder. It’s not until my arm begins to die and I hear the tell-tale sound of her heavy breathing that I realise she’s passed out.
 
   Shit.
 
   “Elle?” I whisper and shake my arm a little, but not so much that her head could roll. Part of me likes having her here. 
 
   No.
 
   Not part of me. 
 
   All of me. 
 
   I see her phone ringing where it rests on her thigh. Carefully, when pulling to a stop at a red light, I pick the phone up and stare at the screen.
 
   I have two choices here. I could answer it and speak to Silas, find out her room number and then take her there. Or I could use this an excuse to take her back to my place, put her in my bed and wake her up with a cooked breakfast. 
 
   The latter calls to me so badly. The possibilities that this choice could bring completely outweigh my reasoning and, for a long moment, I consider it. 
 
   But then I shake my head and rearrange my thoughts. 
 
   Elle wouldn’t want that, not in this state. I might do more damage than good.
 
   I don’t want to hurt her any more than I already have and taking her home would probably put a strain on her relationship with Silas. I can’t do that to her. She deserves more from me than that.
 
   So I swipe my finger across the screen and bring it to my ear as I pull over. “Hello?”
 
   “Who the fuck is this?”
 
   Or maybe, just maybe, I shouldn’t have answered her phone at all. He’s meeting us there and he didn’t sound pleased.
 
   I should have thought this through a little more.
 
   I see Silas pacing outside of the hotel, back and forth in front of the doors, though he stops when he notices the headlights of my car and cups his eyes with his hands as if to see us better. It clearly doesn’t work because he goes back to pacing.
 
   I pull up between two parked vehicles a short distance away from the hotel and hope that he hasn’t recognised us yet. All I want is just one more moment with her. Just one.
 
   “Elle?” I try to wake her but her head only lolls back onto her seat. 
 
   I brush her red hair from her face and allow my fingertips to linger upon her soft cheek for a moment longer than necessary. Then I climb from the car, ignoring the bite of the cool air and the light pattering of rain. 
 
   Walking around to Elle’s side, I open the door and crouch beside her. “Elle?” She still doesn’t stir. 
 
   Sighing gravely, I slide one hand beneath her thighs and the other under her arms. Fortunately she isn’t a total deadweight as her arm wraps around my shoulders, the other resting in her lap. 
 
   I leave the door open and make my way to the doors with Elle cradled in my arms. She smells fucking delicious. 
 
   I want to carry her all the way home. 
 
   Why didn’t I take her home?
 
   “Her shoes are in the car,” I say to Silas as he glares at me and then at Elle. I don’t blame him. He has every right to be angry. 
 
   I can’t be, though. 
 
   She called me. 
 
   Silas is here in Boston and her first thought was to call me.
 
   “Got them,” he mumbles after catching up. He holds the door open, clearly not wanting to take her from me in his own inebriated state. He must have been here for the stag do.
 
   Why Boston? Out of everywhere in the UK, why Boston?
 
   I follow him down the hallway and into the elevator where we share an awkward silence. It charges in the air between us along with the buzz of his anger and irritation. 
 
   My arms are starting to go dead, yet the thought of putting her down is killing me.
 
   “I don’t know why she called you.” Silas says and he actually sounds quite pitiful. “I’m sorry if she disturbed you.”
 
   I’m not, I want to say but obviously don’t. “She was really drunk.” Not that it excuses her behaviour. She’s a grown woman. She shouldn’t be drinking like that if she can’t handle it.
 
   “Should I be worried?” He asks and comes to a stop at their room door. “Be honest. Don’t sugar-coat it or lie.” 
 
   I move to the double bed. 
 
   Fucking double bed.
 
   Now I really wish I’d taken her home. I can’t handle this, knowing that he’s going to be climbing into bed with her. I’ve been avoiding thinking about it.
 
   He pulls back the covers and I lay her on the mattress before levelling his stare with my own. Should he be worried? Is there something there?
 
   “No,” I tell him honestly. “I don’t believe she feels anything for me in that way at all. She definitely hasn’t shown it. I think she just got too drunk tonight.”
 
   His shoulders sag and his hands rub over the buzzed hair on his head. “Well, thanks for bringing her home safe.”
 
   I nod and flex my arms. “See you.”
 
   “See you later.” He stumbles on Eloise’s shoes that he dropped moments before but luckily makes it to the door before I leave. I’d laugh but I’m too fucking depressed.
 
   There’s nothing worse than handing over the woman you love to another man. There’s nothing worse than admitting to him that you no longer mean anything to her.
 
   Fuck this.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Where are you? 
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   My head hurts. 
 
   I feel sick. 
 
   I’m never drinking again.
 
   I daren’t open my eyes. I can feel the hot sun on the side of my face. Isaac must have opened the curtains. I hate it when he does that.
 
   Holy fuck!
 
   I called Isaac last night.
 
   Did I… did I sleep with him?
 
   This time I do peek my eyes open and my heart can’t help the beat of disappointment it releases when I see Silas, not Isaac, beside me.
 
   He snores gently and, as if sensing my need to get up to go and wee, he wraps me in his long arms and buries his face in my neck. 
 
   “Morning.” His voice is gruff and tired. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “I thought you were sleeping,” I say.
 
   “No, I was waiting to feel the full bite of the disappointment written all over your face when you realised who I wasn’t.” He states after leaning above me on one elbow. 
 
   My mouth drops open. “I…” I quickly slide from beneath him. “I need to shower.”
 
   He doesn’t respond so I quickly drag my hung-over body into the bathroom, brush my teeth and wash away last night’s dirt under the hot spray. I mentally kick myself over and over. I should have said something. I should have defended myself, but how can I do that without lying to him and telling him what he wants to hear?
 
   I don’t know what to say.
 
   I make my shower last longer than needed, purely to avoid the confrontation no doubt waiting for me. Is this it? Are we about to break up?
 
   As I’m climbing out, careful not to slip on the white tile floor, I realise that in my haste to escape the situation, I forgot to grab a towel from my bag. 
 
   Shit.
 
   I lean against the sink and stare at my blurred outline in the fogged, unfamiliar mirror. My body drips heavy droplets of water to the ground. 
 
   Not a single ounce of me has an idea how I’m going to deal with this. 
 
   The door opens without a knock. I don’t hide my body; there’s little to no point as he has seen me many times and I’m not shy.
 
   It’s not until I feel him wrapping me in the soft towel that I realise why he’s in here. It isn’t to confront me or to break up with me. It’s to take care of me.
 
   “Thank you,” I say quietly and place my damp arms over his bare ones. His lips find my neck from behind as he holds me tight. “I’m sorry…”
 
   He stays silent before releasing me and exiting the bathroom.
 
   I am sorry. I mean it too. I wasn’t just saying it for the hell of it. I am truly sorry. He deserves better from me.
 
    
 
   Isaac: How’s your head this morning?
 
    
 
   This message comes as I’m joining Silas for a late breakfast. The girls are all waiting for us, looking as shit as I feel. 
 
   Hayley is sat on Tyler’s lap for some reason, though he seems to be enjoying it.
 
   Jocelyn is the only one who actually looks fresh and I hate her for it. It’s no wonder Isaac fancies her.
 
    
 
   Eloise: It’s better than I deserve. Was I a nuisance last night?
 
    
 
   Isaac: Not at all.
 
    
 
   I put my phone away when Silas looks over from his space across the table. We make eye contact and a wave of sadness swims between us. It makes my eyes water. I don’t know why I’m so emotional this morning. It’s probably because I’ve only had around five hours sleep and my blood alcohol content has too little blood in it.
 
   “So, did you all have fun?” Tyler asks and receives nothing but a collective groan from us all.
 
   “Where did you disappear to last night?” Kira asks. “Nobody could find you. We were all worried.”
 
   “She was with me,” Silas lies and only I notice his hands clench on the table. 
 
   “I lost you all. I ended up trying to walk back to the hotel but I got distracted by food.” This is the truth and then I realised I was genuinely lost and in a town where I don’t know a single taxi company.
 
   “That was silly,” Beth puts in and Jocelyn and Hayley nod their agreement.
 
   Suddenly I’m the focus of everyone's attention. “I forgot I was in Boston.”
 
   Laughter ensues. “That’s when you know you’re having a good night,” Beth shouts over the noise.
 
   Jocelyn smiles at me but her brows are slightly creased in the middle. She’s the only one who isn’t laughing. Even I’m laughing, which is a feat considering the circumstances.
 
   “So, what are the plans today?” Kira asks, leaning around Beth so she can see me. 
 
   “I have to get back to work,” I admit solemnly, not ready for this mini break to end. “You know the score.” I’ve got an entire week off for Hayley’s wedding on Saturday and the inn is so close to being finished I can practically taste it.
 
   “But you’re coming back on Friday morning, right?” Hayley asks, her brows rising.
 
   I nod and take her hand over the table. “I wouldn’t miss it.”
 
   Her warm smile meets mine and the urge to hug her is thwarted by the table between us. “And I’ll pick up your dress on the way without issue.”
 
   “You’re the only person I’d trust to the task.”
 
   There’s got to be no greater honour than being trusted with the bride’s dress. “The pressure is awful, however.”
 
   “Shut it.”
 
   Finally food is served! There is nothing better than a fry up to soothe the hungover human. With a tall glass of ice cold cranberry juice on the side. 
 
   “I’m going to stay,” Silas says quietly as I take my first bite.
 
   My eyes spring to him but I keep my face stoic. “What?”
 
   “I’m going to stay for the day before heading back to Brighton.”
 
   “You’re not coming to the inn?”
 
   Shaking his head, he pushes the mushrooms on his plate around with a fork.
 
   I don’t know what to say. “Okay. No problem.” But it is a problem. It’s a huge problem. I was expecting him to help me today. 
 
   Fuck. 
 
   He’s really upset with me.
 
   Our shared moment doesn’t go unnoticed and I doubt it will go unasked later either. 
 
    
 
   “Come to my room.” Hayley grips my wrist as we filter out of the dining hall. 
 
   I allow her to drag my sorry arse to her room, leaving Tyler and Silas to chat about the previous night, or whatever it is men chat about. 
 
   Saying that though, they did share a few undecipherable looks over the breakfast table. A fair few, now that I think of it. What’s that all about? 
 
   “Okay.” She closes the door behind us and kicks a pair of her trousers out of the way. Her tidiness skills haven’t improved since our school years. “Where did you really go last night?”
 
   “I was…” I think to lie but quickly change my mind. This is my closest friend. If anybody deserves to judge me, it’s her. “I called Isaac.”
 
   “No!” She says, her voice low with disbelief. “Why?”
 
   That’s a good question. “I don’t know.”
 
   Her eyes twinkle with mischief and a smirk stretches her lips. “Did you…?” 
 
   It’s not until her eyebrows wag up and down for a third time that I finally get what she’s asking. “Oh! No… NO!”
 
   “But you wanted to?”
 
   I hesitate. It’s long enough to make her laugh with delight. She bounces onto her knees on the bed, still facing me. 
 
   “What is wrong with you?” I snap and my hands rest automatically on my hips. “Why is it that you suddenly want me to sleep with my ex-husband? After everything he did to me?” And after a breath I add, “And what about Silas?”
 
   “You and Silas are about done. There’s nothing there.”
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me?”
 
   “No. You two have as much chemistry as vinegar and water.”
 
   I roll my eyes and flop onto the bed beside her. “Stop being mean. We’re great together.”
 
   “You are, it’s true, but where’s the fire?”
 
   She’s beginning to annoy me. “Get to the point.”
 
   “I know something you don’t know.”
 
   I raise a sceptical brow and roll on my side to face her. She follows suit and suddenly I feel like I’m fifteen again. “Something besides the rehab stint?”
 
   She grins wickedly and confirms, “Something besides the rehab stint.”
 
   Now I’m interested. “What?”
 
   “Isaac,” she whispers, as if there are a thousand ears listening in, “hasn’t slept with anybody but you since before you were married.”
 
   My heart starts to beat a fast rhythm in my chest. It’s pattering so quickly it’s almost humming. It soars and flips and dips and I feel warm from my head to my toes, as ridiculous and cliché as that is. 
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “As a mouse trap.”
 
   What?
 
   She rolls onto her back. “I just feel like… it’s worth exploring. That’s not a small thing, you know?” She’s not wrong. I don’t know why it makes me as happy as it does, even though I’m such a hypocrite for thinking it. “Over four years you’ve been separated.”
 
   I roll onto my back and place my hand over my friend’s. “I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “Me neither.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Jocelyn.”
 
   My smile turns into a scowl but I remain silent. There’s little I can say.
 
   “They haven’t done it yet either…” she adds and my scowl vanishes.
 
   “When I first came back, he tried to kiss me.”
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me?”
 
   I shake my head, no.
 
   “And you didn’t tell me?”
 
   “I can see that you’re mad but…”
 
   “Worst friend ever!” Her body knifes upwards and she reclaims her bouncing position on the bed. I follow suit but decide not to bounce. Just her doing it is making me feel nauseous. “Tell me everything.”
 
   “I pushed him away.”
 
   “Good for you.”
 
   “He said he wanted to try again.”
 
   “I’m actually surprised you didn’t say yes.”
 
   Shrugging my shoulders, I run my fingertips along the crumpled blanket beneath us. “I don’t want to go back.”
 
   “Didn’t.” She corrects. 
 
   “Our relationship was toxic.”
 
   “That I agree with, but it doesn’t mean it still will be. You’ve both grown up.”
 
   Could we try again? Could it be possible? Do I even want to?
 
   What am I saying?
 
   “I love Silas. I know we’re not exactly on the best terms right now, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to give up on us.” I hold up my hand when she tries to interrupt me. “Also, Isaac hasn’t really shown that he’s changed. Let’s be honest.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “He’s still secretive and closed off. I had to ask him about rehab in order to get him to tell me about rehab. I don’t want that. I remember how it felt, coming home to a husband who didn’t trust me enough to bear his burdens for him.”
 
   Hayley’s lips part but I see understanding in her eyes. She nods and pulls me in for a sideways hug. “I just don’t want you to miss out on any chances at happiness.”
 
   “Hayley, I don’t need a man to make me happy. I don’t need anyone to make me happy. I’m the master of my own goddamn happiness, not some guy from five years ago, not some guy now either. Just me.”
 
   “I didn’t mean…”
 
   “I know you didn’t.” Letting out a sigh, I stand and stretch my aching body. “I’m happy with Silas.”
 
   “It’s your choice. I’ll love and respect you, no matter what. You know that.”
 
   Smiling warmly at my friend, I move to the door and rest my hand on the handle. “See you later.”
 
   “Don’t be late on Friday!” I hear her footsteps behind me. “And don’t forget, ruin or lose my dress!”
 
   “I won’t.” I grin and step out into the hallway. “Have a great week.”
 
   Isaac hasn’t slept with anyone else.
 
   Isaac has not slept with anybody else.
 
   I don’t know what to do with this information.
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   “What gift should we get for them?” I ask into the phone.
 
   “No clue.” Dad blows out a breath. “Don’t they have one of those wish list thingies on the net?”
 
   That is a really good point. “I’ll call Hayley now and ask her.”
 
   “You do that.” He hangs up before I can say goodbye, although I didn’t expect much more from him. He’s with Mum and when he’s with Mum he doesn’t like to be distracted.
 
    
 
   Isaac: What’s Hayley’s number?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Why?
 
    
 
   Isaac: I need to know if she has a wish list. We don’t know what gift to get her. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: She does. I’ll send you it in a second. 
 
    
 
   I notice how she doesn’t ask how I am or what I’m doing, not that I expect it. Or maybe I do… I don’t know. It just feels like she’s being short with me. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: Is everything okay?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Busy. The inn is in the final stages. Paint everywhere… wallpaper… etc. The decorators are being lewd and inappropriate and it’s pissing me off. It’s just not a good day today.
 
    
 
   This concerns me, not that it’s any of my business.
 
    
 
   Isaac: What do you mean by lewd and inappropriate? Where’s Silas?
 
    
 
   Eloise: I laughed at a sexist joke but it’s given them free reign to basically treat me like the centre piece of a fucking sex shop. Silas isn’t here.
 
    
 
   My hand clenches around my phone. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: Want me to come up there?
 
    
 
   I feel like I should go up there even though I’m not entirely sure where ‘there’ is. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: Hello? You’re starting to worry me now.
 
    
 
   She finally responds after a few more seconds. Longest seconds of my life.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’m okay. I just want to get this done. I’ve called Silas.
 
    
 
   That’s why it took her so long to answer. I had hoped she was thinking about inviting me up there.
 
    
 
   Isaac: No worries. Do you still have the pepper spray I bought for you?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Oddly enough I do. But it’s back at mine, in my bedside table. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: It’s probably past its use by date. I’ll get you more and you should keep it in your handbag always.
 
    
 
    
 
   Eloise: I can buy my own pepper spray…
 
    
 
   Isaac: But you won’t.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Whatever. I’ve just sent you the link to Hayley and Tyler’s wish list. Everything with a star beside it means it has been bought already.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Thank you. I hope your day gets better.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Me too. 
 
    
 
   I quickly check the list and opt to buy them this nutri-juicer thing. My dad agrees with my choice and I set out to buy it before ticking it off the wish list.  
 
   My phone rings whilst I’m in the middle of wrapping the gift in shiny silver paper. 
 
   “Jocelyn.” I say and can’t help but smile. “Everything okay?”
 
   “Do you think I can stay at yours Saturday night? I don’t want to impose on the bride and groom and the two hotels in town are totally booked.”
 
   Good question. “I guess that would be okay, though, it’s not my place; it’s my dad’s place. You know that right?”
 
   “Duh, I do pay attention to you, you know.”
 
   Of course she does. “He’ll be there.”
 
   “I’ll try to be quiet.” Her laughter is contagious. “See you tomorrow. Text me your address and I’ll drop a few bits off tomorrow morning so I don’t have to rush it all around on Saturday. Is that okay?”
 
   “Of course. I can come and pick them up if it’ll save you time?”
 
   “You are literally the nicest person I know.” 
 
   “I’ll pop by at around ten. Are you staying at Hayley's mum’s?”
 
   “Yep.” She pops the P. 
 
   “Great. See you in the morning.”
 
   “Toodles.” The line goes dead.
 
   I’m officially exhausted and looking forward to bed but first I should make sure that Elle is okay.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Are things better now? Are you okay? Are you sure you don’t want me to come down there?
 
    
 
   Her response is immediate and it knocks the wind out of me.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Stop texting me. It makes you seem desperate. I’m not interested.
 
    
 
   I don’t have a clue how to respond so I don’t. I just put my phone down, finish wrapping the gift and have a hot shower. 
 
   Desperate? I’m not desperate for anything. Especially not for her. 
 
   The stirring of my cock tells a different story.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Do you still want a tour of the school?
 
    
 
   Jocelyn: Hell yeah! When?
 
    
 
   Isaac: Saturday night.
 
    
 
   Jocelyn: Epic! 
 
    
 
   It’s time to fuck away this hold that Elle has on my body. 
 
   She’s not the same girl I fell in love with. I have to stop pretending that this will get better. It won’t. She’s not coming back. Her text proves that. 
 
   “What are you doing, Isaac?” I ask myself out loud as the scorching spray prickles across my body. “What the fuck are you doing?” 
 
   She’s just another bitch on the list.
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   I place the book down and wipe away the tears from under my eyes. I can’t stop reading it. It’s so well written and makes me so sad. Kids are so fucking cruel. Teenagers are even worse.
 
   I can name at least ten times growing up where I was a bully to somebody for being different. The amount of times I fat shamed and slut shamed people. The amount of times I made fun of somebody for a mole or because of their clothing. 
 
   I hate myself.
 
   I hate myself because the boy in the book hates himself and I know that once upon a time I was probably making somebody else feel like that.
 
   “It’s time to go,” Silas tells me, taking the book from my hand. He looks at the title and flicks through a few pages before settling on my book mark. “You’re half way through already? Is it good?” He grins, places the book on the bedside table and kisses my lips. “Well, if you’re crying on the day before your best friend’s wedding, it’s bound to be good.”
 
   “It’s so sad. I’m never having kids. Ever.”
 
   He frowns but doesn’t argue. “We really have to get a move on if we’re going to make it to breakfast in time.”
 
   “Fine.” I sniff and climb out of bed. “But you’re driving.”
 
    
 
   We arrive at Hayley’s booked breakfast only a few minutes late. She doesn’t mind though, she’s too busy sucking face with Tyler.
 
   “Isn’t it bad luck to see each other the day before the wedding?” I whisper to Beth, quirking a brow.
 
   She shrugs. “I suppose it doesn’t matter in this day and age.” True. I take the seat beside her. “The statistics on divorce are already too high.”
 
   “Hayley and Tyler will be together until they die.” Jocelyn states as she takes the seat opposite. I’m annoyed to see that she isn’t alone. Isaac sits beside her but doesn’t meet my eyes. He looks so handsome with his blonde hair neatly cut and combed into a style that I haven’t seen on him before. It really suits him. His dark blue eyes seem to be extra blue in this lighting too. 
 
   Why won’t he look at me? Why won’t he smile at me?
 
   Realising that I’m staring, I quickly move my eyes back to Jocelyn. “Agreed.”
 
   She grins, though it isn’t friendly. Her hand rests over Isaac’s on the table and she leans into his ear. Whatever she says to him makes him laugh and glance at me.
 
   Are they talking about me?
 
   Silas leans forward to speak to Tyler who is on the opposite side of the table and a few seats down. It cuts off my view of Isaac for long enough for me to gather my wits.
 
   “Oh, Hayley. I sorted out where I’m staying tomorrow night.” Jocelyn says as I browse the menu. 
 
   “I said you can stay at mine!” Hayley frowns and points to something on her own menu. “They still do those syrup pancakes that we used to love, Elle.”
 
   “Guess what I’m getting.” I grin and point them out to Silas, who grimaces and comments, “Too much sugar for so early.”
 
   “Where are you staying?” Hayley asks over the noise of the table.
 
   “Isaac’s,” Jocelyn responds just as loudly and Hayley’s eyes snap to her friend in a flash.
 
   Beth, Hayley, Silas and Hayley’s mum all stare at me. I act like her revelation didn’t affect me. It did though and I hate that it did.
 
   “What?” I whisper as Silas gauges my reaction. He seems satisfied with whatever I’m showing in my eyes and presses his lips to mine. 
 
   That’s it. That’s enough.
 
   Hayley was right. I need to break up with him. There’s nothing there anymore and it’s not fair on him that I’m leading him on when I still feel so strongly for my ex-husband. 
 
   I turn away from him quicker than planned. 
 
   “So, am I coming straight to yours after breakfast?” I ask Hayley who is so happy she’s practically glowing.
 
   “That’s the plan. I have a special surprise for you all.” Hayley grins and claps her hands together.
 
   Now I’m definitely excited and I put away my own drama. It’ll still be there in a few days. There’s no use stressing over any of it right at this point in time. 
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   “You’re mad at me,” Jocelyn points out as she walks me to my car. Her stuff is already on the back seat as I collected her and it from Hayley’s before the breakfast. I shouldn’t have gone. That was awkward.
 
   “You didn’t have to tell the entire world our private life.” I’m starting to realise that Jocelyn quite likes attention, be it negative or positive. 
 
   She grins wickedly. “Oh don’t be dramatic. Elle didn’t care, if that’s what you’re worried about. She doesn’t love you anymore, not like that.”
 
   “She said that?”
 
   “The night of the hen night.” 
 
   I open my mouth to respond but close it again and lean back against my car. “What exactly happened that night? We still haven’t spoken about it.”
 
   “Eloise doesn’t like me purely because I’m close to you now.” 
 
   “She’s not that petty.”
 
   “Puh-lease… she’s a bitch.” 
 
   My frown is evident. “Don’t talk that way about her. You don’t know her.”
 
   “Whatever.” She seems unperturbed by my chastisement of her attitude. “I don’t really care. I just figured you’d want to score a couple of points against her.”
 
   “I don’t.”
 
   “Fine, I’ll be more mindful of what I say in future around little miss prissy pants.”
 
   “You’re starting to piss me off.” I don’t know why I feel so defensive. I just hate bullying. I hate bitchiness. “Say it to her face, not to mine.”
 
   Jocelyn’s mouth drops open. “You really still are hot for her aren’t you?”
 
   “No. I’m just not the kind of person that belittles others to make myself feel better.” Anymore… I used to be, but not anymore. 
 
   Her lips part and her arms cross over her chest. “I’m sorry,” she states sincerely. “I’m a bitch. It’s who I am but if it’s upsetting you, I don’t want to be.”
 
   I have no idea what to say to that and I don’t get the chance because, before I can react, she’s on her tiptoes and her lips are pressing against mine. This time I don’t move away. This time I bring one arm around her back and tease the seam of her lips with my tongue. She opens for me and allows me a taste of her sweet mouth. 
 
   Turning us slowly, I press her against the car and press my body against hers. She hums against me, clearly enjoying what I’m doing to her.
 
   And then I step away, releasing her as quickly as she kissed me.
 
   She grins triumphantly and steps to the side as I pull open the door to my car and climb in. We say no words before I drive away.
 
   When I look back, I see, Eloise, Hayley and Beth all exiting the restaurant. I feel a huge pang of guilt.
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   Never in my life have I felt a happier moment than when standing by my friend as she says her vows to the man she loves. 
 
   It brought back so many memories of my own very quiet wedding. We said our vows in French after dragging a random female stranger from the street to be our translator and witness. I remember it as if it were yesterday.
 
   So when I start crying at the altar for my friend, it’s not just because she looks gorgeous. It’s not just because she’s marrying the man she loves. It’s also because I’m feeling those feelings I felt the day I got married and I’m finally saying goodbye to them. I have to say goodbye to them. I got the confirmation this morning that my marriage is finally over by law.
 
   Everybody claps and cheers when they share their first kiss as a married couple. I dab at my eyes with a delicate handkerchief that Tyler’s best man, Jake, handed to me. 
 
   For the entire dinner, the speech, the rehearsal, I play the perfect maid of honour. I’m happy, and excited. I dance. I don’t let the drama that is Isaac and myself take away any part of this beautiful service. 
 
   But then it starts to get late and I drink more. 
 
   Silas seems to want my constant attention on him but in my slightly drunken haze, I can’t stop watching Isaac and Jocelyn together. I had that once. He was mine once. 
 
   “What is your problem?” Silas spits, getting madder at me by the second. 
 
   I finish my drink after watching Isaac twirl Jocelyn around for the fourth time. Her laughter is the loudest thing in here. 
 
   “Nothing,” I lie and drain my drink. “I… I need to step out for a moment.”
 
   I know I’m being selfish but I can’t help it. There are all of these feelings warring inside of me and I don’t know what to do with any of them. It’s so unfair. This is so fucking unfair.
 
   Silas’ hand wraps around my bicep and I look at him over my shoulder. “Is this about him?”
 
   “No,” I respond and look around as eyes begin to come to us. “You’re making a scene.”
 
   He realises his error and follows me out of the hall. We head for the doors and step into the warm, summer night air. 
 
   Silas’ dark eyes scan me up and down as I wrap my arms around myself and stare out over the beautiful countryside. I don’t blame Hayley for wanting to get married here in her home town. It’s a beautiful place in most parts. 
 
   I lean against a heavy pillar that holds up the balcony above us. The stone beneath my feet is slightly cracked in places but it gives this place character. Whoever looks after this building is doing a marvellous job. 
 
   “I can’t take this anymore. I feel like I’m second best to you, Elle.” He tells me honestly, standing just behind my left shoulder. 
 
   I don’t look at him as I speak the words I should have spoken long ago. “You’re not second best to me. You have never been second best to me. It’s just… I don’t feel like we’re going anywhere.”
 
   “Because you’re so hung up on him?” He spits the word and I see his long shadow, cast on the ground in front of us, throw out an arm in the direction of the light. 
 
   “Yes,” I admit and turn to face him at last. This is my mess. He deserves my honesty face to face. “I didn’t realise how much I had suppressed.”
 
   “But you finally got your divorce. Finally.” Soft, dark hands grip my shoulders. “It took forever. I don’t… I…” He releases me and locks his hands behind his neck. “I was going to ask you to marry me.”
 
   I couldn’t be more surprised. “Why?”
 
   I don’t mean to blurt it out, I’m just in shock. Though now I feel even worse because he bends forward as if winded. “Why the fuck not? We’ve been together a year and we’re great together. You get me, Elle. You don’t put up with my shit. You don’t coddle me and demand my time and attention. You trust and love me without any of that bitchy bullshit that all of my exes gave me. I want that forever. I want you forever.”
 
   Holy fuck. “I had no idea you felt this way. I thought you felt the same way I did.”
 
   “Why the fuck do you think I bought this inn with you?”
 
   “You said it was a smart investment.”
 
   “It is a smart investment, but I mostly did it because it made you happy and I wanted to score as many points with you as I could.”
 
   I open my mouth to speak but nothing comes out. 
 
   “Do you still want him?”
 
   “It’s not like that. Nothing is that black and white.”
 
   He shakes his head. “You’re an idiot if you think that.”
 
   “I am not.”
 
   “We have something good here, Elle. Don’t end it because you’re feeling emotional. You love me. I know you do.”
 
   Turning again, I stare at the full moon in the night sky. It should be such a romantic moment. “I need time.”
 
   “Time?”
 
   I nod. “I just need a bit of time to wrap my head around everything.”
 
   “I can give you time.” He sidles up behind me and wraps his arms around my middle. “Let’s go?”
 
   I shake my head. “I’m going for a long walk.”
 
   “At this time?” I’m suddenly spinning towards him. “You can’t be serious?”
 
   “I’ll be fine. I just need to clear my head.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   I move past him and sneak back into the ballroom. 
 
   The table assigned to me is empty save for the sparkly centrepieces that hold party favours for the guests. I snag a small, netted, duck egg green bag and tip the contents into my hand.
 
   “They taste like vomit.” Isaac’s voice travels over my shoulder and he moves to take the seat beside me.
 
   “Don’t be so dramatic; it’s chocolate,” I respond and pop a love heart shaped chocolate into my mouth. It’s not until I sink my teeth into it and feel it begin to melt that I start to feel nauseous. I grab my napkin and spit the chocolate into it. Isaac, meanwhile, laughs his arse off. “They do taste like vomit. That’s gross.”
 
   “Told you so.” He grins and his easy grin is so fucking alluring. I’ve had too much to drink. It’s clouding my judgement. I want to kiss those perfect fucking lips. “What is it anyway?”
 
   “I don’t know. Some American chocolate beginning with H.” I shudder as I throw the bag back onto the centrepiece. “No wonder nobody is touching them.”
 
   “That guy is.” He points to Hayley’s grandfather who is sat at a table across the room with three empty bags in front of him and another in his hand. 
 
   We both shudder.
 
   “Is everything okay?” Isaac asks, looking concerned.
 
   I look away from his prying eyes and nod before lying. “Never better.” Hayley’s laughter and happiness warms me but doesn’t beat down my demons. “I’m leaving soon.”
 
   “Where’s Silas?”
 
   “I…” I look around but can’t see him through the thick of the crowd. “I’m not sure.” Maybe he went home.
 
   “Are you two okay?”
 
   “Isaac!” Suddenly Jocelyn appears and lands on Isaac’s side. “Are you coming? I love this song.” She grins at me. “Hey, Elle.”
 
   I give her an unenthusiastic wave and turn my eyes back to my table. 
 
   “Give me a moment,” Isaac responds but I give him a look that tells him to go and leave me alone. Sensing this, he leaves but he looks back as he goes and the sorrow in his eyes matches the sorrow in my heart. 
 
   Sorrow for what though?
 
   John comes over and takes the seat that Isaac just vacated. I rest my head on his shoulder and just enjoy his warmth. 
 
   “What’s troubling you? You haven’t been right for a while now.”
 
   I shrug. “I don’t want to talk tonight. I just want to chill.”
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   I shake my head, no. “Are you?”
 
   “You’re going to break yourself if you continue to keep this bottled up.” His voice is calm and soothing. 
 
   I feel my eyes beginning to burn so I quickly shrug it all off. “I’ll be fine.” I stand, kiss him on the cheek and glance over at Isaac, who is happily dancing again. He’s forgotten all about me already. “I’m going home.”
 
   “Do you want me to take you?”
 
   Smiling genuinely, I kiss his cheek once more and shake my head. “I’m good. You stay, have a drink. You’ve earned it.”
 
   Jocelyn’s laughter rings high above the noise. It grates on my nerves.
 
   Fuck this.
 
   The guests are all inebriated, happy and still dancing away. I take a bottle of champagne from the table by the bar and sneak back the way I came, not caring if anyone sees me.
 
   Silas watches me go after I pass him talking to a group of guys in the lobby, a mask of pain on his face. I hate that I’m doing this to him. I hate that I’m doing this to myself.
 
   I don’t know why I’m so confused. My path should be set. I should be over the moon about Silas and completely over Isaac. I should know my next move. My life is set. I start a new job in a month. The inn is almost finished. We already have staff in place ready for its opening. Advertisements are going up next week. Everything is done.
 
   And yet I feel torn up inside. This isn’t fair. I paid my dues. I feel more hurt than I deserve.
 
   I can’t take this anymore.
 
    
 
   I head into my old school and straight for the classroom where it all sort of began. 
 
   Why the doors are open I don’t have a clue, it’s empty save for the familiar desks and white board. I should be scared but how can I be? I feel oddly calm and happy here. 
 
   My hand smooths over the surface of Isaac’s old desk. It’s cold and a little rough from use. A few new names have been etched into the surface and it makes me smile.
 
   The room even smells the same as it used to, kind of like playdough and chalk, which is odd considering the room holds neither.
 
   I pop the cork of the champagne off and watch it hit the opposite wall, just above the window. It’s the same window where that nosey female teacher, Miss Hart, peered through when Isaac gave me the bracelet. 
 
   I’ve forgotten her first name. I’ve forgotten a lot of names. It’s true what they say about never seeing most of the people that you once knew in school ever again. I’ve barely seen a handful of people. I don’t talk to anybody from school but Hayley. 
 
   The bubbles hit the back of my throat. They’re a little warmer than I’d like, but there’s literally no point in being fussy about it. I just want the numbness that the bubbles bring.
 
   “Here’s to fucking my teacher,” I say to nobody and raise the bottle to the empty classroom after pulling myself up onto Isaac’s old desk. “And marrying him. And divorcing him.” 
 
   The door opens with a bang and a familiar laugh echoes with it. I see a blur of faces and hands. I see a tie hit the ground before I realise what it is I’m a witness to. 
 
   “Are you absolutely fucking kidding me?” I yell and Jocelyn and Isaac stop sucking each other’s faces and tearing at each other’s bodies with their hands. “Fuck.” I want to throw the bottle at them but the thought of losing the one substance that might erase this image from my mind is too tragic to cope with, so I keep it gripped tightly in my hand. “So this is why the doors were left open. Fuck.” 
 
   “Elle?” Isaac pulls away from the woman he has pinned to the door and gapes at me. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Not whatever you’re doing, that’s for sure!” I snap and slam the bottle down on the desk beside me. “So this is how you’re celebrating, huh?” 
 
   Jocelyn’s eyes flicker between us both, though thankfully she remains silent. I’m a little drunk and emotional. If she speaks I might kill her.
 
   “Celebrating what?”
 
   Did he not get the letter of confirmation? Did his solicitor not call? Is that not why he sat with me at the table?? “Nothing.” I don’t realise I’m crying until I feel a tear fall from my jaw. “Excuse me. I’ll just get out of your way, shall I?” Hopping down from the table, I start towards them.
 
   “Why are you here, Elle?” Isaac asks, holding out a hand to stop me from passing. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing.” I mutter and try to pass, but he side steps in front of me. “Don’t be annoying.”
 
   “Joss, give us a moment.”
 
   “Joss?” I laugh humourlessly. “You two are serious, huh?” I scowl at her over his shoulder. “I thought you hated being called Joss.”
 
   She still doesn’t speak; she only nods at Isaac and exits the room, looking irritated.
 
   Giving the middle finger to her back, I then fold my arms over my chest. “What’s so important that you couldn’t tell me in front of your new girlfriend, Isaac?”
 
   “Don’t be bitter, Elle. I’m just trying to move on.” He says, frowning. “Like you told me to, may I add?”
 
   “What the fuck ever…”
 
   “Don’t be immature.”
 
   “Ha!” Me? After all he’s done, I’m the immature one?
 
   He closes the door and leans against it. “Why are you here? Alone. Getting hammered, I’ll repeat… alone?”
 
   I bring the champagne to my lips and take a large swig. “Why pretend to care?”
 
   “I do care.” His sincerity catches me off guard. I bring the bottle back up to my lips. I’m half a bottle away from the end and I’m going to need more if I want to wipe this disaster from my mind. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “It’s over.”
 
   “You and Silas?” His frown is one of confusion.
 
   “No! Me and you…”
 
   His lips part and his eyebrows hit his hairline. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “The confirmation of the decree absolute came through this morning.” My arms lift before flopping to my sides, sending champagne shooting out of the bottle and splashing onto the floor. “We’re no longer married.”
 
   I down another large gulp of the expensive fizz. 
 
   “This upsets you?” Isaac says, his voice almost a whisper.
 
   I nod yes. What’s the point in lying?
 
   “But… it’s what you wanted. Don’t you… don’t you want it anymore?”
 
   “Of course I do,” I say, though I don’t believe the words myself. “Don’t you?”
 
   “You know I don’t.” He answers honestly and wipes away a tear from my cheek with the back of his knuckles. “I’m a bit confused by your reaction.”
 
   “I am too.”
 
   “You wanted this, Elle. I asked for you back…”
 
   “I don’t want you back. I just… I don’t know how I fucking feel about any of it. I’m fucked up.” I drink more but Isaac quickly reaches for it. I tug it out of his reach but he presses his body against mine and swipes it from my grasp. His cheek brushes mine as he leans around me and places the bottle on the desk. “You hurt me.”
 
   “I know,” he says softly and cups my face with his hands. Shivers are unleashed and send out a rampage of prickles across my skin. Everything heats at his close proximity. I haven’t felt this feeling in so long. “I know I did.”
 
   But I can’t just ignore my heart and my head. “You were horrible… I can’t just forget that.”
 
   “I know you can’t.”
 
   “But I loved you… and you left me. You promised me you’d never leave me but you did.” My voice is barely a whisper and my throat hurts as though I’ve been screaming. The lump there is too much.
 
   “I know.” He rests his forehead against mine and closes his eyes. “I know, Elle. Trust me. I know the extent of how badly I fucked up.”
 
   “And now we’re completely done. No turning back.”
 
   His nose strokes the side of mine. “I know.” His voice is a whisper. I feel it against my lips and emotions war inside of me that shouldn’t. An urge to grab his face, kiss him and tell him that I forgive him and want to be by his side, always, comes over me. I want to tell him that I want our spark back. I want to feel the feelings I used to feel. I don’t want to feel like I’m a dull shade of grey anymore.
 
   But I don’t, because I don’t trust him. I remember how badly I hurt when we ended. A thousand knives to my chest would have been less painful. I refuse to go back to that. If there’s no trust, there’s no relationship.
 
   “I…” I start to say but the door opens.
 
   “I’m leaving,” Jocelyn states and slams the door shut.
 
   Isaac pulls back and I see that he’s torn in two by the look in his eyes. “Tell me to stay.” He begs, taking my hands in his. “Tell me to stay with you and I will.”
 
   My mouth falls open but nothing comes out. I’m so tired of being speechless.
 
   “Tell me you’ll leave Silas and come home to me, Elle.” His fingers trail up my arm before stroking my neck and finally cupping my cheek. “I love you. Just give me a chance. One chance. That’s all I’m asking.”
 
   I’m weakening but I’m hesitating. If this is truly what I wanted, I wouldn’t hesitate. I wouldn’t have so many reservations. 
 
   I thought it would be like when he asked me to marry him. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind back then when I said yes. But doesn’t that contradict everything I’m feeling now?
 
   I’m so confused. 
 
   “I can’t.” I step away from him and turn back towards my bottle of stolen champagne. “You should go after Jocelyn, Isaac.”
 
   “I…” We both see her walking past the window, her strides wide and angry. She’s going in the wrong direction. “I need to take her home.”
 
   “Go,” I order harshly and bring the bottle back up to my lips. “There’s nothing for you here anymore.” Nothing for either of us. Nothing but pain, at least.
 
   He lingers for no more than a second and a second after that I hear the door close. I turn back to the desk and rest my hands on the surface. Another tear falls.
 
   “Get a grip, Elle. Get a fucking grip.”
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   I catch up with Jocelyn on the corner of the street, despite the fact that I want to turn back more than anything. I need to settle this. I stare at Jocelyn’s profile, seeing the hurt there, but I’m not going to string her along.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   She snorts and shakes her head but ignores me as she steps off the curb and onto the road.
 
   “Truly, I didn’t mean to lead you on.”
 
   “I’m not pissed that you led me along; I’m pissed that I ditched the best man to screw you and now I’m not going to get screwed!” She snaps over her shoulder and her strides become wider. Her body is tight with anger and irritation. “I haven’t had it in so long because I’ve been waiting to have it with you. I don’t wait, Isaac.” 
 
   “I…” She throws me a look over her shoulder that silences me immediately. The bun in her hair starts to fall out but she doesn’t seem to care. “Turn right down the next street.”
 
   In a huff, she does as I say and continues to stomp only a few paces ahead. “You’re being weak.”
 
   “I disagree.”
 
   “What the fuck ever.”
 
   “Joss…”
 
   “Don’t talk to me.”
 
   I guide her back to my house with muttered directions, with her grumbling under her breath the entire journey. At times it is comical but I daren’t laugh because she is already annoyed at me. Laughing would be like poking the tongue of a hungry dragon, I’m sure.
 
   She’s quiet as I open the door and lead her into my dad’s house. She’s quiet as she pads up the stairs and, fortunately, she’s quiet as she enters my room. It’s not until I close the door behind us that she stops being quiet and starts whisper yelling at me.
 
   “I don’t get it. I actually thought we had something,” she snaps, throwing her bag onto the bed and pulling out her pyjamas. I’m glad she’s not stupid enough to leave, despite the fact I’m a prick. I don’t want her wandering around in an unfamiliar town because of how I feel. “You kissed me, twice.”
 
   “I did.” I admit and lean my back against the wall. “You know you’re attractive.”
 
   “But I’m not your red haired ex.”
 
   No, she isn’t. “She’s it for me.”
 
   “That’s pathetic. She doesn’t want you.”
 
   “But I don’t want anyone else and if there’s a chance, the slightest chance that she will take me back, I’m not going to stop fighting for her.”
 
   She stares at me for the longest moment and I see tears well up in her eyes. “Christ, Isaac… why can’t somebody love me that much?” Sniffling, she sits on the bed and wipes at her eyes. “I hate how fucking beautiful that is.” We stare at each other for the longest moment. “I really hope it works out for you. I really do.”
 
   “Me too,” I respond and rub my tired eyes. 
 
   “What if she doesn’t take you back?”
 
   The thought hurts so fucking badly. “I don’t know. Genuinely… I don’t know.”
 
   “I don’t get it. Sure she’s pretty, I get that… but from what I’ve seen of her she’s quite dull and introverted.”
 
   “She isn’t; she’s thoughtful, intelligent, observant. She cares for the people around her. Just because she’s not loud and ‘the life of the party’.” I use my fingers as air quotes. “She’s perfect for me. She’s the type of person who will sit and listen to me rant and rave about stories and books and people and she won’t interrupt until I’m done.” I miss those long nights where we’d curl up in front of the fireplace. “She expects nothing, nothing, from anybody and she works hard for everything.”
 
   “Okay, okay, I get it.” Her hands rise in defence of herself. “I don’t like her, you know that, but I like you. You’re a good person and I respect your decision.”
 
   “Thank you, Joss.”
 
   She grins wickedly. “Without sounding like a cliché, I must insist that we remain friends.”
 
   This is a relief. I’ve actually come to enjoy talking to her. She makes me laugh and you should always keep the ones who make you happy as close as possible. “’I wouldn’t have it any other way’, is my cliché answer.”
 
   She flies from my bed and wraps her arms around my shoulders. “Thank you, Isaac. If you need any help at all with wooing Eloise, just let me know. Okay?”
 
   “Thank you.”
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   Hayley: Where are you? 
 
    
 
   Isaac: I’m sorry.
 
    
 
   Mum: Are you coming home at all during this visit?
 
    
 
   There’s only one person that can get me out of this funk I’m in.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I think I’m losing my mind. 
 
    
 
   Damon: Where are you?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Standing outside of my parents’ house.
 
    
 
   Damon: Oh fuck.
 
    
 
   He calls but I don’t answer. I finish my stolen champagne and throw the empty bottle onto the grass. It lands with a thud and the porch light comes on. It’s so sensitive. 
 
    
 
   Damon: What are you going to do, Elle?
 
    
 
   Eloise: I haven’t thought that far ahead.
 
    
 
   I just know that I need to say something tonight while I’m drunk and full of adrenaline. 
 
   My heavy feet carry me to the door. Normally I’d walk straight in but I want to knock. I want to wake him up, although he’s probably already awake.
 
   I don’t have to wait long for the hallway light to flicker on and my dad’s silhouette to appear in the glass panels that surround the door.
 
   It opens with a rattle and the light from the hall blinds me for a moment.
 
   “Elle?” I tense when I feel him grip my shoulders, checking to see if I’m okay. “Are you okay? Did you lose your key?”
 
   “Did you lose your mind when you paid my ex-husband to leave me?” I go straight into it. There’s little point in trying to wrap it in a bow after beating around the bush. Whatever that means. Fuck… I’m drunk.
 
   He staggers back a step and inhales a ragged breath. “He told you?” His face is a mask of guilt with a mixture of shock.
 
   Laughing coldly, I turn and look up at the sky as a way to try and stop myself from crying. The tears burn so badly and staring at the thick clouds that block my vision of the stars doesn’t help. I thought he’d deny it. I thought he’d tell me it wasn’t true and then I’d believe him and we’d all live happily ever after.
 
   “Eloise, I’m sorry.” He takes a step towards me and my eyes close, pushing the tears onto my cheeks. “But you need to hear my side…”
 
   “There is no ‘your side’, Dad. There was only my side and Isaac’s side. You weren’t even part of the fucking equation.”
 
   Calm, Elle, calm. You’re becoming hysterical.
 
   “Look…” He reaches for me but I side step out of his way. His arms flap pitifully to his sides. “I know what I did was wrong but I saved you from that arsehole. He was the worst thing to ever happen to you, Elle.”
 
   “He was?” I sniff. “Really?” My mum appears behind him in the doorway and she leans on the door for support, looking as sad as I feel inside. Although sad isn’t quite the right word I’d use to describe how fucking torn up I am inside. Sad doesn’t quite do the trick. “Because it didn’t lose me my grades. I still went to university. I was happy. I was settled. We had our problems but it didn’t get so bad until you made sure to make his life miserable.” 
 
   “Elle…”
 
   “The way I see it, Dad, is that it was you who was the worst thing to happen to me. You sabotaged my marriage.”
 
   “You were a kid! It couldn’t have been sabotaged; it was doomed from the start.”
 
   “I don’t believe that,” I yell and take a step towards him. “I’m not a child anymore and I know myself; I know how I felt; I know how I still feel and I know what it means. We loved each other.”
 
   “He took the money, Eloise. Don’t be stupid. He didn’t love you. Not enough.”
 
   I laugh cruelly and shake my head. “You never were a very good businessman.” I see his chest puff outwards with indignation. “He lied, Dad. He took the money to pay off his debts, go to rehab and get away from you. He came back for me. He knew you’d never be able to sue him because you’d drop yourself in it with me.”
 
   My dad blanches, clearly not thinking that far ahead. Is he that obtuse? 
 
   “Oh my god!” My hand flies to my mouth as other pieces of a different puzzle start to click into place. “Tony and that casino bitch… that was you wasn’t it?”
 
   His mouth opens but nothing comes out. I hate that right now he looks like me. I hate that I share his features.
 
   “Oh, Darren!” My mum lets out a choked sob. “How could you?”
 
   “I hate you,” I tell him. “Tony was Isaac’s only friend. He needed that. He was already going through so much.”
 
   “I’m not proud of that…” There’s a crack and before I can register what has happened, my mum has made her way to him and her hand has whipped him around his face. My dad stares at her, his mouth open and his breathing heavy as a red handprint slowly forms on his cheek. 
 
   “You’ll never change,” my mum says, her voice scarily calm. “You will never grow up. You will always need to be in control…”
 
   “Sharon…”
 
   “No. No. No. I’m sick… so fucking sick and tired of this.” She straightens her spine and tucks her hair behind her ears. “Go inside, pack your shit and leave.”
 
   “Mum,” I whimper, not liking this part of the whole thing. I don’t want to be responsible for them breaking up. I don’t want them to ever break up. 
 
   “Sharon, please. Let’s all go inside and talk about this,” my dad begs.
 
   “I’m going,” I tell them but my mum grabs my bicep and states, “You’re staying with me. He’s going.”
 
   “No, I’m not getting involved in this. I don’t need you or anybody taking my side,” I snap and tug my arm free. “Just know that I will never, ever talk to you again.” I point at my dad. “Ever. I’m done.”
 
   “Eloise.”
 
   I pull away when he tries to reach for me and scream, “DONE!” Stilling, he stares at me, looking perplexed about how to deal with this.
 
   I hope he knows just how badly he has screwed up.
 
   “Honey, let me drive you.” My mum begs, knowing that I’m not coming into the house no matter what she says. “Please.”
 
   I nod and walk to her car. She rushes inside and grabs her keys, coat and shoes. My dad stares at me the entire time, speechless and looking terrible. I don’t care. I want him to feel terrible.
 
   He may not have single-handedly ruined my marriage, but he gave it his best shot and he was a major contributor to its crumbling.
 
   “I’m sorry,” My mum says as my dad watches us climb into the car. He looks helpless but I don’t care. I’m done with him. 
 
   “Did you know?” I shout at her, snatching the tissue she holds out to me and using it to wipe my cheeks.
 
   “No!” She gasps.
 
   “How? How did you miss fifty thousand missing from the accounts?”
 
   She looks at the steering wheel, sorrow in her eyes. “You know I’m not clever enough to deal with that side of stuff. I don’t pay attention to his business accounts.” She sighs heavily. “I didn’t know, Elle. You believe me, right?”
 
   The vulnerability in her tone cuts through my angry facade. “I do. But I don’t want you using this as an excuse to leave him. That’s not fair on me. I hate him but I don’t want my parents to split up because of me.”
 
   “I can’t even look at him right now.” She puts the car into reverse and carefully backs out of the driveway, the gates opening on her approach. “Where are you staying?”
 
   “That hotel on Lovett Street.”
 
   She nods and takes me there without issue. She also stays with me because she doesn’t want me to be on my own. Even at twenty four, I need my mum and that’s fine. I’ll always need her.
 
   I’ll always need my dad too, but how can I ever trust him again?
 
   Trust. It’s what it all comes down to in the end. 
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   After grabbing a blanket from the closet and finding a decent position on the couch, I pulled out my phone. That was twenty minutes ago. The night is getting later and later yet I still don’t know what to say or do with regard to Eloise. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: I’ve changed, I swear it. I’m ready to talk to you. About everything. No more secrets or lies between us. Okay?
 
    
 
   I stare at the message a long time before I send it and then regret how pushy it sounds. She’ll hate that. She hates being pushed into anything.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I’ll give you all of the time you need. Don’t think that you need to give me an answer right away.
 
    
 
   Now I feel a little bit better, though not much. I need to speak to her face to face. Text talking just doesn’t work.
 
   And then suddenly another thought hits me and I find myself scrambling downstairs to rifle through the post.
 
   I find the letter and grip it tightly in my hands. 
 
   I’m not married anymore.
 
   Throwing the letter onto the ground, I drag my half-drunk arse to the living room and throw myself onto the couch face first before pulling the blanket over my head. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: I can’t deal with this right now.
 
    
 
   I shake my head and throw my phone onto the chair by the fire. I need to sleep now. I can’t deal with this either. 
 
   Unfortunately sleep doesn’t come because the second I begin to doze, there’s a heavy banging on the door. It shakes the entire house, it booms so loudly.
 
   “What the fuck?” I yell and sit bolt upright. Jocelyn rushes to the middle of the stairs, her eyes questioning the situation. “Stay there.” I peek through the peephole and take a step back in surprise. 
 
   “Who is it?” Jocelyn asks as my dad makes his way into the hall in his plaid pyjamas. He looks tired and I don’t blame him. It’s one in the morning. I notice his eyes immediately clock the blanket on the couch but I have no time to process his look of relief.
 
   “It’s Darren.”
 
   “Elle’s dad?” My dad asks, quirking a curious brow.
 
   I nod and inhale a deep breath before opening the door. 
 
   “You fucking told her, you fucking cunt. Now there is nothing… NOTHING stopping me from ruining you!” He seethes and spit flies from his mouth, his finger only an inch from my face. 
 
   “What the hell?” Joss gasps and my dad moves to my side to defend me. I don’t need it.
 
   “Go for it. You have no proof that I told her. She isn’t going to blame me.” I half laugh at him. “Go home, Darren.”
 
   I try to close the door but his arm slams against it and he takes a step into the hall.
 
   Remaining in place, I square my shoulders and keep a keen eye on his movements. Never again will I let this man lay a hand on me. 
 
   “You signed a nondisclosure agreement.”
 
   “I did. I didn’t say anything, though. So what’s your point?”
 
   “Who the fuck did then?”
 
   I shrug and give him a wry smile. “You’ve lost, Darren. Cut your losses and go home.”
 
   “You won’t hear the end of this.”
 
   “I will,” I yell and take a step towards him. He’s so close now our noses are almost touching. “You will, because you’ll lose Eloise if you don’t and you know it.” His eyes flicker with fear and his body shrinks back. “Now I’m finally getting through that thick skull of yours. Forget it all. You can’t keep me from her. You can’t bully me or undermine me anymore.”
 
   “She doesn’t want you, regardless.”
 
   “That’s none of your business.” I say to him, my voice calm now. He’s defeated. He has nothing against me now, nothing to hold over me. “If you love your daughter as much as you think you do, rethink your life choices and the way you deal with shit. That’s the only way she’ll ever forgive you.”
 
   Then I slam the door in his face and turn around. My dad and Jocelyn both stare at me before Joss finally asks if I’m okay.
 
   “I just want to sleep.” I yawn to prove it and bid them both goodnight. I contemplate calling Elle to find out what the fuck just happened, but I know she’ll feel worse about her dad visiting.
 
   I just hope she didn’t do anything seriously stupid in her drunken state.
 
   “Son,” my dad says as I settle back on my front on the couch. “I’m proud of you.”
 
   I don’t reply. I close my eyes, despite the adrenaline coursing through my body, and shut my brain off for some much needed rest. It doesn’t come quickly or easily, but it comes and I need it. 
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   “I have officially lost the plot,” I say to Damon and Kira.
 
   “I’ll say,” Kira snorts and a piece of popcorn hits me on the temple. 
 
   “I don’t know what to tell you.” Damon runs a hand through his hair to mess it up a little. 
 
   Staring out of the window to the empty parking lot, I wonder what Silas is doing right now. He’s called me a few times. We were supposed to be staying together at mine in Cambridge but he’s giving me the space I need. 
 
   Or don’t need.
 
   I already know my answer.
 
   “I’m done moping.” I turn to face them and pull my hair back into a ponytail. “Done with men. Done moping. Done fucking done, done.”
 
   “Amen sister.” Kira tells me and stuffs more popcorn into her mouth. “You don’t need any of them. You’re going to Scotland in what… under two months?” I nod in reply. “Think of all the sexy, kilt wearing, Scottish lads, me lassie.”
 
   I laugh at her failed attempt at the Scottish accent and Damon laughs along with me.
 
   “You deserved to have a meltdown. I’m not sure how I’d feel having a parent like yours,” Damon says and I’m so happy to have him as a friend. He always knows just what to say to make others feel at ease. “I’m so used to being given the freedom to explore the world as I see fit… your dad is an arsehole.”
 
   “He’s always needed control,” I respond hollowly. “Always.” Ever since I can remember.
 
   But now I’ve got to get over it and get on with my life. He can’t control me any longer or any aspect of my future. That’s all on me and if I don’t get my act together, I’m going to ruin it. 
 
   And Silas, I need to talk to him too. The wedding may have only been three days ago but I’ve had enough time to think. I just don’t feel stable enough in my own mind and heart to have a partner. Silas just isn’t right for me. I’d know it if he were. 
 
   “What about the inn?” Kira asks after I voice my thoughts. 
 
   “He wouldn’t be that cruel.” I say softly. Silas is a lot of things, but cruel isn’t on the list at all. I can’t really put anything negative on the list other than the fact that he’s too opinionated at times and won’t listen to reason. Other than that, he has always treated me with respect.
 
   Maybe I’m making a mistake, ending things… 
 
   No.
 
   I need to grow the fuck up and start making decisions that will inevitably make me happy. This whiny ass little bitch person that I am now isn’t happy. 
 
   “Still…” Damon nods towards the three bouquets of flowers that rest on the counter. They arrived this morning, all from my dad, Silas and Isaac. “This is just mental.”
 
   “It’s messing with my hayfever.” Hayley sniffs and shakes her head. “As if they all sent you flowers on the same day.”
 
   “I know, right?”
 
   “We should do something fun. Let our hair down.” Kira totally changes the subject without warning, something she does frequently. 
 
   “Right now?” I ask and check the time. It’s mid-afternoon and everything fun shuts soon. “I don’t want to drink.”
 
   “Cinema?” She suggests and Damon nods his agreement.
 
   The thought of sitting in a pitch black room with nothing but silence and noise is actually kind of perfect. “Good plan, Kira.” I stand and pat her on the head. “You’re paying, right?”
 
   She snorts and rolls her eyes. She clearly doesn’t realise that I’m not kidding. 
 
   It’s not until we get to the cinema and Damon and I leave her to buy the tickets that she actually realises we’re serious. The way her head whipped around in search for us when she was told the amount and we’d vanished had us hiding behind the sweet stall in hysterics. It’s okay though because we’ll get the popcorn, and dinner afterwards.
 
    
 
   I have great friends. My dad may be an arsehole, I might be divorced and about to separate from my long term boyfriend who I just went into business with, but I truly do have a great and fortunate life. 
 
    
 
   Silas: Did you get the flowers?
 
    
 
   Eloise: I did. They’re lovely, thank you. 
 
    
 
   Silas: You didn’t message me.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I was genuinely going to as soon as I got home.
 
    
 
   Silas: You’re out?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Just went to the cinema and for dinner with Kira and Damon. I’m home now.
 
    
 
   He doesn’t respond for a while. I know I’ve probably upset him but he can’t expect me to just sit inside and wallow while I sort out the mess I’ve made. That’s unrealistic. 
 
    
 
   Silas: It’s useless isn’t it? 
 
    
 
   Oh dear. I genuinely can’t answer that. I’m not doing this over text.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Let’s talk in person. 
 
    
 
   I begin to pace in my apartment, back and forth, as I wait for his response and when I get it I feel like throwing my phone against the wall and my head out of the window.
 
    
 
   Silas: So you can break my fucking heart to my face? No thank you. Forget it.
 
    
 
   Shit. I can’t deny it because it’ll give him false hope. What do I say?
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’m so sorry, Silas.
 
    
 
   I’m not surprised when he doesn’t respond but I do feel a sudden weight lifted. The pressure I felt over our relationship and future is no longer there and I can breathe deeply once more. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: Is Isaac visiting this weekend?
 
    
 
   John: Nope, why?
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’m coming to spend the weekend with you.
 
    
 
   John: What’s the occasion?
 
    
 
   Eloise: 1, I need a break from everything. 2, I just quit my job. 3, I just broke up with Silas. 4, I haven’t seen Judith in a while. 5, Do I need an occasion?
 
    
 
   John: I’ll prepare your room.
 
    
 
   Eloise: And the ice cream.
 
    
 
   John: And the ice cream.
 
    
 
   I grin, relieved that he said yes.
 
    
 
   John: Bring some good movies with you this time.
 
    
 
   Some might find it weird that I’m close to my ex-husband’s dad but I don’t see why. Anyone that knows me knows that I didn’t have grandparents growing up. My mum’s parents died when she was in her twenties and my dad’s parents died when I was only seven. 
 
   John is kind of like that for me, although I won’t say that to him because it might insult him.
 
   I don’t care what anyone thinks or says.
 
    
 
   John: I’m serious. That ninja crap with the cartoon characters was terrible.
 
    
 
   Eloise: You’ll watch what I bring and you’ll be happy about it.
 
    
 
   John: You know I will.
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   Sometimes being a private landlord, as opposed to going through an agent, is trying. For example my tenants have moved without warning and I have to go down there to inspect the house to make sure it’s all up to scratch as they’re demanding their deposit back ASAP. 
 
   I had plans this weekend. I was supposed to be going to see a show with my co-workers. 
 
   Pulling up outside of my previous home, I take note of the outside. It looks good; the front garden is well kept and I notice the handle on the gate has been fixed since the last time I visited. This is good. 
 
   Using my key, I open the door and step inside. The house smells lived in and it looks lovely on first glance. There are no visible marks or cracks in the empty hallway. The tiled floor is shining; I can see they cleaned it before they left. My tenants were every landlord's dream. I wish they hadn’t moved so suddenly. Now I have to find new tenants. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: Can you put me another ad in the paper?
 
    
 
   John: Already done. Is everything okay there?
 
    
 
   Isaac: It’s spotless as I knew it would be. They even left cookies on the stove.
 
    
 
   John: Kelly makes the best cookies. 
 
    
 
   My dad, when introduced to my tenants, made fast friends with them and Kelly made him cookies when he’d pop by to oversee repairs. In the beginning quite a few were needed, but not for the past two years. There was one mishap with the fuses blowing due to faulty wiring but we got that fixed and my dad got cookies.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I’m done, put the kettle on.
 
    
 
   I triple check before leaving the empty house, sighing gravely the entire time. I hope wherever Kelly and her husband are venturing to brings them happiness. 
 
   My back hits the closed door as the chill air strokes across the bare skin of my arms and face. 
 
    
 
   John: You can’t. I’m not home.
 
    
 
   Oh. Surprising.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Where are you? It’s okay. I have my key.
 
    
 
   John: I’m home. I’m busy. You can’t come.
 
    
 
   My frown is so tight my forehead aches.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Since when have you ever been too busy for me? I won’t get in the way. I’m tired and I’ve got a ton to do tomorrow. I’ve just driven for two hours.
 
    
 
   I start walking to the car, pondering what it is that my dad could be doing that he doesn’t want me to see. It hits me and I stop in the middle of the pavement.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Are you with a woman?
 
    
 
   John: It’s not like that. She just showed up.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Who?
 
    
 
   My hand clenches on the phone at the thought of my dad moving on. I wouldn’t blame him, my mother isn’t herself any longer and he deserves to be happy, but it still hurts to think about.
 
    
 
   John: Eloise has come to spend the weekend with me. So you can’t stay. She doesn’t want to see you.
 
    
 
   That’s not quite what I was expecting. I climb into my car to move out of the way of people walking around me and stare at his text. 
 
   This is the chance I’ve been waiting for. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: You didn’t text, you didn’t know I was coming and I don’t know she is there. Got it?
 
    
 
   John: Got what?
 
    
 
   Isaac: Exactly.
 
    
 
   This is my moment. She can’t avoid me now.
 
   Well, she could try to leave but I won’t let her. 
 
   The image of handcuffs around her dainty wrists comes to mind. I feel an instant stirring in my lower region and a fluttering in my stomach that I can’t blame on hunger. Well… not hunger for food anyway.
 
   After nipping into the supermarket on the way to my dad’s, I can’t help my nerves. It’s odd because I shouldn’t be nervous; she was my wife.
 
   Was.
 
   The fact I’m divorced still hasn’t sunk in yet.  I don’t want it to ever sink in. I should have tried harder before it was finalised. I should have ignored it for longer.
 
   I’m an idiot. 
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   “Dad?” I yell as I walk into the house. I already know he’s here but if I’m going to pull this off and pretend I’m not a stalker, then I need to be convincing. 
 
   “Uh-oh,” I hear my dad mutter and something clatters in the kitchen.
 
   “Did you know?” I hear Elle hiss as I’m padding down the hallway.
 
   “No,” my dad lies and shushes her. He swings open the door, revealing dark blue eyes set in a flour covered face. “Son?”
 
   I grin at him. “The tenants have moved out so I’ve been to inspect the property. I wanted to surprise you.” I hold up the two bags of food. 
 
   My dad smirks and shakes his head, keeping his hand on the door handle to the kitchen. “Now isn’t a good time.”
 
   “Don’t be stupid.” I push past him, which is harder than I thought it would be. He’s strong for an old man. “I can’t drive home now; it’s getting late.”
 
   He finally budges and allows me access to the kitchen. 
 
   I don’t have to fake my surprise at seeing Eloise. My shock is genuine, but it isn’t because she’s here, it’s because of how she looks. 
 
   She gives me a little wave and quirks a brow at me as my eyes eat up her form, hungrily, desperately. She’s in nothing but blue shorts and a white vest top. Her body is toned, curvaceous and delicious. I want to wrap my arms around her and drag my fingers over every inch of flesh. I haven’t yet seen her in anything so revealing and, by God, she is all woman. 
 
   My mouth dries when I reach her face and see her new haircut. It suits her, maybe even more so than her long hair. She’s cut it short, to her chin, and has it fluffed up at the back where it rises in layers from the base of her neck. 
 
   “Isaac,” she breathes and clears her throat as our eyes meet. Her flour covered fingers reach to tuck her hair behind her ears. “It’s good to see you.”
 
   “You too,” I croak. I need a drink, desperately. I need a sip of her lips, her essence. Why the fuck did I let her go? I’m a foolish man. “I didn’t realise you were here.” My eyes finally drag from her to assess the mess. It seems they are making some kind of bread. “Having fun?”
 
   “Your dad is sharing a few family secrets with me.”
 
   I tense. She can’t be talking about…
 
   “Banana bread, being the first.” My dad slaps me on the back, effectively cutting off my line of thought. “And my famous bread and butter pudding.”
 
   “Nice,” I say, feeling relieved. “May I help?” 
 
   Elle looks uncertain for only a brief second before nodding with a genuine smile. “Of course.” 
 
    
 
   I place the bags on the small, round kitchen table to my right and vow to put them away later. Elle points to the sink, so I wash my hands and move to stand beside her.
 
   “My dad hasn’t done this for a while,” I say, watching as they knead the dough on the counter. “It works better if you separate it into smaller balls.” 
 
   “I knew there was something I was forgetting,” he grumbles and we both start pulling the dough apart and rolling it between our hands.
 
   Elle can’t quite get the dough to form a ball without cracks along the surface so I take the opportunity to touch her. Her body tenses as I slide behind her and place my arms along hers. Cupping our hands together around the dough, I show her how to gently roll it and then pinch the bottom. 
 
   Her close proximity is intoxicating. I breathe deeply, ignoring the scent of banana, cinnamon and flour in order to search for that familiar rhubarb. 
 
   “Like this.” I tap her hands onto the flour and cinnamon and roll the dough again. Her arms remain loose but not floppy as I guide her and her body slowly begins to relax. I dip my head so my jaw brushes against her cheekbone. 
 
   Her hair is soft against my cheek and smells so sweet. I want to nuzzle the back of the long, shapely neck that her hair no longer covers. I want to kiss from the top of her neck to the base of her spine. Does her skin still taste as good as it once did?
 
   Every inch of my body tingles with anticipation. If I shift slightly forward, just slightly, my aching cock will be touching her. 
 
   I just don’t want to disrespect her like that.
 
   “I think I’ve got it,” she says, sounding breathy and husky. Her tone isn’t helping my predicament. I don’t want to let her go. 
 
   “Smooth.” My dad mutters the word, elongating the ‘oo’. 
 
   “What was that?” Elle asks my father genuinely as I give him a look that screams ‘Shut up!’
 
   “I was just saying that these are going to be delicious. Look how smooth they are.” He points to the dough balls on the baking tray. “I’m so hungry.”
 
   “Are you staying for dinner, Isaac?” Elle asks. She doesn’t look upset by the prospect, merely curious. I want to tell her that I’m staying the night but I’m worried she’ll make an excuse to leave. 
 
   “Yeah, just dinner though.” I spot the lasagne sheets on the side by the kettle and smile. “I haven’t had your lasagne in years.” I move to wash the flour, cinnamon and sticky dough from my hands. “Is that okay? Feel free to say no. I won’t be offended.”
 
   “Don’t be silly.” She hits me gently with a tea-towel and rolls her eyes. “This is your home more than it is mine. I’m happy to see you, actually.”
 
   Surprising. “You are?”
 
   “Yeah, should I be angry to see you? Sad?”
 
   I panic for a moment before I see that she’s teasing; her smirk says as such.
 
   “I’ll start cleaning.” I grab the dishcloth and a bottle of spray. 
 
   “I’ll do the dishes.” My dad moves to the sink.
 
   “And I will start preparing the lasagne while the bread cooks.”
 
   “And then chess?” Dad asks and it’s my turn to roll my eyes. 
 
   “And then chess.” She grins. 
 
   “How are things?” I ask them both as I slide the cutting board over to my dad for him to wash.
 
   “Good, Elle has this great idea for your mother.” 
 
   I glance at Elle and notice that her cheeks have turned pink. “It’s silly really…”
 
   “Your mother has an obsession with babies, as you know, so Eloise has bought her a doll that cries and laughs.”
 
   She shrugs. “I saw a video online and thought it would be worth a try. The family of that dementia patient said that it really calms their mum.”
 
   “I suppose it makes sense, stepping into her world rather than trying to pull her back into ours?”
 
   “Exactly.”
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   Eating dinner together was actually a pleasant experience. Isaac hasn’t lost his charm and at times had me laughing so hard my cheeks still ache from it. 
 
   In the beginning I was a little bit annoyed that he showed up, but I had a feeling it would happen. Neither John nor Isaac seem to be at fault though, so there’s no use being angry about it.
 
   But then I started emptying the bags that Isaac brought. 
 
   “It’s funny,” I say without turning. John is taking the banana bread from the oven and Isaac is playing on his phone by the back door. 
 
   “What is?” Isaac asks without looking up.
 
   “How neither of you knew the other was coming, yet Isaac seems to have filled two bags full of my old favourite snacks and drinks.” I hold up the berry wine and quirk a brow as I turn to face him. His wide startled eyes stare back at me. “Didn’t know you drank wine, Isaac.”
 
   He runs his tongue over his lower lip, clearly lost for words.
 
   “Well, fuck.” John curses and throws the tea towel on the counter. “In my defence, I genuinely didn’t know he was coming until the last minute.” 
 
   “And I didn’t know you were here until the last minute,” Isaac mumbles and looks to his dad for help. 
 
   Rolling my eyes back to the final bag, I pluck a grape from the bunch he bought and throw it at him. “You would’ve gotten away with it too if not for this.”
 
   He grins wickedly at me. “Does this mean I can stay?”
 
   “Stay?” My heart starts to hammer a rapid beat in my chest.
 
   “The night.” His hand reaches forward and plucks something from my hair. It crumbles between his finger and thumb so it must have been a clump of flour and cinnamon. “Unless it would upset Silas.”
 
   “She’s not with Silas anymore,” John blurts and quickly shuts his mouth. “Sorry, Elle,” he mutters as I glare at him and he then promptly exits the kitchen. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Isaac says and though he probably isn’t being genuine, he looks it.
 
   Shrugging, I step around him and begin putting the stuff into the cupboards. “It isn’t your fault.”
 
   “I feel like it might be.” I feel his heat against his back. “And I’m sorry if it is.”
 
   “But you aren’t sorry if it isn’t?”
 
   “No.” His admission makes my mouth go dry. “You know…”
 
   The loud ringing of the phone startles us both. I finish doing what I’m doing as Isaac goes to answer it. I can’t hear what’s being said and I don’t try to. The sooner I finish cleaning this kitchen, the sooner I can play chess with John and watch crap movies that I picked.
 
   “The wedding was a beautiful event,” John says and I agree. “The food was great, the atmosphere…” Until the end, it was great too. “If you’d waited, do you think that’s what your wedding would have been like?” 
 
   Isaac’s eyes meet mine and a moment of clarity flashes between us as we remember our wedding so long ago. “I liked our wedding,” he says.
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “You both looked so happy.” John tells us and we smile together. 
 
   “We were.” My voice is soft and quiet. It’s crazy thinking that it has genuinely been more than five years since we got married. That much time couldn’t have passed, could it? “Anyway… Chess?”
 
   “Need you ask?” John reaches for the board just as Isaac’s hand presses against the back of my neck. He pulls me close and kisses my temple. The warm, soft gesture melts a layer of frost that rests over my heart. 
 
   “I’ll leave you both to it for a while,” he whispers and stands. “I won’t intrude too much.”
 
   He exits the room before either of us can protest and even though John clearly wants to, we also don’t talk about it. 
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   It’s late, we watched a terrible movie and now it’s time for bed. My dad went up five minutes ago, leaving Elle and I on opposite ends of the couch, texting on our phones in awkward silence. 
 
   “I’ll go and grab my blanket.”
 
   “I feel bad kicking you out of your room,” she whispers. I watch her beauty in the flicker of the light from the television. 
 
   “I know a way to rectify that,” I joke, though mostly I’m not joking.
 
   She groans and stands, allowing me a glimpse of her stomach as she stretches tall. “I’m not sharing a bed with you.”
 
   “Why not?” I push, hoping that she’ll change her mind, if only so that I get one last chance to mould her body to mine and kiss her soft neck. “We used to. I promise I’ll behave.”
 
   “I can’t promise that,” she mumbles so quietly I barely hear it and my cock and heart pulse in time with each other. 
 
   Did she really say that?
 
   “It’s not a big deal.” I stand too, so I’m on an equal level with her. “This couch is awfully lumpy.”
 
   She slaps my arm almost pitifully. “Stop trying to make me feel bad and go and get your blanket.”
 
   “But…” I try but she grabs my shoulders and shoves me towards the door. Unfortunately for her I grab her wrist, pull her with me and turn at the last second so I can pin her between my body and the door. 
 
   The way her pupils dilate tells me that she’s as affected by this as I am. I want to lift her legs so they’re wrapped around my hips. I want to grab her breast as my lips collide with hers. 
 
   “What are you doing?” She breathes and keeps her eyes on my neck. 
 
   “Playing,” I respond and stroke my fingers up her arm from her wrist to her neck. The way she shivers and gulps only spurs me onwards. The problem is, I know now that we’ll kiss, she’ll reciprocate, but then she’ll push me away. I’m not an idiot. I’ll ruin any chances I have if I nudge her in my direction too soon. So I wrap my fingers around the back of her neck and press my lips to her forehead. “Goodnight, Elle.”
 
   Seeming to realise her position between me and the door, she squeezes free and hurries away. I take this moment to breathe and savour the memory of her breasts brushing against my chest. I kind of wish I got my room for the night so I can relieve myself. There’s no way at all that I’m getting any sleep whilst she lies directly above me, especially not when I have an erection that could hold up a building.
 
   Fuck.
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   Judith seems to have taken to the doll better than we could have even imagined, though I’m a bit nervous about how a few of the other patients around us seem to be eyeing it too. I don’t want it to cause a fuss. The home has said that they may buy a few themselves for the rest of the room, but that won’t happen today.
 
   “NO!” A man yells from his spot on the couch. “I won’t look after your baby for you!”
 
   Isaac starts to laugh. I pat the old guy on the shoulder and return my attention to Judith. She’s looking tired today and her skin has a yellow tone to it.
 
   “That’s it,” I say softly as Judith brings the doll up to her lips and kisses its smooth plastic forehead. 
 
   “Isaac,” she says and rocks the doll. 
 
   Tears spring to my eyes. I can’t believe it has worked and something other than spoons now has her attention. 
 
   “Oh dear, baby. Oh no, baby,” she coos when the doll begins to cry. “He doesn’t like his drink.” We all stop her as she tries to feed the baby her tea. I hand her the plastic bottle and watch as she carefully and gently places the tip into the mouth. 
 
   John clears his throat and wipes his eyes on a napkin. Seeing him cry makes me want to cry. 
 
   “She’s so frail,” he comments quietly and places his hand on his wife’s knee. She doesn’t even notice; she’s too busy rocking her baby. “Look, her knee just fits in my hand.”
 
   I take a deep breath to stop the burning in my eyes and try to swallow the lump lodged in my throat. 
 
   He is right though; she’s deteriorating. She looks gaunt and frail. She isn’t eating, sleeping or going to the bathroom frequently enough. 
 
   The thought of losing her completely is too much to take. 
 
   Isaac stands and walks away without looking back. I don’t know what to do. I’m torn between the two of them. Do I race after him? Do I stay with John?
 
   “Isaac,” Judith coos, as if answering my internal question.
 
   I squeeze John’s shoulder as I pass, offering him just a tiny amount of silent support in order to look after his son. 
 
   Racing past the patients and nurses, I find Isaac in his mum’s room sitting on the bed. His head is slumped forward over his knees where his arms rest. 
 
   I lean against the door frame and let him have his private moment. 
 
   “How am I going to cope when she dies?” His voice pierces the silence. I step into the room. My fingers twitch as they ache to reach out and touch his hair. I want to play with his hair and stroke his neck as a way to comfort him, but I feel like it wouldn’t be appropriate. “I’ve never had much family. I’ve never lost anybody like that.”
 
   “You’ll just have to trust us to look after you.” Even though we’re divorced and not exactly friends, I’m hardly going to ditch him when he needs me. That’s assuming he will need me.
 
   He doesn’t say anything and I contemplate comforting him with my hands, but change my mind and take a step backwards instead.
 
   “Can one of you do me a favour and go to my office at the school?” John’s voice appears from behind us so suddenly that we both jump. “I need to pick up my briefcase and there’s a letter in the drawer that requires my urgent attention. I don’t want to leave my wife today.”
 
   “I’ll go,” I volunteer and look to Isaac. 
 
   “I’ll come with you,” he says, his face now a blank mask.
 
   “No, you stay with your mum. It won’t take me long. I’ll pick something up for lunch on the way home.” John thanks me and hands me the keys. I kiss him on the cheek and then Isaac, though with Isaac I let my lips linger for a long moment. I shouldn’t, but I can’t resist. He sighs, happy to receive my touch, and now I wish I could go back in time and comfort him the way I wanted to. 
 
   This isn’t about getting back together or teasing the other, this is about one human needing the contact of another. Now I feel selfish and I can’t stop thinking about it. The image of Judith’s frail, skinny body remains in my mind the entire journey to the school. I can’t shake it.
 
   She’s going to die soon and we all know it. The thing we don’t know is when. That’s the most frightening thing of all. 
 
    
 
   The school is empty save for some kind of dance club going on in the hall. 
 
   This reminds me of the night of the wedding. Hayley still hasn’t forgiven me for leaving, even though she left five minutes after I did. 
 
   The thought of Isaac’s hands all over Jocelyn sends a rage bubbling through me of the likes of which I’ve never experienced before. Fortunately my self-control kicks in before I go to his old classroom and set it on fire. 
 
   The key unlocks the receptionists’ office with ease. I cut through and then unlock the Head teacher’s office. It’s been a long time since I was in this part of the office too. It’s strange. 
 
   The office smells like John; it holds a low note of his spicy aftershave that I’ve only ever scented from him. It brings me comfort. 
 
   I smile and step into the room, making sure to close the door behind me so as to keep that lovely scent inside. The room is very neat and clean. I spot his briefcase immediately leaning against the side of his desk, but my main focus is the letter he needs from his desk drawer.
 
   He has six drawers. He didn’t mention which drawer.
 
   I check the first one but find nothing other than pencils, pens, erasers, sticky notes and chewing gum. Which is banned from school, may I add. 
 
   In the second drawer there is a journal, a tablet and an empty glasses case. No letter though.
 
   It’s the contents of the third drawer that have my breath catching. 
 
   My fingers carefully pinch the corners of the photo which seems to have fallen from a black photo album that it peeks from behind. I notice the edges are singed as if somebody tried to light the photo on fire. Carefully I run my finger over the edges as my eyes absorb the image of Isaac.
 
   He must be about twelve, his blue eyes and blonde hair standing out on his chubby cheeks. He was… he was chunky and so bloody adorable. 
 
   I place the photo on the desk and pull out the album. All of the images are of Isaac. A Lot of them are water damaged and burned and barely decipherable. 
 
   They make me smile though. I always wondered where Isaac’s photos from childhood were. There are no pictures of him at John’s house save for Isaac’s baby photo in John’s bedroom. Was there a fire I don’t know about?
 
   I put the photos back in the drawer and locate the letter in the top drawer on the other side of the desk. I place it into his briefcase without looking at the contents and finally make my way home, making sure to lock up behind me. The house is empty when I get there so I clean, do laundry and then fall asleep on Isaac’s bed for a nap that lasts longer than a coma. 
 
    
 
   ******
 
   I’m awoken by the slamming of the front door. It startles me roughly from my slumber. Wiping away the drool from my cheek, I roll over in bed and stare at the ceiling. My mind is foggy, not quite awake though not asleep either.
 
   So tired.
 
   My eyes drift to close as I roll onto my front and tuck the blanket between my legs. Vaguely I hear the door open.
 
   “I’m up,” I mutter and the bed dips as somebody sits beside me.
 
   “Sure you are.” Isaac’s hushed, soft tone seeps through my foggy mind, further relaxing me. His fingers brush my hair from my cheek. “Are you okay?”
 
   I nod slightly. I can’t be bothered to move much more than that. “I found a picture of you.” His hand stills. “Why didn’t you tell me there was a fire? You were so cute though.”
 
   “Cute? What pictures?”
 
   “Pictures of you from newborn to about fourteen.”
 
   His hand totally leaves me. “Where?”
 
   I peek an eye open and zone instantly onto his stern features. “In your dad’s desk. There’s a whole album full.” Dragging myself up, I flip over and lean back against the pillows. “You were so chubby.” I grin and reach forward to pinch his cheek but he bats my hand away. “Honestly. What happened?”
 
   “I was fat. What the fuck do you think happened?” He snaps and stands before running his hands through his hair. 
 
   I’m immediately alert and my laughter stops. “I’m sorry.” 
 
   “All the same, do you think it’s funny? Tell me, Elle,” he snaps, his eyes guarded, and I realise I’ve gone too far this time. “How many people did you bully in school for being big?”
 
   My lips part. “I… I was an idiot.”
 
   “That’s what I thought.”
 
   “It’s just school, Isaac. It doesn’t mean anything.” I say quietly, not liking the fact I’m being told off right now. 
 
   “Not to you, the rich, pretty, slim ones with all the friends.”
 
   “Don’t be an arse.” I stand so I’m not below him. “I didn’t mean to offend you. I was just kidding. I thought you were cute.”
 
   “I wasn’t cute. I was fat, Elle. I was fucking disgusting.”
 
   Oh boy. “Don’t fat shame.” I point at him and prod him in the chest. “You’re being the bully now. We’re all beautiful, no matter our size.”
 
   He rolls his eyes heavenward. “Christ, you’re so fucking naive.”
 
   “Fuck you. I don’t have to put up with this.”
 
   “Then don’t!”
 
   “I won’t!” I go to move around him as he blocks the space between myself and the door, but then I take a calming breath, relaxing my body and voice. “What’s going on, Isaac?”
 
   His shoulders sag and his anger dissipates. “I thought I was ready to talk about it. I’m not.”
 
   “Talk about what?”
 
   “Nothing…”
 
   My heart begins to crack, those pieces he’s been mending that I didn’t realise he’s been mending. “Isaac. Don’t shut yourself off, not from me.”
 
   And then he shatters me completely. “Not from you, why? You’re nothing to me anymore.”
 
   I’m not sure why this hurts as badly as it does. I don’t know why my lungs inhale a sharp breath so jagged it cuts me inside and I find it impossible to exhale. 
 
   “I didn’t mean it like that.” He quickly steps into my space. “I didn’t mean that.” 
 
   “Get away from me.” I step to the side but he steps in front of me and grabs my wrists. 
 
   “Elle…”
 
   “I’m not going to be your verbal punch bag.” I tug my arms free and his hands hover in between us as he considers grabbing me again. “I’m fucking sick of it. I’m never mean to you, not on purpose!”
 
   “I know.” He looks away, shame in his eyes. “I know it’s me, but that’s… that’s not something I talk about. To anyone.” 
 
   I blow out a breath and shake my head. “Some things never change…”
 
   His wide eyes come to mine and his hands grip my shoulders. “No… no, Elle, I have changed. I swear.” 
 
   “Clearly not.” If he’d changed then he’d be able to talk to me. “You can’t trust me, not with your fears, your heart…”
 
   “I can.”
 
   “Prove it.”
 
   He opens his mouth but quickly closes it again. 
 
   “See?” I step around him and reach for the door. “Some things never change.”
 
   [bookmark: h.3cqmetx] 
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc443336816]Isaac
 
   “Fuck,” I hiss and sit on the side of my bed. “Idiot.” I want to punch myself. 
 
   Why can’t I just tell her? Just say it. Tell her that I used to be hideous. Tell her that I… 
 
   “ISAAC!” Elle screams. I’m on my feet and tripping down the stairs before I can think to move. The fear in her voice has me propelling forward to find her, uncaring of my own safety. 
 
   “Elle?” I find her in the living room, a phone to her ear. “What is it?”
 
   Her swollen eyes find me and tears spill down her cheeks. “It’s your mum.”
 
   My heart stops. I feel sick. “Is she…?”
 
   The look on her face says it all. My body locks in place. 
 
   “Isaac, I’m so sorry.” She reaches for me but I don’t feel her hands touch my face. Her lips move but I hear no sound. 
 
   I don’t feel myself move for my keys. I know my hands are trembling. I know my body is trembling. 
 
   If I’d just stayed. If I’d stayed behind with my dad. 
 
   “Let me drive,” Elle says, sniffling.
 
   “I can fucking drive,” I tell her, but even I’m not so sure about that. 
 
   We get to the nursing home and my chest constricts when I see the ambulance outside. Is her body already in there?
 
   Body… 
 
   The word echoes through my mind over and over again. 
 
   Body…
 
   I climb out of the car and inhale desperately. Is this a panic attack? Everything is blurred. I have tunnel vision. 
 
   The sympathetic stares of the nurses as I push through to my mum’s room don’t register. The tears of some don’t affect me. Elle gripping hold of my wrist as she trails behind me only makes me faster. I anger that she’s slowing me down, even if it’s only a fraction, so I tug my hand free, needing to be just that, free.
 
   “Dad?” I call, pushing past a doctor as everybody begins to filter back to their jobs. 
 
   “She’s gone,” my dad says, standing by the side of the door. “Just like that…”
 
   “How?” 
 
   The paramedics pack away their things. I take note of the nurse covering my mother up and know that they failed to revive her. I was secretly hoping that they would as I was on the way. 
 
   “Oh god,” Elle says and my dad opens an arm to her. She steps into him and cries. I don’t feel anything. 
 
   “What happens now?” I ask, my throat hoarse. There’s a lump stuck that I just can’t shift. 
 
   The fact that I’m standing two feet from my mother’s empty shell hasn’t yet registered. 
 
   I missed it. 
 
   We knew she was dying. We knew and I didn’t get to be with her when it happened. 
 
   “Isaac,” Elle’s small hand touches my bicep. “Are you listening?” I hadn’t realised the doctor had answered but clearly he has. 
 
   “Don’t,” I snap and pull my arm free. “I need to go.”
 
   “Isaac,” she grabs my arm again but I tug away violently. I should be there for my dad but right now I’m not even holding it together enough for me. “I don’t know what to do.” She whispers pitifully as the room empties.
 
   “You’ve done enough. Just go!” I snarl, unable to stop the vicious words from spilling out. “If I hadn’t been so busy chasing you, I would have been here with her!”
 
   “I’m sorry.” A sob leaves her but it does nothing to me. 
 
   I’m numb. Am I in shock? 
 
   No… I can’t be numb because I’m angry. I’m angry at her. I’m angry at Mum. I’m angry at me. I can’t cope. 
 
   She’s gone.
 
   “What can I do?” Elle says softly and steps towards me. “Do you want some water?”
 
   “I want you to go.” I can’t look at her right now. I gave up my last moments with my own mother to be with her and she rejected me. “You don’t even want to be a part of this family. Why are you still here?”
 
   “You’re upset…”
 
   “I want you gone so I can spend a moment alone with my parents.”
 
   “Isa…”
 
   “Just fucking go!” I yell and grab her shoulders. “I don’t want you here.”
 
   She gasps when I turn her and push her towards the door.
 
   “Isaac!” My dad grabs my arm and reaches for her as if to comfort her, which only makes me angrier. He’s the one who needs comforting, not her. His wife just died. “Elle.”
 
   I turn away from them both but soon her the door close after her. My hand gently pushes my mum’s hair from her face and my lips touch her soft forehead.
 
   I’m suddenly yanked up. My dad has me by the collar of my shirt and my back is hitting the wall. His swollen, angry, red eyes come to mine. “Any hope you had, any chance you had, just died in that girl's eyes.” My jaw clenches. “You are an arsehole. I didn’t raise you this way. I didn’t raise you to treat a woman that way.”
 
   “You don’t…”
 
   “She would be ashamed.” He points to my mother’s dead body.
 
   Body… 
 
   It echoes again. Repeatedly. 
 
   “I’m ashamed.” He murmurs. 
 
   “You’re upset.” I grip his wrist with one hand as his knuckles press against my throat. 
 
   “I am. My wife just died and you just kicked yours to the curb for no fucking reason.” He bellows, his fingers digging in deeper. I turn my head to the side so I can avoid his steely gaze. “Do you know what I’d give to have her back? Even for a moment?” 
 
   “I can’t…” I tell him and pull his hands away. “I can’t do this.” 
 
   “You’re a selfish bastard. A cruel one.”
 
   “I don’t care what you think.”
 
   “No, but when the dust settles and things get better, that girl won’t be coming back to you. And Isaac… if she doesn’t, neither will I.”
 
   “I wasted mum’s last moments…”
 
   “No,” he yells and steps into my space once more. “Don’t you dare… dare blame your mother for your feelings.”
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   The door opens after I stagger up the driveway.
 
   “Elle?” My mum steps out of the house, concern in her eyes. “Elle, what’s wrong?”
 
   “She’s dead,” I sob and fall into her arms. “She died… I… I can’t…” 
 
   My dad comes into view and my back stiffens. 
 
   “Why is he here?” I ask her. The last I heard, he wasn’t living at home. “Why are you here?”
 
   “This is my home.” He states.
 
   I growl and pull away. “I can’t be near you. Not now.”
 
   “Come inside,” mum suggests softly and wraps her arm around my waist. She holds me up and leads me inside, all the while whispering comforting things in my ear. Her hand strokes my back soothingly but my tense body is too tight and overcome with sobs for me to feel the warmth of it. 
 
   “I’m so sorry, Elle.” My dad says and I know he means for more than just the fact Judith has died. I just can’t register it now. Memories of Crystal and the time she died flood my brain. “I’m sorry, baby girl.”
 
   Twice now… twice I’ve looked upon the body of somebody I love after death has taken them from me. It’s unfair. Judith was such a great person, a great teacher. So fucking unfair.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I need you.
 
    
 
   Damon: What’s wrong?
 
    
 
   Eloise: She’s dead.
 
    
 
   Just typing this into a message fucking guts me. I can’t breathe. I can’t focus.
 
    
 
   Damon: The earliest flight home is on Thursday.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Don’t leave your trip for me!
 
    
 
   Damon: I was going to come home anyway. I’ll call you in a minute.
 
    
 
   He’s so full of shit.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   I haven’t spoken to Isaac since I left the nursing home three days ago and my contact with John has been limited. 
 
   I don’t know what to say. My fear overrides my feet and won’t allow me to go and see them face to face. To help, I have been sorting out Judith’s affairs. Fortunately she and John prepared her funeral back when she first discovered her illness so all I’ve needed to do is set it in motion. The wake is another thing entirely. I’ll have to call John to pick up his address book. I can’t really do this without it. He helped me by making the calls to confirm his wife's death and to file for a death certificate, but beyond that he’s locked himself away, leaving it all to me.
 
   My mum has been helping me, thankfully, and my dad has been trying to, but things are tense between he and I. When he left for London yesterday I was glad. I’m not ready to make friends with him any more than I’m ready to address his never ending apologies.
 
   It’s strange, preparing a funeral. John should really be doing this as part of the grieving process but he hasn’t. He didn’t even make an announcement and he isn’t answering his phone when my mum calls. 
 
   Hayley has been to check on him but she tells me that even though he’s home, he’s absent. He said that he appreciates us dealing with the funeral and then closed the door in her face.
 
   I’m worried but I want to give them time.
 
   They just need time.
 
   Fuck them needing time. 
 
   And with my mind set to ‘fucking determined’ I stomp out of my mum’s house, climb into my car and drive to John’s. 
 
   Do I want to see Isaac right now? Hell no. But Judith would be upset with me if I just left him to wallow. I’m the only woman they have in their lives to help them get their shit together. Lord knows that they probably need it!
 
    
 
   The door is unlocked when I arrive, which is concerning. I don’t bother knocking just in case they try to lock me out. 
 
   Every fibre of me tells me to walk away before I get hurt even more. I should probably leave. 
 
   “Hello?” Comes a raspy voice that I know belongs to John. He steps into the hall from the room that was once his wife’s. To say he looks terrible would be an understatement. His gaunt face and sallow skin hiding behind four day old stubble is breaking my fucking heart. His blue eyes seem lifeless. 
 
   “John.” My hand goes to my mouth as tears fill my eyes, blurring my vision enough to see just his outline coming towards me. I feel his warm embrace and sag into him. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Me too.” He releases me and turns to wipe his own eyes. “If I’d known you were coming I’d have spruced up a bit.”
 
   Smiling weakly, I nod towards the stairs. “Go shower. I’m going to clean up.”
 
   “He isn’t here, you know?” 
 
   I stop in my tracks and turn to my ex father in law. “Then where is he?”
 
   “He went back to Boston that same day. Or at least I assume that’s where he’s gone. I haven’t heard from him since.”
 
   My mouth goes dry and my fingers ache from clenching them too hard into tight fists. “You’re fucking kidding me? He left you here… alone?”
 
   “I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”
 
   “It’s not about that, John. You’re family. You need each other.”
 
   He shrugs and blows out a long breath. “Tea?”
 
   “No, you go and have a shower. I’ll clean, make lunch and start making calls. I need Judith’s phone book.”
 
   He winces. “I should be doing this shouldn’t I?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He winces again. “Sorry.”
 
   “Don’t apologise. Just go.”
 
   “Shower. I’m going, I’m going.”
 
   I’m glad to see that even considering the circumstances, he still has some of his spirit. This must be so hard for him but in a way, I suppose now that she’s at rest, it can also be a small relief. He never once complained about her mind deteriorating. He was so good to her to the end, but he won’t have to witness it anymore. She’s finally in a better place, looking over us all with all of her memories in order. 
 
   I think.
 
   I hope.
 
   Who the fuck knows?
 
    
 
   Eloise: You are a selfish bastard. 
 
    
 
   I send this to Isaac before I can talk myself out of it. Then I get to work cleaning the house and making lunch, which John only picks at as we scroll through his contacts. 
 
   I suppose figuring out how to tell everyone the funeral time doesn’t make good lunch conversation.
 
    
 
   Eloise: You should be here with your dad figuring this stuff out, not me. 
 
    
 
   I send this to him, but again, as I’m calling random people whom I’ve never met, I don’t get a response.
 
   By the end of the day I’m wiped. So fucking wiped. I crash on Isaac’s bed without even removing my shoes first.
 
   I hate to admit that his lingering scent and familiar items sooth my weary soul. 
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   I startle awake when I feel a thud on my body and hear familiar laughter. Drunken laughter, I should add. 
 
   “Isaac?” I shove his heavy body from me and wince when he tumbles onto the floor and onto his back with a loud bang.
 
   “Wife!” He practically yells and gives me the largest smile. It’s a drunken, though as always, an attractive smile. “Service me.”
 
   Blink. “You’re fucking kidding me?”
 
   He begins tugging on his belt but can’t quite wrap his fingers around the leather. “You know…?” he stops tugging at his belt and tilts his head like a dog that has heard a noise. “You’re so pretty to look at.”
 
   A laugh escapes me and his smile blinds me. “Come on, you drunkard.” I want to be mad at him but I can’t, not while he’s in this state. It’d be a waste of energy.
 
   Standing, I try to drag him to his feet but only manage to get him onto his arse. He sways and does little to help me as I pull him onto the bed. He rests face first on the blanket, his knees on the floor.
 
   “Fuck sake,” I mutter and slap the side of his head. “Get in bloody bed!”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” He finally moves and I make quick work of removing his shoes. He even helps me a little as I pull his top over his head, though he falls backwards and hits his head on the headboard of the bed. “Ouch.” Even I felt that one. 
 
   “Elle?” John calls and the door opens. “Is everything…”
 
   “Hey, Dad!” Isaac cheers and John blinks sleepily at him. 
 
   “He’s drunk,” I say unnecessarily. “Really drunk.”
 
   “Oh dear.” 
 
   “I’m not drunk,” Isaac slurs and points a finger at his dad, rolling onto his back and shuffling up the bed until his butt is on it but his feet aren’t. “You… you’re one drunk… the.”
 
   I snort and John remains in the doorway. He looks like this is something he’s seen before. He shakes his head and sighs, asking if I need help. I respond no and nod for him to go back to bed. He does so, rolling his eyes at his son in the process and muttering under his breath about bad genes and something I can’t quite hear.
 
   “Come on.” I tug on Isaac’s arm, trying to get him to sit up so I can manoeuvre him onto the bed properly. He pulls me closer and I’m hovering over him, struggling to keep my weight up.
 
   “I love you.” Isaac’s hand cups my cheek and his thumb rolls over my lower lip. The intensity in his eyes echoes through my soul. “I never stopped loving you.”
 
   My hand goes to his and I hold it against my cheek. At first I was ready to pull it away but now… now I don’t want him to let go. 
 
   “Where have you been?” I ask, feeling my eyes water. “We needed you here.”
 
   One second I’m leaning over him, the next I’m down and being crushed against his chest. I like it though, I won’t lie. His heat, his strong body against mine, all of it makes me feel loved, safe, wanted, cherished. It’s just a shame that this is the only time I feel it and the only time I’ve felt it in a really long time.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he mumbles drunkenly into my neck as his arms keep me pinned to his body. I hook my leg over both of his and curl into his side. “Sorry for… everything.”
 
   The tears that blurred my vision spill down my cheeks. I inhale a shuddering breath and close my eyes. His arms tighten around me and we stay like this until morning where I wake up sweating and with an awful crick in my neck. 
 
    
 
   “I need a shower,” I whisper, trying to pull free of his arms. The side of my body that is pressed against him is drenched with sweat and my shoulders are still pinned to his chest.
 
   “Me too,” he mumbles, stirring from sleep. “My head hurts.”
 
   “You drank way too much last night.”
 
   He snorts and rolls me onto my back, his face nuzzling into my neck as his body crushes mine into the mattress. The evidence of his arousal is against my hip and I hate that it makes all of those nerves and muscles clench in my stomach. I feel myself become wet between my thighs. “I’ve been drinking non-stop for three days.”
 
   “Isaac…”
 
   “No.” He presses his lips to my neck. “Don’t say anything. Let’s have showers and then…” Lifting his head, his eyes come to mine. “Then we’ll talk. It’s needed.”
 
   “Agreed.” I shove him off me and stand. He keeps his eyes on me as I move to the closet and pull out a fresh towel and then move to the drawers and pull out a set of clean boxers and a shirt. Both belong to Isaac. 
 
   “We could save time and money and shower together.” He suggests and rolls out of the way when I throw a can of deodorant at him. “Maybe not then.”
 
   “Most definitely not.”
 
   His smile flashes from beneath the pillow he just pulled over his head for protection. “You thought about it though.”
 
   I can’t stop thinking about it. 
 
   I leave the room without saying another word. His loud laughter follows me out and I’m so distracted and turned on by the sound that I almost walk straight into John.
 
   “Everything okay?” He whispers and I see him take note of the fact I’m fully dressed and heading to the shower. I hate how tired and sad he looks but I suppose it can’t be helped.
 
   I shrug and look back to the door. “He seems… normal.”
 
   “Normal?”
 
   “Somehow I don’t think any of this has sunk in for him.” I say quietly and brush past him and step into the bathroom. The sooner I shower and get ready, the sooner Isaac and I can resolve things and get on with funeral preparations. I feel like until Judith is laid to rest, I can’t rest and I know that John and Isaac can’t rest either.
 
    
 
   Isaac takes his time in the shower. He also avoided my eyes as we swapped rooms. After tying up my wet hair and neatening his bed, I pad downstairs and search the near empty cupboards for a source of food. 
 
   “We need to go shopping,” I tell Isaac when he enters the room wearing nothing but loose fitting joggers and… well… just loose fitting joggers.
 
   “Dad’s already gone.”
 
   “He has? I thought he was in his room?” I glance at the stairs as if it will reveal all the answers. 
 
   “He left five minutes ago. I think he needed the fresh air.” He clears his throat and my eyes snap up from the droplets of water that are trickling over his defined abs, down to the V that seems so much more noticeable than it used to be. “My eyes are here.”
 
   “What?” I don’t realise my eyes have zoned into that region again until his hands grip the top of his joggers and begin to slowly pull them down.
 
   Now I look away.
 
   He laughs and steps towards me. “Just say the word, Elle, and I’m yours.”
 
   My mouth dries and my lips part. “Huh?”
 
   Raising his hand, he brings it to my cheek much like he did the night before. “I’m sorry about what I said the other day. I didn’t mean it.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I’m a bastard.”
 
   Smirk. “I know.”
 
   He brings his free hand down on my arse and I yelp at the sting from where it connects, but then he rubs the same place and grabs it, bringing my body to his as his hand on my face slides into my hair. I don’t move; I can’t move. I feel him thickening between us and the memory of us joining together so long ago, yet so fresh in my mind, makes me dizzy with lust. 
 
   I have no power over myself right now.
 
   “I won’t do it again,” he whispers softly and I believe him. “You have my word. I won’t ever, ever be that fucking mean to you again.” 
 
   I want to cry. I want to wrap my arms around his neck. 
 
   “I just… I panicked.” 
 
   My fingers splay out on his chest as I feel his rapid heart beating. The light dusting of hair tickles the side of my hand. He shudders and presses his lips to my forehead. 
 
   “You’re the only person besides my parents that I’ve ever loved.” His voice is quiet, calm, soft. “I’m not losing you too, Elle. I fucking refuse.” Dark, blue pools of determination twinkle at me from beneath hooded lids. I wet my lips, ready to speak, but he doesn’t give me the chance. I feel his lips on mine and for the first time since seeing him again, I can’t grasp at any reason to push him away. 
 
   I need his comfort just as much as he needs mine. 
 
   When he realises I’m not going to slap him, he pulls me tighter still and deepens the kiss that sends prickles of pleasure through my blood and over my skin. And then his tongue teases the seam of my lips. It’s all or nothing. 
 
   I meet it with my own and let that fire in my core take charge. My hands wrap around his neck and pull him tight.
 
   He moans deep in his throat and grinds his cock against me as I hitch my leg up his side and tangle my fingers in his hair. 
 
   Hooking my hitched leg over his elbow, he lifts me until my arse is resting on the edge of the counter. 
 
   Our kiss is hungry, angry, unforgiving. We kiss as though we’ve been starved of it and need it to survive. Our lips, teeth, tongues all clash and I can feel his throbbing length against my core. Nothing but the boxers I wear and his joggers separate us. 
 
   I want to feel him inside me but the fabric stops the tip from doing more than rubbing against my entrance and my sensitive clit. It feels so fucking good I might orgasm just by doing this. 
 
    “God,” I moan as his lips move from my mouth to my neck, sending a wave of euphoric tingles through every inch of me. I’m so sensitive I want to pull away, yet I want more. “Isaac.”
 
   “I’ve missed this.” He grinds against me again and lets out a loud moan of his own. “Nearly five years.”
 
   “Huh?” I pant.
 
   “It’s been nearly five years. Tell me I can have you.” 
 
   “You can have me,” I whisper.
 
   In a second I’m on my feet again, facing away from him. Confused, dazed and definitely horny, I glance at him questioningly over my shoulder, but then I feel the boxers I’m wearing tug over the curves of my arse before pooling at my ankles. 
 
   “I want to taste you, but I don’t have time.” He moans as his finger slips into my folds and tests the moisture. 
 
   “Let me hold you.” I try to turn back to face him.
 
   “Babe, it’s been five years. This is going to be so fucking quick. If I look at you, it’s going to be even quicker.”
 
   I bite my lip. 
 
   He grins and kisses the shell of my ear. 
 
   Then he’s there, poised and ready at my entrance. I have to stand on my tiptoes and grab hold of the bottom shelf of the top cupboard to pull myself high enough for him to enter comfortably. 
 
   “Fuck.” I feel his hands trembling as he rubs his cock around my entrance. I want to tell him to just fuck me already but I have a feeling that will send him over quicker than the deed itself. Strong fingers part my lower lips and spread my wetness around my clit. He circles quickly and rubs in all the right places until I’m a panting mess, hanging from the cupboard by an inch. 
 
   “Please,” I beg, pushing my hips back.
 
   He acquiesces and slams home, stretching me too quickly for me to adjust. It burns and hurts but in the most delicious way. The tingling that he created with his fingers spreads outwards and down my legs to the tips of my toes. 
 
   “Heaven,” he murmurs and his forehead hits the back of my neck. His body starts shaking the second he starts thrusting. His control is slipping; I can tell by the way his hands are roughly assaulting my body in the best way. The cry of pleasure he releases is what tips me over. 
 
   That burn reaches and stretches, my blood is gasoline to its flame. I’m a goner. My eyes go black. My hearing is no more. 
 
   I’ve never been loud in sex, never, but I can’t help myself. The moans that I release sound almost feral. Isaac’s too as he joins me, thrusting into me almost violently, slamming into the hilt as he spills his seed inside. 
 
   Fortunately his strong arms catch my aching body before I tumble.
 
   “Holy crap,” he pants against my neck before turning me in his arms and kissing me softly, sweetly. “Next time won’t be so… fast.”
 
   “Hmm,” I mumble, drowsy and sated. 
 
   We both hear the front door close and our eyes widen in horror. I’m suddenly very alert as Isaac tugs the boxers back up my legs and pushes me towards the sink. He flops into a chair next to the round table and lifts up the newspaper… upside down. 
 
   John steps into the kitchen, rattling bags in his hands. He places them on the side and looks at me. His brow quirks. He looks at Isaac and blinks. 
 
   He knows. I don’t know how he knows, but he knows. The sudden flush to his cheekbones is the biggest giveaway.
 
   “I thought I’d make eggs,” he mutters. 
 
   Isaac stands. “I’ll help you.”
 
   “I’ll go and…” I point to the door with my thumb and flee the area. 
 
   There’s a mess between my legs that needs dealing with.
 
   But it isn’t a mess that I regret. It’s just a mess that isn’t very comfortable. 
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   I want to race after her and take her in my bed, in the hall, in the living room, everywhere. I want to have her everywhere. I’m not done. I need more. 
 
   “Dad…” I clear my throat and wash my hands after him. 
 
   “Son.” He keeps his eyes on the task at hand. 
 
   We fall silent. It’s awkward. 
 
   “I’ll do this,” I tell him. “Why don’t you go and sit down.”
 
   My dad ponders this suggestion for a moment before shaking his head. “No. I need to be busy.”
 
   “Got it.” 
 
   “Are you okay?” He asks. 
 
   I want to tell him that I am, because I am. I don’t feel sad. I don’t feel much other than elation for finally getting my Elle back. If she thinks for one moment that I’m going to let her go after that then she has another thing coming. 
 
   She wants me still; she just had me. It doesn’t get more perfect, more raw, than that did. 
 
   “I’m not sure how I am,” I respond, because I’m a heartless fuck who would rather be having sex than thinking about the fact my mother just died.
 
   Why don’t I feel anything? I take a bottle of water from the fridge and have a sip. I play with the lid so I don’t have to meet his solemn gaze and suffer him seeing the truth of how little I feel through my eyes.
 
   “How are you?” I ask carefully. He only shrugs in response. 
 
   “I got to say goodbye,” he tells me quietly and grips the side of the counter, the same side that Elle and I just…
 
   The front door closing shatters my daydream. My dad and I both look to the source, then panic sinks in. 
 
   “Elle?” I yell and race to the front door. She can’t leave. If she leaves, she won’t come back to me. I can’t let her leave. 
 
   But then I pull open the front door and see Silas walking away from my red haired beauty. He drops something white on the ground but I’m too perplexed at what Elle is doing to pay any mind to it.
 
   “Don’t do this,” she begs him, gripping his wrist as he walks back towards his car. “Please. Let’s talk.”
 
   Wait… she’s begging him? 
 
   “Get the fuck off me,” he yells and she does so, staggering back a step. 
 
   “I can’t do this without you,” she tells him and my heart shatters. My hand on the door squeezes it so tightly the wood almost cracks under my grip. “Please. Not now, not after Judith. I can’t deal with this right now.”
 
   “Why don’t you go cry to your boyfriend, Elle?” He points at me and Elle looks over, her eyes shining with tears. It breaks me.
 
   “You’re an arsehole,” she yells at him. “A pathetic excuse of a man.”
 
   Silas flips her off and it’s not until the bottle of water leaves my hand that I realise what’s she’s doing. The bottle soars through the air after she throws it with that robotic arm of hers. Silas ducks at the last second, right before it cracks him in the head, and we all watch it slide across the ground.
 
   “That’s clever, Elle. Add assault to your list,” he bellows, before he walks around his car and pulls open the driver’s side door. He stares at me, spits on the ground before climbing in and drives away, leaving Elle shivering on the driveway. 
 
   “Elle,” I call softly and hold out my hand to her. She wants him but I care about her too much to just leave her sobbing in the cold. “Come inside.”
 
   Her shoulders shake as she stares after Silas’ car. My love for her overrules my jealousy and anger. My love for her outweighs the hurt I feel. 
 
   I wish I could go back in time and change things, be a better man and have this reaction instead of how I used to behave when challenged. 
 
   I step outside, the cold ground stabbing at my feet. She tucks herself into my side willingly and buries her face in her hands. 
 
   “I just… I can’t take this right now. I know there are bigger things to worry about, but I just can’t have somebody else owning such a large portion of the inn. I just can’t.” 
 
   Wait… “What?” I pull her inside and she comes willingly.
 
   “I mean who the fuck does that?” Her words are loud and her hand wipes the tears from her face almost aggressively. “Who the fuck backs out of an amazing opportunity because of a breakup?”
 
   “I’m not… I’m not following.” I say and her eyes go round with realisation.
 
   “You don’t know, do you?” 
 
   “No. Can’t say I do.”
 
   “Silas and I bought the inn together. Without his contribution I wouldn’t have had the inn up and running in time. No point buying an inn if you can’t live in it or do it up.”
 
   Makes sense. “So what was all that about outside?”
 
   “I broke up with him and he’s pulling out because he thinks I broke up with him for you.” She sneers. It’s actually cute.
 
   “Did you?”
 
   “Yes, but that’s not the point.” Her hands fly to her mouth, probably from surprise at her own answer. I’m not so sure that she meant to say it, but fuck if it didn’t feel good to hear it.
 
   My lips are pressed to hers before she can protest. Her back hits the door.
 
   I wish we were alone right now. I wish I could send my dad elsewhere for an hour.
 
   “Isaac,” she gasps between kisses and clasps her hand over my mouth. “I’m having a meltdown here.”
 
   “We’ll figure it out.”
 
   Rolling her eyes, she shoves me away and moves to the desk where her bag and keys are.
 
   “You’re leaving?” I keep my voice even, though inside I’m panicking.
 
   “I have to go and deal with this mess. I need to get changed out of your clothes and call my solicitor. The inn opens in a week and I’m not equipped to handle the business side of things. That was Silas’ job!” 
 
   She’s stressed; I can see that. I don’t know what to do. “I’ll come with you.”
 
   “Isaac…” She slips her shoes onto her feet as her hand presses against my chest, holding me back. “This isn’t some fairytale. I’m not eighteen anymore. You can’t just show up, whisk me away and marry me. I want…” She sighs a long, deep sigh. “I deserve more than that and I don’t want to do this now. Not with everything looming over us like it is. I’m not in the right frame of mind to be making any decisions with regard to my life.”
 
   “We’ll figure it out.” This is it… I can feel it. 
 
   “We won’t.” Her voice is soft, too soft. It’s almost sad, resolute. She believes what she’s saying. “We won’t because I don’t trust you.” Fuck, that stings. “And you still don’t trust me.”
 
   “But… the kitchen…” Didn’t that mean anything to her?
 
   “It was amazing, but we can’t do this now.”
 
   “Don’t walk away.” I beg, feeling my heart crack. “I need you.”
 
   “You’re using me as a distraction,” she snaps and her words sink straight in and shatter my soul. “You need to grieve. I need to grieve. And then we’ll talk.”
 
   “Is this just about my mum?” I ask bitterly and run my fingers through my hair. “Or is this about him?”
 
   “We were over for a long time. Me and you. You can’t feel that way. You don’t have the right.”
 
   “I don’t?”
 
   “You’re getting irritable. Let’s stop.” 
 
   “Did you love him? Be honest. Do you still?”
 
   I see her contemplate telling me the truth. I know that’s what she’s doing. “Yes, yes and yes. But we’re over.” 
 
   “So you used me in the kitchen? Knowing we wouldn’t be...”
 
   “We both wanted it.” She bends down to tie her laces. “Don’t be a dick.”
 
   “Elle…” I don’t know what to say to make her stay. I don’t know what to do. “Please.”
 
   She stands and looks at me with swollen red eyes. Even after crying, she still looks beautiful. “I’ll call you.” I feel her lips against mine as a painful wave of flutters attacks my stomach. For a moment I tricked myself into believing that everything would be okay, that I’d have Elle back to help me through this. 
 
   Help me through what, though? I don’t feel anything. I feel fine, just angry. My temper is rising because she’s being so stubborn.
 
   “When? When will you fucking call me exactly?” I shouldn’t be mad because she’s right. We don’t trust each other. We did everything wrong the last time. But I need her now. I need her with me now. Not tomorrow, not next week. Now. 
 
   “Later,” she promises and rests her head against my chin. “Thank you for…” 
 
   “For what?” I prompt when she doesn’t continue. “For giving you the best orgasm you’ve had in years? Is that what you were trying to say? Is that all that meant to you?”
 
   “I don’t know what I meant!” 
 
   “My mum just died, Elle. I need you here, with me.” 
 
   “Stop,” she pleads and pulls the door open, her keys rattling in her hand. “Why are you doing this?”
 
   “Because I know that you won’t come back.”
 
   “You don’t know that.”
 
   “I do. I know you. You’ll leave and convince yourself that I’m a bastard.”
 
   She laughs cruelly. “Aren’t you?” And then she walks away and I let her, too stunned and hurt to try anymore.
 
   I slam the door closed, angry at myself, angry at her, angry at the cold air coming into the house… Angry. Just fucking angry. 
 
   “She’ll come back,” my dad says, probably having listened to the entire conversation. A bottle of bleach is slapped into my hands along with a roll of new cleaning cloths. “I don’t want to know… just get my kitchen sterile. Now.” 
 
   Yeah… he heard. 
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   Leaving him looking so hurt and dejected affected me more than he’ll probably believe, but now isn’t the time to do this. Judith is… she’s gone. I haven’t even begun to adjust to that fact yet. He definitely hasn’t and that worries me. Save for his three day drinking binge where he was God only knows where, he hasn’t shown any sign that he has even acknowledged his mother’s death. 
 
   That concerns me greatly.
 
   I can’t believe I had sex with him. It was so good that the thought of it, even now, makes me tingle all over. 
 
   We used to have such an amazing sex life. I almost forgot how good it was. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: I need you to come back.
 
    
 
   I drop my phone on the console of the car and almost speed home. Every red light and stop sign pisses me off. How can Silas do this? Where the fuck am I going to find the money to buy him out? 
 
   “That piece of shit, arsehole, fucking wanker.” I exclaim and slam my hand against the steering wheel. 
 
   As soon as I’m home, I race to my old bedroom and pull out my laptop. I call my solicitor and start looking for possible loans. There’s no way, no way at all I can let somebody buy him out. I’ll be fucked. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: You’re a pathetic excuse of a man and a businessman. Dropping out of an amazing opportunity because you’re sore about where your dick can’t go anymore. 
 
    
 
   Okay, so maybe not the wisest message I’ve sent. I’m letting my emotions override my reasoning. I huff, switch off everything and throw it away from me. 
 
   I then grab the book from my bag and lie in bed, snuggled against my old grey teddy. 
 
   “Judith, if you’re listening, bitch slap some sense into me with whatever ghostly powers you’ve been granted. I don’t have a clue what to do.” Tears spring to my eyes. I press the book to my forehead and sniffle like a baby. I just want peace of mind, just for tonight. I want everything to leave my brain so I can simply rest. 
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   I check my tie for the hundredth time. My mum always hated sloppy looking ties. My dad sits beside me, a handkerchief crumpled in his hand. We don’t speak. We haven’t spoken since we both woke up this morning, although I don’t think my dad actually slept last night in order to wake up this morning.
 
   It’s time. 
 
   Time for the burial. 
 
   The burial that so many people are coming to, which, in my opinion, is shallow and fucking ridiculous. None of them were there when we needed help, none of them, yet here they are now that she’s dead. 
 
   I can’t control my bitter thoughts; they consume me. Rage consumes me. Rage at them. Rage at myself. Rage at my dad. Rage at Elle. She never did call me back. 
 
   It’s odd to think that my mum’s body is in that car directly ahead of us. It doesn’t bother me. I don’t feel upset. I think it’s because I said goodbye to her a long time ago. She hasn’t been her for years… fucking years. 
 
   I go through the motions of the day without speaking. We climb out of the car when we reach the cemetery and take the wooden box onto one shoulder; my dad on the right, me on the left, friends and family behind us. Two other men who I don’t even fucking know hold the box at the back. My mother was so light by the time she died that ninety percent of the weight we’re carrying is from the wood and the metal handles.
 
    
 
   “I swear on all that is holy, if my son is put in a fucking box because of those little shits I’ll murder them myself!” My mum screamed from outside my hospital room and then broke down into sobs that broke my heart for the first time. 
 
   “We’ll deal with it.” My dad whispered to her. I stared at the door, feeling the weight of what I’d done to them come down on me. I couldn’t help it though. I wanted to do it again. I didn’t want to be here anymore. 
 
   “How?” She cried, her voice weak now. “How?”
 
   “Larry told me of a really good rehabilitation facility for teenagers like Zach.” 
 
   “I don’t want him to think we’re sending him away. He needs us.”
 
   “He needs help,” my dad responded calmly. “Help that we aren’t equipped to give him.”
 
    
 
   Time seems to skip ahead and she’s being lowered into the ground. I’m standing with no recollection of how I got here. Every face is blurred. Everybody is motionless. People who didn’t give a fuck are crying. They weren’t crying four years ago when we lost her to begin with. 
 
   The vicar talks and throws dirt down onto the box, because that’s all it is - a fucking box carrying an empty shell. A shell that was emptied four years ago. 
 
   My dad continues to wipe at his eyes as I stare expressionless at the tree in the distance. 
 
   I feel a pinkie finger graze mine and then fingers interlock with mine. It takes me back to Crystal’s funeral, back when Eloise was my student and I shouldn’t have been touching her but I did.
 
   I had her.
 
   She was mine.
 
   And now she’s here for me, like I was there for her.
 
   Her head rests against my shoulder. Her quiet sobs help me focus. I unlace our hands and wrap my arm around her shoulders. She cries into my chest. 
 
   Should I be crying?
 
   “Amen,” everyone says and the crowds get tighter. My dad drops the first rose onto the box. Eloise and I move together, holding each other tight as we both drop ours. 
 
    
 
   “This is where people are buried when they leave us.” Mum told me, placing the yellow and white daisies onto the grave. 
 
   “Leave us?” I felt this irrational unease knowing now that there were possibly hundreds of bodies buried beneath me. “I don’t want to leave you. I don’t want to be buried.”
 
   “You won’t leave me.” She smiled up at me with warm eyes, her brown hair cut short and tucked behind her ears. Pulling me onto her lap, she kissed the side of my neck and we both placed our hands onto the smooth surface of the gravestone, directly over the name ‘George.’ “And hopefully I won’t leave you for a very, very long time. Long after you’ve had little babies of your own.”
 
   “Yuck.” I scrunched my nose in disgust. She laughed through tears and kissed the crinkles away before reaching down my legs to pull my socks up to my knees. “Are they all dead?”
 
   “Do you know what that means?”
 
   I nodded. I was only five but I had a small understanding of what it meant to be dead. “You go to sleep and don’t wake up.”
 
   “And then we bury the empty shell so we have somewhere to connect us.” 
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Come on. We’ve visited grandma and grandpa enough today. Do you want ice cream?” 
 
   I nodded and pulled my chubby little body to standing. “Can I get hot fudge?”
 
   “No.” She smiled softly and ruffled my hair. “It makes you crazy.”
 
   “I promise I won’t be crazy.”
 
    
 
   “Isaac?” Eloise’s voice shakes me back. I blink the memory away and look at her. “Shall I get you a drink?”
 
   I glance at my dad who is sitting across the table from me. He wouldn’t give a speech at the service. He hasn’t said a word all day. Now he silently broods over a glass of whiskey. His fourth glass.
 
   “No.” I bring her hand to my lips and kiss the back of it gently.
 
   “Nobody would blame you.”
 
   I look at my ex-wife, unsure of what to say. For a long moment, I stare into her beautiful green eyes and count the little flecks of grey and hazel that swim in the irises. She stares back but I can’t read her thoughts. My mind is blank. 
 
   “Come home with me tonight,” I demand softly. 
 
   She opens her mouth, no doubt to refuse, so I look away and pull my hand from hers.
 
   “Look,” she whispers and her hand goes to my thigh. “We need to talk properly. Throwing ourselves back together won’t work out for either of us.”
 
   I don’t have the energy to argue anymore. 
 
   My dad slams his glass down on the table and stands. He wobbles a little before looking around the room. “I loved my wife,” he yells and everybody hushes, their chatter dwindling until it doesn’t exist. “Loved her.” Elle goes to move but I press on her thigh to keep her seated. My dad sways and glares at everybody in the room. “I love her too much to tolerate you bunch of hypocritical bastards on her behalf.” 
 
   Now I let her stand. 
 
   “Who…” He wobbles again and catches himself on the table. “Who the fuck do any of you, think… you… fucking are?” Elle sidles up to him and whispers in his ear. She wraps an arm around his waist to steady him. “Where were you?”
 
   “John,” my dad’s long-time friend moves to him, giving me a pleading look. Obviously he expects me to step in. I don’t. I refuse. “Isaac, do something.”
 
   “I’ll take him home.” Elle begins to walk him out of the room and I see the heartbreak on her face when my dad starts crying.
 
   I remain seated and I remain quiet. As much as I can’t stand this room full of posers, I’m not about to embarrass my mum at her own wake.
 
   My lips twitch at the thought.
 
   My mum always hated it when anyone made a scene, especially me. It reminds me of when I used to tantrum over food.
 
   She always let me watch as she made cakes and other treats. I loved her food. I loved it too much and she loved me too much to say no. She hated my tantrums too much to say no. I was a terror. I’m the reason I have never wanted kids. If my kid is anything like I was, I wouldn’t be able to cope. 
 
   I wish she had said no though. It was her food that led to my weight and my weight that led to my unhappiness. 
 
   Though I don’t blame my mum, not fully. I did nothing to help myself but then, when you’re young, you don’t realise what you’re doing to yourself until it’s too late.
 
    
 
   “Fat Zach,” they yelled and the first egg hit the window. 
 
    
 
   I wasn’t just unpopular because I was big, I was unpopular because my dad was head teacher of our school and my mum was a History teacher. There are no other secondary schools within fifteen miles so I couldn’t transfer. 
 
   Year seven, my first year of secondary school, wasn’t great but it was the best year out of them all. Year ten was the worst. That was when their jokes became cruel. That was when their jokes began to hurt. Of course not everyone bullied me, mostly just the popular kids. The girls were the worst for it, one girl in particular. 
 
   I’m not even sure why I’m thinking about this. I wrote it all down. I got it out of my system. It doesn’t bother me anymore. 
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   Normally I wouldn’t let somebody drink so much but John needed it tonight. Just tonight. I won’t let him again tomorrow. I’ve already set about hiding the alcohol. It took me far too long to get him to bed, in between him crying like a child and yelling angrily about everyone who turned up. He was a stubborn nightmare. 
 
   I’m drained, emotionally, physically, spiritually… I’m done for the day. 
 
   I can’t believe Isaac didn’t help. 
 
   Although he hasn’t said a word all day, other than to tell me to stay with him, I’m worried about him. I wish, for once, he’d let me in. It’s frustrating, really fucking frustrating. I don’t think he realises how frustrating.
 
   Heaven finally answers my prayers as I’m tidying the room.
 
   “I tried to kill myself.” His voice comes from the dark hallway behind me as I’m shoving a bottle of whiskey under the couch. I jolt upright and spin to face my ex-husband. The light above goes out as he taps the switch. His words sink in and send a cold chill through my body. “I succeeded for all of two minutes.”
 
   He’s finally talking to me, though I’m not sure this is coming at the right time or for the right reasons. 
 
   Is he doing this because he trusts me enough to do it, or is he doing it because he wants me to stay?
 
   “Why did you turn the light off?” I ask calmly as he takes a step towards me.
 
   “I don’t want to see the shame on your face.”
 
   “I’m not ashamed of you or your choices.” My breath hitches. “I’m sorry you felt like ending your life was the only choice.”
 
   “I don’t want you to see the shame on my face.” I remain standing before him, unmoving as he spills his darkest secret. “I had just turned fifteen.” So young, I think but don’t say. “I was the size of a blimp and fucking miserable. Every single day they tormented me. Chased me… to see the fat kid wobble.” His laughter is cold and forced. “Like it was a game to them.”
 
   I hate teenagers. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “My dad was head teacher, which made them worse. It was like hurting the head teacher’s son scored extra points in their sick little games.”
 
   My hand flies to my mouth. 
 
   “I won’t go into detail, but I find it hard to connect with people. I find it even harder to… well to trust.” His voice drops to a whisper and he takes another step towards me in the darkness, the only light coming from the lamppost across the road.  It highlights his features enough for me to see his eyes glint hungrily. “Until you I haven’t loved another or cared for another. Even when I thought I trusted you, I didn’t fully. I treated you badly and I know it’s not an excuse but…” 
 
   He pauses as if wondering whether to go on. I fold my arms over my chest and nod for him to continue. Whether or not he sees it, I’m unsure.
 
   “I never felt like I was good enough for you. I always felt like a fraud, like you’d see through me one day and just hate me as much as I hated myself.”
 
   “Isaac,” I choke. His words cut through me and the urge to hold him to me is strong. I resist, though. He needs space for this.
 
   “I hate myself now more than I ever did because I pushed you away.” One more step, he’s so close. “I love you. I can’t stop.”
 
   “Is that why you went to rehab?”
 
   His laughter is cold, unfeeling. “Yes. They helped me get in shape, taught me about nutrition, portion sizes and exercise.” 
 
   “That’s good…”
 
   “Best time of my life. Only place I felt safe. The kids there weren’t mean or nasty; they were just as tortured as I had been.”
 
   Everything begins to snap into place like a puzzle and my eyes grow wide with realisation. “You burned your pictures?” Why does this all seem so familiar? Almost like I’ve been told this before?
 
   No… but I’ve definitely read this before. 
 
   Holy fuck.
 
   “I was embarrassed to be seen like that. I wanted a clean slate. My mum home-schooled me for the next year and then I went to college in Louth before leaving for Boston University.”
 
   Blowing out a breath, I sit on the couch. “It’s all so…”
 
   “So stupid?”
 
   “No, so clear. It’s all so clear now. The reason you hate this town, the reason you never visited your parents…”
 
   “I blamed them for the way I was. I know now that I was wrong, but I couldn’t help feeling the way I did.”
 
   I pat the seat next to me and wait for him to take it. He does and I rest my temple against his shoulder, wanting to offer some kind of comfort. Or maybe I need to receive it, I’m not sure at this point. “I’m sorry you had a shit childhood.”
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”
 
   “You have to stop fat shaming though. Big is beautiful; skinny is beautiful; chunky is fucking beautiful. It doesn’t matter what shape you are, as long as you’re healthy, happy and as free as can be. That’s what matters.”
 
   “How is it that you’re twelve years younger than me, yet so much wiser?”
 
   I grin up at him and rub the back of his neck with the tips of my fingers. “Men take longer to mature than women.”
 
   “Can I kiss you now?” He asks and I’m surprised that he asks. Normally he’d just do it.
 
   My stomach clenches in the best way but I can’t allow it, not now. The timing is wrong. 
 
   “No.” Standing, I stretch, yawn and look out of the window to the dark and empty street. “I leave for Scotland in two weeks.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “I’m not repeating old mistakes.”
 
   “I’m a mistake?” He snaps and I realise I’ve said the wrong thing. I didn’t mean it like that.
 
   “You know you’re not.” I’m tired… I can’t think. “I should go.”
 
   “But I just told you everything you wanted to know.” His fingers pinch into my bicep when he grips my arm.
 
   My guilt is consuming but I have to walk away. “It’s not good timing, Isaac. I can’t be your distraction from the real issues right now.”
 
   “You’re serious aren’t you?” My arm cools as he releases me. “You’re not going to stay?” The light comes on as he reaches around me. “I don’t have a chance do I?”
 
   “It’s more complicated than that.”
 
   His blue eyes scan me from head to toe. “You said that you left Silas for me.”
 
   “Slip of the tongue… maybe on a subconscious level you were part of the reason. I still have feelings for you. I can’t continue something with him while I’m still pining over my ex. That’s unfair.” A dull throb begins to pulse at the front of my head. “I’m going to go. We can talk more tomorrow, or when you’ve adjusted.”
 
   “Don’t treat me like a child.” He turns to face the window and stares out into the dark street. I watch and wait as he closes the curtains and turns back to me. “Why can’t you just take a chance?”
 
   “It’s not about taking a chance.” I’m getting frustrated now. “It’s about timing. I can’t come back to you, not now. Not until we’re all in a better place.”
 
   His chest rises and falls as he stares at me, a blank mask in place. “Just go.” 
 
   “My intention isn’t to hurt you,” I breathe, hating that even though he shows no emotion, I know that I’m causing him pain. “I love you.”
 
   “Not enough though, right?”
 
   “It’s complicated.”
 
   “It always fucking is.” He walks to the front door and pulls it open, letting in a cool breeze. 
 
   “I’m sorry.” I whisper, grabbing my things from the desk. I step outside and make my way to my car. He watches me the entire time, not closing the door until I’ve driven out of sight. “That went well…”
 
   Another thought comes to mind, something suddenly seeping in, and I find myself racing home in order to pull out a book I’ve been reading but have yet to finish.
 
   Holy fuck.
 
   This is Isaac’s book. It’s his life.
 
   Now I feel even worse.
 
    
 
    
 
   [bookmark: h.1jlao46]



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc443336825]Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc443336826]Isaac
 
   Isaac: I know you leave for Scotland in two days. Are you going to say goodbye?
 
    
 
   “You should always be humble, no matter if you’re better at doing something than somebody else. Teach them; don’t tease them. It’s much more rewarding.”
 
   My mum said this to me often in the year she home-schooled me. It might be the exact reason why I wanted to become a teacher in the first place. I wanted to inflict change. I wanted to douse the flame of bullies and get to know every single student. Even though I had a shit time growing up, I wasn’t bullied by everyone. There were more people in school tortured than there were bullies. I became a teacher to get to the root of it. I wanted to find out why the bullies were bullying and be a trusted friend to the bullied.
 
   I wanted to teach my students in a way that they’d remember for years to come.
 
   I lost my way. I lost my reasoning. I fell in love. 
 
   Would she be ashamed of me? 
 
   “I got a B in Maths,” I told her, staring at the paper that held the results to my A levels. “I’m not going to Cambridge.”
 
   “You did amazingly. Look at your grades.”
 
   “But I didn’t get into Cambridge,” I snapped, screwing the piece of paper up and throwing it at the bin. “I didn’t get in.” 
 
   “Honey…” She reached for me but I pushed her hand away. I was so close to crying. I hated how close I was to crying. “I’m proud of you, no matter what.”
 
   “Pride isn’t going to get me into Cambridge.”
 
   “Son,” my dad said softly. They both knew how hard I worked. 
 
   I was so obsessed with the thought of Cambridge. I’d been on tours, met my professors, made friends online. I was so certain that was where I’d be going. I was foolish and I was severely disappointed when it didn’t go my way, but in the end I still became a teacher, a good one. I was able to return to my family in their time of need. I became a good man. 
 
   Now I just need to prove that to myself and to Elle.
 
    
 
    
 
   Isaac: You’ve been ignoring me for almost two weeks now. For fuck sake, Elle… Give me a straight answer. You have yet to give me a straight fucking answer.
 
    
 
   We haven’t spoken in a while. I haven’t spoken to anyone in a while apart from my dad, who is doing a lot better than I am emotionally and mentally, though I do feel like I’m in a better place than I was. 
 
   He actually had a shower this week and went bowling with friends that are finally reconnecting with him after all of these years. I think he made them feel guilty at the funeral.
 
    
 
   Sigh…
 
   I know that I’m probably being petulant and desperate but I have a bad feeling. Something is gnawing in my gut; something isn’t right. My phone lights up with a text and I’m disappointed that it isn’t from Elle. It still piques my interest, but only slightly.
 
    
 
   Darren: I need to talk to you. Call me.
 
    
 
   The next message definitely piques my interest.
 
    
 
   Darren: Please.
 
    
 
   “Isaac,” he says after it rings twice. 
 
   “Darren.” 
 
   “Did you know that Elle is selling the inn?”
 
   I sit up, alert at this news. “What?”
 
   “I take it that you didn’t know.”
 
   “All I know is that Silas dropped out. Elle and I aren’t exactly speaking right now.”
 
   Darren sighs. “Just like her mother. Stubborn as a mule.”
 
   “She not talking to you either?” I should feel happy about that but I feel nothing. I haven’t felt anything for a while now. 
 
   “No.” The phone rattles as he paces and I can hear his footsteps hitting the ground. “I called for a reason though… and if Elle, if she finds out…” He blows out a weary breath that has me instantly alert. “She’s in way over her head.”
 
   “With the inn?”
 
   “With everything and I know the guy who is buying Silas’ forty percent. He will push her out.”
 
   This makes me angry. Elle has put all of her time, money and effort into this inn. “What do you suggest?”
 
   “I want to give Elle the money to buy it from Silas, but she won’t accept.”
 
   “You’ve offered?”
 
   He laughs. “Am I stupid? Of course I haven’t. She’d say no without even considering it.”
 
   “So what do you need me to do?”
 
   “I need you to give her the money…”
 
   What the fuck? “What makes you think she’ll take it from me? She’s not even answering my calls right now.”
 
   “If you tell her you remortgaged the house, she might accept it as her half.”
 
   “But you said that somebody else is buying it? How can she buy it if they’re buying it?”
 
   He sighs deeply. “She owns the highest percentage. In their contract she gets first refusal. Silas has done this because he knows there’s no way she can afford to buy him out.”
 
   “Are you sure Elle even wants this?”
 
   “Of course I’m sure…”
 
   “Then I’ll remortgage the house.” I run my hand through my hair.
 
   “I’m offering the money…”
 
   “You don’t need to. I’ll remortgage the house and give it to her.” Against my better judgement and against my loathing for this man, I add, “After she accepts, I’ll tell her what you planned to do for her. Maybe she won’t hate you forever.”
 
   He falls silent for a long moment. “I don’t know whether to trust you or not.”
 
   “Right back at you. Send me the details, the amount and whatever else. Okay?” 
 
   “Fine.”
 
   I hang up and pinch the bridge of my nose right before I call my bank and set up an appointment. The things we do for love. 
 
   “Who was that?” My dad asks after I hang up the phone to the bank. “Why do you need to see a mortgage adviser?”
 
   “I want to remortgage the house.”
 
   His eyebrows hit his hairline. “Why?”
 
   “Because I want to give Elle the money to by the inn outright.”
 
   His lips part. “Oh.”
 
   “You disagree?”
 
   “I don’t understand why you two aren’t back together.”
 
   I shrug and run my tongue over my lower lip. “She’s scared.”
 
   “So make her not scared.”
 
   My eyes roll heavenward. “How? You don’t think I’ve tried?”
 
   “Nope. I think you’ve insulted her, slept with her and told her a bunch of pretty things that she doesn’t even believe.” 
 
   His words sink in. “I don’t have the emotional capacity to fight for her right now. I’m too…”
 
   “Upset?”
 
   “No.” I wish I were upset. “I’m too fucking numb.”
 
   “You haven’t cried; you haven’t grieved yet. Have you?” His eyes are round with sympathy and his hand lands on my shoulder. “It’s okay to lose control for a while.”
 
   “I feel guilty, Dad.” My voice cracks, though I try to keep it level. “I can’t get her out of my head.”
 
   “Elle?”
 
   “Mum.”
 
   My dad takes the seat beside me. “Talk to me. Tell me what’s wrong.”
 
   “You’ll hate me.”
 
   The hand on my shoulder squeezes before releasing. “I will never hate you.”
 
   Well, seeing as I’ve already had so many revelations lately, I may as well admit another. “I was relieved.”
 
   “Come again?”
 
   “When I saw mum dead… I felt fucking relief.” 
 
   My dad stills and rubs his eyes with the palms of his hands as I rest forward on my knees. Both of us must paint such a morbid picture. Our grief swirls around us in thick waves. The atmosphere is thick and unwavering. 
 
   “I did too.” I hardly catch this. If I weren’t sitting so close to him, I wouldn’t have heard it at all. “I felt like she was finally at peace.”
 
   “Do you think she’ll hate us for it?”
 
   “No.” His smile shines bright, even though tears fill his eyes. “I think she’s hate us if we tortured ourselves over it. She hasn’t been here for such a long time. We got to say goodbye. So many people don’t get that chance.”
 
   “I missed her last moments.” A lump rises in my throat as I recall walking in to see her already dead body. “I fucking missed them.”
 
   “No you didn’t. You were right there with her at the end - the last time she recalled a piece of herself three and a half years ago, when she looked at you and put her hand on yours. That was her last moment.”
 
   A choked sob climbs its way up my throat as I recall that day. I’d almost forgotten. She’d been mumbling to herself and throwing things around. Her tantrum had been bad that morning and even the staff were struggling to cope with her. 
 
   I gave up trying to distract her, trying to restrain her, and I sat down, annoyed at my inability to control the situation. That’s when she sat down beside me. She leaned forward and caught my eyes with hers, her hand settling over mine, and for a brief moment, just a fleeting second, I saw my mum in the depths of those beautiful eyes. 
 
   Tears spill from my eyes, slow, heavy tears that I’ve long been ready to cry, and with them come all of the emotions I’ve suppressed for two weeks. 
 
   My dad places his hand on my back as I bow my head and rub the moisture from my cheeks. “It’s okay to cry. It doesn’t make you weak.”
 
   “I miss her.”
 
   “Me too.” 
 
   We fall into silence and let the tension in the room melt away with our grief. It will always be there, I’ll never stop loving or missing my mum, but I’m not going to keep using her death as an excuse to push away my own life. 
 
   “You need to go back to Boston and reclaim your job before they fire you.”
 
   I nod; he’s right. “We both need to start living again.”
 
   “That we do.”
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   Isaac: You’ve been ignoring me for almost two weeks now. For fuck sake, Elle… Give me a straight answer. You have yet to give me a straight fucking answer.
 
    
 
   I stare at the phone as my hand trembles, making the text appear blurred. 
 
   “It’s positive,” Hayley says and I launch my phone across the room. It shatters on the wall sending tiny shards of glass in all directions. 
 
   “Of course it is,” I spit, bitterly. 
 
   “Elle…” she throws the test in the bin by the door after registering the fact that not only is she holding something I’ve peed on but I don’t much relish the thought. “I’m sorry. I know this isn’t what you wanted.”
 
   “I’m just starting an apprenticeship! I’m just getting my life together.” 
 
   This has come too soon. I’ve been careful. I’m always careful. I just had my coil replaced! Did it fall out? How did I not feel it fall out? I recall the painful cramps that I got after it was swapped and feel nauseous. I was in too much pain to notice probably.
 
   “Are you going to tell Silas?” She asks quietly and sits beside me. “Maybe he’ll stop with the…”
 
   “He’s not the donor,” I say quietly and think back to that crazy, wild, passionate few minutes in the kitchen. 
 
   Hayley squeezes my hand, her surprise evident. “Then who?” I give her a telling look. “Isaac?” She’s on her feet, her mouth hanging open, her eyes wide. “You’ve slept with Isaac and you didn’t tell me?”
 
   My lips thin. “Today is the first time I’m seeing you since your wedding!”
 
   “Right… but you know… really? Isaac? Are you two getting back together?”
 
   “No!” I cry, feeling my heart begin to race as I try to assess what the fuck is going on. “No. I’m better off single.”
 
   “And the baby?”
 
   “It’s not a baby, Hayley. It’s a group of cells. At the moment it isn’t even that. I can’t be more than eleven days along.” I’m only late on my period by two days. 
 
   “You’re terminating…” She says, her voice neutral.
 
   “I don’t want a baby. I don’t want kids, especially not now.”
 
   Hayley sighs deeply. “Do you want me to make the appointment?”
 
   I shake my head and close my eyes for a moment so I can compartmentalise everything I’m trying not to feel. “I don’t want this. I didn’t ask for this. The fucking coil is supposed to prevent this!”
 
   “Maybe it fell out? When was the last time you checked to see if it was there or not?” She takes note of my wince and clucks her tongue.
 
   “I was just thinking the same thing. I had it replaced after my last period.” I rub my eyes with my hands. “It must have fallen out. What are the fucking chances?”
 
    “Well, shit.”
 
   “It’ll be all of the manual labour I’ve been doing lately, probably dislodged the fucker. Or the doctor didn’t insert it right.” I don’t want to blame the medical professionals but I’m so fucking disoriented by all of this.
 
   “Whatever it is, it’s too late to fix now.” 
 
   “I can’t believe this is happening to me.”
 
   “I think… I think you should tell Isaac.”
 
   Is she crazy? “Not a chance. I made my decision with regard to Isaac and I’ve made my decision with regard to this pregnancy. Knowing will only hurt him unnecessarily. This is my burden to bear.”
 
   “And mine,” she mutters and now I wish I hadn’t come to her.
 
   “You promised me you wouldn’t judge me.”
 
   “That was before I realised what a bitch you’d become,” she snaps, startling me. “He deserves to know. This is the twenty first century. How would you feel if he kept something so huge from you?”
 
   “Again… you promised!”
 
   “I just feel like you’re making a huge mistake that you’ll regret!”
 
   “Regret?” I hiss, feeling myself lose control. “I regret fucking everything, Hayley. I’m about to lose my inn to a man I’ve never met because of a man I screwed over unintentionally. I’m not speaking to my parents and I hate that because I miss them, but I’m too angry at my dad who screwed me over intentionally. I’m pregnant with my ex’s cells, but it’s not even the ex that is fucking me over right now. It’s the ex that fucking fucked me over five years ago… Oh, and I leave for Scotland tomorrow to start the job of my fucking dreams!” 
 
   “Elle…”
 
   “I’m in way over my head. I can’t cope with any of this.” I tell her quietly and finally her arms come around me. The hug I didn’t realise I needed finally comes and I accept it eagerly, desperately. “I’m losing my mind.”
 
   The door opens and Tyler pokes his head around it. “Is everything alright?”
 
   “Get out!” We both yell and Hayley throws a pillow at the door. He closes it, shouting apologies and offering wine. 
 
   “Just promise me,” she whispers and brushes my tears away with her thumbs. “Promise me you won’t make any decisions or do anything without me.” 
 
   “Promise.” I hug her again. “What am I going to do?”
 
   “I… I don’t know. I can’t believe this is happening.”
 
   I know that she feels the weight of my burdens almost as heavily as I do. She’s a good friend; a better friend than me.
 
   “But I really hope you’ll speak to Isaac.”
 
   “I’ll think about it. I need time to come to terms with everything on my own first.”
 
   She smiles faintly and pulls me in for another hug. “I understand. But you’d better call me, day or night, if you need to talk.”
 
   “You too,” I say and pull back.
 
   “Let’s go and eat something.”
 
   “I’m not feeling hungry. I think I’m going to nap. You don’t mind, do you?”
 
   She smiles softly and shakes her head. “Of course not. Tyler will be an okay substitute I suppose…” Her hand gently picks up my broken phone and holds it up so she can assess the damage from all angles. “Why would you do this to such a beautiful piece of tech?”
 
   “Will you text my mum to tell her it’s broken but that I’ll call her when I arrive in Scotland tomorrow?”
 
   “Sure.” She pulls her own phone out of her back pocket and starts tapping the screen. “What about the inn?”
 
   “Don’t even get me started on that.” I sigh gravely and roll my head to relieve the ache in my neck. “I’m so stressed already. I don’t know what I’m going to do.”
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want to come out? Looks like you could do with a drink.”
 
   Alcohol… the only way I can forget myself and my troubles for the night. “I can’t drink, remember?”
 
   “But if you’re terminating anyway… what does it matter?”
 
   The thought of drinking alcohol and distressing the cells in some way sends an ache through my heart. It’s a crazy thought, especially since I’m forcing it from my body. 
 
   It’s just a bunch of cells.
 
   It probably hasn’t even attached to the wall of my uterus yet.
 
   I repeat the words over and over again in my mind until it becomes a chant and even has its own backing tune.
 
   “I’ll pass,” I croak and clear my throat to dislodge the lump there.
 
   “Okay, I love you lots.” We hug again and she leaves, placing my shattered phone on her desk as she goes. 
 
   My hand goes to my stomach. Even though I don’t want this situation, the crazy notion that there’s something inside of me right now, growing and taking shape, leaves me feeling no small amount of wonder and awe. I prod the skin gently and sigh before flopping back onto the bed. 
 
   My life is fucked. What am I going to do? 
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   Scotland is by far one of the most beautiful places in the UK. It has so much countryside, so much history. I can’t wait to visit the Loch and search for the Loch Ness Monster. It’s on my bucket list and nobody had better try to tell me that it’s not real. 
 
   I spend the next ten minutes fumbling with my borrowed phone as I wait in a small cafe for Gregory Hamish to join me.
 
    
 
   Mum: How is it?
 
    
 
   Eloise: It’s cold. 
 
    
 
   Mum: I have a bad feeling… 
 
    
 
   Eloise: About?
 
    
 
   Mum: This venture… something. I don’t know! I got this feeling before you went to France too. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’ll let you know if it’s warranted but don’t worry, I don’t plan on eloping with anyone this time.
 
    
 
   Mum: I know. <3 I love you. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: I love you too.
 
    
 
   Then Isaac’s text comes through. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: How is Scotland? Thank you for saying goodbye before you left… Oh, you didn’t. Oops.
 
    
 
   Sigh…
 
    
 
   Eloise: Things aren’t great right now, Isaac. I’m sorry, but I just need some alone time. Please give my love to John.
 
    
 
   Isaac: And she responds! Hallelujah! 
 
    
 
   “Miss Blackburn?” I look up into the wrinkled eyes of Gregory Hamish. He looks haggard and unkempt; his clothes are covered in paint and there is sawdust in his hair. I don’t mind though. I’m in the presence of a master. Taking his hand, I stand and stare, starstruck. “I’m sorry I’m late. I got lost in my work and well…” He motions to his clothing. “I came without changing. Ordinarily I’d meet you in something more presentable.”
 
   “That’s fine, it’s an honour. Thank you for seeing me.”
 
   He grins and motions for me to sit. We talk paperwork and I show him my portfolio. I almost cry when he tells me how impressed he is and then we leave to see his latest project, which I’ll be his apprentice on. If I do well, he’ll take me on full time. 
 
   I wish I had somebody to celebrate this with.
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   Five years ago, if I’d had this kind of cash entering my account, I’d have probably been planning on how and where to gamble it. I’m not saying that the urge has gone but I’m not going to fall into that trap again.
 
   I won’t deny that after rehab I haven’t completely avoided gambling, but I have never lost control. I’m fortunate. I haven’t gambled beyond the occasional bet with my dad for almost two years now, so I’m not worried about having a large amount of cash in my bank when it gets here. I’m more worried about Eloise’s reaction. 
 
   Jocelyn thinks I’m crazy for helping her and she might be right. Elle has… well she’s changed. The girl I knew is still in there somewhere hiding behind a bitter, untrusting facade. I can’t give up on her. I made her this way and I gave up on her for four fucking years. 
 
   I promised my life to her and wedding vows just aren’t taken seriously anymore. I don’t want to be that person. We may be divorced but I haven’t forgotten my vows. They don’t suddenly mean any less.
 
   I don’t know why people can’t understand that. 
 
   In reality I haven’t even tried with her, not really. I’ve pushed myself onto her, had sex with her and dated her friend. I’ve fucked up. I’ve done nothing to show her that I actually give a damn about her existence. Begging her once or twice does not a convincing confession make!
 
    
 
   Isaac: Please answer me.
 
    
 
   I pack away my briefcase for my lunch break and neaten up the classroom. My students are exceptional this year. Their work is above par and their respect for me is amazing, but it’s not making me happy like it should. 
 
   It would be a happier day of work if I had somebody to go home to at the end of it and talk to about each student and how they’re doing and how I should handle certain things. I had that, once upon a time. I might not have been a teacher then, but I would have been eventually.
 
    
 
   There’s a knock at the door and I yell for whoever it is to come in, thinking that it’s probably a student or another member of faculty. 
 
   It isn’t and it catches me off guard. “Tyler?”
 
   He clears his throat and runs his hands through his dark hair. We stare at each other for a long moment before panic starts to sink in.
 
   “Is Elle okay? Why are you here?”
 
   “No, god no… that’s not why I’m…” He blows out a breath. “What I’m about to tell you… Hayley will kill me, kill me, if she finds out I’ve told you.”
 
   I straighten from my desk and face him head on. “Go on.”
 
   “The girls, they have their code, but I feel like as guys we have our code. I can’t… I don’t want to go behind Hayley’s back but if it were me in your shoes, I’d want to know.” He curses under his breath and my heart rate spikes and my palms begin to sweat. “Eloise, she’s… well she’s pregnant.”
 
   A vice like grip tightens on my windpipe as I struggle to breathe. “W… what?” So that’s why she isn’t talking to me. My head swims and my vision blurs. I feel sick. Thoughts of Elle becoming swollen with Silas’ child kills me. I can’t cope. I want to kick something. I want to scream. “Are they getting back together?”
 
   “No.” He shakes his head. “It’s not Silas’. It’s yours.”
 
   Passionate kisses and gropes in the kitchen come to mind.
 
   All envy seeps away and I find myself smiling. A joy I’ve never ever felt in my life starts to consume me, setting a fire from deep within and spreading outwards to every part of me. 
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “They were both up gabbing in the spare room a couple of weeks ago.” His green eyes look dim as he chews on his lip. I wonder if he has more to say but I can’t wait a second longer. I grab my coat, still smiling, no, beaming, and pull it on. I’m going to Scotland. I’m going to track her down, no matter what.
 
   “Thank you for telling me.”
 
   “Wait.” He reaches out and grabs my arm. “I’m not here to give you good news, Isaac.”
 
   My smile fades away. “Then why are you here?”
 
   “Hayley went up to Scotland this morning. I found the pregnancy test an hour ago, in the bin in the spare room. The last time Elle was at ours was two weeks ago. I thought it was Hayley’s test, so I called her, obviously.”
 
   “Get to the point,” I say, not wanting to be rude but needing him to confirm my fears.
 
   “She’s gone to be with Elle for a reason.”
 
   My heart stops at his words, my palms sweating and a painful throb echoing through my head.
 
   “She’s gone to look after her while she has a termination.”
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   Tear after tear fall down my face. My eyes have become waterfalls. I could fill a glass.
 
   Hayley holds my hand soothingly and leads me into the house. It’s the place I’ve been staying for two weeks. It’s cold, empty, hollow… like me. Like I’ve become. 
 
   “Nobody blames you, Elle.” She says softly, though it doesn’t soothe me like she intended.
 
   “I just want to lie down for a while.”
 
   I step through the front door of my ground floor flat and flick on the light. Hayley screams and I jump when a form takes shape before us. 
 
   Isaac sits on the couch opposite the door, hunched over. He slowly looks up, his eyes red rimmed, his hair a mess on his head from where he’s pulled on it too much. 
 
   “Isaac,” Hayley gasps and her hand tightens in mine. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “H…” Tyler’s voice comes from the kitchen area and Hayley becomes angry in a second. 
 
   “You absolute bastard! How could you?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Elle,” he says to me, his eyes round with sadness, but I just don’t have the capacity to feel much of anything right now.
 
   “I can’t even… don’t even talk to me right now,” Hayley yells at him, holding her hand up to keep him back. “How fucking dare you?”
 
   “Hayley.” I release her hand but my eyes don’t leave Isaac. “It’s fine. It’s too late to get upset over now. This is my problem.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “Let’s give them some space,” Tyler says softly to his wife. 
 
   “But…”
 
   “Now, H. Come on.”
 
   Her lips thin to a white line as she waits for my nod of approval. 
 
   “I’ll be back soon,” she says, and gives Isaac a pointed look that he ignores. They leave, closing the door quietly behind them.
 
   I stare into the eyes of the man I once loved so much I would have moved mountains for him. He stares back into mine. I know he knows; why else would he be here?
 
   “Do you hate me that much?” He asks me after a beat and the sadness in his voice breaks my fragile heart. “Did I make you hate me this much?”
 
   I don’t know what to say, so I don’t say anything. 
 
   He stands and cautiously makes his way to me. 
 
   I know he’d never hit me, I know he’d never hurt me like that, yet part of me expects him to slap me. To shake me. To do something other than what he’s doing. 
 
   His thumbs smooth away my waterfalls as his palms cup my cheeks almost lovingly. The last thing I expected was to be comforted by him. “Did I do this? Is this how you felt? Feel?” I open my mouth to speak but then his fingers are lightly touching my stomach and I lose the ability. “Does it hurt?”
 
   My legs give way and he catches me easily and holds me tightly as I cry uncontrollably into his neck. 
 
   “Elle,” he croaks and kisses my temple. “You’re breaking my fucking heart. I can’t stand to see you like this.”
 
   “I hate myself.” I admit and take a deep breath to stop my trembling. It doesn’t work.
 
   “No.” His whispered words caress my ear. “God, no, don’t hate yourself.” 
 
   Why isn’t he yelling at me? Why isn’t he angry? Why can’t I just admit it to him? Am I waiting for him to hate me? Am I trying to prove to myself that he’ll never change?
 
   “Can I get you anything? Are you in any pain?”
 
   I shake my head and pull back, freeing myself from his tight, soothing grip. My legs wobble as I try to move away from him and my trembling arms cross over my front protectively. “I… I didn’t do it.”
 
   Blue eyes snap to mine, full of hope, longing. “You’re going to have to clarify, Elle. I don’t want to misunderstand.”
 
   “I couldn’t do it,” I say quietly, hating my decision and loving it all at once. 
 
   “You’re still…?”
 
   Nod.
 
   A choked noise leaves him and he brings his lips to mine. He kisses me desperately, hungrily, painfully, roughly. 
 
   “Are we going to have a baby?” He says with swollen lips, pulling back to look me in the eye for any lie there. 
 
   “I assume that’s what happens when one falls pregnant… even unwillingly.”
 
   His smile is blinding but I don’t want to bask in his joy. “I’m going to be a dad.” I blink down at the top of his head when he drops to his knees and then watch as he pulls my vest over his head. 
 
   His lips tickle the space below my belly button for a long moment and then I feel his forehead against my skin. I let him have his private moment to collect himself, though the sweet actions of overwhelming joy make me want to cry even more. I wish I could feel the same way but I’m still getting used to it all. I never really wanted to be a mother. It never appealed to me. Am I awful for feeling this way?
 
   “I don’t want to get back together just because you’re pregnant.” He flips my vest from over his head and rubs his eyes. “We have a lot of issues to work through. I’m not naive enough to think that a baby is going to fix that.” 
 
   “I can’t handle this kind of talk,” I tell him and allow him to guide me to the couch.
 
   “Are you hungry? Thirsty?”
 
   “No. Thanks, I’m okay.”
 
   “I want the chance to win you back… properly. I want to date. I want to travel. I want to do everything with you that I didn’t five years ago.”
 
   My stinging eyes just want to rest but I owe him this. I owe my attention to him. “Okay.”
 
   He smiles and kisses me on the forehead. “I want one chance… just one… to show you that I’ve changed. That’s all I need.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “But not because you’re pregnant, because you want it. Because you want me.”
 
   I sniff and rest my head on his shoulder after he takes the seat beside me and stops pacing. “I do want you. I’ve always wanted you. I never wanted to leave you. I just… I don’t trust you.”
 
   “I know. I want to fix that.”
 
   I look at him and touch his cheek with my fingertips. “You really hurt me. Over and over again.”
 
   “I know,” he breathes and we share another moment. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I’m tired.”
 
   “Of course you are.” He takes my hand in his and brings it to his lips. “Is that your room?”
 
   I nod and stare at the door to the left almost longingly. He helps me up as if I’m as fragile as a sheet of paper in a thunderstorm. He doesn’t even let me open the door but he does let me collapse on my double bed. 
 
   I’m emotionally spent. 
 
   “I don’t like it here. It’s cold and empty.” Isaac remarks, looking around the sparse room.
 
   “Like my soul.”
 
   He chuckles quietly and climbs onto the bed beside me. “I was wondering why it felt so familiar.”
 
   My lips twitch so I bury my face into the pillow.
 
   “Say you’ll be mine again, Elle, and I’ll never stop working for it.” He brings his arm around me and pulls my back against his front.
 
   “Let’s talk in the morning.”
 
   His response is to kiss the shell of my ear and nuzzle my neck with his forehead. He strokes my arm with his fingertips. It’s so relaxing that I find myself drifting to sleep.
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   This flat is awful; it has damp in places and mould coming from tiny cracks in the walls. What is she doing here?
 
   I’ve left her to sleep after carefully removing her shoes and socks. It’s only six in the morning. I’m used to being up early and, as much as I’d like to stay in bed all morning with her, I need to make her breakfast and clean this awful flat up a bit. Maybe I can convince her to move back to Boston with me, though I don’t think it’s likely. She’s worked so hard for this apprenticeship.
 
   At least the fridge is stocked with eggs and veg. I was worried that due to her predicament she’d be avoiding food. 
 
   I opt for making omelettes as I call work and tell them that I won’t be coming in today. I’m lucky they haven’t yet fired me. My bosses are very understanding and they have more than enough people to cover my classes for a day or two, but it’s not the point. I’ve been unprofessional lately.
 
   After searching the kitchen I find the utensils I need and give them a rinse before placing them on the side. I don’t want to make her breakfast too early but I also don’t want her to wake up before I’ve finished. 
 
   I can’t believe I’m going to be a dad.
 
   I always thought that when it happened I’d be horrified but, apart from Elle, I can’t think of anything I want more. An image of a little red haired girl clinging to my legs, calling me daddy and screaming for attention makes me smile. 
 
   I knew I didn’t give up on my marriage for a reason. This was it. Our child was supposed to be created. Maybe I’m an idiot for thinking so but I don’t care. That’s how I feel. 
 
    
 
   I take the plate of food and the glass of orange juice into the bedroom and put them on the bedside table. Elle remains asleep on her side, turned away from me toward the window. The room is cold. It’s no surprise she has the blanket wrapped around her the way she does. 
 
    
 
   Hayley: Is she okay?
 
    
 
   I stare at the message on my phone. Hayley really loves Eloise and I know that it’s reciprocated.
 
    
 
   Hayley: The fact that she didn’t call last night tells me that something went right… right?
 
    
 
   Isaac: She’s sleeping. Thank you for being here for her.
 
    
 
   Hayley: Remember what you promised me five years ago?
 
    
 
   I think back to the night in the car when Hayley drove me around town as we looked for my mum who had wandered off. She asked to be godmother to our future babies.
 
   I smile and respond.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I remember. I’ll think about it.
 
    
 
   Hayley: Woohoo!
 
    
 
   “Morning,” Elle says from under the blanket. She slowly peels it from her face and gives me a weak smile. Her eyes are puffy and swollen. 
 
   “Hey,” I bend over her, pinning her in between my arms as I kiss her forehead.
 
   “Yesterday was pretty dramatic, huh?”
 
   Grinning, I kiss the tip of her nose. “You can say that again.”
 
   “Why? Are you getting deaf in your old age?” 
 
   My grin broadens. “Cheeky.” I kiss her lips and pull back before showing her the food. 
 
   Shuffling up the bed she takes the plate from me and smiles meekly. “Looks great.”
 
   “I was worried that maybe you’d have morning sickness or…” I let my words trail off when she winces. “Are you that unhappy about the pregnancy?” 
 
   She pokes the omelette with a fork. “I’m still coming to terms with it, I guess.” Taking a bite, she moans. “I’ve missed your food. This is so good.”
 
   “Good.” I want to ask again. I want to know everything, every tiny detail, but something tells me that she won’t divulge much at this point.
 
   “Shall we do something fun today?”
 
   My shock at her asking me this is apparent. I can’t hide it. “You want to?”
 
   “Don’t make me feel worse than I already do.” She looks down at her plate and starts to poke at the remaining omelette with her fork. “I know I haven’t been fair to you.”
 
   “Clean slate, Elle.” 
 
   She blinks up at me and sinks her teeth into her lower lip. I want to sink my teeth into her lower lip. 
 
   “What do you want to do?”
 
   “I want to search for Nessie.” 
 
   A bark of laughter escapes me. “Seriously?”
 
   “Yes, it’s only a two hour drive.” Her happiness and giddiness at the prospect draws me in. 
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “It’s on my bucket list,” I state, because it is. Not to search for a monster that doesn’t exist, but to visit Loch Ness. 
 
   “Yay,” she cheers quietly, giving me a glimpse of the old Elle. It’s been a while since I saw her. “I’m going to have a shower and then we’ll go. So be ready.”
 
   “I’m wearing yesterday's clothes.”
 
   “Buy new ones.” She waves me off, disinterested, and skips out of the room. Moments later I hear the shower running and moments after that I follow the sound and enter the steamy wet room. Then I rid my body of my clothes and enter the spray of water beyond the curtain.
 
   She doesn’t hide her glorious body from me, nor does she seem upset or surprised that I’ve joined her. 
 
   “May I?” I hold out my hand and she passes me a sponge from the shelf behind her. I’m not sure why I find it sexy when she squirts shower gel from a pink bottle onto the sponge. It might have something to do with the way she’s holding it, but I’m guessing it’s because I’ve only had sex once in five years. I’m desperate to taste her, to touch her, to feel her. I just don’t want to push her too quickly. 
 
   I start at her neck and begin to rub the thick suds into her flesh. She moans and rests her head back against the wall. The water washes away the soap as I massage it onto her skin so I have her squirt more onto the sponge.
 
   She knocks it away and almost aggressively squirts the soap into my palms. “Use your hands.”
 
   “Yes, Miss,” I smirk and gladly acquiesce. My fingers wrap around her shoulders and move slowly down her arms. The slickness of the water and soap has them moving easily across her pink skin. 
 
   She moans hoarsely and her hands flatten against the wall when I bring my fingertips up, over her ribs and then cup her heavy perfect, perky breasts. One in each hand. 
 
   “They’re bigger.” I say, weighing them as I tease them in my palms and roll the nipples with my thumbs.
 
   “They’re so sensitive too.” She pants, her eyes still closed.
 
   I’ve never heard her moan this way. 
 
   I’ve never seen her shudder this way either.
 
   It spurs me on. I use more soap and foam as I rub her body, taking my time and paying attention to every beautiful inch of her. She keeps her eyes closed until I find the spot between her legs and push against it with two fingers. 
 
   I ache to be touched. My cock aches for release but I don’t want it. Not yet. I want her to be…
 
   My thoughts are cut off when I feel a hungry mouth claim mine. I almost slip on the tiles as I catch her body and pin her between myself and the cold walls. Hot water sprays heavily on us both so I turn her, trapping the curtain between the wall and her back.
 
   “I need you,” she half begs, her heavy lidded eyes gazing into mine. 
 
   I don’t need telling twice. Fuck chivalry… 
 
   My fingers continue to tease her delicate folds as she lifts a leg and hooks it over my hip. It seems standing sex has become our thing. Not that I’m complaining. 
 
   I rest myself against her entrance and demand her eyes as I sink into her inch by fucking inch. 
 
   “I need this,” she says loudly and rakes her fingers through my hair. It only makes my body shudder with built up pleasure and a slight sting of pain. 
 
   “This feels insane,” she whispers when I bury my face into her neck and bury myself to the hilt inside of her.
 
   She’s right. I’m about to lose it. 
 
   “Fuck,” she curses and hoists herself up my body, her hands grappling the shower rail above us both. “Don’t stop.”
 
   Her legs threaten to slip from my hands and hips so she locks her ankles behind me. I grip her soft, warm and amazing arse cheeks with my hands as I drive myself into her, wanting to feel all of her wrapped around me. My teeth nip at her neck and jaw as I concentrate on pleasing her before I fall into bliss. 
 
   I luckily don’t have to do much, nor do I have to wait long because within minutes, if that, she’s crying out my name and shuddering against me. 
 
   I follow so hard I almost fall to my knees. My thrusts become erratic and powerful and it’s not until I feel the cold, hard tiles under my back and the shower curtain over my face that I realise we’ve fallen and Elle has brought the shower curtain down with her.
 
   “I’m not done,” she pants almost desperately and pushes herself off my chest with her hands. 
 
   A strong, painful tingle sends a spasm through my body when she sinks onto me and starts grinding against me with wild abandon. I need a minute, but I also don’t. I’ve never seen her so loose, so free. She throws the shower curtain off us both and brings my hands up to her breasts. My body is uncomfortably positioned on the hard floor but I don’t care. I want to flip her over and continue but she’s in her own world and fuck if it isn’t the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen in my life.
 
   “Christ, Elle,” I moan, feeling the build-up in my stomach as she bounces and grinds. My thumb finds her clit and she’s there again. This time she’s silent and her movements slow. 
 
   Her head hits my chest as her core throbs, pulses and clenches my dick. 
 
   Now I flip her over. Now it’s my turn to finish. 
 
   “I love you,” I tell her and kiss her lips. “So fucking much.”
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   Isaac keeps something touching me at all times as we stand on the outside deck of the medium sized, white cruise boat, be it his hand, his leg, his chest against my back.
 
   Skipper Elisia, or skipper E as she likes to be called, is well learned in the monster of the Loch and the Loch itself. We hold on to the side of the ‘Jacobite Queen’ and overlook the lake. “Some of you may be able to scent a metallic tang to the air,” Skipper E tells us and scratches at the odd looking mole on her chin.  “It’s because we’re closer to the end that opens up to the sea.”
 
   “Told you so,” I hiss at Isaac because I’ve mentioned the scent a few times now.
 
   Isaac says he can’t smell anything which is annoying me because the smell is right there. How he can’t smell it is beyond me. 
 
   The lake is beautiful. Scotland is so bloody beautiful. 
 
   “How are you liking your new job?” Isaac asks quietly so we don’t disturb the others. 
 
   His chin rests on my shoulder and his arms wrap around my front. The boat sways, causing his body to gently rub against mine. It makes me want more of what we had this morning, despite my soreness. 
 
   “I love it. I’m learning so much. This apprenticeship is going to open up so many doors for me.”
 
   “Good, you’ve earned it.”
 
   I smile kindly at him and my heart tingles. I love him still, even after all these years, but I’m scared too. He was right in saying yesterday that he doesn’t want me to be with him simply because of my predicament. I don’t want to be with him simply because of my predicament.
 
   “How are we going to do this? Last time long distance didn’t work for us and I’m not letting you leave your job for me.” I tell him.
 
   “Your apprenticeship will only last a few months, won’t it? You’re already two weeks in.”
 
   “But if I’m hired by Hamish’s company, I’ll probably have to move here. Or I’ll be travelling a lot, all over the UK with him for a year as he trains me.”
 
   I feel him tense. “You aren’t going to be able to do that…” His hand flattens against my stomach. “You have a few months left before you leave work and then you won’t be going back for six months.”
 
   The reality of what is actually happening to my life sinks in and tears spring to my eyes. “This is such shitty timing.”
 
   “Don’t cry; we’ll figure it out.” He kisses my neck and points into the distance. “The water is stirring.”
 
   “It’s just a fish,” I say flatly, not letting the fact I just got a little excited show to him. “I feel like I’m losing control of everything.”
 
   Isaac kisses me again but doesn’t say anything. He can’t say anything because I’m right to feel that way. 
 
   “I’ll talk to Hamish, explain the situation and go from there.”
 
   “If he says that he can’t keep you on after the three months… will you terminate?” His voice is guarded. No doubt his eyes will be too if I look into him.
 
   “I’m not going to lie to you, Isaac. I’m not happy about my situation. I had the coil fitted to prevent this, but I’m not going to terminate for a job. If Hamish can’t take me on it doesn’t matter. As long as I work hard these next couple of months, I’ll have an excellent reference from one of the greatest architects of the twenty-first century. I’ll get a job elsewhere easily when the time comes.”
 
   He grins and turns me to face him. “That you will.”
 
   I press my lips to his and melt into his warm embrace. His body protects me from the chill in the air, but it doesn’t stop me from shivering. 
 
   “I love you,” he says softly. “We’ll figure all of this out. It won’t be like the last time.”
 
   “I believe you.”
 
   “It hurts that you’re sad.” He leans back and cups my face with a large, warm hand. “But I’m not going to lie. For me, this is the best thing that could have happened. I hate that it’s interfering with your plans, but if it brings us closer together I’m not complaining.”
 
   I widen my eyes, gasp and stare in horror at a spot over his shoulder. He whips around to see what I’m seeing. When he sees nothing and turns back to me I’m laughing uncontrollably. He wasn’t the only one I fooled, but when the other passengers start grumbling miserably it only makes me laugh more.
 
   Isaac grabs me by the back of my neck and brings his lips down onto mine. Kissing is how we spend the rest of the cruise.
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   [bookmark: h.3vac5uf]“So this will be the last time I’m visiting for a few weeks,” I say to my dad as we eat our lunch. I’m dying to tell him the news. I want to shout it from the rooftops but Elle and I agreed that we wouldn’t tell a soul until the twelfth week. She’s worried something will happen and both of us are more scared of how my dad will react if something does happen. Out of everyone we know, he’ll be the most excited. 
 
   “How come?”
 
   “Elle and I are back together,” I say, nonchalant.
 
   My dad stares at me for a long pause before beaming from ear to ear. His knife and fork hit the table. “You’re joking?”
 
   “No. So I’m driving to visit her on the weekends.”
 
   “It’s a seven hour drive.”
 
   “We’re meeting in the middle.”
 
   My dad winces. “That’s going to be expensive.”
 
   I shrug. “It’ll be worth it.” I don’t tell him that we’ll most likely be camping in different locations to save money. It’ll be an adventure. This way we’ll get to discover different places. 
 
   This thought makes me angry with myself. I should never have let her walk away all those years ago. We’ve missed out on so many things. 
 
   I was a fool. 
 
   But no longer will I be.
 
   “Speak of the devil…” I grin when her face lights up my screen and I bring the phone to my ear. “Hey.”
 
   “Hey,” she responds, sounding cheery. “So, I just spoke to Hamish. Can you talk?”
 
   I hold up my finger to my dad before leaving the kitchen and heading to the middle of the stairs where I sit. “Yeah, I can talk.”
 
   “I explained the situation and he said that when I’m ready to go back there will be a place for me. He isn’t looking for new staff but he’s not going to pass on new, raw talent like mine! Those were his exact words.” She squeals with glee and I can’t help but chuckle. “Isn’t that amazing?”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “So, I’ll be able to move to Boston with you and we can raise the baby together.” 
 
   This is definitely good news. “New tenants move into the house next week and the lease on my apartment in Boston is up in two months, so we’ll be able to find somewhere a bit more permanent for us all.”
 
   “It’s like everything's just falling into place.” She blows out a breath. “I’m so fucking happy right now.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “I’m going to sell the inn to Silas’ buyer.”
 
   I still. “What?”
 
   “Well, this way I can buy another house or two instead of running a business that I don’t even know how to run.”
 
   “You can’t! This is what you wanted…” That and I just remortgaged the house.
 
   “I can’t afford to buy him out. I don’t want to run it alone and I don’t want to run it with him.” I need to tell her that I have the money she needs but I have a strong feeling she won’t accept it. “It was meant to be this way. If I sell it to him I’ll be making a decent profit.”
 
   “Elle…”
 
   “My mind is set. I’m settled in my decision.”
 
   Fuck. “I remortgaged the house, Elle.”
 
   She goes silent for a long beat and my palms begin to sweat. 
 
   I continue. “I have the money you need to buy Silas out.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I was going to tell you this weekend.”
 
   “You should have spoken to me first.”
 
   Oh dear. “I wanted to…”
 
   “You should have spoken to me first. Isaac… I’ve already signed the inn over.”
 
   And she’s telling me that I should have spoken to her first? “Are you fucking kidding me?”
 
   “It was never my dream. It was an opportunity that I invested in.”
 
   “When the fuck did this all happen?”
 
   “Don’t speak to me like that,” she snarls. “If I want to sell my inn, I’ll sell my inn.”
 
   “But you just had a go at me for selling my house?” My head hurts. “Why is it okay for you and not for me?”
 
   “Because…” Her voice trails off before she growls and snaps. “I’m hanging up now.” And the line goes dead, leaving me sitting in the middle of the stairs scratching my head. Confusion is all I feel right now.
 
   “Everything okay?” My dad yells from the kitchen.
 
   “No idea.” 
 
   “What happened?” He steps into the hallway.
 
   I shrug. “I don’t know if we just fell out or not.”
 
   “If in doubt, send flowers.” My dad wisely tells me.
 
   “Good point.” I say and pull up the browser on my phone. I find a florist local to Elle and I send her the largest bunch of flowers that I can afford. 
 
   Then I call my bank and put everything back to how it was. 
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   “I need you Saturday. If we’re going to fit interior design into your training, I’m going to need you on the weekends.” Hamish says softly. 
 
   Isaac isn’t going to like this. 
 
   “I understand and I appreciate you putting in the extra time.”
 
   He shrugs and downs his drink. “No problem. I work most Saturdays anyway.”
 
   We finish our lunch, chatting about the high end restaurant we’ll be starting the plans on tomorrow, though my heart isn’t in it. My heart is with my ex-husband. I need to tell him. 
 
   I’m scared though. What if he doesn’t understand? What if we end up hating each other again?
 
   No… 
 
   I need to have faith in him. He’s changed. He’s different now. He has to be. Nothing will be like it was. He won’t get jealous and upset over things I want or can’t control. I won’t be made to feel guilty because I’m making a career for myself. 
 
   “I’m just going to make a call,” I say to Hamish as we walk back to his office. He nods his understanding and plows on ahead as I linger in the background, being mindful of the people around me. The phone rings and rings and rings and I start to think that maybe I shouldn’t tell him now. Maybe I should wait until we’ve both finished work. 
 
   Just as I’m about to hang up, he answers. “Hey. So… I just looked online and I found this amazing campsite called Kielder campsite. It’s right next to Kielder forest park and Northumberland national park.”
 
   Oh fuck. “Isaac…”
 
   “I’ve gotten my dad’s old tent out but I’ve bought new sleeping bags that zip together so we can share…”
 
   “Isaac.” 
 
   He falls silent. “Is everything okay? Is the baby okay?”
 
   “Everything is fine, the baby is hopefully fine.” I sigh deeply. “Hamish is adding interior design to my apprenticeship.”
 
   “That’s great, Elle!”
 
   “Yeah, but…” I feel like I’m about to kick a puppy. “I’m not going to be able to do weekends.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’ll only get half a day on Tuesday off, half a day Thursday and then Sunday.”
 
   I can hear him breathing so I know he’s still there, despite his lack of words. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I want to be with you but I can’t pass this up. It’s only for three more months,” I explain, hoping that we don’t have to make a big deal out of this. “If I don’t take this now, I’ll have to do more training when I come back.”
 
   “I…” I hear a chair squeak as he sits. “I can’t take any more time off work, Elle, or I’m going to lose my job.”
 
   “I know. It’s okay, though… right?” I need his reassurance.
 
   “I’m going to miss the first scan.” My heart aches. I never even thought of that. “I’m going to miss the first appointment.”
 
   “I know. I’m sorry.”
 
   “The first four months are the most tiring. I’ve been reading up online and asking friends at work. How are you going to handle just one full day off a week?”
 
   I’ve already started to feel the exhaustion that comes with pregnancy. “I’ll manage.”
 
   “I suppose you’ll have to.” His voice sounds so sad, I feel awful. “I feel so fucking useless right now. I should be there with you.”
 
   “It happens like this sometimes,” I tell him softly. “Not just to us.”
 
   “It’s only two months… right?”
 
   “Three.” I clear my throat. “I’ll be home mid-December.”
 
   He falls silent again and I hate this but what can I do? This is the real world. If we want to succeed we have to make sacrifices. When he finally does speak, his voice is hushed and laced with pain. “What if you decide you don’t want me anymore?”
 
   It sends pins and needles shooting through me. My chest feels tight and I want to cry. “You’ll have to trust in me as I’m going to trust in you.”
 
   “This isn’t about trust…” He whispers, sounding so defeated.
 
   “Isaac, I love you and I know you love me. We’re just going to have to wait a while. Absence makes the heart grow stronger, right?”
 
   “It didn’t last time.” He states gruffly. I hear the school bell ring and realise that his time is up. “Promise me you won’t stop loving me again.”
 
   “I never stopped loving you to begin with, Isaac. I just… lost faith in us.”
 
   “Will you lose faith this time?”
 
   I smile softly, though he can’t see it. I can’t help but feel a certain amount of joy in the fact that he’s as scared to lose me again as I am him. “No.”
 
   “Because you’re pregnant?”
 
   “Because you’re the only person in my life other than our parents and Hayley that I’ve ever loved. I want to be with you until I die.” 
 
   “My students are here. I have to go.”
 
   “I love you, Isaac. Do you trust me?”
 
   He goes quiet again as if contemplating his answer, but then he finally says, “More than anyone or anything else.”
 
   “Call me later.” I hang up and smile at my phone. Despite the distance between us, for once I actually feel like we’re going to do things right. 
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   “Daddy!” The room erupts with laughter when a blur of red hair and white satin fabric comes racing down the aisle. 
 
   “Adriana,” my dad clucks as she wraps herself around my legs. He tries to pry her off but it’s not use. 
 
   “I missed you!” She grins as I scoop her into my arms and hold her tight. 
 
   “You look stunning,” I say softly in her ear. “But you were supposed to walk down the aisle slowly and throw your pretty petals in the air.”
 
   She looks around the large room and blushes when she sees that all eyes are on her. “Oh.” 
 
   I flick her pouting lower lip with my thumb and kiss her forehead. “Go back down there, pick up your flower basket and start again.”
 
   “But I missed you.”
 
   “And I missed you.” I hold her tight to me again before placing her back on the floor. “But mummy is ready to get married now.”
 
   She skips back down the aisle, her little five year old legs carrying her to the other end quickly. “Hi auntie Hayley!” She waves through the doors to the right and I know that Elle is about to step through those doors any moment now. 
 
   “Adriana!” My dad laughs, clicking his fingers at his granddaughter before standing behind her in order to keep her in check, something that none of us can ever do. She’s wild, from the roots of her shocking red hair to the green nail polish on her little toes. 
 
   “You mustn’t stand on the flowers, grandpa!” She chastises, pointing her chubby forefinger at my dad. He loves it; he loves her. He’s the one who taught her the point in the first place.
 
   The soft harp begins to play once more and Adriana finally starts to walk at the correct speed down the aisle, throwing daisy petals into the air as she goes. They flutter around her and her eyes watch them with childlike wonder. She looks so much like her mother. 
 
   I’m screwed. Totally fucking screwed when she becomes old enough to start liking boys. 
 
   That is why we gave her a brother only one year after bringing her into the world. That and I didn’t want her growing up an only child. Having nobody to play with is the worst thing for a child. I’m still surprised that Eloise went along with it.
 
   I look down at my son, Jonathan, who is playing on my phone, mostly to keep him in place by my side. Both of my kids are naughty little buggers that I have no control over. Eloise surprisingly loves it. She loves their mischief, their pranks and their antics nearly as much as I do. 
 
   “I did it!” Adriana cries when she reaches me and, sure enough, she did.
 
   “That is the most beautiful trail of flowers I have ever seen.” I hear my dad say quietly, but my eyes remain on the aisle as Hayley, looking beautiful in mint green with a swollen belly lifting the soft fabric, walks towards me. She winks at Tyler who is my best man, standing to the left of Jonathan. It seemed only fitting that, once we established a man code, we became fast friends. He’s a great guy and he keeps me company when Hayley and Eloise are getting up to no good while dragging us along behind them. Which is often, especially now that their three year old daughter and our four year old son are inseparable. 
 
   Speaking of their three year old daughter… I lean toward Tyler. “Where’s Charlie?” We call her Charlie though her actual name is Charla, like Charlotte but without the T sound at the end. 
 
   He looks at Hayley who stands on the opposite side of the aisle. They mouth a silent conversation to each other. 
 
   “Apparently she’s somewhere in here.” 
 
   Their daughter is quiet, too quiet, but she’s pure mischief. She’s excellent at hiding. It scares me to death but Tyler and Hayley seem to have it handled.
 
   “There she is.” Tyler points under the chairs and sure enough, a golden haired girl comes crawling from beneath Eloise’s mum’s chair. I have to grab Jonathan by the back of his suit to stop him from chasing after her when he sees her.
 
   Bloody hell. 
 
   Finally the harp turns to the soft sound of a piano. The tune of ‘Nothing else matters’ is played softly and slowly as my bride to be finally comes into view.
 
   She takes my breath away.
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   I stare into his eyes, seeking the strength I need to get to the end of the aisle without falling or fainting. I knew we should have eloped but I promised my mum and Hayley a proper service and a party.
 
   He smiles softly at me and his eyes trail up and down my body which is being hugged by a tight, ivory gown made from beautiful silks and other fabrics that feel so stiff I can hardly breathe. It hugs my legs to my knees before fanning out to form a beautiful train. I’m lucky I can walk at all.
 
   I’m thankful for my dad’s support. He keeps my hand tucked in his arm and his other hand over mine as we walk in time to the slow tune. It was after the birth of Adriana that I forgave him for all he’d done, and only because Isaac forgave him. Now we’re all as close as can be, not including when my parents and John argue over who has the kids when. We’re rarely in need of childcare. 
 
   A blur of red hair shoots by me as I lose myself in the eyes of the man I love, followed by a blur of gold hair, followed by a blur of white blond hair belonging to Jonathan. John cried when we said we were naming our son after him.
 
   Nobody cares that the kids are running wild. They seem entertained by it all, which is good because this next part is the most boring for everybody else. Not for us though. I’ve been waiting for this moment for far too long.
 
   I make it to my husband and want to kiss his perfect lips and mess up his perfect hair with my hands. He’s so handsome, especially in a black three-piece suit. 
 
   Sensing my dark thoughts, he circles his thumb on the inside of my wrist as the officiant begins to speak. 
 
   I lose myself in his eyes again as I try to share my thoughts with him, my memories and happiness. The past five years haven’t been easy and they haven’t been without error. We haven’t been happy in love like love-sick little kids for the entire time. There have been times where I’ve threatened to leave and I’ve wanted to punch him in the nose, just as there have been times where he has no doubt felt the same. But we’ve persevered and we’ve been good to each other. We’ll continue persevering and being good to each other because we love each other deeply.
 
   I don’t want anyone else. I can’t imagine being with anyone else. 
 
   He’s my everything. 
 
   My kids are my everything. 
 
   This room is full of people who mean something to us. 
 
   Life is good.
 
   No… life is great.
 
   “Elle…” Isaac squeezes my hand and Hayley starts sniggering behind me. 
 
   “Huh?” I blink away my thoughts and my eyes widen with horror. “Oh… yes. I do.”
 
   Isaac rolls his eyes heavenward as the room erupts with laughter. “You’re supposed to be saying your vows.”
 
   “I knew that.” My cheeks flame with embarrassment and I quickly repeat after the officiant as my kids and Hayley’s kid run screaming around our legs. Finally, after what seems like a lifetime of waiting, I get to say ‘I do’ and kiss my husband. In the church, in the centre of town, in front of everyone. 
 
    
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc443336839]THE END
 
   



  
 


Continue flicking the pages for a sample of, ‘Second Hand Purses’ by the amazing and talented, ‘Elizabeth Butts’.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc443336840]Also by the Author
 
    
 
   The Distraction Trilogy 
 
   Distraction
 
   Destruction
 
    
 
   The Little Bits Series 
 
   A Little Bit of Crazy 
 
   A Little Bit of Us 
 
   A Little Bit of Trouble 
 
   A Little Bit of Truth  
 
    
 
   The Broken Series 
 
   Broken 
 
   Connected
 
   
  
 



[bookmark: _Toc443336841]About The Author
 
    
 
   I'm now 25 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,
 
   [bookmark: _Toc443336842]Love Alex
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc443336843]Contact Details
 
   To get in touch with me please use the following.
 
    
 
   www.facebook.com/a.e.murphy.author
 
    
 
   Email
 
    
 
   a.e.murphy@hotmail.com
 
    
 
   Twitter
 
    
 
   @A_E_Murphy
 
    
 
   



  
 


[image: ]
 
    
 
    
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: Chapter1]Chapter 1 
 
   2005
 
   I looked at my watch and sighed. I kept walking. Why did I have to tell mom and dad that I was going to hang out with friends after school today? Now I had at least another half hour to kill before I could go home. If I went home now, I’d just have a ton of questions to answer. “Why are you home so early?” “Did you have a bad time?” 
 
   If I could just hold out another forty five minutes I could answer the ‘did you have a good time, sweetie?’ question with a quick ‘yeah’, and run up the stairs to my room. Why did I think this city was going to be any different?
 
   We had moved every few years because of my dad’s job. I should have known by now that the bullshit they always told me about getting to start over and how exciting it is was just that. Bullshit. 
 
   They wanted me to make friends. They wanted me to be happy. I wanted to make friends and to be happy, too. It just wasn’t easy for me. Some people were able to walk into a room and they were instantly BFFs with about ten people. Me, I had to take time to get to know people and build a friendship. I just wasn’t the type of person that people flocked to. Plus, when you moved all the time, you had to deal with being ‘the new kid’ all the time. Being the new kid was the same as being a social pariah. And if you had to start a new school, new city in the middle of the school year? Forget about it. And somehow, every time, the new classmates knew that I wasn’t ‘popular’ material. I swear, word must have been sent ahead. So if I told mom and dad that I was hanging out with friends, they were happy and they would leave me alone.
 
   I turned the corner and saw an older woman in her front yard, beating the crap out of a rug. I couldn’t tell her age from looking at her, but she seemed to be somewhere between seventy and one hundred. However, she must have been a body builder because the way she was beating the rug, I was surprised it hadn’t unraveled. Mental note – don’t piss her off.
 
   “Hey, why are you beating that thing?” I leaned over her fence, rocking back and forth on to the balls of my feet.
 
   She turned and looked at me in surprise. Wow, if central casting was looking for the picture perfect Italian grandmother for their movies, I found her. She was wearing a housecoat and an apron. She was rocking some crazy slide on shoes, and it looked like she was also wearing support hose. I tried not to stare. It was so freaking hard not to stare.
 
   “To clean it.” Well, that was a surprise. Instead of a voice heavily accented with the flavor of the old country you would expect, she sounded like pure Providence. If you took Long Island, NY and Boston, MA accents, put them in a blender and mixed them up good, you’d have the Providence accent. We’d only been here a few months but so far I’ve found it to be my favorite accent so far. Well, that and Dallas, Texas.
 
   “Dontcha have a vacuum cleaner?”
 
   “This is how my mother, my grandmother and her grandmother before cleaned their rugs. If it was good enough for them, it’s good enough for me.” With that she wound up and delivered a beating that makes me cringe out of sympathy for the poor rug. I mean, seriously, what did it ever do to her?
 
   I was lost in my thoughts about the poor rug’s punishment, and didn’t notice that the rhythmic ‘thump, thump, thump’ had stopped. I looked up and saw her looking at me as if I was supposed to be doing something. Holy self-conscious moment.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Well, are you going to come over and give it a whack, or not?”
 
   “Why on earth would I want to do that?” What the hell, this old broad wanted me to do her chores for her? Not happening. 
 
   She started walking towards me, squinting her eyes as she gives me a slow once-over. She didn’t say a word, and I found myself taking an involuntary step back, uncomfortable under the assessment that I was obviously getting. She gave me a quick nod. 
 
   “You’re upset about something. You’ve been pacing by my house for the last hour, and some of the times you’ve been in an animated conversation with yourself.” I cringed at that one. It wasn’t the first time someone had caught me having a conversation with myself. I mean, a full conversation. Questions and answers. People have always said it’s not crazy to talk to yourself, it’s only crazy if you answer yourself. Well, apparently I was hella crazy.
 
   “So, if you are upset, and want to get some aggression out, come take a whack at the rug. It’s how I deal with the memory of my dearly deceased husband, may the good Lord bless his rotten soul.”
 
   I knew what my face must have looked like. I mean, I started following her and then almost tripped when she said that. 
 
   “Oh, don’t just stand there catching flies, get to work.” With that she handed me the wooden handled rug beater and I took a couple weak swings at it. 
 
   “Really? That’s the best you’ve got? Put some power in those swings, girlie.” She grabbed the wooden handle and laid a whooping on that rug. She even added sound effects as she landed each hit. Dust flew everywhere, in the air, in my eyes, my nose, my mouth. I was coughing up my lungs and she stood there laughing at me. Great, even a thousand year old woman made fun of me. I turned to leave. I put up with this at school, there was no way in hell I was sticking around to be this chick’s amusement for the afternoon.
 
   “Wait, wait, I’m sorry I laughed. You just reminded me of myself when I got my first cigarette at age ten. I was coughing up all sorts of fun stuff. I didn’t mean anything by it.” I stopped. I didn’t know if I wanted to go back or not. I stood there for a few seconds, weighing out my options. I could either go back to walking around the neighborhood, begging time to go by faster so that I don’t have to let my parents down; or I could stand here beating a rug with an eccentric old lady.
 
   I sighed. I reached for the rug beater, returned to the rug and laid into it. Every hurt, every lonely day, every lunchtime spent alone, every snickering comment laced with “Icky Vicki” was getting beaten out of that rug. I felt silly, especially when I realized that I had tears running down my cheeks. I was suddenly exhausted from the exertion and my hand lowered slowly to my side.
 
   I turned away from the rug, afraid that she was going to make fun of me some more for crying. Or laugh at how hard I beat the rug, or how ridiculous I looked doing it. But she was gone. During my big emotional rug beating experience, she bailed. Great. I had the ability to drive away even 
 
   the psycho elderly. I laid the rug beater on the ground and started to walk towards the gate.
 
   I heard a noise and turned towards the house to see her struggling with the door and two glasses of water. What? She wasn’t weirded out by me? She held one of the glasses out to me. 
 
   “Thanks.” I mumble, probably not sounding too convincing, but I was confused by this person. She seemed rough and a little scary, but she was being really nice to me.
 
   “Why are you being nice to me? You don’t know me.” I realized that I had just said that out loud. I hated when there was no filter between my brain and my mouth.
 
   She let out a sharp bark of laughter at the look of embarrassment on my face.
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Why do you want to know?” I was always a little suspicious. You learned that in a life when you moved around a lot. Don’t trust anyone.
 
   “Well, you’re telling me that I don’t know you, and therefore I apparently shouldn’t be ‘nice’ to you. So if you tell me your name, I’ll know you, and I’ll have your permission to be kind.” Her eyes sparkled as she says this to me. 
 
   Her reasoning made sense to me.
 
   “Vicki. My name is Vicki.”
 
   She tilted her head as she looked at me. Again, that weird assessment thing. I felt uncomfortable but at the same time impressed. I had to learn how to do this. It seemed like a pretty cool skill, kind of like a mental x-ray of the person. One quick scan and you figured out all their inner thoughts and their demons. That could be really helpful in high school. 
 
   “What’s your real name, child?”
 
   I cocked an eyebrow and looked at her. This had to be the weirdest day that I’d ever had. She’d asked for my name. I told her my name. This should have been the point in the conversation where she told me her name; not questioned me further on mine.
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “What is your real name? The one your parents gave you at birth. When you said your name was ‘Vicki’, you didn’t sound like you were too happy about it. So, what is your name?”
 
   I wondered if this woman was a witch. Like, a Hansel and Gretel witch. Or maybe a mental hospital escapee. That was much more interesting, I thought. I smiled, my parents would just love to find out that my first friend in this place was a million year old mental patient who may or may not have been a witch that liked to eat small children.
 
   “My name is Victoria Alexandra Edwards.” Yeah. That was my name. I always thought it sounded like my mom was trying to turn me into a royal with a name that sounded like it should have a Roman numeral after it. You know, Victoria Alexandra Edwards III or something like that. 
 
   As I looked at my neighbor, whose name I still didn’t know, I realized she was giving me the same odd look everyone else gave when they heard my full name. I got it, seriously, I did. I didn’t match my name one bit. It was a very flowery, fluffy name, and I was not someone who could ever be accused of being remotely flowery or fluffy.
 
   My mom was an only girl with five older brothers. Somehow, with all that testosterone surrounding her, she had managed to come out very girly. She had always prayed for a little girl, so that she could have someone to be girly with. I was an only child. From what I’ve been told, my mom sobbed with joy when the ultrasound showed nothing was hanging out between my legs. Starting that very same day she started buying every pink, purple and frilly baby thing she could get her hands on. My dad was just wanting a healthy baby, so he didn’t really care one way or another whether I was a boy or a girl. I could only begin to imagine what his reaction was as the little room that they had designated as a nursery started to overflow with frilly and frothy concoctions. 
 
   I’d read somewhere that sometimes those ultrasounds can be wrong. I liked to amuse myself sometimes with imagining my mom’s reaction if I’d been born a boy, even after she’d been told I was a girl. I have a strong feeling mom would have ordered hormone therapy and a sex change right then and there. 
 
   Unfortunately for mom, she got a girl who’s not very girly. I really don’t care to wear pink or purple at all. Ever. I have a feeling she gave me an aversion to it by the fact that it was all I wore until I had the ability to choose my own clothing. And by ability, I mean, when I was allowed to. It’s not like I wished I was a boy or anything, it’s just that I wasn’t very feminine. Someone once told me I should have been born a boy. Who knows, maybe I had been originally a boy in the womb but mom prayed my ‘willie’ off.
 
   I wasn’t cute, I wasn’t shapely or anything. I had a hell of a growth spurt last summer and now I towered over everyone in my class except for a handful of the boys. I had always tended to be closer to the chunky side of the scale, and really didn’t care to involve myself in sports. I wasn’t someone who purposefully put herself in a group of peers. It usually didn’t end well for me. 
 
   “That’s quite a name. What made you choose to go by the name ‘Vicki’?”
 
   “Who said I got to choose? No one gets to choose what they are called.” I was thinking of that horrid nickname. “Icky Vicki”. I heard it a lot. Braces and acne have not helped my popularity contest. 
 
   “You have more choices in your life than you will ever understand.”
 
   What the hell did she mean by that? I was sixteen years old. I had no choices in my life. I didn’t get to choose where I live. I didn’t get to choose how long we stayed
 
   “Maybe once I’m older I will get to choose stuff, but for now, I have to go with what is chosen for me. When I was little, they called me Vicki. So, I’m Vicki.”
 
   “Who would you like to be?”
 
   Seriously, my head was starting to hurt with this woman’s crazy questions.
 
   “Don’t you mean ‘what would I like to be’? Like when I grow up?”
 
   More laughter from my new…friend? 
 
   “I wouldn’t be so stupid as to ask you what you wanted to be when you grow up. I think it’s stupid that children are told to make a decision on what they want to do for the remaining sixty or more years of their lives, when they haven’t even figured out how to live their lives. I want to know who you want to be.”
 
   I shook my head, wide-eyed at this woman.
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   “Well, that’s a start.” She picked up our empty glasses and stood up, slowly to return to her house. It looked like she was saying good bye.
 
   “Wait. I don’t know your name.”
 
   She smiled slowly, and for some weird reason I felt like I’d passed some psycho test of hers.
 
   “You can call me Nonna.”
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   Nonna?
 
   What the hell type of name was Nonna? She was giving me shit about going by the name ‘Vicki’ and she called herself ‘Nonna’?
 
   Crazy old lady.
 
   I looked at my watch again and smiled. I had managed to soak up over an hour and a half with ‘Nonna’. Well, at least it wasn’t a total waste.
 
   As I headed back to my house I heard a sound behind me. Turning, I realized that the old bat had opened up a window and was leaning out waving at me.
 
   “See you tomorrow, Alex.”
 
   I waved weakly at her. Alex? What the hell? I shook my head and continued on my way home, with the sound of her laughter ringing in the air. So she decided to change my name and inform me that I was going to be returning there tomorrow. Fat chance, lady. I’d had my fill of crazy for the month. She had some serious balls to think she could pick my name for me. I mean, really, Alex? As if I didn’t have enough problems with people thinking I was too ‘tough’ and ‘hard’ to be carrying a girly name like Vicki. 
 
   I walked into my house, welcomed by the incredible aroma of my mom making dinner. I stood there, just enjoying the feeling of being in a home for a few seconds before I closed the door and faced the onslaught of questions. I asked the universe the same question I asked almost weekly. Why couldn’t we be a normal family?
 
   As soon as she heard the front door close, my mom popped out of the kitchen and she smiled at me expectantly. 
 
   Here it comes, I though.
 
   “Hey sweetie, how was your day?” Mom walked over and gave me a huge hug.
 
   “Good.”
 
   “You’re home a lot later than normal, is everything okay?” Ugh.
 
   “Yeah, mom. I told you, I was hanging out with friends.”
 
   “I know you told me that, Vicki, but usually that means you are walking around the neighborhood a few streets away, trying to get time to pass before you come home and can safely run upstairs without any questions.” Mom gave me a sad smile. I guess I wasn’t a great actress after all. So much for my Hollywood aspirations. Yeah, right.
 
   “Wha…what do you mean? I was with friends.”
 
   “This is not a very big town, and it’s an even smaller neighborhood. People talk. And when a young girl is walking around alone, talking to herself, it tends to create a buzz.”
 
   “Oh.” Busted.
 
   “So, who were you with.” Finally, a question I could answer truthfully.
 
   “I was with Nonna.”
 
   Mom shot me a look that could be interpreted as either ‘are you crazy’ or ‘do you think I’m freakin’ stupid’?
 
   “What?” I hated that look.
 
   “Vic, you were with Nonna?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s what I said.”
 
   “Your grandmother lives in Texas. There was no way you were with Nonna. And why the heck have you started speaking Italian? Are you learning that in school? I thought you were taking French.”
 
   It was my turn to look at her in confusion.
 
   “Nonna means ‘grandmother in Italian.” Mom was talking to me as if I was a little slow. That just pissed me off.
 
   “Well, I asked her name, that’s what she said her name was. It’s not my fault that she has a messed up name.” My arms were crossed and my body vibrated with growing annoyance. Mom knew I couldn’t stand being talked to like I was stupid.
 
   “One of your friends from school is named Nonna?” I cringed. 
 
   “Um, well, she’s doesn’t exactly go to my school.”
 
   “Does she go to East Providence or something?”
 
   “She doesn’t exactly go to high school, mom. Well, I mean, she probably did once…”
 
   Mom squinted her eyes at me. Uh-oh.
 
   “How old is this new ‘friend’ of yours, Victoria.” Eek, full first name. Full first name usually means I’m headed towards being in trouble. 
 
   “I really don’t know, you always told me it was rude to ask someone’s age.”
 
   “Only if they are much older.” I sort of bit my lip and smile at her sheepishly.
 
   Mom’s eyes bugged out a bit and her jaw slackened. She blinked a few time, and looked like she was trying to get her mouth to work.
 
   “Victoria Alexandra Edwards! How old is this friend of yours?” Oh man, full name time. And her volume increased every third word.
 
   “I imagine she’s probably at least seventy, but it’s kinda hard to tell. I mean, she could be in her sixties but had a really rough life, or in her eighties and lived well. I just don’t know. When I asked her name, she said it was Nonna. I just thought it was a really wacked name. I guess it makes a little more sense now.”
 
   Mom didn’t have much more to say, I guess, because she got very quiet. She looked like she was still sort of processing that I had found someone to hang out with and it just so happened she was a lot of decades older than me.
 
   “Vic, I’m not so sure I’m comfortable with you spending time with someone so much older than you. How are you ever going to make friends your own age if you don’t hang out with them? You keep telling us you don’t fit in wherever it is we live, but hanging out with someone older than your grandmother is not going to help.”
 
   My eyes started filling up. I was so freaking tired of this conversation. So freaking tired of hearing about how I needed to fit in. How I needed to have friends my age. How I spent too much time alone and didn’t try hard enough.
 
   “Well, you know what else doesn’t help me fit in, Mom? Moving every three years and having to say goodbye to whatever friends I managed to make doesn’t help me fit in. I’ll always be a freak. I’ll always be weird. So why even bother. It’s not going to happen.” The tears were threatening to spill so I whirled away from her, grabbed my book back and headed up the stairs before she could see me cry. 
 
   When I got to the top of the stairs I risked a look down and saw her standing there with her arms crossed and her head and shoulders slumped forward. Great. I was a disappointment once again.
 
   I got to my room and flopped down on the bed. I knew that a normal teen would have slammed the door, but in my family, that would mean sure death to my non-existent social life. My dad was a morning radio show host, so he was asleep right now. He took naps in the afternoon, and always woke up in time to have dinner with mom and me. I love my dad to death, but that job of his was the reason we never stayed in the same place twice. He used a different last name on the air, which was good, because it delayed the amount of time it took people to figure out my dad was that Bryan Shawn. Eventually people would figure it out, he mentioned me by first name all the time; so it would start to click with my classmates. After that, my ‘weirdness’ factor seemed to grow exponentially among my peers. You’d think that being the child of a local celebrity would make my life easier, right? Wrong. So very wrong.
 
   Once it was figured out who my dad was, I was pointed at, whispered about more than usual, and overall avoided. Unless they wanted something. I remember one time there was a concert coming around and his radio station was giving away tickets. Suddenly, I went from sitting alone reading a book at lunch to having about forty people trying to cram around the table I was sitting at, prepared to be my new best friend.
 
   I remembered that one time a year ago I got asked out on a date. My first date. Matt was one of the cutest guys in the school, and I’d had a crush on him for just about as long as I’d been at that school. I couldn’t believe it when he asked me out. I thought finally, finally my luck was turning. Mom and I spent so much time finding the perfect outfit. I even went to get my hair trimmed for the date and a little makeup lesson. Mom was in seventh heaven seeing me act like a normal girl. I couldn’t lie, I was enjoying it too.
 
   He was sixteen and had a license, so he came to the house to pick me up. He went all fan-girl when he met my dad. He proceeded to spend the next thirty minutes telling my dad every part of his show that he loved. I was standing there, ready to go, looking better than I ever had, and he didn’t even acknowledge that I was there. Finally, my dad managed to encourage Matt to leave with me. This is where the date should have improved, right? In my head he was going to hold my hand, compliment how nice my hair looked. We would hold hands as we walked into the restaurant. At the end of the night, he would give me my first kiss. That was how it was supposed to go. 
 
   Instead he walked over to his side of the car as I stood in shock. Wasn’t he supposed to open my door for me? He leaned over and opened it from his side, pushed the door open so hard it almost hit me in the knees. 
 
   “C’mon, get in.”
 
   I shook that off a bit, and climbed into the car, careful not to mess up my outfit at all. I could believe that he hadn’t bothered to clean out his car. So I was sitting amongst sports equipment, soda bottles and a few fast food bags, trying not to gag at the smell of his cleats in the back seat. I would have thought he’d have cleaned the car for our date. He should have done that. Or at the very least, put everything in the trunk so that I had the impression that he tried.
 
   I decide to ignore it, chock it up to him being a teenaged boy and obviously a little clueless as to how to romance a woman. I smiled at him across the car, mentally willing him to reach over and hold my hand. He gave me a half smile, turned on the car and started driving. He barely said a word to me until he started asking me about my dad and the famous people he must have met in his life. I answered the questions with enthusiasm at first, but it didn’t take too long before I was starting to get really pissed off. I tried to relax, this being my first date ever and all. Maybe I was in the wrong. Maybe this is what most first dates were like. Maybe I’d watched too many romantic movies, so the bar had been set way too high.
 
   I was shocked when he pulled up to the Burger World downtown. Really? My first date ever was going to be at a greasy fast food restaurant with questionable meat products making up their hamburger patties? I got a new outfit and had my hair done for a fast food dinner date? Looking around Matt’s car, I got the impression he was quite the regular. 
 
   He got out of the car and started walking towards the restaurant, leaving me in the car. He stopped, finally, when he realized that I was not walking next to him. Turning, he gave me the ‘are you coming, or what’ look. I scrambled out of the car, and shut the door much harder than was necessary. I was afraid to order, because I didn’t bring any money, and I was a little worried he expected me to pay. The way he’d been managing the date so far, I really figured he wanted me to pay for myself. He asked if I knew what I wanted.
 
   “Matt, I’m good, I didn’t bring any money.” He had the decency to give me a shocked look.
 
   “Vicki, of course I’m going to pay for you. I invited you, didn’t I?”
 
   “Um, yeah.”
 
   “God, what would your dad think if I made you pay? Oh my God, he would talk about it on the air all week. I’d never get another date with any chick ever again.”
 
   At this point it was all I could do to control my anger. Really? He was worried about what my dad thought?
 
   “So, what would you like?”
 
   “Uh, I’ll just have the first combo with a diet soda.” It was the smallest combo they had. Tiny burger, small fries. That way it would take me no time at all to finish eating and I could get out of that miserable experience.
 
   He winked at me as he placed the order and handed over the cash. Seriously, you’d have thought he took me to a five star restaurant and ordered me the filet mignon, or lobster, or both.
 
   When he brought the plastic tray with our dinners to a table near the window, I decided that I had to make the best of this date, because I only got one first date ever. I didn’t want it to be a horrible memory. I also didn’t want to go to jail.
 
   He tried to talk about my dad, but I kept trying to steer him away from that topic of conversation. Finally, I’d about had it. I excused myself to use the ladies room. While in hiding, I picked up my cell and asked my dad to come get me. I slunk back to the booth and waited. Matt didn’t even notice that I’d mentally checked out of the conversation. He kept jabbering on about this bit my dad did, this funny phone call he made, some interview he’d done. 
 
   I saw my dad’s car pull in the parking lot and felt a huge sense of relief. Then anger. A lot of serious level anger. I started to slide out of the booth. This finally caught his attention.
 
   “Wait, where are you going?”
 
   I slowly turned at him, the fierce expression on my face made him recoil a bit.
 
   “Where am I going? Seriously?” 
 
   He tipped his head, a look of total confusion on his face.
 
   “Oh. My. God. You have no idea, do you? This was my first date. Ever. The first time I left the house with a boy, waved to my parents, got into a boy’s car, went to a restaurant with him and sat at a table and ate. I will never get my first date back. I will have more first dates with other guys. But I will never have another first first date. You stole that from me. I can’t believe I let you steal that from me. For the past hour, since we left my house, you have been talking about my freaking dad. If you were that in love with him, you should have asked HIM out on a date.”
 
   With that, I turned on my heel and stormed out. The absolute silence in that fast food joint did not escape me, but I was too pissed off to even think about being embarrassed that I’d chewed him out publically. I reached my dad’s car and slipped inside, slamming the door possibly a little too hard. Dad just looked at me quizzically.
 
   “Just drive, Dad.”
 
   I was too wrapped up in the demise of my girlish dreams of a perfect first date to think about the consequences of what I’d done.
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “You know I’m here for you, no matter what, right?”
 
   “Yeah, Dad, I know.”
 
   “Love you, Vic.”
 
   “Love you, too.”
 
   I kept quiet the rest of the car ride home. When we walked through the front door, mom pulled me into a tight hug. She must have squeezed a little too tight, because I felt tears starting to pool in my eyes and slip down to my cheeks. I wiped at the offending tears with frustration, pulled away from my mom’s arms and ran up to my room. Only once I got to my room did I let them fall freely. I peeled off the perfect first date outfit and hung it back up in my closet. I started to walk away but then stopped. I went back, grabbed the hanger and put it in the very back of the closet. I didn’t want to see the perfect first date outfit for a very long time, if ever again.
 
   ***
 
   When Monday rolled around, I really didn’t want to go to school. I had probably screwed up my chance at a quiet existence in that high school. I’d walked out on a date with one of the populars. I tried to convince my mom that I was sick but she didn’t buy it. I dragged my feet the entire duration of the much too short walk to school, and hid around the side of the building until the last possible minute to avoid as many people in the halls as possible.
 
   While this was a great tactic as far as evasion, it meant I had to hurry when attempting my locker combination. Combination locks and I were not best friends. I finally got the door open and was stuffing my book bag with the first three period’s worth of textbooks when I heard it. Footsteps. Footsteps that came to a halt directly behind me. I went perfectly still with shock. I thought I’d managed to avoid this. 
 
   I slowly zipped my backpack closed, shut the locker door and turned to face a very pissed off looking Matt. 
 
   Gulp. 
 
   I tried to locate the quickest way around him, and realized that we were not alone. I was surrounded by the Mason Hills High elite. You know that nightmare everyone has at one point or another when they show up for school or work without a stitch of clothing on? I had found a new nightmare that was, like, a hundred times worse. I took a deep breath and stood a little taller. Despite the fact that internally I was shaking like a leaf, I was not going to let them have that power over me.
 
   I cocked my hip to one side, resting my fist on it, and gave him the most unaffected, bored-as-hell look I could muster up.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “What the hell was your problem the other night? I was nice enough to take you out for a nice dinner, and you turn all crazy bitch and go psycho and split? Then you get your daddy to talk about it this morning? He was smart not to use my name, I would have sued him. You ruined any chance you had to get with me. You think you’re going to do better than me? Seriously? Fat freakin chance.”
 
   He stood back, arms crossed, looking smug as hell. I started boiling on the inside. It was all a show for him. This was to save face in front of his little friends.
 
   “What was my problem? What was my problem? Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps the fact that I was asked on a date to go out to dinner and you took me to a damned fast food restaurant, and acted as if you expected me to be so impressed by your big spending because you spent a whopping $4.95 on my hamburger value meal. Perhaps it was the fact that you didn’t bother to open my door for me getting into the car, or even bother cleaning your nasty, sweating jock strap from the car. But what was the real problem was the fact that you went all ‘fan girl’ over my freaking dad, all but popping a chub over the fact that you got to meet him. I could possibly arrange a date for you two, but I think you should be warned in advance, he doesn’t swing that way.”
 
   Imagine a collective gasp of about twenty people. Because that’s what it sounded like. Shock amongst the royalty that ruled the hallowed hallways. One of the invisibles had dared to put one of their peers in his place. At this point, a little gathering had formed. Never mind that class was supposed to be in session. Apparently that didn’t matter much to the rest of the students. Or the rest of the teachers, for that matter.
 
   “You were lucky I even asked you out. I’m surprised you even fit in my car with how freaking huge you are. Seriously, you should apply for a job as a side show act with the circus. You didn’t actually think I would want to date you, did you? You can’t possibly think that anyone would ever date you for who you are? Icky Vicki.” His lips curled in a cruel smile, the sing-song way he said that horrible nickname the students called me turned my stomach. I had to get out of there, and fast, before they saw pain and tears in my eyes.
 
   I rolled my eyes, and glared at him in the most unaffected manner I could conjure up. I pushed past Matt, purposefully bumping his shoulder in the process, almost knocking him over. 
 
   “Oh, excuse me, my bad.” I walked away, giving him a view of me that had become very common in his life - my retreating backside.
 
   I walked with my head held high until I turned the corner and was out of view. At that point I ran to the bathroom with tears streaming down my face.
 
   Did I forget to mention that I’m a touch on the plus side of the scale? No? Well, now you know. I went in my usual stall and got my cry on. Nothing like being the walking bulls eye for ridicule. Icky Vicki. God, I hated that damned name. After about fifteen minutes I realized I had to leave the bathroom and return to the real world. I checked the mirror, my eyes were a little puffy, but nothing too crazy. It wasn’t like anyone would look close enough at me to figure out that I’d cried. Deep breath, and I walked into the hallway and on my way to class, ready to catch the teacher’s wrath for being late.
 
   ***
 
   After that day, a few things happened. One, I had a modicum of respect from the students who were lacking in popularity, such as myself. Two, no guy in his right mind came close to asking me on a date. And, finally, three - despite my new found fame - I was even more of a social outcast than I was going in.
 
   I figured that the good thing was, I probably would be moving and changing schools sooner rather than later. Dad’s career finally had potential in my eyes.
 
   Being the social outcast meant that my options for companionship after school were even more limited. So as I prepared to leave the house, I had to once again come up with something amazing that I would be doing so that Mom had some small amount of hope that her child was not a freak of nature. I imagined myself walking around the neighborhood again for hours, which was why I found myself contemplating a friendship with Nonna. Sigh.
 
   I tried to slip out of the house without Mom seeing me. I managed to get the door open and was halfway out when I heard her voice.
 
   “Vicki, what do you have planned today?”
 
   I ducked my head and cringed a little. I didn’t want to lie to her, but I knew she wasn’t thrilled about me spending time with Nonna. 
 
   “Vicki?”
 
   “Yeah, Mom, I heard you. Uh, I was thinking I’d go see if that old lady could use any help around her house or something. Seems like she’s all alone and could use the help.” Well, that wasn’t a complete lie. I realized that I totally made her seem elderly and decrepit, when I thought the truth was that the woman could probably run laps around me. I shook off the little bit of guilt I felt. What mom wouldn’t be thrilled that her daughter was trying to help a senior citizen?
 
   Mom raised an eyebrow at me, shook her head and walked back to the kitchen.
 
   My shoulders slumped forward as I turned to walk down the front steps. Once again I’d managed to let my mom down.
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