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   Eloise (To everyone who matters): Hi, France is great. I’ll be home in 2 weeks… also I got married yesterday. Love you <3
 
    
 
   Mum: I think I need to lie down… 
 
    
 
   Dad: To whom? If it’s who I think it is… Why aren’t you answering your phone? 
 
    
 
   Dad: It is, isn’t it? Are you pregnant?
 
    
 
   Dad: He’s your TEACHER! This will ruin you. Do you hear me? If anyone finds out about this…
 
    
 
   Dad: ANSWER YOUR PHONE!
 
    
 
   Hayley: You think you’re so funny… I’ve been gone for, like, fifteen hours… I knew I should have dragged you with me.
 
    
 
   Hayley: Your dad just called. Holy fuck… you’re not kidding? WHY WASN’T I INVITED? 
 
    
 
   Hayley: IF YOU DON’T ANSWER YOUR PHONE THIS SECOND I’M GOING TO KILL YOU IN YOUR SLEEP! I’M COMING BACK RIGHT NOW! I WILL NEVER FORGIVE YOU FOR THIS, ELOISE BLACKBURN BITCH HEAD FACE FLAPS!
 
    
 
   Mum: Are you sure this is what you want? I think it’s rushed and stupid but it’s too late to change it now… well, you could always have it annulled if you haven’t done the deed yet. At least I think that’s how it works. Will you answer your phone? Your dad has lost his mind just so you know… thank you for that.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   Isaac (To everyone who matters): Dad, I’m in France. I’ll be home tomorrow. Long story short, I got married. See you soon.
 
    
 
   Dad: We’ll talk when you’re home. Until then I’ll be drinking a bottle of whiskey and figuring out damage control with Eloise’s father. And yes, he’s severely pissed off. I just hope he doesn’t have a gun this time. P.S. Your mother says congratulations… 
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   I wait patiently with my bag in hand for my dad to pick me up as he insisted he would do. Taxis and cars go by and even though I should be cold and frustrated, I’m not. I honestly can’t stop smiling.
 
   “At least somebody looks happy,” my dad calls tiredly through the open window after pulling up.
 
   I throw my bag in the boot and fold myself into the passenger seat. “I am.”
 
   “Be honest, Son.” He pulls away from the curb, his eyes as tired as his voice. “Is she pregnant?”
 
   “What am I, eighteen? Shit no, she’s not pregnant.” 
 
   He shakes his head slowly. “You love her that much you’d give up everything you’ve worked for?”
 
   “How have I given everything up exactly? She was eighteen when we first even did anything. Not that it’s any of your business.”
 
   His hands clench on the steering wheel, turning his knuckles white. “Of course it’s my business! Not only are you my now married, son, but you’re also my staff and Eloise was my student. My student who I was supposed to protect!” I open my mouth to respond but he raises his hand, immediately silencing me. “Your career is over, at least for a little while.”
 
   “Don’t be unreasonable.”
 
   “It’s both of your words against a shit load of judgemental people if anybody finds out about this. People in town know how close Eloise is to our family. Nobody is going to believe this fairy tale bullshit.” 
 
   He has a point. “We’ll make them believe. We’re married…”
 
   “Again, she’s a minor.”
 
   “Was a minor, three years ago may I add?”
 
   I feel his burning anger before I see his sideways glance at me. “This has come too soon after Diplock. That’s still an ongoing case; you are aware of that, right? You and Diplock were sort of friends. They’ll think this is some kind of conspiracy to trap young, vulnerable females.”
 
   I wet my drying lips as the reality of his words sinks in and causes a torrent of emotions to batter against my ribcage, panic being the main emotion. “Eloise and I aren’t and never were like Diplock and Shannon. He did take advantage of her.”
 
   “Exactly!” His hands leave the steering wheel as he throws them up in the air to emphasise his frustration. “Exactly. Now do you see where I’m coming from?”
 
   I remain silent, thinking of ways to try and smooth this over. “I’ll leave the school for a while, get another job until it blows over.” Of course I’m hoping he says not to. I’m hoping that he tells me we’ll figure it out while I still have my career in teaching. I’m not stupid though.
 
   “And we’ll pray that that protects your reputation.”
 
   I shrug. “I’m not sure I care. I love her. She’s worth it.”
 
   “It’s times like this that love is irrelevant. I know you love her; I see the way you look at her. I trust you and I trust her, but I’ve watched you grow closer. I know you’re telling the truth. You aren’t the kind of man who takes advantage of young girls and, to be honest, Eloise is far too strong to ever let you.” He pauses and the silence between us is almost dramatic. “I hope she is at least.”
 
   “We’ll figure it out.” I scratch my neck and stare ahead. “What’s done is done. I’m a grown man. I know what I want and I’m happy with my decision.”
 
   “Elle is still young, Isaac. She doesn’t have a clue what she wants. What if she decides in a couple of months that she’s changed her mind? You’ve screwed up your future for no reason.”
 
   I shrug. “If that’s what she decides, then that’s what she decides. She knows her own mind. It’ll hurt but I won’t regret it.”
 
   “So, are you leaving town? Going back to Cambridge?” 
 
   I sigh. “No, I’m staying in town. I’m looking for a new place and I’m living there with Elle whenever she comes home.”
 
   “A new place and no job… sounds like a great plan.”
 
   I bite my tongue to stop myself from lashing out. I get why he’s angry and I’ll let him have that. I’m his son; he’s worried and thinks I’ve made a mistake. He’ll soon change his mind. “I have savings that will tide me over until I find a job. Don’t worry about that; I’ll figure it out. I’m not leaving you and Mum right now.”
 
   I see the spark of emotion in his eyes before it diminishes. He was worried I’d leave. As messed up as this situation is, he wants me around still. This is good news.
 
   “When’s Elle coming back?” 
 
   “In two weeks.”
 
   “Surprised she didn’t come back with you.” His voice is gruff. 
 
   “I wouldn’t let her. She’s got two weeks left of her trip and I want her out of the way while I do damage control and find us a place to live.” 
 
   He blows out a long breath before finally saying, “You just couldn’t fall in love with someone your own age, could you?”
 
   I smile. “Nope.”
 
   “Well, like you said, what’s done is done. Good luck with damage control. Try not to get stabbed again.”
 
   “Duly noted.”
 
   “If it makes you feel any better, Mrs Blackburn has been talking her husband round. She’s not happy about it, but she’s not stupid either. She knows the more she pulls that girl, the more she pushes her away.”
 
   Yeah, Elle isn’t one who likes to be controlled; I’ve learned that the hard way. I smile at those memories as I twist my wedding band around my finger. It feels foreign and out of place, but not in a bad way. I’m just not used to it being there.
 
   I miss her already. I wish I didn’t have to leave her in France, but we just can’t afford for me to stay there for two more weeks. I’d have to buy a new ticket and get us a new room, seeing as she’s sharing with Hayley. That’s money that could go towards a new place and a new life for the both of us.
 
   I’ll give her a special honeymoon one day. I’ll give her anything she wants to make her happy.
 
   “I know a few places in town are hiring; I circled them in the newspaper at home.”
 
   I stare at my dad, wondering when the hell he found the time to do that over the weekend.
 
   He shrugs innocently. “I can’t have you back in my school for a while. I’m sorry, but it’s too risky for all of us, not just for you. I wasn’t sure if you’d be leaving or not, but figured I’d better have something prepared if you decided to stay.”
 
   Good point. “I love her. I had to do it.”
 
   “I get it. I’ve felt that love. I feel that love every single day for your mum. I just wish you’d waited. Eloise deserves to experience life a bit first. She’s going to university and she’ll be coming home every weekend while her friends are partying and dating and having the time of their lives.” He releases the tight grip he had on the steering wheel and glances at me. “You should have let her have that.”
 
   “She doesn’t want it.”
 
   “Yet. She doesn’t want it yet.”
 
   “I know it’ll be hard.”
 
   He lets out a laugh. “Son, you’ve never been in a relationship before. When the thrill of this one wears off, and it will, you’ll look back at this conversation and think, well fuck, I wish I’d listened and just waited.”
 
   I ignore him; he’s not right. Eloise is different and so am I. I can keep her and she can keep me. This is our choice; this is what we want.
 
   “On another note, I’m glad you’re sticking around for your mother. She’s deteriorating fast.” His eyes mist over with sadness as the same emotion torments me deep inside. “Her Alzheimer’s is progressing far quicker than expected, as you know, and… I appreciate you sticking around.”
 
   “For you too,” I state, sharing a moment with my dad that we’ve never shared before. “I’m sorry I was such a dick growing up. I just wanted out. I was bored and needed… well… Whatever I thought I needed, I didn’t find.”
 
   “Until now…” He finishes for me, referring to Elle.
 
   I nod, smile and rest my head back. “Wake me up when we get there.”
 
    
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc430086138][bookmark: _Toc430089095]Eloise
 
    
 
   Hayley and I exit the airport, both of us feeling giddy and excited to be home but equally sad to have had to leave.
 
   “I really, really, can’t wait to climb into my bed and sleep. I bet Mum put my butterfly bedding on. I bet she washed it using that strawberry scented liquid crap too.” Hayley sighs wistfully, doing a three sixty turn with her arms out. “That’s what I’ll miss the most when I go to University.”
 
   “I’ll miss you kicking me all night every night.” We both know that I’m not going home with her. I’ll be going home to my husband. 
 
   Husband. 
 
   Giggle.               
 
   I’m a married woman. I want to shout it out loud, but refrain from doing so with difficulty. Besides, I’ve been doing it the past two weeks in France and it’s shocking how many of the passers-by thought I was talking about myself and Hayley. 
 
   “You’re still glowing. I might get married just to get that glow.” Hayley pinches my cheek and points towards the drop off point. “I think he’s for you.”
 
   I look and sure enough there he is, my husband, standing in dark jeans and a white top with an extremely large bouquet of flowers in his hand. 
 
   My legs carry me forward and I drop my bags, throwing myself at him. Wrapping my legs and arms around him , I inhale his scent and taste his smiling lips. “God I missed you.”
 
   “I missed you more.”
 
   “Don’t mind me; I’ll just carry three suitcases,” Hayley grumbles, pulling my bag along with hers. 
 
   “I should help,” Isaac says as I tuck his beautiful blonde hair behind his ears and plant kisses all over his face. I slide down his body and snatch my flowers, inhaling their fragrance deeply. So pretty. “Hi Hayley.”
 
   “Hey, Sir.” She scratches her chin as Isaac piles the bags into the boot of the car. “Do I call you ‘Sir’ still?”
 
   “Isaac is fine,” he responds, his eyes drifting to me as he closes the boot.
 
   “Did we get a house?” We all climb into the car and buckle up.
 
   Isaac nods. “We did, but…” He brings my hand to his lips and kisses my knuckles. “It needs a lot of work doing to it.”
 
   My eyes light up as I smile wide, feeling even more excited than before. “Really?”
 
   “I forgot that that piece of information would probably excite you.”
 
   “Duh.” I hold his hand over the console and turn back to look at my friend, who is already texting. I roll my eyes and leave her to her messages. “What about the job situation?” We’ve spoken a few times over the past two weeks while I’ve been away and, even though I feel awful that he’s lost his job, I don’t regret slipping that ring over his knuckles and kissing the top of it after saying ‘I do.’
 
   He winces and shakes his head. “I haven’t heard back yet.”
 
   “You will; don’t worry. I’ll be transferring stores.”
 
   “Is that definite?”
 
   I nod, smiling again. “My tuition for university is already paid. My accommodation is paid for the next year, so I’ll be able to put towards home, after expenses. We’ll just have to stretch our money.”
 
   His face falls. “I can provide for you just fine; you won’t need to be sending money back.”
 
   “Okay, well then I’ll save it towards future holidays and petrol costs.”
 
   He kisses my hand. I love it when he does that. “We’ll be fine.”
 
   “Yeah, you will be,” Hayley adds absently, her eyes still on her phone. “It’s like a real life love story; everything works out good in the end in love stories.”
 
   I raise a brow, along with Isaac. “For the first time ever I think I see how lucky you are to have me and not that.”
 
   “Hey!” Hayley snaps, giggling profusely. “I’m not that bad.”
 
   “How did damage control go?” My voice sounds nervous even though I tried to sound normal. 
 
   “Well, your dad punched me.” Now I’m angry. “But I let him have that one. That’s all he did. He hasn’t been back since.” I blow out a breath, calming myself effectively. “I think your mum likes me; she said you’d love the house and that, as different as you and your father seem, in that way you’d be similar.”
 
   “My mum is sweet; she’s a bit of a pushover but she’s a good person.”
 
   “Now that I agree with,” Hayley puts in, stretching out on the back seat. “This is so weird. I’m in my teacher’s car and he’s been sleeping with my best friend.”
 
   Face palm.
 
   “I’m just saying it’s weird, not that I don’t approve.” She adds.
 
   “You approve anybody with a penis and a six pack.”
 
   She laughs and nods. “Yeah, I agree with that too.”
 
    
 
   After dropping Hayley at her family home, we don’t waste another second driving to our new one. I’m giddy and excited to see what he’s chosen for us. I know he’s worried that I’ll think it’s a dump, as he’s said many times during the drive home, but I don’t care. 
 
   It’s ours; it’s special; it’s our first house together and I get to fix it up. 
 
   “I love it!” I announce before we’ve even fully pulled into the driveway.
 
   There is a garage but the door is broken. I don’t care. We’ll fix it.
 
   “The windows are in good shape but they’re thin; we’ll need double glazed, particularly in the front room.” Isaac explains, taking my hand after I exit the car. 
 
   We unlock the door together and I giggle at the old style key with the big handle and the prongs rather than the small Yale keys you get with most houses nowadays. 
 
   The house itself is on the outskirts of town. It’s not in the most desirable location, but it is in a beautiful one. 
 
   “I should carry you over the threshold but I kind of need to hold my nose.” Isaac looks more nervous than he did before as I step inside and instantly realise what he was talking about.
 
   “It’s just damp,” I comment, looking around the hallway. The interior is nice. The old-fashioned carpet is ruined and the wallpaper is peeling from the walls. I notice the yellowing tones to the cream. “The old owners were smokers, heavy smokers.” 
 
   “Your mum said you’d spot that.”
 
   I shrug. “I don’t like smoking. It’s bad for your health, does nothing for you and only paints the walls with crap.”
 
   He cringes and looks away. “I used to smoke.”
 
   I turn to face him. “Seriously?”
 
   “Yep. I used to smoke at… umm… night.” His short pause makes me wonder if there’s something hidden behind his words. “It was just something I did.”
 
   “But you quit?” He’d better have quit. If I’ve gone all of this time without noticing that he smokes I’ll be sorely disappointed with myself.
 
   “I don’t really get addicted to stuff. I tend to go through stages. I’ll enjoy something for a while, get a little obsessed with it and then one day I’ll wake up and stop.”
 
   “Make sure that’s not a habit you pick up again,” I chastise, patting his cheek as I reach for the light switch. He grabs my hand and shakes his head. “Doesn’t work?” I ask and he shakes his head again.
 
   “It does, but you really don’t want to see this place in the light.”
 
   I ignore him and switch it on anyway. 
 
   There’s a staircase to the left, leading to the first floor. The same carpet in the hall covers the stairs; it’s such an ugly red colour. “Wood flooring, definitely. We’ll gloss the stairs and put a runner down the centre.”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   “Has it been inspected?”
 
   “Yep. The only problems are the lack of sockets and the damp. The chimney is blocked but we’ll get that sorted.”
 
   Oh my god. “There’s an open fire?” I squeal and race into the living room. Before I get to admire the open fireplace, I immediately notice the gaping hole in the wall that looks to have been smashed in with a mallet. “I can see the dining room.”
 
   “Yeah, we’ll have to rebuild this entire wall. Apparently the old owners were going to join the dining room and the living room together.”
 
   I frown. “Idiots. That’s a load-bearing wall; they would have brought the ceiling down.”
 
   A squeal escapes me as I’m scooped up into his arms. “Can we explore tomorrow? I’d really like to get you naked.”
 
   “The bed’s here?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Then let’s go.” I grin. Normally I wouldn’t mind dropping my trousers and screwing where we stand, but this place is just too unsanitary. 
 
   It’s not until I wake up in the morning and the house is bathed in natural light that I realise just how unsanitary it is. 
 
   I start in the bathroom. 
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   I wake to the sound of banging coming from across the hall. My arm automatically reaches out, seeking the warmth of my perfect little redheaded wife. 
 
   Where the hell is she?
 
   I sit up, looking around our bedroom.
 
   Our bedroom. It puts a smile on my face.
 
   I smell bleach.
 
   Why do I smell bleach and what the hell is that banging?
 
   I slip on my shoes and wrap Elle’s robe around myself, not daring to walk on the floor barefoot. 
 
   I’m shocked by what I see when I open the bathroom door and lean against the frame. 
 
   Eloise is crouched on the ground, wearing nothing but her bra, thong, shoes and an apron. There are headphones coming from her ears, a mask over her face, goggles over her eyes, rubber gloves on her hands and she’s pulling up the vinyl that used to cover the bathroom floor but now only covers half of it.
 
   The banging is because she’s using a hammer and a scraper type thing. I have no idea where she got those from, but I definitely didn’t bring them in.
 
   I should really be doing what she’s doing, that’s my job, but she seems to be enjoying herself. I decide the best way to notify her of my arrival is to crouch behind her on the marked wood floor and grind against her behind as it points directly at me. 
 
   She doesn’t think so; it startles her so badly she face plants on the ground and spins to glare in my direction, her now tussled hair partly covering her eyes and cheeks.
 
   “Morning wench!” I grin, keeping a firm hold of her hips as she tugs the headphones from her ears and pushes her hair back.
 
   “Morning.” Her face softens as she twists her body to kiss me. “Could you make me a drink?”
 
   I nod. “What’s with the bathroom renovations?”
 
   “Well I figured we’d prioritise. For now we have a nice bed, so we can sit on that when we need to rest. Food isn’t a big deal; we can just go to your dad’s if we need to cook. So I decided the bathroom is the most important job to get done because I don’t feel comfortable showering in someone else’s home. Speaking of which, we need to call a plumber.”
 
   We do? But I checked the taps. “Why?”
 
   “The pipes are old and have probably corroded; they don’t function properly and the water has an unpleasant taste to it.”
 
   Yay, more expenses. “I’ll get on that.”
 
   “No worries; I called my uncle. He’s coming to check it out this afternoon.”
 
   This annoys me. “I really wish you’d spoken to me about that first.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because of your dad.”
 
   “Please, my uncle hates my dad most days. He’s cool and it won’t cost us anything but the materials if he doesn’t have them lying around, which he probably will do. It’ll take a few days if they are corroded, though, because he’ll need to replace all of the pipes with copper pipes if they aren’t already, which I suspect they aren’t…” I place my hand over her mouth to stop the lesson on plumbing and kiss her nose. “I’ll go and fetch you a drink. Anything in particular?”
 
   “Tea, please, and a coke or something.”
 
   “Greedy.” I kiss her long and slow, wishing she’d stayed in bed so I could enjoy her again, but I understand the necessity that is doing the house up quickly. “What can I do while you’re doing that?” 
 
   “Strip the walls or something.”
 
   “With what?”
 
   “I’ll ask my uncle to bring a steamer with him.”
 
   “It’s fine, my dad has one. I’ll go and pick it up while I pick up a kettle and a bottle of coke.”
 
   “That carpet needs ripping up too and we should probably hire a skip, unless you don’t mind taking stuff to the tip?”
 
   I hold my hands up and back out of the room. “You decide. I’ll stick to tea and coke and follow your orders.” Fuck me, I feel like I’ve married a forty year old builder. She sure knows her stuff in comparison to what little I know. I can only just screw in a lightbulb. I wouldn’t mind her having a builders bum though, that’s for sure. 
 
   “I love you,” she calls after me.
 
   And I definitely love her too. “If you loved me, you’d have stayed in bed this morning and woken me up with your mouth on my…” The banging starts before I can finish. I chuckle and quickly get dressed before grabbing my keys and leaving our house. 
 
   Our house. It makes me smile all over again.
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   “I’ve met you before,” I say to the dark haired man, who grins as he walks in with a massive case full of tools under his arm. He drops it on the floor and shakes my hand. “You’re the guy who was with Elle when I saved her from getting hit by that car.”
 
   His mouth opens and his brow furrows. “Shit, yeah, I remember that. That freaked me out. Good thing you were there! I’m going to be honest; I’m not liking the fact you and my niece decided to get down with each other, but I’m liking the fact you love her and it turns out you aren’t just some arsehole teacher creeping on his students.”
 
   “Right.” I’m not really sure what to say. 
 
   “You know, the proof is in the fact you left your job to marry her and she’s not knocked up or anything.” I nod in response, because again I’m not really sure what to say, and release his hand as he looks around the place. He whistles. “Decent house. If I’d known it existed for the price you bought it at, I’d have invested in it myself.”
 
   “Uncle Stan!” Eloise bounds down the stairs and throws her arms around the man. “How are you?”
 
   “I’m good. Make me a drink and I’ll get started.” 
 
   Eloise smiles and heads towards the kitchen as her uncle passes us both and heads up the stairs, taking his tool box with him. 
 
   “Why does your uncle sound like he’s off EastEnders?” I ask quietly and she bursts out laughing. 
 
   “My uncle originally comes from London; so does my dad, but he went to university and chose a new accent. My uncle didn’t give a shit; he thinks it makes him sound hard, but I just hear Peggy Mitchell with a man voice.”
 
   I laugh with her and wrap my arms around her from behind as she pours drinks into three cups. It’s when she opens the overhead cupboard to grab the sugar that we stop laughing. The door comes off its hinges and if it weren’t for both of us having decent reflexes, it would have hit us on our heads. 
 
   “Well shit,” she curses and places it on the floor. “Easily fixed.”
 
   “When we can afford it we’ll install a new kitchen,” I say softly into her ear and kiss her neck. 
 
   She hums and nods her agreement. “Dark counter tops and light cupboards. The floor will be dark wood and the walls a deep orange, apart from that wall; that’ll match the cupboards and we’ll put a clock on it and a mini radio on a shelf.”
 
   She’s already designed our entire house and she hasn’t even been awake in it for more than seven hours.
 
   “Tea done?” Her uncle Stan asks as he comes into the kitchen with his tools. We quickly separate and Elle finishes making his drink before handing it to him. “You haven’t got a fridge?”
 
   “We do,” I explain, feeling a little irritated. “It’s in storage. We didn’t want to fill the place with stuff seeing as we’re redecorating every room.”
 
   “Smart.” His eyes go to the broken cupboard. “Definitely smart.” He looks at Elle. “All it’ll take is one call to your old man and he’ll have this place done how you like it in no time. You know that, right?”
 
   She nods, not looking at me. “I don’t want or need his help.”
 
   “Your choice.” Her uncle shrugs, not seeming bothered either way. He looks at me. “So, now you’re not teaching, what’re you doing?”
 
   I shrug, much like he did moments ago. “Looking for work.”
 
   “Well this is going to take a while. I’ll need to call a couple of friends in if you want it done by the end of the week.”
 
   “How much?” I ask the question I’ve been dreading. 
 
   “We don’t charge family.” Hhe grins and drains his tea. “Just keep the tea coming and keep the neighbours off my back.”
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   After seeing my uncle off for the night, we get changed and lock up before going to Isaac’s parent’s house. Of course I’m nervous; I imagine his dad will be mad at me but I can’t avoid him forever. It’s better to get this out of the way now.
 
   Isaac proudly holds my hand after we exit his car. Tilting his face to the sky, he inhales a deep breath and then turns to me as we head to the door. “This is so weird, right?”
 
   I can’t stop the laugh that escapes me. “Yeah, just a bit. I never thought this day would come.”
 
   He kisses me softly, sending tingles through my body and straight to my groin. I kind of wish I’d stayed in bed this morning and woken him with my mouth on his… 
 
   The door to his dad’s house opens, casting light onto us from the hallway.
 
   Isaac doesn’t separate, though; he only smiles softly at me and walks inside with me tucked to his side.
 
   “I made chicken parmesan. Your mother thinks we should celebrate.” Mr Price doesn’t look at all like he wants to celebrate; he actually looks exhausted.
 
   “Thank you, Mr Price. I love chicken parmesan,” I say, even though I know he knows that. 
 
   “I think it’s safe for you to call me John now, Elle. You are family after all.”
 
   He says this kindly and relief fills me. I guess things aren’t going to be as bad as I thought they would. 
 
   “So, how are you liking your new house?” 
 
   And just like that all feels good on this side of the world. Now I just have to speak to Mum and Dad. Well, not Dad but definitely Mum.
 
    
 
   My uncle shows up the next morning with two of his work buddies, who not only pitch in helping my uncle but also fix my cupboard doors while Isaac looks for a job around town. There’s just nothing going right now that pays a decent wage. 
 
   Luckily, because the house wasn’t too expensive and he paid off more than half of the mortgage in one go, our mortgage payments are a lot lower than if we were renting. It’s the house that’s the issue. We’re going to have to pay for a lot of things and, with Isaac out of work and me going to university in just eight days, we’re both starting to panic a little, though he hides it from me.
 
   I’m wondering if he’s regretting his decision to marry me. If he’d stayed away he wouldn’t have these stresses. 
 
   While my uncle works, I draw out a few plans for each of the rooms and list who and what we’ll need to make it happen. It’s going to cost a fortune, but at least now there are lists and instructions that Isaac can follow while I’m away.
 
   When he comes home, later than expected and clearly in a mood, I wince and fall into his arms. He looks at the mess in the yard, kitchen and bathroom but doesn’t complain. At least it’s getting fixed and we’re getting new pipes. 
 
   “There’s nothing in town,” he bites out, kissing my head and pulling himself up onto the counter. “There’s nothing out of town that’s close enough for me to drive to and from every day.” He can’t go too far in case he has to come back for his mum in an emergency. “Fuck.”
 
   “We’ll just have to keep trying,” I say softly and stand between his knees. “What about my job? The taxi rank. I finish on Friday and they’re looking for somebody to fill the spot.”
 
   He cringes and I know he wants to avoid places where he’ll be seen often. It’s not that he’s shallow; I guess it’s just embarrassing going from respected teacher to answering a phone.
 
   “It could just be temporary,” I whisper, kissing his jaw. “Just until you find something better.”
 
   “Yeah, I know.” He smiles down at me. “I brought food.” He nods to the bag I forgot he’d brought inside and quickly open it. “Last take out for a while, so I got your favourite.”
 
   “You’re bringing tears to my eyes, baby.” I sniff dramatically as I peel the lid back off the lemon chicken and rice. “Tears. In. My. Eyes.”
 
   “Has your mum called you yet?”
 
   I nod and tip the contents of the case onto two plates. “Yep, she sends her love.”
 
   He looks sceptical. “Seriously?”
 
   “Yep. She’s coming tomorrow to help me strip the hallway. She’s bringing lunch and Hayley is bringing my stuff.”
 
   He sighs and shakes his head. “Will I ever get you alone before you leave me for the good life?”
 
   Eye roll. “We’re alone right now.”
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   “Yeah, I do and you’re right. It sucks, but we’ll get together sometime soon. Don’t forget you’re driving me to Cambridge in eight days. Are you going to spend the night with me?”
 
   “Probably not. I’ll leave you to get acquainted with your roommate, but I’ll come the weekend after.” This makes me sad. “I’ll show you around the city and tour the University with you.” This makes me a bit happier. “When do classes start again?”
 
   “September eleventh I think, but I’m coming back for your birthday on the nineteenth.”
 
   He grins and touches his lips to mine. They’re tangy from the lemon sauce but I don’t care; he still tastes delicious. “We’ll figure it out. Soon we’ll have a schedule that we can follow.”
 
   “How exciting,” I joke, my tone sarcastic. 
 
   “Eat your food.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.” His eyes narrow at my words and I giggle. “You don’t like that? Does it make you want to spank me with a ruler over your desk?” His eyes darken, his pupils dilating. “I could be really naughty. I still have my old uniform at Hayley’s. Tomorrow I could be really naughty.” 
 
   “You, my dear wife, have been reading too many erotic novels.”
 
   I waggle my eyebrows. “It’s not even a little bit tempting? The whole stockings and school skirt thing?”
 
   “You’re not funny.”
 
   “Your bulge seems to think so.” I walk two fingers over the large swell in his pants. He quickly slaps my hand away and hops down off the counter. “I could take care of that for you.”
 
   “With your mouth?” He looks far too excited about that prospect. I quickly shake my head, no. “If you’re worried about doing it wrong, I could teach you.”
 
   “With a ruler?” 
 
   “You’re going to give me a blowjob one day.”
 
   “We’ll see.” I know it’s unfair of me to receive and not give him the same that he so generously gives me, but I find the whole thing kind of gross. I heard too many horror stories in school about oral sex gone wrong, where the woman has vomited all over herself, or she’s choked to death. “I will try.”
 
   His grin comes back full force. “Tonight?”
 
   “No. I’ve just eaten and I’m still eating.”
 
   “In the morning?”
 
   “Nope, we have shit to do.”
 
   He scowls but I know he doesn’t mean it. “Fine. On my birthday?”
 
   I’m about to say no but his puppy dog face is just too much. “Fine, I’ll give it my best shot.”
 
   “We could practise…”
 
   “Eat your food.”
 
   “Yes, Miss. Shall I get you a ruler?”
 
   Laughing loudly, I climb up his body until I’m wrapped around him. “I love you.”
 
   “Not as much as I love you.”
 
   I smirk against his lips. “And we have an entire lifetime to debate that.”
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   Eloise’s mum strangely hugged me when she came around with a large basket full of treats. This family has an obsession with hampers. Hayley hugged me too, which was even stranger. She also squeezed my arse, because apparently now I’m with her best friend she’s allowed to take liberties.
 
   I disagreed. So did Eloise, but Hayley just brushed us both off. That girl has zero shame. She also has a new boyfriend. According to Elle, this is her third since Wesley. Elle thinks it’s silly and gross. I’m withholding my opinion. I don’t see anything wrong with a female being able to safely test the waters. I used to… a lot. I suppose it’s different for men than it is for women, though, and that is completely wrong. 
 
   “I’m sorry you’re struggling to find a job,” Eloise’s mum states and I see the sincerity in her eyes. “I know it’s not an option for you, but it’s something to think about: my husband is training and hiring. He’s got a lot of upcoming work in town and the pay is great. Longer hours and less holidays than your teaching career, but you’ll get…”
 
   “Thank you, Sharon, but I’m going to have to decline.”
 
   She nods in understanding and looks at Elle, who is stripping paper from the wall at the end of the hall with Hayley. “You wouldn’t even have to work with him. You’d actually be working with his brother, who I know you’ve met.” So that’s how she knows I’m struggling to find a decent job.
 
   “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”
 
   “Just think about it.” She places her hand on my arm. “My husband is a controlling man but he’s a good one. It was him who told me to extend the offer. He’s too proud to show his face here yet, especially after what he did, but he knows that if he wants Elle back in his life he needs to patch things up with you.”
 
   I barely fight the urge to snort. “I’ll give it some deep consideration.”
 
   “Anyway, enough of that talk. Let’s move onto happier subjects.” I immediately notice Eloise and Hayley slightly tilt their heads as they listen. They aren’t very crafty; they’ve stopped talking so now there’s only silence and their eavesdropping is obvious. “Like Eloise going to University in eight days. I’m so proud of my girl. Most girls in this state of senseless love would completely drop their plans.”
 
   “Mum, that isn’t a happy subject.” Eloise interrupts. “I’m only going to see him a maximum of four times a month.”
 
   Hayley raises her hand for some odd reason before speaking. “People who are in the army get less than that. Consider yourselves lucky that you can just drive down if you feel desperate.”
 
   She actually has a point. “I have faith in us.”
 
   “Me too.” Eloise’s smile is loving and wistful. Yep, I’m definitely getting a blowjob on my birthday. If she doesn’t like it, fair enough, but she’s got to at least try. The thought of her beautiful mouth around the end of my cock is just too much to bear. 
 
   The thought of hardly seeing her at all for the next four years as she works her way up to graduation is definitely too much to bear. I’ve had her for three days running… how will I get used to not having her again? I don’t just mean in the sexual sense; I mean her laughter, her smiles, her secret looks and touches.
 
   “There’s something called Skype,” Hayley points out, her arms working at the wall. “And Facebook.”
 
   “Thank you, Hayley the all-knowing.” Eloise kisses Hayley on the cheek and stands, giving her legs and arms a good stretch. “I actually feel not as down about it now.”
 
   “Think how I feel. I’m going to be at Boston and I’ve had her for longer than you, Isaac. Imagine the torture it’s going to play on my heart.”
 
   “I’ll miss you too, cracker.” Eloise helps Hayley up and smiles at me. “I’m feeling the love. You need a friend like Hayley.” And then she shakes her head. “Actually, no, please don’t get a friend like Hayley.”
 
   It’s her mum who laughs at this before patting me on the arm again. “Yeah, only one Hayley is needed.”
 
   “Duly noted.” I wink at Hayley, who is pouting at being picked on, and she perks up immediately. 
 
   “So, how do you plan to put on your freshman ten pounds?” Hayley asks, changing the subject effectively.
 
   “Lack of sex and a ton of ice cream every night,” Eloise responds and her mum chokes on air. 
 
   “Not a suitable conversation, Elle.” Sharon snaps and I can’t help but agree. I glare at my red headed female, who smiles so adorably at me. Rolling my eyes I turn back to my work corner. 
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe we can do this now,” Elle sighs, her hand drawing circles on my chest as she snuggles into the nook of my arm. 
 
   “Well, sort of. It still wouldn’t be great for everybody to suddenly know. Not yet anyway.” I place a grape between her lips and close my eyes as the sun beats down on the both of us. 
 
   “Yeah, I know, but still…” She waves her arm to our garden. It’s large enough for both of us, that’s for sure, though not so big I’ll hate mowing the lawn. “We have a garden to picnic in. I love it.” 
 
   I pull her onto my chest so her body is flush with mine and her head is blocking my eyes from the sun. “You look like you’re glowing.”
 
   “I love how you’re using me like a human parasol.” 
 
   “You don’t miss much, do you?”
 
   “Nope.” She sighs and kisses me softly for a brief moment. “We should really get back to work.”
 
   Ugh. “Do we have to? I’ve only got six days left before you go away.”
 
   “I know, but I’ll be back for your birthday and I’ll come home every weekend I can.”
 
   “I wish I could visit you more…”
 
   Her lips slant across mine again, this time for a longer moment, causing her hair to fall like two thick curtains of red around our faces. My arms instantly wrap around her as my leg rolls us over until she’s under me on the mat beneath us. One of her gorgeous bare thighs presses against my hip as the other is trapped beneath my body, pressing against me in the best way. 
 
   “Your mum...”
 
   I nod and shield her eyes from the sun, hovering my face only an inch above hers. “Let’s not talk about that. Let’s not talk about anything today. I want you all to myself for the rest of the…”
 
   “I COME BEARING GIFTS!” My head drops at the sound of Elle’s mother calling to us from somewhere inside. My head hits the mat pretty hard but I welcome the pain. It distracts me from the swollen and angry cock in my pants.
 
   “Bugger.” I’m shoved to the side and kissed on the temple before Elle leaves me completely, clearly excited to see what her mother has brought for her. 
 
   I sulk for a moment but quickly cheer up when I see Eloise’s excited face through the window as she motions for me to come inside the house with a frantic wave of her hand.  
 
   We’ll be okay. It’ll be hard and I’ll miss her, but we’ll be okay.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc430089101]Chapter Three
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   I look up at my new building. It’s a lot bigger than I thought it would be, so I’m extremely glad to be on the first floor and close to the elevators. It’s a gorgeous white stone building with flowers and grass outlining the outside. The doors have a decent security system that calls up to each apartment individually. 
 
   The first thing I notice is my first name and my roommate’s on a white card slotted into the space beside the button to our room. 
 
   The urge to press it wins, even though I have a key fob that’ll open the door just fine. 
 
   Isaac nudges me with his elbow as he places two of my suitcases on the steps behind us. 
 
   “Problem?” He asks, looking around at the many people coming and going through the glass doors. They all smile but seem to be in their own busy worlds. Most of them have probably moved in already. I am doing this a little late. 
 
   “Nope, it seems my roommate isn’t in.” A nice looking girl with freckles and bright blonde hair holds the door open for us as we carry my bags in. 
 
   “Elevator B is under maintenance, use A,” she says absently, giving us a polite smile before skipping outside. Yes, skipping. Like a merry lamb in a meadow. 
 
   “She seemed nice,” Isaac comments, his eyes on me. “I’m so fucking jealous right now.”
 
   “I’m not; I’m scared out of my mind.” I really am. My palms are sweating and even though it’s warm outside my body is shivering. “My roommate is called Jordan. She seems nice. We emailed a few times over the past week.”
 
   “Is that who you’ve been talking to?”
 
   I nod, grinning. “She’s funny. We seem to get on pretty great. She reminds me a little of Hayley, but more reserved.”
 
   “Thank God for the latter.” Isaac presses the button to the elevator, commenting on the lack of graffiti and the absence of damp and urine.
 
   “It’s well maintained. My dad wouldn’t have gotten me a place here if it wasn’t. According to the blogs it’s a place where students who are serious study. Parties won’t be tolerated unless agreed to by all surrounding neighbours.”
 
   “I’m guessing there are a lot of parties then.” He doesn’t seem happy about this, but I don’t blame him. I’d be annoyed if our situations were reversed. 
 
   “You can trust me.” We step into elevator A, which is situated directly beside B. “Besides, I’ll be home every single weekend I can possibly manage.”
 
   He turns towards me, frown lines marring his forehead, and I reach up and smooth them away with my fingers. “I want you to have your freedom and your life. It’s not fair of me to ask you to suddenly become a Mormon just because I get jealous and paranoid.”
 
   “And possessive.”
 
   “Have you seen your arse?” He’s smiling now and I love his smile. I kiss him swiftly as the doors open and then we step out into the white, well lit hall. “I’d be stupid not to be possessive. The crazier I act, the less likely it is that another man will sniff around you.”
 
   Giggling, I lead us to the door to my new apartment, still terrified but now extremely excited. “Ready?”
 
   “I suppose.”
 
   Twisting the key in the lock, I pull the handle down and push open the heavy door. It’s definitely sound proof, which is good. Jordan said you can hardly hear a thing through the walls. Money well spent so far, Dad. I’ll have to thank him at some point.
 
   “I love it,” I squeak, racing forward to get a better look. 
 
   The kitchen is large, larger than expected, with decent utilities and a kickass breakfast bar that actually reminds me a little of Isaac’s old place. I’m feeling nostalgic, but that feeling stops when I see the large, grey and black L-shaped sofa that sits directly opposite a small flat screen, a bookshelf and two huge windows that overlook the street below. I didn’t notice the coffee shop across the road driving in, but I’m seeing it now and I am so relieved.
 
   “It’s gorgeous.”
 
   “It’s not very big.” He points to the four doors on opposite sides of the room. One of them has a small white board on the back with a marker pen hanging by a string. “That’s your room.”
 
   I walk over to the wooden door and look at the messy handwriting on the board. I read aloud, “I saved you the bigger room with the better closet. J x.” 
 
   “She’s sweet.” 
 
   She is. 
 
   I push open the door and squeal much like I did when I first walked into the living room. 
 
   It looks a bit like a hotel room, with the bed being sheltered by two large wardrobes and an overhead cupboard that I’d have to stand on the bed to reach. Isaac pulls a flat piece of wood from the side of the closet closest to the bed. I notice the metal contraption that attaches it to the wall, laughing when I realise it’s a moveable desk. 
 
   “That is awesome.” I immediately begin taking photos and trinkets from my bag and place them on the narrow shelves on the wall opposite my bed. My wedding photo, which I made too many copies of, I place on the bedside table so I can wake up every morning and see Isaac gazing lovingly into my eyes. 
 
   “I’ll start unpacking these.” He rests the suitcase on the still wrapped mattress, but I quickly push them off and throw my body onto his. I love how strong he is. “Okay, we’ll unpack later.”
 
   “I’ll unpack later. I want to christen this first.” My body falls from his and onto the mattress. The plastic crackles and I giggle as Isaac rips it off around my body, tugging it from beneath me causing me to roll onto my front with a quiet and happy scream. “Do that again.” I lay the plastic cover back down and lie in the centre. 
 
   He laughs as he pulls it, laughing harder when I spin so hard I almost roll off the bed. “You’re such a child.”
 
   “How about now?” I pull my top off and throw it at his head. 
 
   “Take off your jeans and I’ll tell you.” His eyes darken when I do so, scanning my body and taking in my matching black underwear. He’s seen them before but he still gets excited every time I wear them. “I love your body.”
 
   “I love yours more. Strip.” 
 
   He doesn’t hesitate, allowing me a glimpse of his defined abs as his arms stretch and pull the T-shirt up and over his head. 
 
   “Flex for me,” I tell him, shaking my hair off my shoulders as I rest back on my elbows. My own heated eyes stare at his glorious body, taking in every single dip and curve under golden skin. “How did I get so lucky?” I don’t realise that I’ve said it out loud until his eyes come to mine, a lot happier and softer than they were five minutes ago. 
 
   “I’m the lucky one.” His trousers fall to the ground and he carefully steps out of his shoes before dropping to his knees and smoothing his hands up and down my thighs and hips. Oh my… the tingles. Shudder. “You’re perfect.”
 
   “I’m podgy.” I pull on the extra meat that covers my tum. 
 
   “I love every single inch of you.” 
 
   I feel his teeth bite the piece of flesh I just pulled on. It sends a ticklish, tingling feeling through my stomach. Instinctively I push his head away, but he growls like an animal and dives back in, nipping and scraping everywhere he can reach as I laugh uncontrollably and try to pull away. 
 
   “Stop,” I beg, panting and almost exhausted.
 
   “Lie back.”
 
   I do as I’m told and shudder when he pulls my hips to the edge of the bed so my knees are hanging over his elbows. 
 
   “Stay there. I want to watch every inch of you as I fuck you.”
 
   “Yes, Sir,” I gasp and his fingers pull my lace pants to the side. 
 
   I feel him at my entrance, tapping and rubbing at me in a way that he knows tortures me worse than anything else. Well…apart from when he bites the inside of my thighs. 
 
   My hips roll, desperately trying to move him into place. 
 
   He slaps my thigh causing me to gasp and be still, something he’s never done before and I can’t say I don’t approve because, fuck, that’s hot. 
 
   My leg tingles but doesn’t hurt as he rubs the spot he just spanked. It’s when he bends to kiss my neck and then my mouth before finally pushing inside that I finally lose it. 
 
   He rocks back, pulling his body off mine so he can do exactly as he said he wanted to do. 
 
   I moan, not just at the pleasure zapping through my cells but at the loss of his warmth. 
 
   “Take your bra off.” 
 
   He lifts my limp legs higher, his eyes watching my every move as I unclip the front of my bra and slide my arms free of the straps. 
 
   I love watching his pupils dilate; it makes me feel so sexy and wanted. 
 
   “Play with your nipples.” I hesitate; that’s a new one. He’s never asked me to do that before. His eyes narrow on my face. “Now.”
 
   A shudder that builds between my legs shifts up my body, sending signals of lust to my brain that completely override any of my previous embarrassment. 
 
   My hands cup the swells of my breasts as my fingers seek out the hard peaks, tweaking and pulling in a way I didn’t even know could feel so good. It only heightens everything he’s doing to my slick core as he slowly pumps in and out, grunting every so often. 
 
   “Right hand, clit.” He orders, still holding my legs.
 
   This is something I’ve done before, but never under his command. 
 
   My fingers reach their destination and I circle quickly, in time with his thrusts which only get deeper and quicker. 
 
   It burns; it aches and it tingles more than I can handle. I beg with garbled words, my hands doing as he tells them to do as he gazes down at my body with hooded eyes. The dark blue of his irises sparkles with lust and the heavy gaze makes my body feel tight. 
 
   The pressure builds, rising higher and higher as my hands move faster and his hips thrust quicker. 
 
   “Isaac,” I whisper, still begging for more, though what of I don’t know.
 
   He groans long and deep in his throat, his chest and abs now glistening in a way that makes me want to lick every single inch of him. “Perfect. Made… me… Elle.” He bites out through clenched teeth. “Fuck.” He shakes his head, mesmerising me as I watch him lose himself, lose his control and find all of his pleasure within my body. There’s nothing more satisfying or sexy than that. “Come.”
 
   “Kay,” I breathe and it rips through me, slashing, piercing, clenching and burning the inside of my stomach in the best way before spreading through my limbs. My skin tingles and my eyes water with the intensity but I don’t move, nor do I look away. I want to watch him as he’s been watching me. I want to watch his body tense and his muscles ripple as he pounds into me with abandon, his mind and body no longer one. 
 
   It’s his growl that sends me spiralling into a deeper and longer orgasm and the way he pushes into me so deep I feel the entirety of him. I take him all and I love every second. His body shudders twice as his fingers bruise my hips with a strong grip.
 
   “Fuck,” he curses and shudders once more.
 
   I smile and reach up to brush his hair from his forehead, but he shakes it, smiling wickedly. 
 
   “Don’t think we’re done that easy.” 
 
   I squeal and laugh as he lifts me and throws me further up the mattress before covering my body with his and sinking into me again, this time placing my leg on his shoulder and devouring my mouth with his. 
 
    
 
   “I ache,” I announce two hours later as I get dressed after a long shower. Isaac doesn’t approve of the bathroom. Not because it isn’t decent, it is, but because there’s only one and, according to him, sharing a bathroom with a roommate can cause more issues than any other room in the house. 
 
   Speaking of roommates, mine still isn’t back, but the day is still young. 
 
   “Painkiller?” Isaac suggests, pulling open the fridge. “The shelves are split in two, apart from the top one which is for larger items, like pizza. Your roommate is organised.” After leaving the bedroom I stare at the plastic dividers, noticing that I get the right side of the shelves. It’s not an issue. I like the fact our food won’t get mixed up. “We should go food shopping, find the closest place for your convenience.”
 
   “I’m not sure I can walk.” I’m not lying either.
 
   Isaac winces and kisses my cheek. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s not you. I slipped in the shower and now my hip hurts.” Of course the rest of me aches too, but it’s nothing I can’t handle. It’s totally worth it in every way. 
 
   “I’m actually slightly disappointed. I was going to make myself a certificate, date it and hang it on the wall.”
 
   Now I’m confused. “Huh?”
 
   “It would say ‘the day I broke Elle with my penis’.”
 
   I roll my eyes and laugh. “You’re an idiot. Come on. Let’s go and get me food.” I turn towards the door next to the bathroom and pick up the pen that hangs from the white board similar to mine. 
 
   “Leaving a note?”
 
   “Yep.” I quickly scribble, ‘Hello, gone shopping be back soon.’ “Done.”
 
   “Does everything excite you?” My smile widens as I nod in reply. “Sigh.”
 
   I link my arm through his and grab my keys. “You make a sigh noise; you don’t actually say ‘sigh’.”
 
   “I felt like it needed the word.”
 
   “I’m seriously going to miss you.” I stick out my lower lip and make sure the door locks behind us. “Call me every day?”
 
   “Twice a day.”
 
   “Three times, or I’ll think you’ve died or run off with some prissy thirty year old who always wears her hair in a bun and sneers at the younger folk.”
 
   “You’re a bigger idiot than I am.”
 
   Giggling, I jump onto his back, ignoring the pain in my hip as I wrap my legs around his front. He grunts and grips my thighs, just behind my knees, with both hands.
 
   I take this moment to appreciate his hair. It’s super soft and rebelliously long, as always. It suits him, though, and I love running my fingers through it. 
 
   I brush it away from his neck and press my lips to the soft skin there.
 
   “Careful, or we’ll be going back inside and this time I will break you with my penis.”
 
   I grin against him before biting and sucking the skin, pretending to mark him with a tacky love bite. 
 
   He pinches my thigh to make me stop. I do and pull my head back to check the area I just suckled. It’s slightly pink, but my eyes catch something else. 
 
   I run my finger along a strange looking scar; it’s a crisscross pattern of tiny white lines that snake around his neck, a few inches from below his ear to the base of his skull. How have I never noticed this before?
 
   “What happened?” I ask softly, touching it with my finger.
 
   He drops me instantly and scratches at it delicately. I wonder if it’s from his peculiar scratching habit, but the scar doesn’t look like nail marks made it. I’m not sure what it looks like. 
 
   “Clothes-lined myself as a kid,” he explains, laughing a little. “Tried jumping from the fence in my parent’s garden into a paddling pool and ended up catching myself on the clothes line. Ripped the skin at my neck, but I was okay.”
 
   “Oh.” I touch the mark again and lean up to kiss his lips. “Proof that you were born an idiot.”
 
   He slaps me on my arse and presses the button for the elevator. At least I don’t have to take the stairs.
 
    
 
   By the time we’ve explored a little and we’re home, I’m starving, exhausted and on the verge of tears at the fact Isaac will be leaving soon. I’ve begged him to stay the night but he has to take his mum to her hospital appointment first thing in the morning.
 
   When we walk in, I’m greeted by the smell of tomatoes and garlic. It smells amazing.
 
   I also hear the microwave ping and realise it’s one of the many ready meals that sit on the left side of the fridge. 
 
   The door to the right opens and Isaac stiffens immediately. My mouth drops open. Jordan’s boyfriend is actually quite good looking. He’s nowhere near as gorgeous as Isaac, but I guarantee he isn’t the kind of guy who doesn’t get offers. 
 
   His hair is dark brown and thick, definitely comparable to the colour of chocolate. His eyes match his hair and his skin is shimmering like it has been polished with cinnamon. I wonder if he has Italian in him. 
 
   He stops in his tracks when he sees us both and a smile lights up his face. His teeth are perfect. He definitely comes from money with a Hollywood smile like that. “Hey guys, you must be the new roomie.” He directs the latter statement to me and holds out his hand. 
 
   I shake it, smiling and staring a little bit. I don’t fancy him, I’m just startled is all. 
 
   Isaac shakes his hand next. “I’m Isaac.”
 
   “Ah, the husband?” He grins again, his plump lips tipping up at the corners. “Elle has mentioned you in her emails.” They shake hands and he takes a step back. “I hope your room is okay. I let you have that one because you’re female and probably have a lot more shit than I do.”
 
   Uh-oh. Isaac tenses even more. I didn’t think it’d be possible. 
 
   We both stand staring and Jordan starts to shift, clearly feeling uneasy. “Is there a problem.”
 
   “Jordan?” I quickly ask. “I umm… I thought you were female.”
 
   He laughs and it’s loud. “Do I come across that way in my emails? Well that sucks.”
 
   “I’m sorry, it’s just the name… it’s unisex. I just assumed.”
 
   Isaac remains silent and I think he might be having a heart attack. 
 
   “No worries.” The microwave beeps again, reminding him of his dinner. “I’ll let you both pack away; I’m so freakin’ hungry.” He moves into the kitchen area and opens the microwave as I elbow Isaac and quickly start unloading my bags of food. Jordan places his ready meal on the counter before pulling himself up onto the stool. “I hope you don’t mind that I labelled everything. My mum made me do it. She said you’d probably feel more comfortable having your own space.”
 
   “That’s really kind of you and your mum,” Isaac grits out, helping me unload and figure out where everything goes. “So are you a first year?”
 
   “Nah, this is my second year. New apartment though. Last year I was at a place just down the road, but my neighbours… they’re a lot noisier than your average neighbour.” 
 
   I fill the kettle and then quickly spin to my new roommate. “I’m sorry, I don’t even know if all of this is yours and I’m just using it.”
 
   He shrugs, smiling happily. “It is, but it’s totally cool. What’s a kettle between friends? The fridge and the cooker was already installed, along with the beds. Your mattress came a few days ago, fucking heavy. Took us ages to get it inside.”
 
   Bollocks. “I’m sorry. My dad was supposed to sort it.”
 
   “No worries. The men who brought it were great, but one of them absolutely reeked of something you’d assume to be dead and rotting. I felt like he didn’t need to be contaminating your mattress so I helped the other guy up with it.” 
 
   “Thank you.” I turn back to the kettle. “Does anybody want coffee?” 
 
   “No, I’m good. I’ll finish this and let you both get settled in before I make myself known again.”
 
   “What do you want to eat?” Isaac asks, handing me the milk. 
 
   “Oh, one more thing.” Jordan interrupts. “I thought, to save on filling the fridge with two bottles of stuff we’re both using, we could just split the cost of butter, milk etc. It’s what I did with my roommate last year. Worked out well enough. Just saves on space and time.” 
 
   That sounds logical to me. “Sure.”
 
   Isaac continues unpacking and organising my side of the fridge as I make drinks and work on the cupboards.
 
   “It’s all stuff we can figure out another time.” Jordan quickly finishes his dinner and drops the empty carton into the bin and the fork into the sink. “I’ll catch up with you later.”
 
   “Later,” I say and the second he closes his bedroom door behind him, I turn to Isaac. “I swear…”
 
   He holds up his hand, stuffs the empty bags into a drawer and, after taking our hot cups of coffee, I follow him into our room. 
 
   He doesn’t talk for a really long time, at least fifteen minutes, and I daren’t speak to him until I know what level of freaking out he’s at. 
 
   I watch him pace the room wildly, grabbing my things from my bags before hanging them up. I do the same, knowing he’ll speak to me eventually. He’ll have to, because he has to go soon. 
 
   “Isaac?” I try, but he continues angrily filling my wardrobe. 
 
   I move towards him and place my hand on his shoulder. He turns and presses his face against my neck as his arms wrap around me. “I have faith in us.” 
 
   My breath hitches at his words. “You can trust me.”
 
   “I have faith in us,” he repeats, quietly this time. His lips press against my neck and his body trembles against mine. “It’s not all for nothing.” Pulling back, he stares me in the eyes. “Tell me that this hasn’t been all for nothing.”
 
   “It hasn’t,” I reassure him, gripping his face between my hands. “I love you. More than anyone and anything.”
 
   “I don’t want to leave; I want to stay here with you forever. I want to protect you.”
 
   I roll my eyes, knowing it will annoy him but not caring. “Stop being stupid. If I wanted to cheat on you I would, whether we were together all of the time or not.”
 
   His face darkens angrily.
 
   “I don’t mean I want to; that’s not who I am. I’d never hurt you like that. I didn’t marry you just so I could run away to university and meet other men. I married you to show you that, even though I’m young and probably even more stupid than you are, I want to spend my life with you. Why would I ruin that?”
 
   “Your choice of wording is horrendous.”
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   “I do… I’m sorry, I just… I don’t trust him.”
 
   His eyes glare at my bedroom door angrily so I tap his cheek in order to pull them back to me. “I only want and need you. This will make us so strong. We knew it was coming. I can’t avoid men any more than you can avoid women. I love you. I need you.”
 
   He kisses me deeply, claiming my mouth with a brutal force as his hands push me onto the bed and explore every single inch of me he can reach. “Don’t do anything stupid. I… I wouldn’t be able to handle it.”
 
   “You either.” I brush his hair from his face, noticing how much brighter it looks from the amount of sun we’ve been getting. “I love you.”
 
   “Not as much as I love you.”
 
   Grinning, I flip him over and straddle him. “We have a lifetime to debate that. Now…” I stand and smooth my clothes down. “Help me make the bed. I want to snuggle with you under my blanket before you go.”
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   “How did she settle in?” My mum asks for the third time. This time my dad is present, though, so I answer again. 
 
   “Good. Her apartment is good and in a great location.”
 
   “You don’t look happy about that.” Nothing gets past my dad. 
 
   “I am; I’m just…” I shrug and bite my lower lip. “It’s not important.” 
 
   “You’re scared of losing her.”
 
   “Can we not talk about it?” I ask, grabbing a chocolate biscuit from the tray. It tastes like ash. Everything I’ve eaten since I got home last night tastes like ash. My stomach is constantly churning and the stress I feel over this situation is killing me. I can’t stand the thought of her and that pretty boy snuggled on the couch right now, watching movies after a long day of discovering what they have in common. It’s fucking killing me.
 
   “You love with an intensity even I don’t understand.”
 
   “Please,” my mum snorts. “You’d thump a guy just for breathing in my direction.”
 
   “When I was eighteen,” my dad points out, clearly happy at the sudden surfacing of a clearly beloved memory. “Isaac is twenty nine. He should know better.”
 
   I roll my eyes. I seem to have picked up that habit from my favourite little red head. Fuck, I miss her with an ache that’s brutal. 
 
   “It’s his first actual relationship.” My mum’s memory continues to astound us both and we pray the new medication she’s on works long term. This is the best she’s been in far too long. “Of course he’s going to be intense. He’s had no practise.”
 
   “This is true.” I agree, because it is. If I’d actually loved another during my life, I might already know how to deal with this irrational rage and jealousy I feel. It’s tearing me apart. “I should call her.”
 
   “Yep, that’s one way to keep a girl her age. Smother her.” My dad’s tone is sarcastic and I don’t much care for it. 
 
   “She loves it when I call.”
 
   “On occasion, not every damn hour.” He shakes his head. “This could have been avoided if you’d just picked someone your own age and not thrown your career down the bloody drain.”
 
   “I don’t need a lecture.”
 
   “I know, but you need to see sense. It wouldn’t be as intense if you hadn’t given up so much for her. You’re constantly going to be wondering if she appreciates it, if she was worth it. You’re a smart man… sometimes… Use your brain.”
 
   “No, I gave up my career and my life to come back here. She’s the thing that made it better.”
 
   “Well thanks, that’s kind of you.” My dad copies me by rolling his eyes, clearly not offended by my words because it’s nothing he hasn’t heard before. “You don’t find what you’re looking for by running away, Son. If you two are truly meant to be, I’ll eat my words in ten years’ time, and only then. But until something decent comes out of this relationship, I’m going to continue to lecture you.”
 
   “My happiness isn’t decent?” Scoff.
 
   “You’re happy? You don’t bloody look happy.”
 
   My mum frowns at us both. “Stop arguing. I’m sick of you arguing.”
 
   “She makes me happy; it’s just a difficult time.” I snap, brushing my mum off even though I probably shouldn’t. The last thing she needs is to listen to us arguing, but I hate him when he’s like this. Uppity and always thinking he’s right, when he just doesn’t understand. “Wouldn’t you have missed mum?”
 
   My dad nods. “Yes, but we were both in the same place in our lives and I didn’t have to give up everything to be with her.”
 
   “Wouldn’t you have done? Isn’t that what you’re doing right now?” His glare tells me I’ve gone too far and I probably have, but at least I’ve got my point across. “I love her; I’m spending my life with her.”
 
   “Nobody is doubting that you love her, we’re just doubting your intelligence and common sense. There’s a huge difference.”
 
   “Whatever,” I grumble, standing quickly. “Thank you for dinner but I have a house to fix, ready for my wife.”
 
   “Good luck, sweetie,” my mum whispers as I kiss her cheek. 
 
   My dad crosses his arms over his chest, not offering to see me out, but I don’t care. I leave without saying goodbye and grumble all of the way home. 
 
   I stare at the mess of a house and flick through Eloise’s plans to make it less of a mess and more of an actual home. I don’t have a clue how to do half of this shit, but I’m going to figure it out. 
 
    
 
   It’s not until the next morning when my first round of bills come through the door and I check my dwindling bank balance that I really start to panic.
 
   Fuck.
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   “Thanks for showing me around today,” I say to my roommate as we walk into our apartment. 
 
   “No biggie. At least you now know the easiest route to work and back. You’re lucky you have a job. There are too many students here struggling because there’s nowhere hiring.”
 
   “I didn’t expect it to be so far away, but the walk will do me good.” I grin, dropping my bag under the coat rack and moving to the kitchen. I grab a can of pop from the fridge and gulp half of it down in one. 
 
   “How did you like tutorial yesterday?” He asks, following my lead and grabbing his own drink. 
 
   “It was scary but I had an awesome course guide.”
 
   He nods. “They’re all so friendly in the beginning, but be careful. Soon, especially in Business, it’ll become a war for who can get the end of year recommendations.”
 
   I shrug. “I don’t need them; my line of work will run off my dad’s. I’ll start from the ground up if I have to.”
 
   “And again, like me you’re lucky. It’s cool to have parents who worked hard at our age.” He motions to our apartment. “Better chances for us.”
 
   “Amen!” We clink drinks and move to the couch, putting over a metre of distance between us both.
 
   “You want the remote?”
 
   I shake my head and wave my phone at him. “I’m reading on the Kindle app and my best friend wants to tell me all about Boston. Watch what you want; I’m not big on TV anyway.”
 
   “Thank fuck, me neither. I prefer movies and YouTube.”
 
   Another huge relief of the day. I got so lucky with Jordan, or so it seems.
 
   It’s just such a shame he has a penis.
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   Eloise: I miss you :-( I’m exhausted.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I miss you too. Are you enjoying yourself?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Yep, Jordan was nice enough to show me the fastest and safest route to work and back, which I start tomorrow by the way. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: I’m sending you a thousand canisters of mace.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Don’t be daft. How was your day?
 
    
 
   Isaac: Stressful. We’re running out of money… fast. I need a job… fast.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Use my savings if you have to. We can replenish when you get a job.
 
    
 
   Isaac: That’s not happening. I think I’m just going to have to swallow my pride and accept that offer your mum extended.
 
    
 
   Eloise: It’s your choice; I just want you to be happy. Give it a shot. If it doesn’t work out, you can go elsewhere. Something is bound to turn up eventually.
 
    
 
   I know she’s right, but it still stinks of rotten eggs. The thought of working with that vile man makes me feel sick. He did stab me after all.
 
   Fuck. How the hell am I going to get through this?
 
    
 
   “Hey there, Stan?”
 
   “What’s up, bud?” The man who fixed our plumbing responds, his voice gruff and heavily accented. 
 
   “Remember that job offer?”
 
   “I’ll pick you up in the morning at six.” I can hear the smug smile in his voice and as much as I actually like him, because we share a mutual loathing of his dickhead brother, I don’t like his smug side. “Good for you?”
 
   “Whatever time I’m meant to start.”
 
   “Six.” He says and hangs up. 
 
   My ego just shrank to the size of a peanut and my pride just took a running dive off a fucking cliff. 
 
   It’s worth it. It’s for Elle; it’s for me and it’s for our house.
 
   I chant this over and over again as I stare through the hole in the wall of the dining room. 
 
   This is what I chose. I knew it would be hard, but this is what I chose and I don’t regret it. I’ll never regret it.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I start tomorrow.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I love you. Good luck, baby. Call me when you can; I want to hear all about it.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Am I still picking you up next week for my birthday?
 
    
 
   Eloise: No, I told you already my mum is coming. She wants to see my apartment and the city so she’ll bring me back with her. Two birds, one stone. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: I should go. I have carpet to pull up and floors to sand. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: You’re following my plan. Tears in my eyes. Tears. In. My. Eyes.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Until tomorrow. X
 
    
 
   I tuck my phone into my pocket and do exactly as I said I was going to do. I rip up carpet, cutting it into large squares as I go for easy disposal, and then scrub the floors with a shit load of bleach and wood cleaner.
 
   When my eyes and my nose start to burn, I shower and go to bed. I have a new job. I just hope I can do it.
 
    
 
   Stan pats his rounded belly and belches loudly after scarfing down his lunch in seconds. “Look, I’m sorry we got you on the shit stuff today, but there ain’t much you can do. No offense.”
 
   “None taken.” He’s not wrong. I’m a qualified teacher who can only just use a hammer and a drill when forced.
 
   “We’ll get you trained up better in the week. Today was just a rush job and we couldn’t afford any botch ups. From tomorrow we’ll be working at the building on Trinity.” 
 
   I nod and move over to Stan’s work mates, Ryan and Lee. Both are actually nice guys, with families of their own and the will to work hard. They know their shit and instantly accepted me into their group without a second thought. 
 
   Ryan is tall, way too tall, at about five inches taller than me and I’m six foot two. He’s skinny too, stick skinny. When I look at him I think of a palm tree with two arms. 
 
   Lee, however, is the opposite; he’s a foot shorter than Ryan and is more rounded like Stan. It’s his bald head that really sets him apart. He has a tattoo on the back of his head of an eye with a purple iris. If I saw it on anyone else I’d think it looked tacky, but it seems to really suit him in a weird way. 
 
   It’s not until six that we finish and even though all I’ve done is help clean, fetch drinks and learn how to plaster, I’m exhausted. Unfortunately my day isn’t through, though, because according to Stan I have a ton of paperwork to sign and a work contract to read through. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: I’m calling you soon, Sweet. Still working.
 
    
 
   Eloise: That’s okay, me too. I’m tagging shoes and counting stock. I don’t think the manager likes me but she’ll come around. My hair’s too pretty for me to be hated.
 
    
 
   “Come on, let’s get this paperwork over with and I’ll drop you home.” Stan tells me and I climb into the van. 
 
   “I’m not totally hopeless then?”
 
   “Nah, you are, but you’ll get better. We were all hopeless in the beginning. It’s not an easy job, but the days go by quick and if you lay off the burgers like I don’t, you’ll be ripped as fuck in a years’ time.” 
 
   “Thanks for the chance.”
 
   “Family now, pal, family look out for family.” He puts the van in gear and pulls out. “No matter how fucked up you joined, you’re joined and that’s that. No point dwelling on it.”
 
   “I appreciate that.” I still don’t want to be a part of Eloise’s dad’s family, but I guess I don’t have a choice.
 
   “It’s cool. Want to grab a drink after this paperwork is done?”
 
   Do I? “I’ll pass for tonight. Not used to that much labour in one day.”
 
   He laughs loud, but nods his understanding. “That part doesn’t get easier.”
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   “Hey.” I smile, rolling onto my back after answering the phone.
 
   “You sound tired.”
 
   “I am.” I yawn to prove it. “I’m never too tired for you, though.”
 
   “I wish I could say the same. I swear I can’t keep my eyes open.” Isaac also yawns to prove that fact. “Are you bonding well with your new roommate?”
 
   “He’s nice.” I daren’t say more because I’m worried Isaac will get paranoid. 
 
   “Nice?”
 
   “Can we not talk about him? I’d rather talk about you.”
 
   He lets out a breath and I hear him shuffle as he moves about in our bed, a bed I wish I was lying in with him right now. “Work was good. Your uncle is actually an okay guy.”
 
   “Told you so.” This brings me relief.
 
   “It was exhausting and I’m hopeless with a hammer, pipes, paint and plaster.”
 
   “You made the drinks then?”
 
   “Badly.”
 
   I snort and try to stifle my laughter in the blanket. I fail.
 
   “Stop poking fun; I’m too grumpy to enjoy it.” He sounds more amused than grumpy. “At least I have a job; speaking of which, the wage is decent.”
 
   “Not as good as your teaching career, I bet.”
 
   “Definitely not, but there are more hours and longer days with less holidays so it balances out. At least if I do a good job the mortgage won’t suffer.”
 
   I feel a pang of guilt. If it weren’t for me he’d still be in that job, with more holidays and better pay. “I love you and I love that you loved me enough to give that up, but I also hate that you had to.”
 
   “You’re worth it.” We both fall silent for a moment. “I should go. Have a good day tomorrow.”
 
   “You too.” 
 
   We hang up and no doubt crash at the same time.
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   “Party tonight at a friend’s house. You fancy it?” Jordan asks as we eat our breakfast on the couch.
 
   I shake my head. “My mum is taking me home for the weekend. It’s Isaac’s birthday on Sunday.”
 
   He winces. “You going to make it back in time for classes on Monday?”
 
   “Yep, I’ll be back Sunday night. Hopefully with a car.”
 
   “You drive?”
 
   I nod. “I took lessons the second I turned seventeen. Passed my test first time too.”
 
   “Show off.” He finishes his bowl and takes mine, dumping them in the sink. “So you’re cool with me having company over, should I feel so inclined to company?” 
 
   His cheeky, pleading smile makes me laugh. “It’s your apartment too. I won’t be here anyway.”
 
   “Thanks. I still figured it’s better to ask. She’ll stay out of your room anyway, whoever she is.”
 
   “Such a romantic.”
 
   He pads towards his room, stretching and yawning as he goes. “I try.”
 
   Checking the time, I quickly race into my room and rummage through my closet before finally finding something half decent to throw on. I have clothes at home so I’m not worried about having things to wear there. I am worried, however, about the laundry I haven’t had time to do all week that needs doing or I’m going to have nothing left for when classes start on Monday. 
 
   I bag up a few bits, enough to get me through Monday and Tuesday at least, before heading back into the room and waiting for my mum. I hope she finds her way okay; she’s useless with a satnav, even though it actually says the directions out loud.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Mum should be here soon. I’ll be home tonight at the latest.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I’m at work until… fuck knows what time. Have a good day. I’ll see you later. P.S. We finally started working on the Trinity road building today. Your dad isn’t here.
 
    
 
   Eloise: This doesn’t surprise me. He usually only ever turns up to supervise on occasion, not including the planning. It’s my uncle that handles the actual work. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: I’ll be fine anyway though I am suspicious of why he gave me this job.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Like I said, if it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work. :-)
 
    
 
   Isaac: Yeah... I kind of like it though. I’m learning a lot of things that I can use on the house and the guys are actually fun to talk to.
 
    
 
   Eloise: This makes me happy! :-D I love you! I have to go, Mum is here. See you tonight. Xxx
 
    
 
   Isaac: You have no idea how much I’m looking forward to it.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Me too xx Mum says hi!
 
    
 
   I tuck my phone away and wrap my arms around my mum again. It’s so weird her being here and me not living at home. Every time she has come to my house back home I just can’t wrap my head around it. 
 
   I can’t say I don’t love it, though. To be out from under my father’s thumb is a huge relief.
 
   “You look good,” she comments and gives the apartment a quick once over. “This place is nice too.”
 
   Having already told her about Jordan, she isn’t surprised to see him when he exits his room in his gym kit with a bag on his shoulder. They shake hands before he leaves and her wide eyes come to me.
 
   “Don’t.” I warn, making sure she doesn’t utter a single word about the way he looks. “Isaac is already having a mini meltdown about it.”
 
   “No kidding. Not that he has anything to worry about. You’re the luckiest female alive.” She wags her eyebrows, still smiling. “Having all of these beautiful men around you.”
 
   “I’m telling Dad.”
 
   “You’d have to be talking to him to be able to tell him anything.” She flops onto the couch and spreads out. “Oh Lord this is comfortable. I think I might invest in one of these.”
 
   Blink. “You just got a new couch, didn’t you?”
 
   “Yes but this is divine.”
 
   I watch her roll around like a dog rubbing her scent on something and decide it’s best to leave her to it. My mum is so weird. I’m so glad I don’t get that from her.
 
   There’s a bag on the counter that she brought in with her. I open it and pull out the new towels.
 
   “Oh my God, they’re so fluffy!” I exclaim, rubbing my face against them. 
 
   The door opens. “Forgot my…” Jordan looks at me rubbing my face on my new towels and looks at my mum, rubbing her body on his couch. “Bus pass…”
 
   He backs into his room, his amused eyes still on the both of us. 
 
   I drop the towels and force my mum to sit up. She seems to think it’s funny. I do not. I am mortified.
 
   “Is it safe?” Jordan jokes as he exits his room, smiling wide. “It’s safe.”
 
   “Where did you get this couch?” My mum rubs the fabric with her hands.
 
   “Don’t tell her; she doesn’t need one.” 
 
   Jordan snorts and moves towards the door. “Have fun, Ladies.”
 
   “You are so embarrassing.” I hiss after he’s gone for hopefully the final time. 
 
   “Yeah, like you can talk.” She giggles like a teenager. “You get it from me.”
 
   Shaking my head, I fold the towels and place them in the bathroom closet. “Thank you for the towels. I needed them in my life.”
 
   “I took some for Isaac too; I swear whenever that man sees me he stares at me like I’m about to bite him or something.”
 
   I choke on a laugh. “He’s scared of the situation; what do you expect?”
 
   We decide to head out for something to eat. Even though I just ate I know Mum probably skipped breakfast to get here on time.
 
   “I get that, but I can’t really say anything anymore. It’s too late. Besides, I was young once and I remember having a huge crush on my maths teacher.” Her eyes mist over as she sighs dreamily. “If he’d have offered me… well… I don’t think I would have turned him down.”
 
   “We haven’t really talked that much about everything.” I tuck my hair behind my ears as we exit my building and step out onto the warm street. “I feel bad for lying to you.”
 
   “Yes, well if I’d known you were sneaking out to bonk your teacher I think our contraception conversation would have gone a little differently.” She shoots me a pointed look and even though my mum is pretty cool, that look always scares me. “You said it wasn’t serious and even though it was, I’m glad you’re still getting on with your life the way you planned.”
 
   My teeth sink into my lip as I ponder what to say next.
 
   Luckily she speaks up before I have the chance. “What’s done is done. There’s no going back. You’re a married woman now, which means your decision is final and I’ll have to accept that or risk my only child pulling away from me.” 
 
   “I won’t pull away from you.”
 
   “Good. Just no grandchildren in the near future. I love babies, as you very well know, but I really, really, can’t handle you going through all of this just to throw your life away. A baby will ruin this. You know that, right?”
 
   “Mum…” I sigh, spinning so I can walk backwards in front of her. “Drop the baby talk. I have the coil, remember? You took me to get it.”
 
   “I know, but still, be vigilant. Keep an eye on your periods and don’t do it during ovulation times. Then it’ll be one hundred percent preventable.”
 
   It’s like I never took sex education in school. Sigh. “Okay. Now, shall we take you to eat or not?”
 
   “Recommend a place.”
 
   I point to the café across the road, which seems to be extremely busy at present. “That’s the only place I’ve been and their coffee is terrible.”
 
   “Well let’s find a new place within walking distance.” Her giddiness is contagious. I do love my mummy.
 
    
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc430086152][bookmark: _Toc430089109]Isaac
 
    
 
   Stan has me fitting a set of doors with a guy called Tony, a guy I could actually get along with. I have no idea what I’m doing, but fortunately Tony does and by the time we have one door up, I know how to do it myself.
 
   “Heads up,” Tony whispers, nodding to the entrance. 
 
   I look and wince when I see Elle’s dad walking towards Stan, who is measuring something on a long table in the corner of the entrance hall. 
 
   I hate him. The way he walks is how I’d imagine a king to walk, full of entitlement and arrogance in each of his long strides. Elle talks fondly of him on occasion, but I still wouldn’t spit on him if he were on fire. 
 
   “Hold it,” Tony says quietly and we lift the second door to its jamb. “He’s coming this way.”
 
   I try to remain passive when he finally stops beside us. His eyes scan our work before he pats Tony’s shoulder, nods at me and walks away.
 
   I release the breath I was holding and help Tony finish the door.
 
   “He’s a bit of an arse sometimes, but he’s otherwise really cool.” Tony states, seeing my unease written across my face. “You’re still training, so don’t worry too much about messing up.”
 
   That’s not what I’m worried about; I just hate being in his bloody presence. “Thanks.”
 
   “Want to get a drink later?”
 
   I shake my head, smiling once more. “Not tonight, my wife is home.”
 
   “Wife?” He notices the wedding band on my finger. “Sweet.”
 
   I notice the lack of a ring on his finger. “Not married?”
 
   “Not yet. I will be though.” He wipes his forehead on his sleeve which pushes his short fringe to the side, making him look younger than he is. He’s got to be my age at least, though right now, with his large brown eyes and chubby face, he looks about twenty two. “How long have you been tied down?”
 
   “Five weeks.”
 
   “Holy shit! Still in the honeymoon period, then.” He lets out a laugh and releases the door once it’s in place. 
 
   I quickly drill in the screws and wipe my own brow on my sleeve. It’s absolutely roasting hot in here. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: Guess who’s on her way home?
 
    
 
   I don’t respond. I don’t get the chance as Stan comes over to check the doors. When he gives his approval, even Tony seems to blow out a breath. This is tense. If we’d done something wrong, we’d have to start again and I am seriously ready for my break. 
 
   Speaking of which, Stan is letting us go for fifteen minutes. Fuck yes.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I can’t wait. Be naked when I get home.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Nope. I’m cooking for us. We’ll eat together. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: As in… we’ll eat together? Or as in we’ll just actually eat together? Both sound great, but I’m preferring the former.
 
    
 
   Eloise: If you’re lucky on Sunday… 
 
    
 
   Isaac: You’d better finish that sentence. Seriously. 
 
    
 
   “Isaac!” Tony clicks his fingers in front of my face. I blink and look up as he laughs. “Yeah, he’s got it bad.”
 
   “I thought only teenagers got that look on their face?” Ryan chuckles.
 
   I flip them off, down my water and follow them back inside as they make fun.
 
   I’m actually kind of enjoying it. This is how my friends and I were when I worked in Cambridge and I’ve missed the banter.
 
   Hopefully this place won’t be as bad as I expected, plus it gets me an extra qualification.
 
    
 
   Elle never does finish her sentence. 
 
    
 
   When I finally get home, the sky is darkening and I smile when I see the light on in the hallway. The second I open the door I’m assaulted by two things; the first is the scent of warm garlic bread and tomato sauce coming from the kitchen; the second is a female almost flying at me.
 
   I catch her, going back               onto one foot as she collides with my body, jolting every organ out of place. 
 
   “I feel like I’ve been gone a year,” she says, nuzzling my chest and holding me tight.
 
   I pick her up with my arms under hers and around her back, my smile never vanishing as I carry her inside. 
 
   “I feel like you’ve been gone for longer.” Kissing her head, I place her down and cup her beautiful face between my hands, loving the way her silky, red hair tickles the backs of my fingers and her startling green eyes reflect the amount of love I feel for her. 
 
   She kisses me, her arms wrapping around my neck, pulling her body flush with mine. “I have so much to tell you. I also have a ton of laundry to do. I had to bring it home with me; I’ve been too busy to do it this week.”
 
   “Yay, trip to the laundrettes, how fun.”
 
   “Oh, no, it’s cool. We’re going to see your mum and dad tomorrow. Your dad said I can do it all there.”
 
   Well at least he’s not giving her grief over our choices. 
 
   I run my nose along hers before claiming her lips with a kiss that I hope tells her I never want her to leave again. 
 
   “Let’s eat. I have bad news unfortunately.”
 
   I tense. Elle never has bad news. There’s no such thing as bad news in her world. 
 
   I follow her into the kitchen and sit at the foldaway table, which is actually what I’ve been using to measure wallpaper for the hallway. Wallpaper isn’t something I’m great at. Luckily she’s given it a clean and has covered it with a table cloth that I’ve never seen before. I seriously hope she hasn’t been buying things for the house yet, especially trivial things like table cloths. We just can’t afford it. 
 
   “What’s the news?” I thank her for the food as she places it in front of me and quickly take a bite. Starving doesn’t come close to explaining how I feel right now.
 
   “I can’t come home this weekend.”
 
   Blink. “Seriously?”
 
   “Well,” she shifts in her seat, her eyes on her fork twisting in the spaghetti, “I have to work. I did ask for them to limit my hours to week days after classes, but my manager is a bitch and said that if I don’t work at least two weekends then what’s the point? She’s not wrong. If I only work weekdays, I’ll only be doing two hours of work per day and that’s just not enough.”
 
   I hate that what’s she’s saying makes sense. “Then I’ll see if I can come to you on those days.”
 
   “Your mum.”
 
   I rub my tired eyes and sit back, staring at my beautiful wife. “It’s only for two or three years. We’ll have the holidays too. We’ll make do.”
 
   Her body relaxes and her weary eyes soften with a smile. “Promise?”
 
   “Yeah. Right now we both need to be working. Besides, it’ll only make our visiting times that much more special.”
 
   “I still hate it.”
 
   “Me too.” I admit, though Mum needs me more right now. 
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   “Yes,” I breathe, grabbing his amazing arse as he pounds into me, not withholding his strength in the slightest. “So… good.” 
 
   His forehead rests against mine and his eyes squeeze shut.
 
   I moan, pulling him faster as my hips press upwards. 
 
   Can’t take anymore.
 
   A shudder rocks my body and clenches my womb. That familiar burning bursts forth, smothering my skin with an amazing tingle as everything tightens and pulses, pushing signals of unimaginable pleasure through me.
 
   Isaac growls, moving his face into my neck, thrusting so fast and furiously that the metal frame of the bed starts to clang and bounce against the wall. 
 
   I fist one hand into his hair as my other continues helping his movements. 
 
   The pleasure lingers seemingly forever, yet still not for long enough, and finally, as I’m coming down from my high, he begins his, his entire body shuddering in the same way mine did as he loses all control. 
 
   “Elle.” He bites my name through clenched teeth, his breath ragged and coarse. “Fuck… so good.”
 
   And then he collapses onto me, smothering me with his weight as I lie beneath him, smiling and glowing as I try to calm my aching lungs. 
 
   “I love you.” I kiss his temple and run my fingers up his back. “But I can’t breathe.”
 
   Normally he’d roll over by this point. It’s not until I poke his side and hear a faint, grunted snore that I realise he’s asleep. 
 
   Of course now I’m stuck.
 
   Bollocks.
 
   “Isaac?” I shove at his shoulders, my arms straining as I try to push the dead weight. I should work out more; my strength rivals that of a toddler.. “You suck… seriously… you’re totally killing me right now.”
 
   Snore.
 
   “No blowjob on Sunday.”
 
   His head whips up, his eyes tired and swollen. His mouth hangs open adorably as he blinks and looks around, clearly confused as to where he is and what he’s doing here. “What?”
 
   I wriggle my hips, reminding him that he is still inside me. “You’re crushing me.”
 
   “Sorry,” he murmurs, kissing my lips and sliding off my body before draping an arm across my chest and falling asleep once more.
 
   Men.
 
   I flick his forehead and pull myself free. The shower is calling my name.
 
    
 
   The next morning, after a late night of watching videos on my phone whilst Isaac slept next to me, snoring softly in his deep sleep, I make a quick breakfast and continue stripping the wallpaper in the living room. It sorely needs doing. I can’t wait until we can afford flooring, walls and a gorgeous sofa.
 
   “You didn’t wake me.” Isaac stands in the doorway looking irritated as I scrape at the walls. 
 
   I stop and look at him over my shoulder. “You were tired.”
 
   “I only have today and half of tomorrow with you until the next time I see you. Next time wake me.”
 
   Eye roll. “It’s hardly late. It’s ten. Besides, I was going to wake you in a minute. We have to go to your dad’s, remember?”
 
   He nods, still looking grumpy as he leaves the room. I hear him pour himself a bowl of cereal and, leaving my wallpaper stripping job unfinished, I flex my aching arms and go upstairs to get changed and grab my mountain of laundry.
 
    
 
   Judith isn’t in the best frame of mind when we arrive. I notice this immediately when she calls me Claire and asks me how my dog is and then proceeds to tell me a story about her neighbour’s dog when she was a little girl. I don’t know if her story is true or not, but I love listening to her tell it. 
 
   Even though she doesn’t seem to recognise me properly, I still sit with her as Isaac piles my laundry into the washing machine. 
 
   “Did you bring the scrabble?” Judith suddenly asks, her eyes wide and hopeful. I look at John, nervous as to what to say, but she turns back to the TV, seeming to forget she even said anything. 
 
   “How’s Cambridge?” John asks kindly, ignoring whatever that was with his wife. 
 
   “It’s amazing.” Even though I’m obviously sad about being away from Isaac, I couldn’t have picked a better place. “I love it so far.”
 
   His smile is genuine. “Have you made any new friends?”
 
   “Apart from my roommate, I haven’t really spoken to anyone. Classes start Monday though, so I have hope.” 
 
   “We’re going to need to do two wash loads.” Isaac interrupts upon entering the room. “Dad, you didn’t clean the filter again.”
 
   “Oops,” John mutters, looking sheepish. “I should write a list of all of the shit your mum used to do.”
 
   “Let’s play chess,” Judith says under her breath, rocking slightly in her chair. 
 
   Isaac tilts his head, his brow furrowed. I watch his chest stop moving as he forgets to breathe. “Mum?”
 
   Judith hums and mumbles to herself, still rocking and completely oblivious to our presence.
 
   “Mum?” He repeats, moving towards her, but my dad shakes his head and pats the couch. “She’s not right.”
 
   “Isaac,” I whisper, shaking my head much like his dad just did. “Let her come out of it a little.”
 
   He takes his seat, gritting his teeth. “There must be something we can do.”
 
   “There’s not,” John snaps.
 
   “But…”
 
   “Leave it, Isaac!”
 
   I can see the need to argue swimming in Isaac’s angry, blue eyes but fortunately he doesn’t say anything. I’m starting to wonder whether or not John is coping. He seems to be giving up hope and even though I know how pointless hope must feel, he can’t give up. If he does, he’ll never forgive himself. 
 
   We just need to find a trigger to snap her out of it, but I know he won’t let us.
 
   Part of me wonders if he’s waiting for her to become a complete shell of her former self. Maybe it hurts him too much having to go through this all of the time, watching her snap out of it before losing her again. It must be painful for him to witness. The love this man holds for his wife is heart wrenching, gut churning, bloody beautiful and it makes me envious. Even though I love what Isaac and I have, I can only have a hope that one day we’ll be this much in love.
 
   True to our vows.
 
   I suppose that’s a sad way to look at it.
 
   “Scrabble, she plays scrabble.” Judith mumbles and continues her rocking. “Letters for scrabble. Missing an S. Letters and letters of scrabble.”
 
   I place my hand on hers and run my thumb in slow circles over her silky, wrinkled skin. 
 
   She looks at me and smiles. “I’d love a cup of tea.”
 
   “Then I’ll make you one.” 
 
   “I’ll do it,” John mumbles and I notice in his pain filled eyes that he’s using this time to have a moment to himself. 
 
   “How is Cambridge?” Judith asks as my heart shatters over seeing one of the strongest men I know looking ready to crumble.
 
   “It’s amazing.”
 
   “My son Isaac lives in Cambridge.” Her eyes wander to her son, who looks as ready to crumble as his father. My eyes burn but I don’t let it show. “Don’t you, Isaac?”
 
   “I used to,” is his feeble response. 
 
   “Such a lovely place.” She looks back to the TV once more. 
 
   I blow Isaac a kiss, wanting to comfort him but not wanting to leave Judith for the short time I’m here. Who knows how bad she’ll be the next time I come home? Isaac and I have a lifetime to comfort each other.
 
   To distract himself, Isaac pulls out his phone and I hear the faint sound of a game starting as his thumbs dart across the screen. Isaac isn’t one to play games on his phone; he actually despises people who spend their time playing games and texting when in the company of others. He must really need distracting. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: Angry Birds?
 
    
 
   Isaac doesn’t look up. He doesn’t respond, either; he just continues playing his game.
 
   My instincts send an alarm screeching through the back of my subconscious. I just can’t figure out why.
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   I’ve never been a huge fan of my birthday, but today I have no complaints. 
 
   We couldn’t afford to do much and Eloise got me nothing but a card and a cake, which I’m grateful for. Money is tight and there’s nothing I want, nothing that her mouth can’t do for me anyway. 
 
   We lie in bed, wrapped around each other, cake resting on a plate on my chest and candles that are glowing from random places in the room. 
 
   “What time is it?” Elle asks, reaching over me to pick up my phone. She presses the button and the screen glow reflects in her eyes. “I’ve got an hour left.”
 
   “Your mum is coming?”
 
   “No, I’m driving back with Hayley and getting a train from Boston.”
 
   “I thought your mum was dropping you off.”
 
   She moves the plate off my chest and places it on the floor by the bed. “She was, but it’ll be easier for everyone if I just go to Boston and then get the train.”
 
   I don’t like this but there’s nothing I can do about it. “Fine.” Her fingers circle on my abdomen as she smiles down at me. My fingers tuck her hair behind her ears before tracing the delicate line of her jaw and collarbone.
 
   She kisses my pec and my eyes flutter closed. I let out a sigh and rub the back of her neck as the tip of her tongue traces and slides over my skin. I feel her move down, her mouth never losing contact.
 
   I shudder at the sensations it causes in my body and shudder again when I feel myself harden. 
 
   Her hands undo my robe and I feel the cool air nip at my length when it springs free, standing proud and ready.
 
   The anticipation is killing me.
 
   She teases much like I do to her, kissing, nipping and sucking the space between my hips. Her fingers scrape along my thigh making the muscles quiver and tense beyond my control.
 
   Her hand doesn’t wrap around me but I do feel her lower lip graze the head and my lungs expand sharply as I force unwanted air into them. 
 
   She smiles against the skin of my abdomen before finally and slowly drawing me into her mouth. 
 
   In my head there’s an explosion; sparks go off; flares pop behind my eyelids; fireworks boom in my head, crackling and sizzling as my body burns. 
 
   I don’t even have to guide her as she moves up and down, pulling and sucking, keeping her teeth shielded by her lips.
 
   It’s perfect; it’s everything I imagined and more.
 
   I groan and my hands go to her head, delicately holding her hair back so I can watch her beautiful face as she services me. Her cheeks hollow with each pull and just the view alone drives me insane. 
 
   I want to thrust upwards and go deeper into her mouth but I’m worried that if I do anything to startle her she’ll flee and never return her mouth to that area again. 
 
   So I wait, feeling tortured and suffering with the best and most brutal tingles and burning to ever overcome my body. I let her do it exactly how she’s doing it and I have no complaints. She’s perfect; this is perfect.
 
   “Fuck, Elle!” I cry, my voice hoarse and heavy as she does exactly what I wanted her to do. 
 
   I’m lost; I’m losing... I want this to last forever; I need it to last forever. It feels so good… too good. 
 
   My eyes clench shut as I battle for control. My hands fist in her hair, but it does nothing. Her warm, wet mouth and tongue bring me closer and closer. She hasn’t even used her hands yet.
 
   “Slow down,” I plead, but she doesn’t. 
 
   I move my hips, trying to control the pace and movements, but it’s futile. I’m rising higher and higher.
 
   It hits me and I come crashing down with a roar. I choke for air and pump into her mouth as my orgasm spreads through my limbs and over my skin in a powerful wave.
 
   I should have pulled her head away; it would have been the polite thing to do, but I couldn’t. My brain is no longer my own.
 
   As the pulsing resides, leaving the tingling afterglow, I finally exhale and open my eyes. I’ve never felt so spent and satisfied. 
 
   The things this woman can do to me… Christ.
 
   “I’m not too sure whether or not I liked the ending,” Elle says and my eyes move to her. I watch her lick her lips. Holy fuck, she swallowed.
 
   I just died. 
 
   “Why are you looking at me like that?” Her eyes narrow angrily. “What?”
 
   “If we weren’t already married, I think I’d marry you.”
 
   Her laughter rings pleasantly through my ears. I pull her to me and kiss her lips. “So I did okay?”
 
   “I don’t know. Give me ten minutes and we can go again. I’ll let you know after a little bit more research.” Her hand connects with my chest so I capture it and bring her knuckles to my lips before pulling her into my side. “I don’t want you to go.”
 
   “Me neither,” she sighs softly as I stroke her side. “I’ll be back before you know it.”
 
   It’ll be the longest few weeks of my life. “Are you excited for classes to start tomorrow?”
 
   She sits up, a huge, beaming smile on her face, a smile that’s so contagious I find myself mirroring it. “You have no idea. I have all of my books organised and ready for each day. My schedule is pinned to my door and to the fridge so I’ll see it and memorise it. And… I got a fluffy purple pencil case with a little rubber guitar on the zipper.”
 
   This last part makes me laugh. Only Elle… 
 
   “You’re a dork.”
 
   “That gives a good blowjob, apparently.”
 
   I roll her onto her back and crush her with my body. “Like I said, I’ll need more research before I can decide.” She goes to slap my arm but I pin her wrists above her head and run my nose along hers. “Don’t forget to have fun in university but please, don’t be reckless and don’t do anything that would destroy me as a man.”
 
   Her eyes soften substantially and I see the concern swimming in them. “You trust me, right?”
 
   “Of course I do.” I’m not lying either; I do trust her. “But at your age, your impulses are a lot stronger and sometimes things seem like a great idea at the time but never are in the long run. I trust you to make the right decisions for you; just be honest with me about what you want. Especially as you’ll get lonely at times and you’ll probably resent me for not being there on occasion. If you… if you ever feel attracted to another man and you’re finding it hard to… cope…” My heart lets out a heavy thump at the thought behind my words. “Please, talk to me about it. I won’t be mad at you for that, but I’d like to be able to figure out what to do before anything happens.”
 
   “I get it. You’re older with more life experience, so there’s no point me promising I won’t ever feel that way because you’re convinced you know best.” She rolls us over, this time pinning my wrists above my head. “So for you I’ll make the promise that if I ever feel lonely and in need of company I will talk to you about it, but I want you to make the same promise.”
 
   “There’s no need; I’ll never feel that way about anyone else. I have never felt that way about anybody until I met you.”
 
   “So why can’t you trust me if I say the same?”
 
   I can see she’s hurt and that’s not my intention. “I do trust you.”
 
   “Sounds like it.” And now she’s pouting…
 
   “Babe.”
 
   “How do you ever expect this to work if you constantly look at me like I’m a child without her own mind?”
 
   Sigh. “That’s not how I look at you, Elle.” 
 
   I sit up and retie my robe as she speaks. “But you’re always going on about my age.”
 
   “I’m not always going on about your age. I just remember what it was like to be eighteen and in university.”
 
   “You remember it from a single boy’s point of view, not a married woman’s.” Good point. “I’m not an idiot, Isaac. I know my own mind and I know I’d never cheat on you. I would never need to.”
 
   “But you…”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.” She snaps and it’s probably the first time she’s ever taken that tone with me. I blink and immediately close my mouth. “Don’t ever ask me stupid shit like that again.”
 
   “I’m just…”
 
   “I’m going to get dressed. Hayley will be here soon.”
 
   “Elle, don’t leave angry.”
 
   She burns me with a fierce gaze. “I’m not leaving angry.”
 
   Snort. “Sure you’re not.”
 
   “Don’t be sarcastic; it doesn’t suit you.” She pulls on a clean pair of briefs that happen to be bright blue. I like them. I let her know that I like them by grabbing her by the hips, pulling her to me and biting the fabric that sits on her hip. Her hand pushes my head away but all that succeeds in doing is making the elasticated blue fabric stretch and ping back, whacking her bare skin. “Stop it. I’m trying to change.” I nuzzle her stomach and wrap my arms around her as she repeatedly smacks me on the head; it doesn’t hurt. “Isaac, stop being cute when I’m mad at you.” She shoves once more at my head but quickly gives up with a huff and leans on one hip. Looking up, I give her the best puppy dog impression I can. “Seriously?”
 
   I sink my teeth into her hip until she yelps and beats me over the head with her hands again. “You’re so violent.”
 
   “You make me violent.”
 
   “Classic abuser line right there.”
 
   Her growl is adorable. I stand swiftly and tip her back with one arm around her shoulders and the other on her arse. Then I claim her mouth and drop her onto the bed. “I’m still annoyed.”
 
   “No you’re not.” I throw her jeans at her before pulling on my own. “You love me too much.” As I button my shirt I watch her intently for a moment, my face and posture now serious. “Are we okay now? I really don’t want you to leave feeling mad.”
 
   After sighing she nods and kisses my jaw. “We’re fine. I promise.”
 
   “Good. Where’s my cake?”
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   In my first class of the morning I seemed to be adopted by a seemingly nice girl called Kira. She sat next to me and basically said, “Hi, let’s be friends. Where are you from and do you like tea or coffee?”
 
   I spent the day wandering around campus with her, laughing at her jokes and enthusiasm while following her lead on where to go and how to get there. The relief that I at least know one person is unreal. I hadn’t realised how desperate I was for a friend in this huge and lonely city. Now I have two, though I don’t think Isaac would appreciate me going for random lunch dates with Jordan. Kira is somebody he would definitely approve of.
 
   It’s not that I’m letting him control my life, like Hayley seems to think when I explained all on the drive to Boston. I’m just respecting his boundaries as he’s respecting mine. We’ll get to a point where we’ll be more confident with other men and women eventually, just not right now. 
 
   At least I think that’s how it works.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I made a friend today! :D Her name is Kira and she’s very sweet and outgoing.
 
    
 
   Isaac: That’s excellent news. I’ll call you tonight. Busy. Your dad is here.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Is he being nice?
 
    
 
   I don’t get a response and that worries me. I swear, if my dad does something to upset Isaac, I’ll never talk to him again. My dad is a pain in the arse, but he’s still a good man who I know just wants the best for his family. 
 
   He was there when I started mixing with the wrong crowds, experimenting with silly and dangerous drugs and getting drunk every weekend. I’m so glad I snapped out of that funk I was in. I’m not sure why I became so resentful of everyone and everything. My mum puts it down to hormones but I think it was a mix of my friend and also boyfriend leaving town and too much pressure on me to do well. 
 
   I felt smothered and alcohol at the time was my release. It’s why I don’t drink that much anymore; it just brings back memories of when I’d scream at my parents to fuck off and leave the house until the early hours of the morning, leaving them worried sick and panicked over where I was and whether or not I’d come home in one piece, if at all. 
 
   All of that pressure wasn’t for nothing though.
 
   I look around my apartment and grin. I made it. I actually made it and I just made it through the first day. There’s only onwards and upwards from here. Nothing can take me back to how I was; I won’t let it. 
 
   Plus I have Isaac to help keep me grounded. I do love that man.
 
    
 
   “Someone looks happy,” Jordan points out as he sticks his head around the open bathroom door. I instantly notice the thick layer of shaving foam across one side of his face. “Good weekend?”
 
   I nod. “Excellent. Yours?”
 
   “Could have been better.” He seems to grimace before vanishing back into the bathroom. His voice still carries through no problem. “Let’s just say my company turned out to be not so much company but more of a dead fish.”
 
   “Oh dear, how unfortunate for you.” I roll my eyes playfully and dive onto the couch with my books in hand. 
 
   “She seemed wild and then she just wasn’t anymore.”
 
   “Why? What happened?”
 
   “She fell asleep,” he grumbles. “On that couch.”
 
   I throw my head back and laugh loudly. “Sounds like you need to work on your skills.”
 
   “This was five minutes after we’d walked through the door.” I hear the taps running and then the sound of splashing water as he no doubt cleans the foam from his face. “And then the next morning she had the cheek to ask me if we’d had sex. I’m not sure what she thinks sex is exactly.”
 
   I laugh harder. “She sounds… pleasant.”
 
   “Tell me about your weekend.” He moves to the couch and sits down as he pulls his top back on. “What did you do?”
 
   “Stripped…” His brows shoot up before I finish. “The walls, you pervert. We stripped the walls in the living room and had a picnic in the garden.”
 
   “Is that it?”
 
   “Just other normal stuff, visited parents and enjoyed his birthday together.”
 
   “Cool.” He takes the remote and flicks through a few channels. “Doing homework already?”
 
   “Nah, just taking key notes to refer back to from each book.”
 
   “Clever. I might do that. Makes it easier to find the references you’re looking for, I bet.”
 
   “It does.” Isaac taught me that last school year. Isaac taught me a lot last school year.
 
   Shiver. 
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   “A word.” Darren, Eloise’s dad, hisses as he passes me.
 
   Here we go.
 
   I straighten my back and follow Darren through to a room at the back of the building. It takes ages to get there and all eyes follow us as we go. 
 
   The second the door closes behind us, Darren turns, his green eyes bright with anger. “Let’s get a few things straight between us.” Yep… here we go. “I don’t like you; I’ll never like you and I’ll never give you my blessing.”
 
   “Too late for that. Elle gave me her blessing and that’s all I care about.”
 
   “Please, Eloise is young, naïve and foolish. She’ll get bored. I’m just waiting for that moment.”
 
   Eye roll. “Great, anything else?”
 
   “There are only two reasons I’ve given you a job here. One, so I can keep an eye on you. Two, because my daughter, as foolish as she is, doesn’t deserve to struggle. But know this: when you two break up, and you will, you’ll no longer have a job here.”
 
   My hands clench into fists. “Was there a point to this meeting?”
 
   “I don’t know what she sees in you. Or, more importantly, I don’t know what a man only ten years younger than me sees in such a young girl. She’s a child,” he hisses, spittle flying from between his lips.
 
   “She’s not a child and she hasn’t been for a long time.”
 
   His laugh is cold, almost cruel sounding. “If you honestly believe that to be true then you’re nothing but a pervert.”
 
   “I love your daughter. Think what you will. I know the truth and so does she.”
 
   “She doesn’t know shit,” he yells, swiping his hand in front of him. It’s an aggressive move. “She doesn’t know what love is and you, I should report you for leading a young and innocent girl astray.”
 
   “And then you’ll go to prison for stabbing me, or have we forgotten about that?”
 
   “You think I’m scared of prison? Besides, that whole event is null and void. If you go to the police, Eloise and your father will be in trouble for protecting me. They’d be as equally guilty as I am in that matter and don’t forget the money your father accepted on your behalf. Speaking of which, why the fuck isn’t that being put towards my daughter’s house? It’s a shit hole and it should be fixed by now.”
 
   “We’re using it for my mother’s healthcare,” I bite out, knowing he’s not wrong about everything he just said and hating him even more for it. 
 
   I see him wince. “So let’s make a deal, seeing as you no longer have leverage against me and I have plenty against you.” He moves to a long desk in the corner and runs his hand along the surface. 
 
   “It doesn’t matter what you do; I’m not going to leave Elle.” No matter what he says or what calls he makes. 
 
   He looks at me incredulously. “Do you think I’m stupid? That girl would never forgive me.”
 
   It’s strange that such a vile man could actually love his daughter as much as it seems he does. “So what the fuck do you want?”
 
   “Two things.”
 
   “And if I refuse?”
 
   “I’ll tell the entire town what a pervert you are, ruining not only your reputation but your father’s too.”
 
   “I’m not scared of you.”
 
   He grins evilly. “You should be. I could ruin you.”
 
   I bite my tongue to stop myself from saying or doing something I’ll regret. “So you don’t want me to leave your daughter? You’re not going to try to force that on me?”
 
   “I know my daughter; she’ll leave you soon enough.” His confidence in his statement is making me feel sick. “I want you to talk to Elle, convince her to pick up the phone when I call.”
 
   This definitely makes me laugh. “Why the fuck would I do that?”
 
   “Because I fucking said so!” He bellows, his face turning red. “You’re going to convince her that we’re trying to be cool with each other and, to her face, that’s what it will seem. Regardless of who you think I am, my family means a lot to me and she’s my only child. Without her in my life, it’s all fucking pointless.” I’m shocked at the sorrowful tone to his voice. I still hate him though. “Secondly, you’re not going to quit this job. You’re going to work your arse off when I say and how I say.”
 
   “I quit right now.”
 
   “You don’t, because if you do nowhere else will hire you. Nowhere else will pay you even nearly enough to keep your head above water and your mother out of a home. I know the circumstances; I’ve seen what Alzheimer’s does first hand. So, when you walk out of that door you’re going to go back to work and you’re going to be the best fucking worker you can be.” 
 
   “How does this benefit you?”
 
   A malicious glint sparks in the corner of his eyes as they narrow menacingly. “You can go now.”
 
   “I didn’t say we had a deal.” 
 
   He doesn’t respond; he only walks straight past and leaves.
 
   I hate him. 
 
   Who the hell does he think he is? The fucking godfather?
 
   I calm myself and run my hands through my hair. I should speak with one of the guys. Maybe they can tell me what kind of man Darren truly is. 
 
    
 
   After work I sit in a pub with Tony and Stan, sipping a beer and relaxing my aching arms as I wait for dinner to come. It’s money I shouldn’t be spending, but I can’t get what happened today out of my head and going home to dwell on it alone doesn’t seem like the greatest idea.
 
   The atmosphere in this pub isn’t great either. Everyone in here seems down and depressed. It’s not helping in distracting me from the reality of whatever situation it is that I’m in.
 
   When Tony stands to get another round, it’s then I strike Stan who’s seems to be eyeing up a woman across the room with more interest than a married man should have for another woman. “Your brother said a few things to me today.”
 
   He winces and peels his eyes off the female’s arse. “It was only a matter of time.”
 
   “Should I take him seriously?”
 
   Stan cringes. “Probably.”
 
   Fuck. “Probably?”
 
   “He’s a good man, don’t get me wrong, but he isn’t somebody you want to cross and you have definitely crossed him. He’s smart though. If he’s told you to do something, I’d recommend doing it, just until shit calms down.” He downs the last of his beer and slams it on the table with a satisfied gasp followed by a loud belch. “What’s he asked you to do?”
 
   “Help him repair his relationship with Elle and stay working for him until he basically says.”
 
   He looks away this time, clearly uncomfortable. “Sounds too easy. I dunno, I’m not smart like he is. Just keep your head down.”
 
   “What the fuck have I gotten myself into?”
 
   “Don’t do that; don’t doubt shit now. It’ll only make it harder. At least you have a job and at least he loves Eloise enough to keep her comfy, which will hopefully keep you comfy. I shouldn’t be saying this or getting involved but… you seem like an okay guy. Just keep doing what you’re doing and maybe one day you can both put shit behind you, when he sees you’re both serious.”
 
   I hope so. This is all too TV drama for my liking. “I should never have accepted this job.”
 
   “You would have done eventually. If my brother wants you under his thumb, he would have made that happen eventually. It was the same thing with Tony when Darren found out he’d been fooling around with Nick’s wife. Shit blew up but then it calmed down.”
 
   Nick? “What does that… it’s an entirely different situation.”
 
   “Nick’s wife is our niece so yeah, it’s a different situation but it’s still the same.” 
 
   I blow out a breath. “If my mum wasn’t ill I wouldn’t even be here. I hated this town and now I hate it even more.”
 
   “It could be worse; you could be stuck here without a job, or forced to leave your mum in order to find a job. He’s not stupid. He obviously wants you here to keep you from Elle.”
 
   I hadn’t thought of that. “I guess that makes sense.”
 
   Tony comes back to the table, three beers in his hands. I definitely need this one.
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   Isaac: Can I skip calling you tonight? I’m exhausted and need a shower badly.
 
    
 
   I didn’t see his text until I was on my way to class this morning. I’d already fallen asleep on the couch, surrounded by my books. Jordan was nice enough to grab my blanket and throw it over me. Unfortunately he didn’t set my alarm, so I was almost late for class. 
 
   Kira and I actually traded numbers today and braved the food hall. I get just my lunches free with my university package, but had yet to try the many foods they have to offer.
 
   It was divine, so divine I went back for seconds.
 
   I can see myself really enjoying this.
 
    
 
   “I’m exhausted. I hate this,” I say around a large yawn as Kira and I sit on my couch, surrounded by books that may as well be in another language.
 
   She nods her agreement. “Don’t you have work in the morning?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Maybe we should call it a day?”
 
   “Yeah.” I slam the book on my lap closed and dump it on the floor.
 
   She pulls out her phone and begins to text, her pixie cropped black hair frazzled from running her fingers through it so many times. “There’s a party at my friend’s building tonight. Want to come? Might help you unwind.”
 
   “Next time,” I say, smiling politely. “I don’t think I can make it to the lift, let alone to a party.”
 
   She giggles and begins piling her books on the table. “Mind if I leave these here? I’ll pick them up in the morning.”
 
   “Feel free.” I place my own beside them and stand so I can see her out. “Are you going alone?”
 
   “Nah, I’ll be meeting up with Laurel and that guy we met in class today.”
 
   “Howard?” She nods in response and I think back to the nice male who held the door open for us before quickly joining us without invitation. He was nice, kind of cute too. “You like him?”
 
   “You’re married so I’m totally calling dibs.”
 
   I laugh loudly, quickly shutting up when I remember Jordan went to bed not long ago and I’d feel terrible if I disturb him. “Have him, he’s yours. Have fun.” 
 
   She wiggles her fingers and says bye before I close the door after her, pad into the kitchen, down a glass of water and sluggishly make my way to bed. 
 
   I need to restock my kitchen soon. I have little to no food left.
 
   Unfortunately I’m working all weekend so I don’t know if I’ll get the chance to do it. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’m tired, grumpy and I miss you :-( goodnight xxxx
 
    
 
   I don’t get a response before I sleep and when I wake up in the morning I still don’t have a response. He’s probably working hard. I hate that we keep missing each other.
 
   I grab a coffee on the way to work. I know I shouldn’t be spending money I don’t need to spend, but I’m in desperate need of caffeine. 
 
   This university lark is harder than I thought it would be and it’s only the end of the first week. 
 
   Work isn’t any easier either and I don’t finish until close. 
 
   I need home; I need bed and, more than anything, I need to see my husband. Or at least talk to him.
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   “I fucking hate him,” I snarl to Tony, who nods in agreement. 
 
   “He can be a dick and he really seems to not like you at all.” 
 
   “Remind me again why we worked today?”
 
   “Because it’s in our contract to fix shit in his houses when shit needs fixing.” Tony pulls the van door open and we both climb into the front. “Fancy hitting up that casino? The one just off the high street.”
 
   “I’m not much of a gambler, plus I can’t afford to spend anything right now.”
 
   Tony shrugs. “If you sign up with even a tenner, they triple what you’ve got. It’s just a bit of fun.”
 
   “Might as well.” I relent without much thought after checking my phone for messages and stuffing it into my pocket. “It’s not like I’ve got anything else to do today.” Nothing I can do without Elle, anyway. Besides, I’m tired of stripping walls and floors. 
 
   “It’ll be fun; I’m meeting Ryan there.” 
 
   We set off, staring silently at the road ahead as we make our way to the casino in the company van. I don’t recall ever going in one at any point in my life. I’ve been into the bookies once or twice, but only to place a bet for a friend on a horse that lost. 
 
   When we arrive I notice how tacky the building looks from the outside with its flashing sign that reads ‘BetFun Casino’. I slam the van door shut and make my way to the entrance, wondering why the hell I ever agreed to come here as Tony high fives Ryan by the doors.
 
   They pull out cards from their wallets and hand cash over to the woman behind the desk. Her boobs are fake; they are way too perky on her chest for their size. 
 
   She scans the cards and hands them back before waving me over and getting me signed up. This feels like a bad idea.
 
   “Would you like to set a limit?” 
 
   I shake my head. “Nah, I doubt I’ll be coming again.”
 
   She looks sceptical but I know myself. This definitely isn’t the kind of thing I’d ever enjoy spending money on. 
 
   “Do you know what to do?”
 
   I look to Tony who answers, “We’ll show him the ropes.” And then I’m led into the main room where machines are lined up, each one for a different game, some with multiple games. There’s a roped off section which holds a few tables for blackjack and poker and other games I don’t recognise. Overall the place isn’t huge and there are only a few people, who seem to be completely absorbed in what it is they’re doing.
 
   “Over here, you see this slot?” Ryan points to a card reader at the top right of a nearby roulette machine. “They all have them; you put the card in and gamble the money on it. Simples.”
 
   “Okay.” I move to a slot machine and they follow, both of them laughing and joking by the machines beside me.
 
   “Cheer up; let loose. Have fun. It’s just a tenner.” Tony grins and I quirk my brow. This tenner that I’m about to lose could have been spent on a sub sandwich or put towards something for the house. 
 
   “I’ll get this round,” Ryan calls, abandoning his machine for the bar. 
 
   “None for me,” I say, thanking him quickly afterwards. I can’t afford to add beer to my spending list too.  
 
   I click on a random game and this strange little fat guy flies across the screen on a cloud to help me choose a bet. At a quid a go, this money isn’t going to last at all. I set it to auto spin for ten games, laughing at the fact that by spin number eight I win twenty pence back on a one pound bet. 
 
   “This is stupid.” I shake my head and stand, wishing I’d never bothered to come, but then the machine starts to make a horrible noise. It’s the kind of noise I’d expect to hear if bombs were dropping from the sky.
 
   Tony gasps and leans over my machine. “Jackpot game, dude. Quick. Pick a box.”
 
   I entertain his amusement and pick a random cloud holding a box. “Fifty free spins.”
 
   “With a times four multiplier.”
 
   I have no idea what that shit means, but I can’t deny the slight bubble of excitement swimming around my chest.
 
   I watch the reels spin and the winnings get higher and higher. The multiplier doubles until it hits the top at times eighteen. 
 
   My mouth drops open as the winnings hit nine hundred and then thirteen hundred. By spin fifty it’s at eighteen hundred and, on the last spin, it stops at twenty one hundred. My heart stops with it. 
 
   Tony and Ryan both cheer and high five each other as the jackpot game ends and sends me back to the main screen. I wait for it to fill my card before pulling it out and pocketing it, still feeling slightly dazed at whatever just happened.
 
   “Fuck, I’m so jealous right now. I can’t believe you got the Jackpot spin on your first go!” Ryan exclaims, slapping me on the back.
 
   “At least you know to quit while you’re ahead.” Tony adds, pulling me from the chair. “That game won’t be giving you any more dollar any time soon. Come on, let’s have a beer and go.”
 
   “Not bad, a tenner turned into four months of mortgage payments.” I smile, feeling more and more excited the more I think about it. “That was actually quite thrilling.”
 
   “Just don’t let it go to your head. The chances of you winning that again are smaller than the chances of you winning the lottery.”
 
   I nod my agreement. “I don’t have any desire to come back.”
 
   “Good. It’s too easy to get sucked into these places. They’re fun on occasion when you have a spare tenner, but they’re not good if you’re feeling desperate for cash.”
 
   I don’t respond with anything more than a nod because I totally agree.
 
    
 
   I decide not to tell Elle that I won, no matter how badly I want to. It’s pointless to upset her and I know she’ll be upset if she finds out I went to a casino in the first place. 
 
   Even I’m upset at myself for going in the first place, but at least it didn’t end badly.
 
   This time.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Are you free for me to call?
 
    
 
   My phone immediately starts ringing. I smile and answer it. “Hey.”
 
   “Hey.” She breathes, catching her breath.
 
   I frown, wondering what she’s been doing to make her sound so breathless. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah.” She laughs a little and I hear a door close. “Are you?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing, what did you do today?”
 
   “Work, work, work and more work.”
 
   I know that feeling. “Me too. I’m sorry I haven’t texted.”
 
   “It’s okay; it’s been a busy week for both of us. It’ll get easier once we’ve gotten ourselves properly situated.” Her calm voice relaxes me. I lie back on our bed and imagine her lying beside me. “Isaac?”
 
   “When are you coming home?” 
 
   She hesitates for a second before finally responding, “I’m not sure I can get any time off before the holidays.” 
 
   I’m no longer feeling relaxed. “You mean the October holidays?”
 
   “Don’t sound so angry; there’s not much I can do.”
 
   “You can’t get one weekend off at all?” I don’t believe that. Not at all.
 
   “I can get Sunday off in two weeks, but it seems pointless to travel all the way home for just two hours. It’ll cost a fortune in train fare or petrol.”
 
   “I don’t care; please come home, even if it’s just for the day.”
 
   She sighs. “Okay, I’ll talk to my manager tomorrow and see if we can’t come to some kind of agreement.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “You could always come here.”
 
   “And I will, once Dad and I come to an arrangement where Mum is concerned.”
 
   “Are you visiting her daily?”
 
   “Yes, apart from today. I’ve been at work since six but I was going to head over there when I’ve finished on the phone with you.” Even though I really can’t be bothered. I really love my mum, but I’m so tired. 
 
   “Elle?” I hear a male voice call.
 
   “Just a second,” Elle says to me and then the conversation is muffled. I hear her laugh and say okay a few times before she finally comes back to me. “I’m going to go. Jordan’s friend is doing a food shop and has offered to take us. He has a car and I’m low on munch.”
 
   “Munch?”
 
   “Oh, yeah, I’m picking up Uni lingo.”
 
   My hand clenches around the phone. “So you, two guys, one car, shopping?”
 
   “Don’t say it like that.”
 
   How the fuck should I say it? “Have fun.”
 
   “Isaac,” she whines. “You’re being stupid. I hate it when you go all monotone.”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   “Seriously? That’s how you’re going to end this conversation?”
 
   “Yep.” And I hang up, feeling annoyed, irritated and no longer happy from my winning buzz. 
 
   It’s a horrible feeling knowing your wife is miles away and is spending her free time with men who aren’t you. I might be jealous, but who cares? I’m allowed to be jealous. 
 
   Jealousy is an emotion like any other.
 
   Elle is fucking gorgeous; she’s never short of admirers. I trust her. I want to trust her, but with so much temptation and never seeing me to satisfy her needs… what if she chooses to sleep with somebody else? What if she and Jordan have an affair? I’ll never know. Not unless she tells me. 
 
   I throw my phone on the bed and cover my eyes with my hands as I try to picture nicer things. It’s impossible and my stomach churns as thoughts flood my mind of her and another man lying together, naked, their bodies connected. 
 
   Fuck.
 
   FUCK!
 
   I call her back but she doesn’t answer. I call again and again but still get no answer. My chest aches. I can’t stand this.
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   The next week flies by and the essay that I did was given quite a high mark, which I’m proud of. My Professor thinks I have a knack for this already.
 
   Kira is jealous but not in a nasty way. Unfortunately her paper didn’t do so well. 
 
   We’re going to the cinema tonight when I finish work and I can’t wait. Isaac has been a lot clingier lately, calling me two or three times a day and texting me constantly. I like it, though I don’t know what has brought it on. After he hung up on me last Saturday I expected him to be in a mood with me all week. How wrong I was.
 
   He even transferred a hundred pounds to my bank and told me to have fun with my female friends, ‘female’ being the key word according to his text. That made me laugh. He’s cute when he’s jealous and paranoid. He’ll learn to trust me eventually. 
 
   The second Kira and I stepped into the cinema I take a picture of us both together and upload it to my Facebook so he can see that the money he treated me to is being well spent. I should spend it on the house but, to be honest, I feel like dragging it out for as long as I can and treating myself when I get good news like I did today with my paper. 
 
   I’m still saving for the house but if Isaac feels like he wants me to have fun, I’m not going to deny his request. We have plenty of time to fix the house up properly. 
 
    
 
   Hayley is the first to comment on the photo I uploaded. 
 
    
 
   Trading me in already? Pfft… 
 
    
 
   Then Kira comments.
 
    
 
   I’m apparently the new and improved version of you ;-) 
 
    
 
   And then Hayley again… sigh.
 
    
 
   You most definitely are not, but I like the fact you’re trying to be ;-)
 
    
 
   And then I add my own.
 
    
 
   I love you both. <3
 
    
 
   Hayley… again.
 
    
 
   Back out of this biatch! I’m marking my territory. <3
 
    
 
   I decide to leave them to it and have a shower. I should call Isaac. According to him, my dad has been rather pleasant to him all week and he thinks that it’s time I start talking to him again.
 
   I disagree. My dad stabbed him and then punched him. I’m not sure I can forgive him for that. Plus, something in Isaac’s tone doesn’t ring true. I have a feeling he’s just saying it so I don’t lose my dad. At this point in time I don’t care. I’ll make up with him when I feel ready to make up with him and no sooner.
 
    
 
   “I’m making pasta; you want?” Jordan calls, tapping on the bathroom door.
 
   “I would love pasta. Thank you!” 
 
   “Your towels are clean by the way. I put them in with mine.” Well that’s nice of him. “Mostly because I didn’t have enough to fill the machine and you know how pissed off that Chinese lady at the laundrettes gets when you only half fill a machine.”
 
   I laugh because he’s not wrong. “Thank you, Jordan. I’m getting in the shower now!”
 
   “Coffee too?”
 
   “You spoil me.” 
 
    
 
   Jordan has the bar set up with two plates and two cups of coffee by the time I’m done and dry. I sit, thanking him profusely before tucking in. We do this sometimes. If I’m cooking I’ll make him a plate and vice versa. It stops him from eating too many ready meals. Not that it’s an issue, they just aren’t very good for you and they don’t exactly taste like a gourmet meal. 
 
   We have a pretty good arrangement set up and I’m actually glad I got him as a roommate. He’s clean, tidy, keeps to himself and he’s not a bad cook either. 
 
   “Party?”
 
   I shake my head. “Nah, I’m going to call Isaac and go to bed.”
 
   “You’re missing out. Freshman year is the best time for parties.”
 
   So I’ve heard. “I know, but…”
 
   “Come on, it’s just one party.” He pouts, his hands clasping under his chin. 
 
   I’m tempted, so very tempted. “Not this time. I have to be at work at six to set up shop. Next weekend?”
 
   “I’ll hold you to that.”
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   “That’s wrong, do it again,” Darren orders, checking over the skirting board Nick and I just fitted. “It should be level.” He’s not wrong, but he doesn’t have to be such an arsehole about it.
 
   “The floor is uneven, not the skirting board,” Nick argues, looking exhausted and totally pissed off. 
 
   I remain quiet. If I get started, I won’t stop.
 
   “Do it again!” Darren yells and walks away. 
 
   Stan aims his nail gun at his brother’s back and pretends to shoot. That makes me feel a little bit better. 
 
    
 
   As soon as work finishes, I head to my parents’ and sit with my mum as she talks to herself under her breath. I don’t know what she’s saying and I don’t want to know. I hate it when she’s like this. I can’t stand it. It breaks my fucking heart. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’m going to a party on Saturday night.
 
    
 
   Of course she is. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: You’re working Sunday.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Not until noon. :-)
 
    
 
   Isaac: Fine. Have fun.
 
    
 
   Eloise: What’re you doing? I miss you.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Sat with Mum. I’ll call you later. 
 
    
 
   I tuck my phone away, ignoring it when it vibrates, and keep my mum’s glass of lemonade full. My dad sits silently in the kitchen and does his work for the week. 
 
   “When’s Elle coming home?” Mum suddenly asks. “I haven’t seen her for a while.”
 
   “In two weeks. She’ll visit here. She misses you.”
 
   “She called yesterday.” 
 
   I smile and hold her hand. “Good.”
 
    
 
   And then I go home, bored out of my mind, full from a bland dinner and depressed at the thought that I’ll probably be at work again tomorrow, doing a job I hate under the authority of a man I hate even more.
 
   The house is empty; my head is empty and I feel so fucking empty.
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   “So, how is it?” My mum asks. I’ve not spoken to her all week and I’ve missed her voice. “Crashed any wild parties yet?”
 
   I laugh. “I wish.”
 
   “There haven’t been any?” She sounds as disappointed as I feel.
 
   “No, there have. I just haven’t had the time or energy for them.”
 
   “You’re working too hard.”
 
   She’s not wrong. I move to the couch and sit, feeling bored and lonely. “Jordan invited me to a party tonight but…” I bite my lip to stop myself from saying anymore.
 
   “Isaac…”
 
   “He’s… I love him. I want to make him happy, but I feel…”
 
   “Smothered?”
 
   I blow out a breath. “Yeah. I get it, I really do. He doesn’t want to lose me or whatever.”
 
   “He can’t do that, Elle. You need to talk to him. It’s not fair. He sounds very insecure.”
 
   I cover my eyes with my arm. “What if he’s having second thoughts?”
 
   “I don’t think it’s that. If he was, I don’t think he’d be bothered.” 
 
   Yeah, I guess she’s right. “What would you do?”
 
   “I’d party anyway.”
 
   “Mum. Seriously?”
 
   “You just need to sit him down and communicate with him. He’s jealous, that’s all. It’s probably hard for him being stuck here while his wife is out there having the time of her life.”
 
   “Overstatement of the century. I need to unwind too.”
 
   “Didn’t you just go to the cinema with that nice young girl last week? Is she a lesbian?”
 
   I choke on a laugh. “Not that I know of, but I’m so going to tell her you said that.”
 
   She chuckles and coughs away from the phone. “I can’t wait to see you. Do you want me to come and stay with you for a few days?”
 
   Do I? “Maybe in the new year when I’m better at this whole juggling university with work thing. It’s a lot harder than I thought it would be. If you came now, I’d probably neglect you and you’d never come again.”
 
   “It’ll get easier, baby. You’ll see. Soon you’ll be wondering why you ever stressed in the first place. And speak to Isaac. Don’t let him be that way with you.”
 
   I smile softly, my eyes burning with emotion. “Thanks, Mum. I love you.”
 
   “I love you too. Now go, and if you want to go to the party then go. Don’t ever let anybody control you or stop you from doing something you want to do. That’s not what relationships should be about. You’re partners, not boss man and little lady. Besides, he’s been going out for beers with the lads from work, or so I’ve heard.”
 
   What? He has? “Oh.”
 
   Mum sighs deeply, knowing by my shock that I didn’t know about that. “That arsehole.”
 
   “Don’t, Mum. It’s my issue. I’ll deal with it.”
 
   “Okay.” She doesn’t sound convinced. “I love you, bye.”
 
   “Love you too.”
 
   I grip my phone tightly in my hand and stare at the screen for five minutes. My mind flames with anger as I wonder how to best approach this situation. So it’s okay for him to go out and have fun, but it’s not okay for me?
 
   Fuck.
 
   How is this ever going to work between us when we’ve only been away from each other for a few weeks and already we’re both falling apart and arguing?
 
   I decide not to say anything yet. I don’t feel like it’s the right time. I’m going to wait until I finally go home in October for the holidays.
 
   I should talk to him when I go home on Sunday but I’m only there for a few hours and it seems pointless to ruin what few hours we have together with serious conversations. Besides, I’m kind of hoping he doesn’t let me leave our bed for long enough to have anything to talk about. 
 
    
 
   Kira: You can borrow my car on Sunday. I’m not using it. You are insured right?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Fortunately I am! You are the best new friend a girl could have!!!! <3
 
    
 
   Kira: I’ve screenshotted that and I’m sending it to your Hayley as we speak. ;-) 
 
    
 
   Eloise: Let me know how that goes hahahahaha
 
    
 
   I open Isaac’s messages, smiling with more happiness than should be possible.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’m definitely coming on Sunday. Kira is letting me use her car.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Thank you, Jesus. I’m going crazy here without you. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: That bad?
 
    
 
   Isaac: You have no idea. I miss you. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: I miss you too. My week hasn’t been great either.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Why?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Busy, busy, busy with no break.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I hear you! 
 
    
 
   Anger rolls through me again. He just lied. No break? What about drinks with friends? That sounds like a break to me!
 
   I take a deep breath and continue texting.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Roll on Sunday before I lose my mother lovin’ mind.
 
    
 
   Isaac: More lingo? Mother lovin’? Really?
 
    
 
   Eloise: You’re just jealous because I’m officially cooler than you. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: Rigghhhhhht… 
 
    
 
   Eloise: I also give awesome blowjobs.
 
    
 
   Isaac: So, Sunday? 
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’m picturing you wagging your eyebrows at me … dork.
 
    
 
   Isaac: The eyebrows, they get excited they do. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: And you just confirmed that I am way, way, way cooler than you.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Go to sleep ;-) Dream of me. See you Sunday. Eight more sleeps. Just eight.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’ll be counting down the sleeps.
 
    
 
   Isaac: As will I. 
 
    
 
   Back to boredom it is. 
 
    
 
   Hayley: Bitch! Thought we swore to never find better friends?
 
    
 
   Or not. It’s about time she texted me. Damn I miss her.
 
    
 
   Eloise: If you forgive me I’ll spend Halloween trick or treating with you and your kid brother.
 
    
 
   Hayley: See? How will I ever find a better friend than you? :-( It’s unfair that you get me and a Kira… why can’t I get you and a Kira?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Because you’re insane and it takes a special kind of person to handle your level of insanity… there aren’t many of those people in the world. Be glad you found me and treat me to a hot fudge sundae when I’m back in town.
 
    
 
   Hayley: I stopped reading after the word because…
 
    
 
   Eloise: I want my ice-cream!
 
    
 
   Hayley: I want a Kira!
 
    
 
   Kira: I want cake!
 
    
 
   Eloise: Have you been screenshotting our conversation to Kira, Hayley? She wants cake. 
 
    
 
   Hayley: Yes… yes I have. 
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   “Wakey, wakey, baby,” I hear as a finger continuously prods me in the cheek. “Rise and shine, sunshine.” I cover my head when an empty plastic bottle starts bouncing on my head repeatedly. 
 
   “No. Five more minutes.”
 
   “I only have eight or so hours. You need to wake your sexy arse up or I’ll eat your entire breakfast.”
 
   Now I’m listening. “Breakfast?”
 
   “Compliments of my mother. She cooked for us and put it in a container for me to bring home. It’s this weird potato and cheese dish thing. I’ve forgotten the name.”
 
   I immediately open my eyes and pull Elle into my chest before rolling her laughing form over and trapping her with my body. “I don’t remember ever feeling this tired.”
 
   “Hard day at work?” Her fingers trail up and down my spine as her clothed body lies prone beneath me. I feel her tongue taste the skin of my neck and a shiver races through me. “I’ve tidied by the way. This place is a mess. I almost forgot what a slob you are.”
 
   She’s kidding, right? I lift my head and glare at her. “I’ve been working and fixing up the house.”
 
   “Hey…” Her voice is soft and her fingers cup my cheek. “I’m not complaining. I was just making fun.”
 
   I’ve become an angry, sleep-deprived person. “I’m sorry for snapping.”
 
   “Are you feeling a bit better now?” 
 
   I nod and kiss her before sluggishly climbing from bed. “I’m exhausted.” She follows me to the bathroom and watches as I brush my teeth. “Your dad is…” I stop and shut my eyes for a second, not wanting to break mine and her father’s terms and stupid fucking conditions. “He’s being a lot nicer.” Luckily the toothbrush in my mouth muffles my words, almost making them sound sincere.
 
   Her dark eyebrow quirks. “Seriously?”
 
   “Yep.” I spit the minty foam from my mouth and quickly wash my face. “Did you turn the heating on?” 
 
   “Yeah, why?”
 
   “It’s not cold and we’re going out. Go and turn it off.”
 
   Widening her eyes cockily at me, she stomps from the bathroom and does as I ordered. “It’s only been on for ten minutes.”
 
   “We can’t afford those ten minutes. We should stretch the money.”
 
   Her head pops around the door. “Understandable. I didn’t know we were going anywhere and I’m cold, so…”
 
   “Then put a jumper on.” I immediately wince at the harsh tone to my voice and so does she. 
 
   “Should I give you a minute?” She’s not concerned; she’s frowning. She’s probably asking for a minute for herself rather than wondering if I need one. 
 
   I nod and lean over the sink until I hear her feet descend the stairs.
 
   “Get it together. You only have a few hours with her,” I snap at myself in the mirror, noticing the dark rings under my eyes and the pale tone to my skin. I splash cold water on my face, stretch my body and do a few push ups to get the blood flowing. My mood doesn’t change much, not until I see the food on the kitchen table and my stomach growls angrily. 
 
   I ignore that and pad straight to my wife, relieved when she doesn’t push me away as I wrap my arms around her from behind and rest my chin on her shoulder. “I’ve missed you.”
 
   “I’ve missed you more.”
 
   I kiss her ear and release her carefully as she carries to cups to the table. “Food now?”
 
   Grinning, she picks up her fork and takes her first bite. I quickly follow, eating every last piece and needing more. 
 
   “Toast?”
 
   “I’ll do it.” I yawn again and move to the toaster. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me, eating so much all of the time.”
 
   “You’re doing manual labour daily with little to no sleep. Your body obviously needs it.” 
 
   “I don’t want to talk about work. I want to hear about you and your week.” It’s true, I do. I want to know everything. “Did you go to that party?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   “Why?”
 
   She looks at me as if I’m stupid. “Because you didn’t want me to. Duh.”
 
   I decide to change the subject rather than waste the day talking about that. It’s useless because of course I want her to go out and party; I just… I want to protect her. I can’t do that from here. 
 
   “So, where do you want to go today? What do you want to do?” I ask my beautiful wife as she places the dishes in the bowl and shakes her head to remove her stunning red hair from her face. 
 
   “I thought you had a plan?”
 
   Right. “I thought we could go to that café we went to once upon a time, pick strawberries or something?”
 
   Her face lights up. “Really? Like… definitely?”
 
   “Yeah, why not?” I’m just relieved she likes that idea. 
 
   “I can make jam!”
 
   I laugh, loud. “You know how to make jam?”
 
   “Nope, but YouTube does.”
 
   “I’ll get changed then.”
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   I quickly do the dishes and skip around the house with a duster as Isaac gets ready. His mood was bad but I’m hoping he’s cheered up now. He looks exhausted and I’m worried about him. All I can do at this point is try and make his day a better one. 
 
   When he descends the stairs, he smiles softly at me and opens his arms for me to walk into. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” he whispers, clearly remorseful over his earlier behaviour.
 
   “It’s a good thing I’m a forgiving woman,” I joke and press my lips to his soft ones. “Come on, I want to make jam.”
 
   “Thanks for cleaning. It’s not fair that you had to do it. I know you’re working and have school too.” He keeps his arms tight around my back, clearly not wanting to let me go until I’ve heard him out. “I must have forgotten how lucky I am during my sleep.”
 
   My heart melts a little and my entire body relaxes, all earlier tension gone. “Well, write it on your wrist just in case it happens again.”
 
   He grins and kisses me again before taking my hand and leading me out of our house. He becomes much more attentive on the way to the café than he was this morning, even sitting us in the same seats we sat in last time and going a step further by kissing me in exactly the same way.
 
   I feel more settled and stable now. I remember the thrill of sneaking around and the constant fear of being caught. It was fun while it lasted, but this is much nicer. Of course there are still risks and the fact we got married is still frowned upon, but if we do this properly and stay out of view of people who might want to cause trouble for us, it should all work out fine. 
 
   “What’s on your mind?” Isaac asks, his hand over mine on the table.
 
   I want to talk to him about everything, most importantly about the fact I daren’t ask him if I can go to a party. I shouldn’t have to ask him for permission anyway. Of course, as his partner I’ll tell him and invite him, but I shouldn’t have to ask and I definitely shouldn’t be scared of asking.
 
   I just know it will ruin his mood and then it’ll ruin our day, so I shake it off and point to the fields through the window where each individual bush is dotted with beautiful red strawberries. “I just can’t wait to start.”
 
   His smile is blinding, mesmerising. I think he’s proud that he’s found something I’m so clearly excited about. “Let’s go then.”
 
   Outside the café is a hut around the back where we can collect baskets from a lady in an odd green dress. Isaac holds my basket and my hand before leading me deep into the field, mindful of the hard dirt ground in between the rows and rows of strawberry bushes.
 
   “Did you know that strawberries aren’t actually a part of the berry family?” I pluck my first one and drop it into the small green basket.
 
   “They aren’t?” Finally, something I know that he doesn’t.
 
   “Yep and, even weirder, bananas are. Isn’t that weird? Kind of changes the way you look at fruit.”
 
   He laughs and crouches to pluck another strawberry. I crouch with him so we’re facing each other. “I suppose it does. You learn something new every day.”
 
   “I’m a sponge for useless information.”
 
   “Nothing in that brain of yours is useless. You never know; you could be faced with a million pound question one day and that, right there, could be the answer.”
 
   After plucking a few more strawberries I give him a shove. He falls backwards onto his rear and glares. I giggle and shuffle away like a crab, looking for a better patch of bigger fruit. 
 
   “Physical abuse… I’m wondering what I married into.”
 
   Eye roll. “Dramatic much?”
 
   “That eye roll always reminds me of the first day in class, when I asked you if you were okay after your near death experience.” 
 
   I pluck the memory from my head, much like my fingers pluck the strawberries. “You used to make me so nervous. I had a major crush on you.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I will shove you again.” I point at him with a strawberry before throwing it in with the rest. Then another thought comes to mind. “When was it that you first fell in love with me?”
 
   His face becomes blank and he stops moving. It’s almost like I can watch the wheels turn in his head. “I don’t know, probably when I first told you.”
 
   “When did you first tell me?”
 
   His brow quirks. “You don’t remember?”
 
   “Oh, I definitely remember.” I stand and cross my arms over my chest. “I’m wondering if you remember.”
 
   He rolls his own eyes. “Why’s it so important?”
 
   “Because it’s a big deal!”
 
   “Don’t get snappy; it’s not a big deal. It doesn’t matter when I told you. What matters is that I do.”
 
   Okay, he might have a point. “Stop being a smart arse.”
 
   “Stop being silly.”
 
   I stick my tongue out at him and move to another patch. 
 
   “I think we have enough now. The basket it almost full and your fingers are well and truly stained.” 
 
   I look at my red finger tips and suck one into my mouth. The tangy taste of strawberries hits my tongue and I groan. 
 
   Isaac’s eyes hit mine and a familiar shadow takes over his irises. He bites down on his lower lip and watches as I remove my finger and lick my lips. “Good?”
 
   “You tell me,” I breathe, lifting his hand and brazenly wrapping my lips around his middle finger, scraping it slightly with my teeth. 
 
   His pupils dilate and his breath catches in his throat. Our eyes remain connected as I suck the sweetness from his skin before pulling it from my mouth and smiling. 
 
   “Let’s go.” Clearing his throat, he steps closer to me, pressing his body against mine as his hand grabs my own and presses it against his warm and definitely swollen length. “That’s your fault.”
 
   “I take full responsibility.”
 
   “You’re fixing it in the car.”
 
   “I am?” I lean forward and nip at his neck. “You sure?”
 
   “If you don’t, I’m not talking to you again.”
 
   I laugh a little and pull away, “You wouldn’t last five minutes.”
 
   “You’re probably right,” his voice is husky and his thumb pulls at my lower lip. I hear the hidden meaning in his words and flutters appear in my stomach. 
 
   “Okay,” I croak, my voice squeaking. “Let’s go.”
 
   After throwing his arm around my shoulders, he leads me back to the hut where our strawberries are weighed, packaged and paid for. 
 
   “Strawberries aren’t cheap,” I comment, the box on my lap in the car.
 
   “Nope…” Isaac responds, but I don’t think his mind is on the strawberries. “So if I drive slowly…”
 
   “Nope.” I respond, knowing exactly what he’s referring to.
 
   “But…”
 
   “Don’t use that whiny tone. It’s not safe.”
 
   He grins wickedly and pulls down a dirt road, hidden by a few trees. 
 
   I stare straight ahead, thrilled at the prospect of doing this out in the open but feeling stubborn simply for the hell of it. 
 
   He waits, unbuckling both of our seatbelts. I do not acknowledge his presence. He lifts my hand from my lap, guiding it to his groin. 
 
   The smile on his face is mischievous, almost naughty, like a little boy who he thinks he’s gotten away with stealing biscuits from the cookie jar. 
 
   “It’s still a nope.”
 
   “Do you genuinely not want to, or are you just trying to make my balls turn blue for the fun of it?”
 
   “I’ll get back to you on that.”
 
   “Elle…” His mouth is closer to my ear and his lips move along my jaw. “I want you.”
 
   My eyes flutter closed as his hand grasps my breast and his tongue presses deep into my neck, circling slowly. It sends waves of lust shooting to my groin, moistening and heating my core in a way that makes me feel almost desperate. 
 
   “Anyone could drive down here at any moment,” I whisper, though I’m not sure why I’m whispering. It’s probably because my vocal chords aren’t working at the moment. 
 
   He grabs a newspaper off the back seat and opens it up. “Now everyone will think I’m reading.”
 
   “That is so bloody romantic. You seriously know how to woo a girl.” 
 
   He winks and assists me by opening the button to his jeans. Seconds later he’s freed himself and his gorgeous, thick length is standing proudly, waiting for me to soften him with my mouth.
 
   I sigh like it’s the biggest chore in the world, which it isn’t, before leaning over the console, ignoring the gear stick digging into my side, and wrapping my mouth around the tip. 
 
   Isaac’s groan of approval and pleasure is what gets me going more than anything. He quickly forgets about the newspaper and strokes my hair instead. His head falls back and his body shakes as I suck him deeply into my mouth. 
 
   “Holy fuck,” he gasps when I grab him with my hand and stroke him in time with my mouth. “Christ, I’ve missed you.”
 
   I pop up, my eyes narrowing. “Now you’ve missed me?”
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   I yelp when he pushes my head back down and practically forces himself past my parted lips. I reward him with a bite, not a hard one but hard enough to make him cry out. 
 
   “Laugh again,” he begs as I get back to what I was doing after laughing at his pain. 
 
   By the time I’m done, my jaw is aching and my lips are numb but I’m feeling proud of myself for causing that dreamy smile on his face. 
 
   He leans over and kisses my temple. “Let’s get you home.”
 
   My mouth falls open. “Are you serious?”
 
   “Anybody could drive down here at any moment.” He repeats my argument from earlier, a smug yet satisfied smile on his face. I huff and turn away from him. “Besides, I want to be in you when I make you scream.”
 
   That tingling down below multiplies. “This is so unfair. What’s the female equivalent of blue balls?”
 
   “Blue…”
 
   I slap my hand over his mouth. “Don’t answer that. Just hurry home.”
 
   Laughing loudly he does as he’s told, making sure to kiss the hand across his mouth before placing it on my lap.
 
   Arsehole. 
 
    
 
   The day flies by far too quickly and I really wish I didn’t have to leave. I’m going to miss Isaac more than he realises, even if he is covered in the sticky jam we did a terrible job of making. It was fun, though, and tasted amazing on ice-cream, even if it looked like tomato puree.
 
   Isaac hugs and kisses me like he’s never going to see me again. He finally lets me go and I face the long drive back to Cambridge with sorrow in my heart. 
 
   It only gets better when I walk into my apartment and Kira is waiting for me with a huge smile on her face. “You’re alive!”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Is my car?”
 
   I grin and give her a brief hug. “Yes. Thank you, by the way. I wouldn’t have seen him until October otherwise.”
 
   “Ah, to be young and in love. Speaking of in love, seriously crushing on your man mate.” She fluffs up her pixie crop and smiles, her dark eyes sparkling.
 
   “My what?”
 
   “Jordan, your man mate.”
 
   Blink. “Man mate?”
 
   “As in male roommate.”
 
   I giggle and walk to the fridge. “Ask him out then.”
 
   “No. Guys like that don’t want to date.”
 
   I shrug. “You never know.” And then I grunt as a memory comes to mind. “I have to do laundry. Want to come…?”
 
   “That’s my cue to leave.” She turns on her heel and does just that.
 
   “Hayley would have come with me,” I grumble under my breath after the door closes and pad into my bedroom feeling sulky. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: Got to do laundry :-( I miss you already. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: Come home and stay forever.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’ll see you in October :’-( 
 
    
 
   Isaac: I’ll try to come next weekend; I promise.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Yay! 
 
    
 
   I grin but that soon fades when another text comes through.
 
    
 
   Dad: Please call me. We need to talk about this.
 
    
 
   I ignore it and turn my sulky walk into an angry one. I’ll talk to my dad when I’m good and ready. 
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   “What exactly do you want me to do about it?” I snap angrily at my boss.
 
   “Just tell her to call me!”
 
   “I have!” I move towards the door and pull it open, sighing when the handle comes away from the door. “Fuck.”
 
   “Get that fixed,” Darren snarls and rages past me, his shoulder bashing against mine as he goes. Arsehole. 
 
   This day can’t end fast enough. 
 
   I immediately head to Tony the second it does, “Drinks and Casino?”
 
   He nods, smiling a little. “Sounds like a plan. Let’s go.”
 
   And go we do. 
 
   “How are things?”
 
   I try to put on a happy face but fail and it doesn’t go unnoticed. “Alright. I don’t know how you guys do this. It’s fucking exhausting. I’ve only been working with you about six weeks and already I’m knackered and in need of a holiday.”
 
   “It must be tough not having your wife there when you go home, too.”
 
   “Amen to that.” I check my phone for any sign of a message from her, immediately annoyed and disappointed when I don’t see one. 
 
   She left two weeks ago and, thanks to her arsehole dad, I’m not able to get any time off this weekend. I’ll be working for two hours on Saturday morning and then again that night and I’ll be working again Sunday at noon. It’s like he knows when I’ve made plans with her and he does everything he can to ruin it. Not to mention the fact that while I am working he does nothing but bust my balls, moan, shout and piss me the hell off.
 
   “She’s pretty, your lass.” Tony isn’t wrong. “Looks young.”
 
   “She’s nineteen next month.” I figure there’s no point in lying. 
 
   He scratches his chin and gives me a sideways glance. “I know she’s the boss’ kid.”
 
   Bollocks.
 
   “Don’t be looking like that. It’s not for me to judge. I get why he’s pissed at you, though. I know why he’s given you a job too. I was in a similar situation with him. He likes to keep potential enemies close where he can fuck with them.”
 
   He’s not wrong. “I love her; she’s worth anything he throws at me.”
 
   “Ah young love. Must be nice.”
 
   “It was before I started working for her dad,” I grumble under my breath, but he doesn’t hear me.
 
    
 
   I take a seat at the same machine I won on last time and watch the pictures spin before stopping. No win. I do this again and again as the ice melts in my whiskey and Tony talks to a pretty woman at the bar.
 
   “This time,” I tell myself as the pictures spin and stop. “Fuck.”
 
   I pull the card out and blow on it, hoping it brings me some sort of luck. It doesn’t. 
 
   “Maybe you should stop,” Tony laughs, sitting at the machine beside me. “Cut your losses.”
 
   “I can win it back.”
 
   He laughs louder this time. “That’s what they all say. I’ll be back shortly. The lady at the bar isn’t finished with me yet. Look…” He nods in her direction but I don’t look. “She’s giving me the eye.”
 
   My brow quirks but my eyes don’t leave the machine. “The stink eye?”
 
   “Fuck you,” he jokes, returning to the bar as I waste more money on this stupid fucking machine. 
 
   Before I know it, I’ve put in the entire fifty I credited to the card. Gone in less than forty minutes, with only a few small wins to keep me spinning. I smack the side of the machine in frustration, drawing the attention of the bar staff and the security guard, who stands by the door keeping an eye on the room at all times. 
 
   I stand, down my drink and contemplate putting more money onto the card. I can win it back; it’s only fifty. I haven’t technically lost anything yet because of that huge win I got the last time I was in here. 
 
   “Come on.” Tony waves me over to the bar. 
 
   My phone rings. It’s Elle but I immediately disconnect the call and join my friend. There’s too much background noise in here; she’ll know I’m not at work or at home.
 
   “You look pissed off.”
 
   “The machine ate my money.” I sigh long and deep, feeling like an idiot for coming here. I don’t feel better at all. 
 
   “That’s usually what happens.” The pretty girl behind the bar smiles, her eyes looking me up and down with no small amount of approval. “Sorry you lost.” She pours two beers into two large glasses and slides them towards us with a wink. “On the house.”
 
   “Why thanking you kindly, Ma’am.” Tony grins and brings her hand to his lips. That move instantly reminds me of my wife. “This is Isaac, by the way. Isaac, this is Petal.”
 
   “Petal?” I ask out of curiosity. “Real name?”
 
   “Yep. I have three sisters called Flower, Rose and Lily.”
 
   “Your Mum a florist?”
 
   She giggles, turning to wipe the counter. “She thinks flowers are the most beautiful thing in the world, so what better than to name her beloved daughters after them.”
 
   “Well, she wasn’t wrong.” Tony gulps his beer as I do the same, thanking Petal with a smile and a nod. 
 
   And just like that, two hours fly by and I go home a little bit drunk, not only with fifty pounds lost, but with a taxi fare and two hours’ worth of drinks added to that. 
 
   Meh. I’ll regret it in the morning. There’s no point regretting it now. I should just enjoy the laughs I’ve had and the merry feeling buzzing through my brain. 
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   “What the fuck, Isaac?” I snap into my phone. “I called you twenty eight times last night. Do you have any idea how worried I was?”
 
   “I said I was sorry.” He yawns loudly. I want to punch him. “I fell asleep.”
 
   “So you were home?”
 
   “Where else would I be?” I hear the sound of a drill in the background. “I have to go; I’ve got work to do.”
 
   “You were home?”
 
   “Yes, Elle!” 
 
   I don’t know why I’m pushing it. I just have a horrible feeling he’s lying to me. “The truth.”
 
   “That’s the fucking truth. This job is exhausting.”
 
   “Christ, you’re not the only one who works! I’ve got class in fifteen minutes.”
 
   “Then get off the phone.” His tone is joking but it pisses me off even more. “Are we done?”
 
   Sigh. “Yes.”
 
   “I love you. Bye.”
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   I growl at my phone and blow my hair from my face.
 
   “Someone sounds pissed off,” Jordan comments, taking a large bite from an apple. 
 
   “That’s my apple,” I say and snatch it from his hand. 
 
   “I was just warming it up for you.”
 
   “Weirdo.” I grab my bag and head to classes with a sour feeling of dread in my heart. Isaac always answers my call. Always. Maybe not the first time, but he always calls me at some point if I’ve called him.
 
   I’m reading too much into it. I’m being paranoid. Christ, this must be how he feels. 
 
   I cannot wait to go home for the holidays. I hate the distance, hate it. 
 
   It’s not just the actual distance between us, but he fact it’s finally putting strain on what should be a happy relationship. 
 
   I’m probably being dramatic. We talk almost daily; we text daily. Just because he didn’t call me one time doesn’t mean we’re walking a path towards divorce.
 
   I need to focus on the positive side of things, like the fact my grades are brilliant, my fridge is well stocked and even though Isaac and I seem to be having an off day, we are very much in love. 
 
   We can do this.
 
   I can do this.
 
   I have to do this. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: We’re going to Dad’s on Halloween to keep my mum company while he watches over the school Fright Night. 
 
    
 
   The text comes while I’m out with Kira having dinner and I wince as I respond. She notices but waits for me to finish responding before asking.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’ve made plans with Hayley on Halloween. I promised I’d go trick or treating with her and her little brother. But it’s okay because I’ll have all week with you.
 
    
 
   Isaac: When were these plans arranged?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Before I came to see you last time and then they were confirmed afterwards. I totally forgot to mention it. Besides, we’re spending my birthday together so it’s not like we aren’t getting alone time.
 
    
 
   “Stop frowning; you’ll get wrinkles.” Kira’s tone is soft and comforting but can’t stop frowning, even as I apologise absently.
 
    
 
   Eloise: It’s not a big deal, Isaac. It’s only one night. I need to see my family and friends.
 
    
 
   Isaac: It’s fine. I’ll cancel.
 
    
 
   “Stop wincing, or whatever that wrinkly thing you’re doing to your nose is called. Seriously, I’m buying you anti-wrinkle cream.”
 
   I look up at my friend and smile warmly. “I’m so sorry I’m being quiet. I just have something to sort out.”
 
   “No problem, I’m eating your noodles.”
 
   I raise my fork in warning and she laughs, but at least she leaves my noodles alone.
 
    
 
   Eloise: You should go. When your dad gets back we can go dancing! We’ve never done that. Hayley was talking about going to Skegness. It’s only a twenty minute drive and the nightlife is supposed to be awesome!
 
    
 
   Isaac: Clubbing? Really, Elle? I’m a bit past that.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Stop moaning, it’ll be fun. <3
 
    
 
   Isaac: If it’ll put a smile on your face… I guess I’ll give it a try. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: Love you. :-D
 
    
 
   Isaac: Yet you’re subjecting me to a night of torture… 
 
    
 
   Eloise: Dramatic much?
 
    
 
   “All done?” Kira chuckles as I tuck my phone away and tuck into my dinner with gusto. “I guess so, fatty.”
 
   “I like food; nothing wrong with liking food.”
 
   She pulls a face of mock disgust. “Don’t talk with your mouth full. That’s gross. I don’t need to be seeing that.”
 
   I throw a pea at her and continue eating like a starving woman. “So, how’s your essay coming along for Professor Mitchel?”
 
   The face she pulls this time is of actual disgust. “That man is Hitler… The reincarnation.”
 
   Blink. “It’s not that bad. It could be worse.”
 
   “You’re smart; you get this stuff. I barely pass and I study my arse off. Shit like this doesn’t come easy to me.”
 
   “You got straight As in your GCSEs and in your A Levels.” Is she crazy? She’s definitely smart. 
 
   “Okay, so maybe I’m just not working as hard as I used to. It’s our first year! We should be partying and having fun and instead we’re eating dinner together like two crazy cat ladies while there’s an insane party going on one floor above your room… which you’ve been invited to… which your classmates are at.”
 
   She’s not wrong. “I will party after the holidays.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   Do I? Yes… yes I do. Because Isaac will see my side and he’ll stop being so bloody untrusting. “I promise.”
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   I tip the food onto the plates and take two through to the room for Mum and Dad. They both thank me as I turn to collect my own. 
 
   “I’m sorry I haven’t been around much this week,” I say to my mum as my dad flips the knife and fork in her hands. She was holding them the wrong way again. “I’ve been so busy at work.”
 
   “How is that going?” Dad asks around a mouthful of food.
 
   “I hate it, but a job is a job and the pay isn’t half bad. I’m making more than I was before but the hours are just awful.” 
 
   Dad gives me a stern look. “And you’re trying to make amends with Elle’s father?”
 
   “He stabbed me.” Why do I have to keep reminding him of this?
 
   “Yes, he did, but eventually Elle is going to make up with him and you both need to be on equal footing.” 
 
   I laugh harshly. “Why the hell do I need that? I can’t stand the guy.”
 
   “When you and Elle have kids...”
 
   “In ten to fifteen years… that’s a long time to find equal footing.”
 
   He rolls his eyes heavenward. “You’re not seeing the bigger picture. The guy did save you from being broke.”
 
   “Only because he knew his daughter would leave school to work and help out and only so the fucker could keep an eye on me and make my life hell!” I place my plate on the floor, suddenly not feeling hungry. “Why is it that every single fucking time…”
 
   “Language.”
 
   “I come here,” I continue, ignoring his snarl, “all you do is go on at me? I’m a grown man! I’m married and I’m settled down. Let me moan about work in peace. I’m coming home; I’m doing the shit you’ve told me to do. I’m helping out as much as I possibly can with Mum… yet you’re still on at me like I’m a fucking teenager.”
 
   “Because you’re bloody acting like one! Things are hard but you made your bed…” I’m beginning to remember one of the main reasons I left town to begin with. “Did you ever think that if you came to some sort of agreement with Darren you wouldn’t be having such a difficult time at work?”
 
   “That man can’t be reasoned with.”
 
   “Funny, because it seems you two are more alike than you think.”
 
   “I’m done talking about this; we’re upsetting Mum.”
 
   Dad huffs but nods his agreement when he sees my mum staring blankly at her plate. “Would you like some lemonade, Love?”
 
   “I’m not a fucking child!” Mum suddenly shrieks, throwing her plate onto the ground and standing. “I’m not a fucking child!”
 
   Dad grabs her as she goes to swipe everything off the mantelpiece and I freeze, unsure what to do. She’s had a few of these tantrum like episodes in the past but I’ve never heard her scream this way. She sounds like she’s being tortured.
 
   My chest constricts and I’m finding it hard to breathe as I watch the woman who raised me fall to a heap on the ground, her arms around her legs as she mumbles incoherently under her breath. 
 
   My dad whispers reassuring words in her ear, kissing her temple and cheek every so often.
 
   “I’ll fetch the broom,” is all I can manage to say and I leave the room. 
 
    
 
   After I’ve cleaned up and my dad has gotten her into her bed in the dining room, which is now her bedroom, we both stare at each other for a long moment. My dad places his hand on my shoulder. “You’re right, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be lecturing you. You’ve got it rough enough at the moment. Just… make sure you look after that girl. She’s a good lass and she’s relying on you to be a good man.”
 
   I finally take a long breath before nodding. “Yeah, we need to stop this crap between us.”
 
   “It’s clearly getting to your mum. Give her a kiss and go on home.”
 
   I do so, my entire body shaking as I plant my lips against her cheek and stare down at her frail body. “Love you,” I whisper, ignoring the burning behind my eyes. 
 
   “Do me a favour,” My dad says as I move towards the door. He holds out two twenties. “Get Elle something nice for her birthday from me and your mum. I’d get her it, but I don’t know when I’ll have the time.”
 
   “You don’t have to get her anything.”
 
   “I do. She’s my daughter in law and she’s still a good friend to this family. Get her something from us. Please?”
 
   I take it and shove it into my back pocket. “I’ll even wrap it and bring it over so you can give it to her yourself.”
 
   “Go, sleep. I’ll settle your mother.”
 
   I stop when I step through the open door and look at him over my shoulder. “When was the last time she recognised somebody other than you?”
 
   “It’s been two days now. I’ve never heard my dad’s voice sound so weak. 
 
   “She’ll come back.” I try to reassure him, but I don’t even believe it myself. “She will, you’ll see.”
 
   My dad doesn’t believe me; he’s losing hope. Not that I blame him. Christ, what if this is me and Elle in the future? Could I do what my dad is doing? Could I ask Elle to do for me what my dad is doing for Mum? 
 
    
 
   Isaac: I think we should take out life insurance.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Planning to kill me and buy that stupid red car you admire in Top Gear every week?
 
    
 
   Isaac: Obviously… Also, Mum’s worse than ever.
 
    
 
   She doesn’t respond for fifteen minutes. It’s only when I try to call her and the engaged tone lets me know she’s on the phone to someone that I realise she’s probably called my dad. 
 
   Immediately afterwards, she calls me.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” she cries, sniffling loudly. “I want to come home. Should I come home?”
 
   “No. There’s no point, Elle. You’ll be missing classes for no reason.”
 
   “I feel so shitty. I should be there more.”
 
   I feel her pain as if it’s my own, which is bad because I’m already feeling my own pain and having hers on top is just making it worse. “Elle… we knew it was coming. Please just stay strong right now.”
 
   “I am staying strong!”
 
   “You’re hysterical.”
 
   I hear her clear her throat and blow her nose. “I’m sad. It’s a sad thing. You’re not the only one who loves her, you know? It breaks my heart when she forgets who I am.”
 
   “Yeah.” I recall the heartbreak written all over Elle’s face whenever Mum has called her the wrong name or has asked her who she is. It kills me to see. “I really wish you were here right now.”
 
   “I’m coming then. Just drive down and pick me up. Please?”
 
   “I wish you were here, but it’s pointless you missing classes and work for something inevitable. I’ll be seeing you in just ten days and that’s enough to keep me going.”
 
   She sniffs again and exhales a shuddering breath. “Promise?”
 
   “Yes.” I park the car and stare up at the building I despise, with its stupid flashing sign and its stupid allure. “I have to go. I need a bath and bed.”
 
   “Okay. I love you.”
 
   “I love you more.” And I mean that from the bottom of my heart.
 
   “We have a lifetime to debate that.”
 
   I smile but it’s not complete. “Yeah. Bye.”
 
   “Bye.” She sniffs once more before hanging up and I rest my forehead on the steering wheel. 
 
   Why the hell did I drive here? What am I even doing here?
 
   I can’t think of a single good reason, yet I can’t seem to stop myself from going inside. Ordering a drink from Petal, who I have a brief yet charming conversation with, I head over to a nearby machine to win back the money I lost.
 
   I leave with three drinks in my stomach and eighty pounds richer than I was yesterday. That’ll do. 
 
   At least I know when to stop, unlike some of the regulars in here. 
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   I place the violet sweets on the side and listen as my stomach makes some odd noises. Maybe eating eight packets to cheer myself up wasn’t such a good idea. I just feel so useless here. 
 
   I’ve spoken to Jordan about it and was a little bit shocked when he gave me a hug and asked me if I needed coffee. Of course I said yes. I always need coffee, but then he brought out the sweets and now seems to find it hilarious that my stomach is talking to us both in a growling language I don’t understand.
 
   So even though I’m miserable that I’m not with Isaac when he needs me and I need him, I’m feeling a little chirpier than I was twenty minutes ago. 
 
   “Would you like a drink of something stronger than coffee?” He asks, pulling a bottle of vodka from under the couch.
 
   I shake my head. “I’d better not. It’s been a while and I have that quiz thing tomorrow.”
 
   “Sure.” He stuffs it back under the couch and hands me the remote for the TV. “You have free reign to watch whatever you like.”
 
   “Why thank you,” I say sarcastically and snuggle into the corner of the couch, flicking through channels that just don’t have anything good to watch. 
 
   I pull my dressing gown over my chin and relax back even more, snuggling the soft fabric to get warmer. 
 
   “You are seriously weird.”
 
   “It’s soft and warm,” I respond haughtily, sticking my tongue out at him. “Do you think it’s weird living with a girl?”
 
   He blinks, seemingly shocked at my question. “At first I thought it would be, but actually it’s quite enjoyable. You’re extremely clean, you don’t help yourself to my chocolate, you’re always studying so I always get to watch whatever I want, and you make the apartment smell like rhubarb. What is that, by the way?”
 
   “You smell like rhubarb.” Isaac’s words from months ago float to the front of my mind and I smile. “It’s probably the soap I use or something.”
 
   “Your soap is Dove.”
 
   I laugh out of shock. “You’ve been checking out my soap?”
 
   He blanches and his face turns pale. “God no, I just… we’ve been sharing a shower forever now. I’ve noticed that you always seem to buy the same body wash.”
 
   I narrow my eyes playfully. “You’re a creeper.”
 
   “Shut up, I am not. I’m just observant.”
 
   “That’s what all creepers convince themselves they are.” 
 
   He pinches the skin of my ankle and twists, making me scream and kick at him. “Go to bed.”
 
   “You go to bed.”
 
   “No, I’m snuggling.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   I stare at his relaxed form at the opposite end of the couch. He sits similar to Isaac, with his arm stretched out along the back of the couch, one of his legs tucked under the opposite thigh as the other leg rests on the coffee table. 
 
   “Do you find it weird living with a guy?”
 
   I think on it for a moment and then shake my head. “Not really. I find it weird when you bring girls home.” He looks shocked so I quickly recover. “I just mean that I’m used to living with a guy, not that I disapprove of the girls. It’s just weird. I can’t explain it.”
 
   “Jealous?”
 
   Umm… Definitely not. “No. Not jealous. Well… maybe a little. I wish Isaac could be here. That’d be nice.”
 
   Jordan smiles softly. “You really love him.”
 
   “Maybe you are observant.”
 
   “Anybody who gets those eyes when talking about someone else is definitely in love. The sickly kind of love that I want no part of.”
 
   I giggle and prod his thigh with my foot. “It’ll happen to you one day, you’ll see.”
 
   He shrugs, clearly not in any rush to get to the stage I’m at in the love department. “Coffee in the morning on the way to class?”
 
   Should I? “Yeah, that’d be nice.” I yawn loudly and stand. “I’m going to bed.”
 
   He stands too, rather abruptly. It shocks me. “Me too. I’ll turn everything off.”
 
   “Thanks.” I give him a wave and pad towards my room. “Goodnight.”
 
   “Night.”
 
   Unfortunately I don’t sleep. I do, however, check my Facebook page for the first time in forever and frown at the lack of activity on my wall and in my inbox. I need to make more friends. I’ve only bonded with two people since I arrived; one is my roommate and the other is a girl who adopted me on the first day. Kira forever reminds me of this.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Are you sleeping? I can’t sleep.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Me neither. Sing me a lullaby.
 
    
 
   Eloise: And kill Mother Nature? No thank you.
 
    
 
   Isaac: You always know what to say to make me laugh. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: I just ate eight packets of those little violet sweet things.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I bet you taste delicious.
 
    
 
   Eloise: My stomach hates me for it. Seriously, even Jordan could hear it growling. I was that loud!
 
    
 
   Isaac: You’ve been hanging around with Jordan?
 
    
 
   Eloise: We had a coffee on the couch in the room in the apartment where we both live… don’t start. I’m not in the mood.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I wasn’t starting! I was just curious. I’m actually kind of glad somebody is there to keep you company. It broke my heart to hear you cry.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Don’t. Let’s not talk about it until I’m home. I’ll cry again. Try to sleep. I love you.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Sweet dreams. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’m counting down the sleeps. <3 <3
 
    
 
   Isaac: Me too.
 
    
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc430086172][bookmark: _Toc430089129]Isaac
 
    
 
   This is what the next eight days consist of: visit Mum, work, be shouted at by boss, more work, be shouted at again, visit Mum, cook dinner, text Elle, go for a drink, pay the bills, put money into a machine that hates me and hopefully win…lather, rinse, repeat. 
 
   It’s official; my bank account is almost empty and Eloise’s birthday is coming up soon. The bills have been paid fortunately; they’re what emptied my account in the first place. Those and the food shopping and wallpaper for the hallway, which Elle told me she needed. Not wanted; but needed. Typical Elle. 
 
   Also I have to fit it before she gets home in two days. At least I learned one thing at work - that I fucking hate papering walls. 
 
   Fortunately Tony is coming over in the morning to help me out. I think I’ve made a friend, first person in years I’d class as a friend and definitely the first in years I’d call to go out for drinks. 
 
   I still don’t even know what to get her for her birthday. I’m a shit husband.
 
    
 
   “Third time this week,” Petal comments, sliding my usual free beer my way. 
 
   I shrug. “I keep getting lucky.”
 
   She glances around and lowers her voice. “Most of the newbies do. Don’t forget it’s all a hook.”
 
   “I know. I’m waiting for that luck to run out.” I wink at her and ask her to watch my drink as I put another fifty I don’t have into the machine that hates me. 
 
   “I think it did the last time you came.”
 
   “I won’t know for sure until today.” I grin and watch the reels spin.  
 
   Ten minutes later I’m draining my free beer and waving goodbye to Petal and this stupid arse casino for the very last time. 
 
    
 
   The lights are on when I get home. I know I definitely didn’t turn them on. 
 
   I climb from the car, wondering whether or not I should call the Police. I don’t think a burglar would turn on the lights during a home invasion, plus there’s nothing valuable in there for him to take, other than my iPad, which is locked away in the safe in my room.
 
   The door is open, with no sign of forced entry. 
 
   And then red hair is blurring my vision as thin, strong arms strangle me. 
 
   “Elle?”
 
   “Surprise!” She leans back and smiles.
 
   I pull her back to my chest and hold her tighter than I ever have before. A weight seems to lift and the warmth I feel coming from her soothes every tense part of my body. 
 
   “It’s so good to see you.” I hold her even tighter until I’m lifting her and her feet are dangling an inch from the ground. My nose seeks her neck and I inhale deeply, taking in her rhubarb scent. “It feels like it’s been forever.”
 
   Bending slightly, I swing her up into my arms and move towards the stairs. She laughs and kisses a pattern along my neck.
 
   It’s then I remember the beer I drank and panic.
 
   “What?” She asks when I turn my head away from her pursuing lips. I set her down on the landing and nod towards the bathroom. Her eyes narrow suspiciously as I move past her and quickly close the bathroom door behind me. 
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   I hear the toilet flush and roll my eyes. Men. 
 
   Lying on our bed, I stretch out, pulling my clothes off and throwing them on the ground. 
 
   Isaac finally enters the bedroom, smiling wickedly, his dark blue eyes sparkling when they come to rest upon my half naked body. 
 
   “You like?”
 
   He nods and kneels on the ground, helping me to rid myself of my jeans. “These are new.”
 
   I know he’s referring to my red underwear, the same underwear I purchased especially for him. “You like?”
 
   “They’re new.” He leans back, frowning slightly. “And by the design and lace I’d say definitely not from Asda.”
 
   “I treat myself.” It’s hardly a big deal. I sit up, leaning on my elbows as I stare at him. “What’s the big deal?”
 
   “We’re supposed to be saving… remember?”
 
   Blink. “Yeah, but I know I’ll get birthday money next week so it’s really not a big deal.”
 
   His eyes come to mine and soften. “You’re right, I’m sorry. I keep forgetting that it’s your birthday.”
 
   Now he has my attention. “You better not actually forget. I’ll be extremely displeased.”
 
   “Dramatic much?” 
 
   I laugh at his eye roll and grab him by the collar of his shirt. “You owe me from our little car journey, remember?”
 
   His smile returns and his eyes once again feast on my body. “With pleasure.”
 
   I kiss him deeply and taste the mint on his breath. He brushed his teeth? Why would he brush his teeth? 
 
   There’s something else. I taste a flavour I’ve tasted before but can’t quite recall as it’s shadowed by mint. What is that? 
 
   I push him back, my heart hammering with no small amount of anger. “You’ve been drinking?”
 
   “No,” he responds instantly, defensively and a little bit nervously. “I haven’t had time. I came straight here after leaving work.”
 
   “I know beer when I taste it, Isaac. It lingers on your breath for ages.” I release his collar and move back on the bed. “Who have you been drinking with?”
 
   “I haven’t…”
 
   “I’m not stupid.” Why is he lying? I know I’m not wrong. 
 
   “Seriously? Even if I have been drinking, what’s the big deal? I’m allowed to drink.”
 
   I lace my fingers in my lap, my eyes looking him up and down. He throws his hands in the air before standing and moving to the door. 
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “I’m not arguing with you on your first day back.”
 
   A painful tremor tingles through my body as I feel my husband shut himself off from me. “Just tell me the truth.”
 
   “Fine, yes, I had a fucking drink after work. Somebody shoot me.”
 
   “Why are you getting defensive? What’re you hiding?” Grabbing his robe from the end of my bed, I wrap it around myself and tie it around the middle so I can follow him into the hall. 
 
   “I’m not hiding anything. I went for a drink.”
 
   “With who?”
 
   “Myself.”
 
   A choked laugh escapes me. “By yourself?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Fucking hell!” He sighs with exasperation and begins to descend the stairs. 
 
   Of course I follow him, my anger rising and my happiness vanishing completely. “Where?”
 
   “At that place on the main street.”
 
   “The one near Zone?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “The one where Hayley’s mum works? Old Lloyds?”
 
   Fuck. “I don’t know.”
 
   “I could call her and check,” I point out, still disbelieving him and letting this feeling of dread consume me. 
 
   He glares at me, “What the hell would you do that for? You’d make yourself look silly.”
 
   “It’s not the first time though, is it?” I bite out, no longer wanting to hold back from the shit I haven’t been saying to him. 
 
   “What now?”
 
   “You’ve been drinking regularly with the guys from work.”
 
   His mouth drops open. “Are you checking up on me?”
 
   “Nope, just wondering why you haven’t said anything.”
 
   “I didn’t realise I fucking had to.” He runs his hands through his hair and stomps into the kitchen. “Can we stop this? It’s stupid. So what…”
 
   “Don’t… don’t you dare.” He blinks, shocked at my tone and honestly, I’m shocked by the harshness in it too. “I’m not allowed to party; I’m not allowed to drink with friends; I’m not allowed to have fun if it involves anybody but you and sometimes Kira; I’m not even allowed to buy myself some fucking underwear. I’m on such a fucking short leash… yet you… you can do whatever you want to?”
 
   His mouth opens and then closes, before opening again when he finally decides what to say. “I sent you money to have fun!”
 
   “With Kira. Your specific instructions were for me to have fun with a female friend.” 
 
   “And you did and you continue to.”
 
   He’s just not getting it. He’s not getting it and it is frustrating the hell out of me. I want to throw something. I want to cry. I want to walk out. “You’re such a hypocrite. You’ve been lying to me.”
 
   “When have I lied?”
 
   “Just then! You said you hadn’t been drinking when you had.”
 
   “Because I didn’t want to upset you!”
 
   My hands fist by my sides. “I’m not you, Isaac. Yyou don’t have a stupid leash!” I know I’m yelling. I can’t recall a time I’ve yelled so loudly. “I feel suffocated!”
 
   “I’m just trying to protect you!”
 
   “Well stop!” 
 
   We stare at each other for a long moment, my chest heaving whereas his is calm and his breathing is soft. His lips part and his pupils dilate. “You know, you’re actually really sexy when you’re mad.”
 
   “Go fuck yourself,” I spit and spin on my heel before stomping back upstairs. 
 
   “Elle…”
 
   “Nope. Not interested.”
 
   “Elle.” his tone is whiney this time. “I’m sorry… I just…”
 
   I push the door shut behind me with my arm and climb into our bed, making sure to pull the blanket over my head and hold it tight to me. 
 
   He doesn’t come in. He knocks on the door instead. “Elle? I’m sorry. I’ll give you more space. I just don’t want you to get hurt and I know on a personal level what boys your age are like.”
 
   “I wouldn’t know; I never talk to any.” 
 
   I hear him blow out a breath. “You’re right. I’m suffocating you. I’m sorry. I just… I can’t stand the thought of losing you, especially not to some arsehole who will never treat you right.”
 
   “I’m not talking anymore.”
 
   “Elle…” The door opens and seconds later the bed dips. “Don’t hide from me.”
 
   “You lied.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Doesn’t help this situation right now. I’m too…” I whip the blanket from my head and stare at him, our faces inches from each other. “I’m hurt, actually. Pretty sure our vows stated that we’d be trusting and faithful and we’d never keep things from each other.”
 
   “It’s been a really hard month, Elle,” he whispers, brushing the backs of his fingers against my cheek. “It’s been so fucking hard. It’s easier when you’re here, but when you’re not… It’s miserable. I miss you and I’m working a job I hate that is draining me dry of any and all energy my body has.” His forehead knocks against mine. “Just bear with me. I’ll do better and I’ll learn to trust you more.”
 
   That was seriously the wrong thing to say. “You’ll learn to trust me more?”
 
   “Elle.” I yank back as he pitifully says my name. “You know…”
 
   “You’re so infuriating! I haven’t done anything to damage your trust in me!” My anger and disappointment rise further. “Where were you really?”
 
   “I was at that place down the main street near Zone, like I originally said. The one with the bay windows.” 
 
   I don’t believe him. “Who were you with?”
 
   “I was honestly alone. I had a beer and I came home.”
 
   “Alone?” My chest tingles at the thought of him sitting with another woman. Is that why he’s lying? Is he seeing somebody else? Is he seeking comfort from somebody that isn’t me?
 
   No… I’m not doing that to myself. I trust him. 
 
   I have to trust him.
 
   “Really?” I rasp, my voice barely with me right now. My body feels almost painful. Nothing is right about this situation.
 
   “I promise. It was just me and the bar staff and the locals.” His lips touch mine briefly and he pushes me back onto the mattress before I can push him away. “I hate coming home to an empty house so I try to delay it as much as I can. Plus beer makes me drowsy, so sometimes I’ll have one and then I’ll come home and sleep.”
 
   His words touch me and force the anger that I’m clinging onto to dissipate. I’m being childish. I’m asking him to take a step and I’m sat here accusing him. I need to calm down and sleep on this. 
 
   I stroke the back of his hair and pull his head to my chest. He relaxes against me, his head snug between my breasts. “Don’t lie to me again. We don’t need that in what we have. We need honesty if we’re going to work long distance.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “And no more controlling me or making me feel shit for unwinding, seeing as you have been doing the same.”
 
   He nods against me and moves his body into a more comfortable position. “I really pissed you off.” He says and I growl, not wanting to touch on that subject right now. “I’ve never seen you so angry, apart from the time you slapped me.” 
 
   “Don’t. I don’t want to think about it.”
 
   “I wasn’t lying when I said you’re sexy when you’re angry.” He kisses the swell of my breast and gives it a soft lick as his hand works at the tie of my robe. 
 
   “Don’t.” I push his head away by placing my palm on his forehead. “Can we just go to sleep?”
 
   He frowns but doesn’t push it. “Fine, but only if you take the dressing gown off.”
 
   I do as he says and watch as he throws it on the floor, which is littered with his clothing. Slob. 
 
   “Are we all made up now?” He whispers as he curves his body around the back of mine.
 
   Are we? “Does this mean I can enjoy my first year experience like a normal person?”
 
   He tenses but nods against my neck, placing a gentle kiss on my shoulder. “I’ll try to be more… less… I don’t know. I’ll just try.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “How did you get home early?”
 
   “Train. I wanted to surprise you.” Turning, I rest my arm over his chest and hold on tight.
 
   “What about work?”
 
   “She hasn’t put me on the rota for the next two weeks. She doesn’t like me and I have a horrible feeling I’m going to get fired soon.”
 
   He sighs deeply. “It’s okay, we can afford it. I’ll just send you money each week.”
 
   “You shouldn’t have to. I can provide for myself.”
 
   His lips touch my forehead, instantly soothing me of all stress. “You are providing for yourself. I’d rather send you money and know that you can come home on the weekends. One day you’ll graduate and you’ll be earning more than me.”
 
   “Doesn’t that bother you? I know some people get weird about that.” 
 
   “If it happens, why would it bother me? It means I’ll get a new car.”
 
   I laugh. I can’t disagree with that. “Me too. How’s the building coming along?”
 
   “Slowly, but I’m getting the hang of things.”
 
   This makes me a lot happier. “And my dad? Is he being… amicable?”
 
   “As amicable as one can be to the man who stole his daughter.”
 
   I laugh louder and roll fully onto his front so my hips are between his legs and my head is on his chest. “I think I might dye my hair dark brown. What do you think?”
 
   “That’s random, but to answer your question, I think I’ll divorce you if you do.”
 
   “My hair, my rules.”
 
   “Nuh-uh, my hair, my rules, my wife.”
 
   “It’ll be nice to have a change.”
 
   He rolls us over and kisses me sweetly, his tongue barely teasing mine as his soft lips move languidly with my own. “Mine.”
 
   “Fine. I won’t dye my hair.”
 
   “Good.” 
 
   I gasp when he adjusts his hips and poises himself at my entrance. When the hell did he pull down his boxers? “Ready?”
 
   A squeak escapes me when he pushes aside the fabric of my underwear and slowly sinks in. 
 
   His face is alight with mischief. “I love you, Elle.”
 
   A shiver runs through me and a gasp of pleasure is all I can respond with.
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   The first few days of Elle’s homecoming are basically full of mundane tasks, according to her. I’m not there, so I can only know what she tells me. The cupboards are stocked and the cleaning is done by the time I get home from work each night, which is definitely nice, and I know that I need to repay that little blessing. 
 
   If I were still a teacher I’d be at home with her now.
 
   I just hope her mother and my parents are keeping her amused during their visits. I’m sick of smelling bleach when I come home, although her dinners are just perfection. 
 
   I should really cook for her soon, but I’m just so exhausted all of the time.
 
   Elle is not going to be happy when she sees the state of me. There was an unfortunate accident involving myself, Tony, some guy called Simon and a large bag of cement dust. We had to get hosed down so I’m soaking wet, covered in lumpy grey shit and filthy from head to toe. 
 
   I’m not wrong. She’s not happy to see me like this and has me strip in the garden before hosing me down herself. 
 
   “Can I come in now?” I beg as she scrubs at my neck with a foamy sponge that stinks of lemons. “Please?” My teeth chatter and I just know I’m going to get ill if I remain out here for another second.
 
   She sighs, nods and wraps me in a towel. “I’ve put the fire on in the room.”
 
   “You can’t, the chimney…”
 
   “Has been cleaned and I’ve had the fireplace checked over. Just go relax and I’ll run you a bath.”
 
   “Why the hell couldn’t you have done that in the first place?”
 
   She throws my clothes into a bin liner and drops it by the door before locking us in and guiding me into the room. It’s warm, too warm, in the best possible way. “Because that’s cement powder; it clogs the piping.” Makes sense I guess. “Get warm.” 
 
   And then she’s gone and I hear the bath running only two minutes later.
 
   When she comes back down, she places a robe over my shoulders and kisses my cheek. “You look all cute and snug.”
 
   “Cute?”
 
   “Like a bug in a rug.”
 
   “Like a bug in a rug?”
 
   “Stop repeating what I’m saying.”
 
   “Let me find my manhood that you just completely destroyed with those comments.”
 
   She giggles and I take this spare moment to admire her beautiful smile and sparkling eyes. It’s moments like this, the little moments when she shows how deeply she cares for me, that make me love her so much more. 
 
   I think I might just be the luckiest man alive.
 
   I have an intelligent, independent, beautiful, charming, fascinating and funny young woman. She’s mine. From her red hair down to her pink painted toenails, she’s all mine and she loves me. 
 
   I startle her by pulling her onto my lap as I sit snuggled in the corner of the couch. I don’t hesitate to let her know just how obsessed I am with her in only one kiss.
 
   Her sigh is one of contentment and warmth. I know she feels the same way I do right now - happy, settled, stable and in love.
 
   I hope this feeling never ends for either of us.
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   “I don’t want this to end,” I pout, holding Hayley’s hand as we skip down the street behind her younger brother. Both of us are dressed as dead teenagers because neither could afford a new outfit, so we just tore up some old clothes and added blood and fake gashes. Her little brother is Iron Man and an adorable one at that. We watch closely as he knocks at doors and accepts each treat with such good manners. “I don’t want to leave Isaac; he’s being so bloody attentive.”
 
   “You’re so lucky. The guy I’m dating in Boston belches and farts every three seconds. He’s lucky he’s hot.”
 
   I cringe. “Yeah, that’s gross.”
 
   “So is the smell.”
 
   Yuck. “Anyway, last night he cooked for me and cleaned up afterwards. We sat for hours in front of the fire, just talking and play fighting… I don’t think I’ve ever loved him more. Best birthday ever.”
 
   Hayley pouts. “That’s what I want. I want all of that and more. Does he have a big penis?”
 
   “I’m not answering that.”
 
   She grins wickedly. “He has a big penis.”
 
   “Shut up. You’re not funny.”
 
   “I’m not trying to be funny; I’m trying to be nosey. Threesome?”
 
   I slap her arm, berating her further with a scowl that could kill. “Are we done yet? This is so boring.”
 
   Hayley checks the time on her phone and nods. “We’ll start heading back now.”
 
   “Tonight is going to be so much fun!”
 
   “Dancing, drinking, partying, meeting guys...”
 
   “Everything minus the last part for me.”
 
   “I get it, you’re married. Stop throwing it in my face!” Hayley laughs and releases my hand so she can grab the back of her brother’s costume and guide him in the right direction.
 
   Meanwhile, I wrap my arms around my frozen form and pray we get to Skegness quickly. Thanks to Hayley, transportation has been arranged. We just have to get Isaac and go.
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   I sit in the back of a minivan with Hayley and Eloise on either side of me. Their friends, who I don’t recognise, chat loudly in the seats ahead, turning back every so often to join in the conversation and take pictures.
 
   I feel awkward. This isn’t fun.
 
   I’m more than a decade older than these people. Part of me is wishing I’d told Elle to go with her friends, but there is no way in hell I’m letting her travel to Skegness with a bunch of guys. I can pretend to enjoy myself; it’s only one night.
 
   Who knows? If I fill myself with a few shots, I might actually end up having fun. 
 
   “Smile,” Elle hisses and I know she’s annoyed at me for being a wet blanket, but I can’t help how uncomfortable I feel. 
 
   I force a smile and kiss her nose, my eyes wandering over the fake blood trickling from her mouth and ears, as well as the large, fake gash on her neck. Her hair is in loose pigtails and her skirt is far too short, but she does look good.
 
   “You’re going to be the only person that isn’t dressed up; you know that, right, Isaac?” Hayley giggles, looking me up and down. “Fake blood? You can be dead teacher. We can pretend we’re a field trip gone wrong.”
 
   “I’ll pass,” I say, sinking into the corner and keeping my eyes on the window. Elle quickly forgets I’m here and enjoys the conversation. Thank God. 
 
    
 
   The first club we enter is crowded and I’m glad to see I’m not the only guy here over twenty eight; it makes me feel a little better.
 
   I manage to push through to the bar with Elle’s hand in mine and order us two shots and two drinks. If we’re going to drink, we might as well do it the right way. 
 
   She downs hers eagerly after clinking our glasses and waits for me to do the same. Two seconds later I’m ordering another and she’s dragging me over to Hayley, who seems content to suck the face of one of the guys we drove here with. 
 
   “Dance, dance, dance,” Elle chants in her friend’s ear and Hayley finally releases the dazed looking male. 
 
   When Hayley nods her agreement, Elle reaches for my hand but I pull back. I’m unwilling to dance until I feel at least a small buzz of drunkenness. She looks disappointed but leaves me with the guys. 
 
   It’s not lost on me the amount of eyes that follow my girl and her friend as they make their way to the crowd of dancers by the DJ. 
 
   Even more eyes go to them when they both start dancing, and it’s definitely not lost on me that not only is Elle a good dancer, but she and Hayley are only a few moves away from joining the ranks of elite female strippers. 
 
   My mouth goes dry as I watch them move together, laughing and smiling at each other as they lose themselves in the music. My eyes remain on Elle, no doubt intense and full of lust like the throbbing length in my trousers.
 
   It’s normal, I chant over and over in my mind. In this day and age teenage girls and older tend to dance this way.
 
   The crowd gathers and I can’t seem to catch more than a few movements of the girls. Too many dancing people crowd them.
 
   It’s then I notice that the guys I was standing with have left me to join the crowd. I quickly gulp down my drink and slam my glass on the table before pushing through in search of the beautiful red head, fearful of the attention she might have garnered.
 
   When I do find her, I’m not wrong. I watch as she shakes her head at a young male who seems to want to dance behind her, basically by rubbing his crotch against her arse.
 
   He seems to accept her no with a huge smile and a wink before turning his attention elsewhere.
 
   It’s then that my eyes connect with Elle’s and the wicked grin that lights up her face scares me a little.
 
   I try to run, but she has a hold of me before I can take a step. 
 
   Her lips slant over mine. I taste the sweet alcohol and all the flavours that are her. Pulling her tight to me, I laugh against her closed mouth before licking the seam of her lips and finally pushing my tongue against hers. 
 
   Hayley cheers over the music, but I don’t care. This is my moment. Any guys interested in Elle now know she’s taken and is all mine. I solidify this statement by cupping her arse and tilting her back slightly so I can take better control of the kiss.
 
   Elle giggles and pulls away, her eyes sparkling with humour and longing. “Dance with me.”
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   When he relents and actually does as I’ve asked, I feel like cheering but instead I let him spin me around to the beat and pull me in close.
 
   I watch him begin to relax. I watch as his reservations vanish and I watch as he finally begins to enjoy the night. 
 
   The crowd thickens and the music gets louder. The lights flash across us all as foam is shot into the air, causing large droplets of the stuff to rain down upon us.
 
   We keep moving, grinding, grabbing, laughing as we move together. 
 
   Nobody else matters. All that matters is that we don’t care about the age gap; we don’t care if people care about us; all we care about is each other.
 
    
 
   “Sick,” I choke out and race into the bathroom opposite our bedroom. 
 
   Isaac groans but follows, even though I try to wave him away. He doesn’t leave; he holds my hair back as I spill the contents of my hangover into the porcelain throne. 
 
   “Kill me,” I murmur, in between bokes. 
 
   Isaac rinses out a flannel and gently wipes my face and mouth, before guiding me to the sink to brush my teeth.
 
   I take a good look at myself, assessing my messy hair, swollen eyes and the dark red hickeys on my neck. I don’t remember getting those.
 
   “Have a shower; I’ll make breakfast.” Isaac says, kissing the curve of my shoulder softly before planting a kiss over each mark on my neck. “Normally I find these things repulsive, but on you…? It’s like my name tag in a place everyone can see. That’s sexy.”
 
   “Caveman,” I snap, shrugging him off as he laughs. “Nothing heavy.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “For breakfast, nothing heavy.”
 
   He grins wickedly. “Screw that! After last night you need a full English and about five glasses of ice cold orange juice.”
 
   “I’ll take toast and some Gaviscon.” 
 
   He grins and leaves the room, leaving me to shower and dress myself. How the hell I manage it, I have no idea. My entire body feels like one large lump of limbless lead. The hot spray of the shower does little to soothe me and dressing in clean clothes only reminds me of how badly I want to be undressed and in bed.
 
   I don’t bother with makeup. There’s no point, as I can smell the bacon Isaac is cooking and if he makes me eat it, I’ll probably just vomit again anyway.
 
   How the hell did we get home last night?
 
   I spot my bra on the stairs as I descend them and find my shirt by the door. 
 
   Where are the rest of my clothes?
 
   “Isaac?” I call, padding into the kitchen as he sings along to a song on the radio and flips the frying eggs in the pan. “What happened last night?”
 
   “Do you mean before or after your three shots of Sambuca and two shots of Tequila?” 
 
   Oh my God. “You’re joking? I drank that much?” 
 
   I vaguely remember one of the guys bringing over a tray full of shot glasses, each full to the rim with different coloured liquids. I’m pretty sure they chanted my name, but I can’t quite grasp the memory to figure out why. All I succeed in doing is giving myself a headache. 
 
   “Oh yeah. It was okay, though. You were really… sweet.”
 
   Why don’t I believe him? I narrow my eyes and place my hands on my hips. “Tell me what I did!”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Isaac,” I whine. “Just tell me.”
 
   He sniggers under his breath and flips the eggs onto the two plates, adding beans and carrying them to the table. His hands grasp my shoulders and he guides me to my seat.
 
   I sit, my lips pouting and my eyes still narrowed. Annoyance is what I feel right now as he continues singing, takes his seat opposite and grabs a slice of toast from the plate between us. 
 
   “You were very loving,” he adds as I pick at my food, basically pushing it around my plate with my fork. “So loving. It was sweet.”
 
    
 
   “They don’t care.” A memory of my voice suddenly pierces through the fog in my brain and I remember arms tight around me, holding me tight as my hands fumbled at… “Oh my God!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The ride home. I… did I?”
 
   He shakes his head, smirking evilly. “Nope, but you gave it your best shot.”
 
   “I…” I feel my face pale dramatically as I think back to how I begged and pleaded with Isaac to let me suck his cock in the back of the minibus. There is something seriously wrong with me. “Why the hell did you let me drink so much?”
 
   “Don’t blame me for your idiocy. You wanted to drink. I didn’t want to spoil your night, so I let you. Besides, you were safe with me.”
 
   “My body was safe with you; my mind however…”
 
   “Shut up, you were funny. Everyone was drunk. Hayley was worse than you. She decided she liked the DJ and tried climbing over the booth to get to him.”
 
   I wince. That sounds exactly like something I’d stop Hayley from doing. “And then we got thrown out?”
 
   “Yep and we went to The Embassy clubs and got even more drunk. By two in the morning you couldn’t walk. You wanted to go home and screw my brains out.” I glare at his choice of wording. “Your words, not mine.” I turn my glare inward and mentally punch myself. “Which you did, by the way. You started stripping in the driveway.”
 
   “And you didn’t stop me?”
 
   “I managed to tame you for twenty seconds, but you were all over me before I could get the key in the door.”
 
   “You don’t have to look so smug.”
 
   He chuckles and finishes off his plate. I still haven’t touched mine. “I had one of the best sexual experiences of my life last night. I’m going to look this smug for a really long time.”
 
    
 
   My hands clench as another image flashes through my mind.
 
   My hands were in Isaac’s hair, pulling roughly so I could bite his neck. We were on the stairs. He was sitting and I straddled him and… 
 
   “I don’t even want to remember anymore.” I mutter as I remember throwing my bra into the darkness before ripping a hole in my tights and sinking onto him. My entire body felt numb, yet it also felt so alive and tingly. It was strange but also amazing. 
 
   “Elle, fuck, Elle, don’t… don’t stop.” His deep, rough and desperate sounding voice swims between my ears as I recall another memory, this one of me riding him hard and fast without holding back. 
 
   He winks at me and takes my hand across the table. “It was amazing. I’m glad we went. At first I know I was mardy and I’m sorry, but I was out of my comfort zone.” 
 
   Sighing deeply, I abandon my breakfast and move around the table to sit on his lap. As my arms wrap around his neck, I remember what we did on this table last night. “I’m a whore.”
 
   “Shut up.” He grins broadly and kisses my lips softly. “Do you have to go today?”
 
   “If you don’t take me today, how will I get back tomorrow?”
 
   He lets out a long breath and nods solemnly. “Yeah, I know. We should get ready.”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “Yeah, me too.” 
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   I glance at Elle through the corner of my eye as she rests her head against the window, clearly still feeling majorly hung-over. I’m not surprised. She drank way too much last night. I wasn’t lying, though, when I said that I was sorry for being mardy. I genuinely had an amazing time, minus the few times she got chatted up. 
 
   I wouldn’t expect anything less. She is absolutely gorgeous and I definitely understand the appeal. I just wish she didn’t get as much attention as she does. It worries me. What if one day she decides to take a man up on his offer? 
 
   I push that thought away, deciding with a determined finality that I have to trust her and I have to trust us. I can’t keep smothering her like I have been doing and I have to stop this ridiculous jealousy I feel from destroying the blissful experience that the first year of our marriage should be.
 
   I’m the root of the problem, she’s right. I’m the one who’s been lying and sneaking around behind her back, not the other way around.
 
   Those days are over though. 
 
   Totally and completely over. From now on I’ll try harder. It’s only for another year or so and then I can go back to teaching, I hope. There’s no way I’ll do this job forever, even if it means convincing my dad to bring mum so I can work in a different school. He’s retiring in two years anyway, or when he decides it’s best to leave work.
 
   My phone rings as we’re driving along the motorway and I let Elle answer.
 
   “Hello?” Her face falls. “Dad… yeah, I’m okay.” She chews on her lip as she listens to what he’s saying. “No, he’s just driving me back. Why?” My hands clench on the steering wheel. I hate that guy with a passion. “Maybe because I don’t want to.” Her tone is rising; she’s not happy. “Because… yes I know… I don’t care.” Growling loudly, she hangs up the call and slams my phone on the console.
 
   “Try not to break it; we can’t afford to replace it.” I wink at her and look back to the road. “What’s wrong?” I can feel her bad mood in the air. It doesn’t feel good so I reach for her hand and bring it to my lips. “Tell me.”
 
   “He’s asking why I haven’t called. Nothing interesting.” Leaving her hand in mine, she leans to the side and rests her forehead against my arm. “I don’t want to talk to him.”
 
   I don’t want her to talk to him, but I kind of need her to. “He was just looking after you.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Okay, Miss Sarcastic.”
 
   “He just winds me up. He stabbed you; he punched you! He’s a complete arse.”
 
   She’s right. “I know, but he’s trying to make amends.” I’m lying through my teeth but I don’t really have a choice. “He loves you in his own crazy way.”
 
   “He’s a psycho.”
 
   “Yep.” I’m not going to defend him on that, because it’s true. He’s a total psycho. “Just try, that’s all he’s asking.”
 
   “I don’t want to. I’m not ready.”
 
   Well, she needs to be ready or my life is going to be hell. “Okay, in your own time.”
 
   “Since when did you become his best buddy anyway?”
 
   I roll my eyes. “I’m not his best anything. He hates my guts but he misses you.”
 
   “He invited us both for dinner tonight.” She grins wickedly. “It’s a shame we’re already nearly in Cambridge.”
 
   “Such a shame,” I add, my smile equally as wicked as hers. “I’m staying tonight. I know I said I should get back, but if you continue to answer my phone your dad won’t push for me to work tomorrow.” 
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah.” I’m not quite ready to leave her yet.
 
   “Yay.” She kisses my shoulder, turns up the volume on the radio and sits up so she can tap her hands and bob her head to the music. 
 
   It seems she’s back to her old self again. I like it. 
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   I throw my bag across my room and run my fingers through my hair. “God fucking damn it all to hell!”
 
   “Whoa!” My bedroom door opens and Jordan pops his head around. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’ve been fired… FIRED!”
 
   He winces and pushes the door open fully. “Shit.”
 
   “All because I didn’t show up to work yesterday on the hour. I was fifteen minutes late.” I kick my shoes off and watch the snow that was clinging to the top burst all over my carpet. “It’s not my fault.”
 
   “Yeah, the snow is about an inch thick out there on top of a shit ton of ice.” Jordan leans against the door, his hand resting on the handle. “Your boss is a bit of a bitch though.”
 
   I nod slowly; he’s not wrong. “She hates me.”
 
   “Did she call you and tell you?”
 
   “Nope, she fucking texted me while I was in class.” I stomp past my roommate and move to the couch. I search for his alcohol stash and find an opened bottle of vodka, but he rips it from my hand before I can even get the lid off. “Oh, come on! If anybody needs a drink right now, it’s me.”
 
   “I totally agree, but you need to calm down first. Call your husband; have a shower or something and then we can drink your sorrows away. During that time, I’ll add this to that bag of jelly sweets that we have in the cupboard.”
 
   My brows furrow. “What?”
 
   “If you add vodka and cordial to a bowl full of jelly sweets and leave them in the fridge for an hour, they absorb it. It’s the best alcoholic snack in the world.”
 
   Blink. “I’ll take your word for it.”
 
   He grins the panty dropping grin that I’m finally starting to get used to and sets about making the vodka sweets as I pull out my phone and contemplate whether or not I should call Isaac. He needs to know, because I’m running low on cash. I have one more pay day but, because I missed two weeks of work last month over the Halloween period, it won’t be much. 
 
   Fuck.
 
   Shit.
 
   “Do you have a newspaper?”
 
   Seconds later I feel one hit the back of my head, followed by a manly snigger. Throwing my phone on the couch, I grab the newspaper and go straight to the jobs section. I circle and call, circle and call, circle and call. 
 
   Nothing.
 
   Fuck.
 
   “I’ll speak to my manager and see if we can’t save you a slot where I work,” Jordan says softly and pats my hand. 
 
   I thank him and pick my phone back up. “I don’t want to call him. I don’t want to rely on him.”
 
   “Shit happens, Elle. I don’t think he’ll mind. If I were in his position and you were my girl in a tight spot, I wouldn’t be mad. I’d just do what I have to do.”
 
   I grin at my friend. “Yeah, you’re going to make an awesome boyfriend one day. That’s if your dick doesn’t drop off before your time comes.”
 
   “Thank you for basically calling me a slut.” He laughs a little and stands. “I’ll give you some privacy while you make the call.”
 
   “That’s okay, you stay. I’ll go to my room.” I quickly call Isaac before I can chicken out and rush into my room. 
 
   He doesn’t answer, so I leave him a voicemail explaining what’s happened and asking him to call me back. I assume he’s still at work. I just hope he’s not mad at me. It really wasn’t my fault. 
 
   “I’ve ordered pizza.”
 
   I blanch and step back into the living room. “I umm…”
 
   “I ordered a large one, so feel free to share. No payment necessary.” Jordan winks and pats the couch beside him. “You’ll be alright.”
 
   I nod, trying my hardest to believe him but failing. “Thanks, Jordan. Are those sweets ready yet?”
 
   “Forty minutes minimum.”
 
   “Ugh.” I have no patience right now. “Time sucks.”
 
   “Yes it does.” He turns on the TV and flicks immediately to the music channels, something we can both enjoy. “That Nikki really does have a large arse, don’t you think?”
 
   I tilt my head and look at the female on the screen. “Yup.”
 
   “I wonder if people with arse implants have to avoid ice skating and shit, because the results probably won’t be great if they fall backwards.” He makes an explosion noise with his mouth and uses his hands to make it more visual. 
 
   Okay, so it’s a little bit funny. “You’re an idiot.”
 
   “A slut and an idiot? I’m rethinking my pizza generosity.”
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   I replay the voicemail message and calm the heavy beat of my heart.
 
   Another bill added to the bills we can barely afford. My work hours have been cut down due to the building work now being stuff I can’t and don’t have the license to do. 
 
   I stare at my phone and curse under my breath.
 
   We’ll make do; it’s not a serious issue.
 
    
 
   Isaac: How much do you need?
 
    
 
   Eloise: About one fifty minimum in two weeks. Is that okay?
 
    
 
   Isaac: Yeah, it just means Christmas will be a tight one this year.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’m sorry :-(
 
    
 
   Isaac: It’s fine, we have a lifetime of Christmases to go crazy.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Yeah :-)
 
    
 
   Isaac: We’ll get by; don’t worry. Just keep looking for a job.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I already am, promise.
 
    
 
   I send a quick text to Stan asking him if he has any more hours for me, but unfortunately I don’t get a response.
 
   This isn’t good. Not at all. 
 
    
 
   “Please stop pacing,” I say to my dad as he does just that, back and forth in the living room.
 
   Mum’s head does the same as mine; it moves side to side as we watch his movements. It would be comical if the situation weren’t so dire. 
 
   People at the school have started asking my father about my relationship with Eloise. It’s not a great situation, but it’s not a bad one either. They can’t prove anything and, even if they do report me, it’s not like I’ll go to prison. I’ll lose my teaching license but it doesn’t matter at this point. It’s not like I can use it anyway and if that’s the case I’ll just study something else, maybe turn my English and literacy writing degree into a career in editing. I could do that. I’d need a course or two, but I could definitely see myself doing that.
 
   It wouldn’t be the same as teaching though.
 
   “You’re giving us whiplash,” I tell him as Mum mutters to herself under her breath, no longer interested in her pacing husband. I don’t blame her. He gets worked up a lot these days. I don’t blame him for that either; he’s under a lot of pressure. 
 
   “Maybe you should just move.” My chest constricts painfully at his words and I feel my face burn with anger. “I don’t want you to, but you’ll probably be better off away from town for a while. Go and stay in Cambridge with Elle.”
 
   “But…”
 
   He turns towards me and stares me down with swollen and tired eyes. “Your mother is going to continue to get worse. She only has about an hour each day where she even knows where she is. It’s pointless you staying to see it.”
 
   My hands clench into fists. “I live for those hours, Dad. Right now they’re the only thing stopping me from falling to fucking pieces.” 
 
   “I like having you around. Trust me, the support is… it’s wanted.” He finally sits and rubs his eyes with the palms of his hands. “But it’s not needed. We’re good here. It’s hard, as you know, but I think maybe at this point it’ll be best for you and Elle to just disappear for a while.”
 
   “If only it were that easy,” I snort. “Are you forgetting my house? My job? Plus I’m not leaving Mum. Just because you haven’t had an incident in a while doesn’t mean there won’t be anymore.”
 
   “You’ll be better able to get a teaching job in Cambridge. Nobody will know about you and Eloise. If you stay…”
 
   “If I stay, which I am, then I’ll deal with the consequences of my actions. I’m not running. I have limited time left with Mum before she loses her mind. Don’t ask me to miss out on it.”
 
   My dad lets out a little laugh and shakes his head, seemingly with disbelief. “It’s funny. I tried your entire life to make you connect to and love your family more and now that you do, I’m the one pushing you away.”
 
   I ignore his comment and pick up my phone, which continues to flash at me.
 
    
 
   Tony: Drink? There’s a band playing.
 
    
 
   I look at my mum and figure I’ve spent as much time here as I need for today. “I’ll see you later.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “Meeting friends,” I respond, standing swiftly as I respond to the text.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Where am I meeting you?
 
    
 
   The pub smells of beer and sweat when I first step inside and the noise could do with lowering a little. I’m not complaining though. The music sounds alright so it could be worse.
 
   Tony flags me over to his group in the corner. I push through the crowd and take the seat reserved for me as he slides a beer my way. 
 
   “You look stressed.” He has to repeat himself three times before his words register. 
 
   I shrug and shake my head. “Tired and bored.”
 
   “I hear you.” He nods his head to the music and introducing me to the man on his right. It’s a guy I recognise, one I used to attend school with, Hugh something. I don’t quite catch his last name and can’t pluck it from such an old memory. We shake hands, his being a little clammy, and share a nod of introduction before turning back to the crowd. 
 
   There are mostly younger people here, some I recognise from sixth form. As usual when a band is playing, the girls crowd around at the front, jumping around while being swarmed with men their age and older. 
 
   “I wonder if there’ll be a mosh pit,” Hugh laughs.
 
   That would be interesting to see, as long as they don’t knock my beer over.
 
   “Hugh is a newlywed too,” Tony says, apropos of nothing. “He got married two months ago.”
 
   “That I did.” Hugh fingers the golden band that sits snugly on his ring finger. “You might remember her, Isaac, Stacie Hanley.” 
 
   I don’t, but I nod anyway. “Congratulations.”
 
   “You too.”
 
   We fall into a bit of an awkward silence as the music takes a turn for the worse. 
 
   “Shall we go?” Tony asks after another shit song begins to play. “I’m feeling lucky.”
 
   I tense. I swore to myself that I wouldn’t go back to the casino, yet I find myself nodding and grabbing my jacket before following them out to the car park. I should go home. I don’t have money to waste, but I might win and if I win I’ll be able to treat Elle to a nice Christmas. Ten quid is hardly going to hurt my account that much and I might multiply it, or lose it. If I lose, it’s only ten quid.
 
   Why am I convincing myself?
 
    
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc430086183][bookmark: _Toc430089140]Eloise
 
    
 
   “Fuck her and the shoe job she sucked her way into,” I slur angrily, thrusting my drink forward and giggling when it spills over and onto my hand. “And fuck those shoes. They fall apart anyway.”
 
   “Yep, I can… hic… totally agree with you there.” Jordan blinks a few times as his head sways from side to side. I narrow my eyes in an attempt to focus on his blurring form. “What time is it?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Time?” He taps the watch on his wrist and then snorts. “I have the time right here. It is…” He tilts his head back and tries to see the face of his watch. “I think it’s midnight.”
 
   I look at my phone and nod. “Yep, one minute past twelve. That’s midnight, right?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m so drunk. Those vodka sweets were a bad idea.”
 
   “No!” I slap his shoulder. “Don’t you dare say that! They were… so tasty. I want more. Do we have more?”
 
   “We ate them all.”
 
   “We are shit people right now.” I pout and stare at the empty bowl on the couch between us. “Shit, shit, shit people.”
 
   “Agreed. Those poor little jellies. They had no idea what was coming.”
 
   Giggling, I stand on unsteady legs and grab my phone off the couch. Jordan does the same. “I think I need my bed.”
 
   “I think I need your bed. Trade?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You suck as a friend.”
 
   I grin drunkenly and move into my bedroom, every step making me feel like my legs are melting into the floor. At least I’m feeling a little bit better about everything. Screw that bitch and her stupid job. I don’t need her and I don’t need that job. I have Isaac.
 
   Isaac!
 
   I’m going to call him right now and tell him I love him and miss him. 
 
   Why won’t my phone unlock?
 
   Meh.
 
   My body hits the bed and I think I’m asleep before I land, although… I’m still thinking so I can’t be asleep. 
 
   Giggle.
 
    
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc430086184][bookmark: _Toc430089141]Isaac
 
    
 
   I call her again and again as I head into work. My stress levels are high. I need to hear her voice. 
 
   As I drive down the quiet streets, I block last night from my mind. There’s no use thinking about it at all. I made a stupid mistake and it won’t happen again. 
 
   Answer your fucking phone, Elle!
 
   It rings loudly through the car speaker and finally it connects. It’s not her voice I hear though, not even close.
 
   A wretched pain slices through me when the voice of a man says “Hello?” three or four times. I’m not counting; I’m finding it hard to breathe. 
 
   I pull over and finally speak. “Who the fuck is this?”
 
   “It’s Jordan; who is this?” He sounds tired but I don’t care. “Dude, seriously. Who is this?”
 
   “It’s Isaac.”
 
   I hear the bed squeak as he sits up and that pain worsens. “Isaac? As in Elle’s husband?”
 
   “The one and only. Put her on the phone.”
 
   “Huh? Why are you even calling me? How’d you get my…” He falls silent for a moment and my jaw clenches. I’ve never felt so full of rage in my entire life. I can hear my heart beating through my chest; my ears and face are burning like they’re on fire. “Oh. Shit.”
 
   “Oh shit is fucking right,” I bite out and hang up the phone. 
 
   How could she do this? Why would she do this? With him? The man she insisted was nothing more than a friend and roommate. 
 
   My phone rings and Elle’s name and picture lights up the screen. It’s a picture of us together in France. Her skin is golden and glowing and her smile is radiant. Christ, I love her so much. 
 
   How could she do this? 
 
   I didn’t expect it. I think that’s why it hurts so fucking much. I’d finally started to trust her. If I was still on guard like I was before, I wouldn’t feel this winded and sore. I’d also know what to do; I’d know how to act. 
 
   My phone rings again but I ignore it. I can’t… I can’t face her right now. Or him. Or whoever is fucking calling.
 
   I sit for a while, staring at the passing cars and grey skies through the windshield. My mind is essentially blank. If only my emotions were the same. I knew it would happen; I knew it. I just didn’t think it would happen this soon.
 
   “Fuck you, Elle.” I snarl under my breath and turn my phone off. “Fuck you.” 
 
   I head into work with no idea how to deal with any of this. Is this when people get a divorce? Fuck if I know. This is my first actual relationship. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to think and I definitely have no idea how to react.
 
   Should I call her and shout, or should I just ignore her until I’ve calmed down and got some perspective on this fucked up situation?
 
   The pain I’m feeling is too much. I feel as though I want to vomit. 
 
   My hands tremble along with every other inch of my body. Each breath I take is ragged and hoarse. 
 
   I gave up everything for her. Everything.
 
   Now my head is just full of images of them together. How long has it been going on? Have they been laughing behind my back? 
 
   I’ll kill him. If I ever get my hands on him, I will fucking kill him.
 
   I pass my workmates and head straight to the van to grab my overalls and tools. 
 
   I gave up everything for her. I keep chanting it over and over in my mind.
 
   My dad was right.
 
   I think what’s making this worse is that she didn’t have to give up anything to be with me. I gave up everything for her because she was worth it. Do I want to lose her? Could I ever trust her again? 
 
   Could I forgive her? 
 
   Fuck.
 
   I rub my eyes and make my way back to Stan and Tony, who seem to have sensed my foul mood and immediately plan the day ahead rather than making general conversation first. 
 
   Stan eyes me warily but doesn’t say much. I can see Tony waiting for the opportunity to talk to me. 
 
   I don’t want to talk to anybody. I want to hammer a few nails into walls and then break something. 
 
   Or maybe just break something. 
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   I wipe the tears from under my eyes and wrap the blanket tighter around myself. 
 
   His phone is still off and I have no idea what to do. 
 
   Jordan eyes me warily but he hasn’t said much since this morning. I can’t believe we picked up the wrong phones last night. Such a stupid, idiotic mistake.
 
   If Isaac would just answer I could talk to him and sort it out. 
 
   If somebody would just fucking answer so I could ask them to talk to him for me.
 
   What if he does something stupid as payback? What if he never talks to me again? 
 
   I wipe away more tears and try calling him once more, but as before it goes straight through to voicemail. My body feels cold and shaky. I might be in shock.
 
   “He’ll answer eventually,” Jordan says softly.
 
   I shake my head. “I need to go down there and talk to him.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’ll figure something out,” I say, my tone harsh. 
 
   I know it’s not Jordan’s fault but I just don’t have the ability to be sweet right now.
 
   I text Hayley and Kira, declaring a state of marital emergency. Luckily my girls are on ball and both call me at the same time. Hayley’s call comes through only seconds after Kira’s, but I can only answer one at a time. 
 
   “I need a car,” I say to Kira, sniffling like a child.
 
   “Start from the beginning,” Kira responds softly and I do, telling her about losing my job, getting drunk and Isaac no longer answering his phone because of a stupid phone mix up. She listens intently, waiting patiently to finish before speaking. “Yikes. Maybe he’ll answer?”
 
   I shake my head, even though she can’t see. “I’m scared it’ll be too late by the time he does. What if he does something?”
 
   “Look, you have friends in town. I’m on my way, but I think you should call his dad or something, see if he can’t clear things up for you.” I never thought of that. “He’s probably just angry and licking his wounds. He’ll have to talk to you eventually; you are married after all.”
 
   The thought of receiving divorce papers through my door sends another wave of panic fluttering through me, but I push it down and listen to Kira’s rational answers.
 
   “I’m on my way and I’ll bring ice cream. You make the calls you need to make and then we’ll wait. If he hasn’t called by tomorrow noon, I’ll drive you there myself.”
 
   I have the greatest friends a girl could ever ask for. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
 
   “I keep telling you I’m awesome. It’s your fault for not listening,” she giggles before the line goes dead.
 
   Jordan looks up from his phone. “Sorted?”
 
   I nod and stand, keeping my blanket wrapped tightly around my body as a barrier between myself and reality. It does little to shield me from the massive amount of emotions attacking me left, right and centre. 
 
   This long distance thing sucks. I know it doesn’t seem that far, it’s only two and a half hours, but when you have no car and no money to spend on train fare then you’re pretty much screwed.
 
   If only I hadn’t left my stupid card for my savings account back home. 
 
   I call Isaac’s dad but he doesn’t answer, so I call my mum instead. She’s not happy about it, but will get involved purely because I’m innocent and clearly distraught. I just hope she hurries. I have such a horrible feeling churning in my gut.
 
   It’s not until Kira arrives with two tubs of ice-cream and a hell of a lot of syrup that I finally relax and stop staring at my phone, praying for it to ring.
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   “Is your mood to do with the amount of money you spent last night?” Tony asks. I had actually almost forgotten about that. “Because… well, if you don’t stop, you’re going to have a problem.”
 
   I already have one. “I’m not bothered about the money anyway.”
 
   “So what’s with the mood?”
 
   I shrug, not wanting to share the fact that my eighteen year old wife has decided to seek the comforts of another man. “Marital problems.”
 
   “Glad I’m single. She pissed about the money?”
 
   Sigh. “No, it’s nothing to do with the money. I’d rather just move on from that anyway.”
 
   “Isaac, you put in like five hundred. I watched you. I warned you. I consider you a mate and I wouldn’t be a good mate if I didn’t say shit. I think you should ban yourself, or put a limit on your account at least.”
 
   I nod. He’s absolutely right. I went way overboard. “It doesn’t matter; I won’t be going back.”
 
   Tony chuckles and helps me place the glass into the window frame. “I’ve said that to myself many times.”
 
   “Then don’t be a hypocrite.”
 
   “I have a limit on my account, remember? I can’t spend more than forty a week. It’s too easy to get sucked into the scam of these places.”
 
   I nod again because, again, he’s absolutely right. “Yeah, I’ll be more careful.”
 
   “There’s bugger all to do in this town. Boredom can become your worst enemy.”
 
   “You’re turning Yoda on me,” I comment dryly and he laughs loudly.
 
   “Shit, the boss man is coming.”
 
   We both look as Darren strides across the room, his long legs clearing the distance in no time at all. “You.” He points at me and nods for me to follow him. What did I do now? 
 
   I follow him into his office, which currently has no doors and is being converted into a staffroom. “I have a lot I need to do, Darren. Spit it out.”
 
   “I’m going to say this one time and one time only. If my daughter ever calls her mother or I in tears again…”
 
   What the fuck? “I’m done. I’m not even listening to this shit. She is my wife and it is my marriage.”
 
   “You need to call Eloise. Whatever has happened, my wife assures me that it’s all one big misunderstanding.”
 
   Yeah, right. “I’ll call Eloise when I feel like calling her.”
 
   “Look, I don’t like you at all, as you already know. Quite frankly I feel you’re a perverted prick who definitely doesn’t deserve my daughter… but…” He clears his throat and crosses his arms over his chest. “I need you as my middle man. Elle’s my only child. One day this could be hers.” He motions to the room, but I have a feeling he’s talking about his entire company. Does he not know that Elle isn’t interested in the empire he’s built for himself? “I want my daughter back and you’re the person who’s going to bring her back to me. The sooner the better, because she’ll get bored of you soon enough.”
 
   “So sure about that?”
 
   “Very. She’s young and she’s foolish, but she’ll grow. Call her and then get her to call me.”
 
   I shake my head and turn towards the open frame, but not before telling him to go fuck himself. With the day shot to shit, there’s no way I’m staying. I head past my workmates, past Tony, and straight to my car, where I climb in and drive away. I should have called in sick. 
 
    
 
   The journey home is an eventful one in my mind. I even turn my phone on, shocked when it starts ringing immediately and Eloise’s face and number lights up on the screen. 
 
   I’m wondering if I have read into it all wrong and overreacted. I’ve never been one to talk to people about things going on in my life, but now I wish I had someone to turn to, to speak to about the warring emotions and thoughts I’m struggling with.
 
   Maybe a second voice could give me a clearer view on this mess. 
 
   It’s not until I’ve kicked my shoes off after entering the house that I finally pick up the phone and put it to my ear.
 
   I expect yelling, tears and a jumble of excuses. What I don’t expect is a sniffle and a, “Hey.”
 
   I also expect myself to shout, to yell at my wife for putting me through this. Instead I respond with an equally defeated sounding, “Hey.”
 
   “I don’t know what to say now.” She admits and I can’t help but feel the same. “I thought I’d immediately tell you what’s happened, but… I’m just glad to hear your voice.”
 
   Reluctantly I second that. “It doesn’t even matter.” What am I saying? Of course it matters. “I’m going to kill him if I see him. You know that, right?” Now that sounds more like me. “How could you, Elle? I don’t…” I blow out a breath and shake my head as the hand holding the phone to my ear trembles with anger and sadness. “I don’t even know how to react.”
 
   “I haven’t cheated on you. It’s all just a stupid mistake.”
 
   And here come the excuses. “Don’t…”
 
   “We got drunk. I was upset about losing my job, so we got drunk. I went to my bed and he went to his bed. Nothing happened.”
 
   My hand stops trembling and my sorrow vanishes, only to be replaced with a large amount of rage, which I’m succeeding at suppressing for now. “So explain why and how he was answering your phone this morning.”
 
   “We somehow switched phones. I know it sounds unbelievable, but it’s true. I took his phone and he took mine. We both have Samsungs, so our ringtones are the same.” Her voice is desperate. I’m not sure whether to believe her. I’ve seen this happen before; the person believes their partner and they only continue to hurt them in the same way. “I’m telling the truth; it was a stupid mistake.”
 
   I bite down on my lip and rub my eyes with my finger and thumb, pulling them to the bridge of my nose as my mind spirals with images of her and Jordan, tangled naked together in the sheets. “I don’t know whether to believe you or not.”
 
   “You should. I’m not lying. You can speak to Jordan too, if you like. He said he’d talk to you in hopes that it will clear things up.” 
 
   This is so frustrating. My anger starts to clear and my entire demeanour softens. Could I really have made such a stupid mistake and jumped to conclusions, or am I letting my young, beautiful wife pull the wool over my eyes? “I… I need to think.”
 
   “Why can’t you just believe me?”
 
   “Put yourself in my shoes. How would you feel and react if another woman answered my phone first thing in the morning?”
 
   “I’d feel different to how you feel, because you don’t have a female roommate where an accidental phone switch would be possible.”
 
   “I can hear the anger in your voice, Elle. Just the thought of that ever happening pisses you off.”
 
   She lets out a huff of frustration. “Well, duh. You expect me to feel good about that? Besides, I seem to recall believing you immediately and trusting you immediately when you explained that you’ve been going out for drinks with your workmates. I didn’t question it and I think I deserve the same respect.”
 
   “Don’t get prissy with me. I haven’t done anything wrong. We’ve moved past that.”
 
   “Fuck you! We have not moved past that! You lied to me repeatedly and even lied to my fucking face, yet I didn’t give you headaches over it. I also spoke to you about it; I didn’t shut you out like you have done with me.” 
 
   My jaw clenches. She’s not wrong, but she’s also not right. “That’s a completely different situation.”
 
   “Is it?”
 
   “Okay, I’m sorry. I should have spoken to you, but I was angry. I had to rearrange my thoughts and calm down.”
 
   “We’re married. Married people are supposed to communicate and trust in each other. Did you marry me just to keep me, or did you marry me because you feel like you can actually share your life with me?”
 
   My mouth falls open but no words come out. That’s a really good question. I’m not totally sure why I can’t answer it. “Okay, I see your point. I believe you, okay? I do, I just… I’m…”
 
   “Jealous? Angry? Upset? Untrusting? The list goes on, Isaac.”
 
   “I should have spoken to you sooner and for that I apologise.”
 
   “So you believe me?”
 
   Do I? “I want to.”
 
   She growls with anger and annoyance. “You’re either going to have to take my word for it, or you’re going to have to break up with me. You can’t stay with me if you think I cheated, Isaac. That’ll cause us both a ton of headaches that neither of us want. I’m not down with that. I don’t want that. I need to know that you trust me. I need to know you believe me and I need to know that I can trust you to confront me if something is bothering you, especially something on this level of seriousness. Stuff like this ruins relationships. You shouldn’t keep it bottled up. It’s not fair on me, especially because I’m innocent.”
 
   “I know.” She’s right; I genuinely do agree with her. How do I just turn it off, though? It isn’t possible. “I’m sorry.”
 
   We both fall silent for a long moment. Neither of us knows what to say or how to act now. She finally talks and her words are soft but sad. “I’m going to go. There isn’t much more we can say over the phone and Kira is here with ice cream.”
 
   I nod, even though she can’t see me. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Isaac. I should have been more careful. This could have been avoided if I hadn’t gotten drunk last night.”
 
   “Yeah.” I bite my lip and look around me at the bare walls and paint speckled flooring. I chose this because I love this girl with every fibre of my being. I chose this life and this path and this career because she’s worth it. I chose this because I wanted it and I still choose it, because life without Elle is hard to even think about. I’m not being fair to her or to us and I need to deal with that. I contemplate whether or not to tell her about the money I lost last night and the fact I’ve been lying to her about where I’ve actually been drinking, but I figure we’ve had enough drama for one day and it can be something I’ll tell her in the future. It’s not a problem. I’m not going back to that Casino ever again, so my admissions can wait until we’re in a more stable place. “I love you. I’m sorry I reacted badly. You deserve better of me.” 
 
   “Me too. I’m sorry for being stupid and not being more careful with my phone.” I hear the smile in her voice and the heavy ache in my chest slowly dissipates. “Make sure you eat well tonight. You get grumpy when you’re hungry.”
 
   My lips twitch before stretching into a full smile, the kind I never thought I’d have again after what happened this morning. “You too.”
 
   “I do not. I just moan a lot.”
 
   “Have you got food? I could pay for a pizza to be delivered?”
 
   “There’s the man I know and love,” she giggles.
 
   Warmth flutters through my chest as that bad chapter ends and we seem to find some semblance of happiness and normality again. “I miss you. Text me if you get too hungry, okay?”
 
   “I will, I promise.”
 
   “Bye, Elle.”
 
   “Bye, Isaac.”
 
   The line goes dead and I’m alone again. 
 
   Sigh.
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   The weeks go slowly and the search for a job leaves me restless. I unfortunately find nothing and money is too tight. We’re coping, but only just. Isaac should be getting more money than he is, but my dad doesn’t seem to be giving him enough hours according to Isaac. 
 
   At least classes are going well. I’m excelling in my studies and, even though it’s challenging, I’m loving every second of it. 
 
   I’ve even made new friends and Kira and I have a regular group we hang with at lunch times and sometimes after class. They’re a great bunch of people and all seem to be in the same boat as me when it comes to money, but they don’t have nice accommodations like I do, so I consider myself lucky. Money may be tight, but at least I have a nice home away from home.
 
   Even though I now know that Isaac would be okay with me partying on occasion with my friends, I have yet to do so. With everything that happened last month, I’m worried about pushing our luck. We are happy, definitely, but we’re both struggling with the distance and the lack of conversation. Isaac seems down and I don’t know why. I’m assuming it’s work, but he refuses to state the reason and insists he’s perfectly okay. 
 
   I’m home now at least. I can’t wait for him to finish work so I can hold him for as long as I like and talk to him about Christmas and other mundane things that make life worth living. 
 
   I was definitely happy to see that the house was clean and tidy when I arrived home this afternoon. The laundry has been done and Isaac has even gone to great lengths to fix numerous problems around the house. Now I’ll be able to decorate the hallway and the bedroom over the holiday period. That’s if we can afford it. 
 
   I make myself busy by visiting Isaac’s parents. I stay for as long as I can and even cook dinner for the both of them. They seem happy to see me, but, like Isaac, John seems distant and stressed. It’s not surprising though, as Judith is… well she’s just not Judith anymore. 
 
   She doesn’t recognise me at all and barely even acknowledges my existence. Even when I present her with her favourite bottle of cloudy lemonade, she merely looks at me with a blank expression.
 
   I’ve only been gone eight weeks, but for some reason she looks older, more drawn and frail than ever before. It’s sad and I try to make conversation with her, but she seems content to mutter under her breath and try to wander around every so often.
 
   It’s not until John has finished feeding her and I help him put her to bed that I finally leave. 
 
   My heart breaks, shatters, explodes and turns to dust as I drive away in Isaac’s car. 
 
   She’s not coming back to us again. The chances of her memory returning aren’t even slim to none; they’re just none. No wonder Isaac has been so down recently. This must have been the cause.
 
   My poor Isaac. How badly he must be suffering. 
 
   I place his dinner in the oven and decide to soak in the tub until he arrives home. My body is weak and my mind is broken, and I’m not even sure this is something a plentiful amount of hot water and bubbles can fix.
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   Kicking off my shoes in the hallway, I follow the sound of quietly sloshing water. I strip off my clothes as I go, dropping them on the ground in my wake as I pad up the stairs and stop, stark naked, outside the bathroom. 
 
   Elle is in there, dripping wet and soaking in a tub, as naked as I am. The urge to join her is unbearable, so I push open the door and allow the images in my mind to take light.
 
   There she is, the woman of my dreams, her head back over the edge of the tub, her body immersed in the warm water with a thin layer of bubbles crackling on the top. 
 
   My eyes scan her from head to toe. I watch a bead of water trickle down her forehead to her temple and then to her ear. I want my lips to travel that same path. Does she know how badly I’ve missed her? 
 
   Has she missed me just as much? 
 
   Her eyes remain closed, her eyelids softly twitching as the light from the candles that sit around the bathroom illuminate her face, thick lashes and the red in her hair with a soft orange and very warm glow. I smell vanilla. She’s used the new bubble bath I purchased for her just last week. 
 
   Stepping into the warm room, I quietly walk towards her and bend down to press my lips to hers. I feel her smile as she accepts my welcome home kiss and moves ready for me to sink into the water behind her, which I do eagerly and swiftly, splashing water over the sides of the bath and pulling her back against my chest.
 
   We both ignore my arousal for now. As much as I ache for her touch, I want to enjoy her body first. 
 
   My hands, slick with soap, move across her front, cupping her breasts and rubbing her skin gently. She sighs with contentment and, as if by magic, all of my worries and troubles vanish. I love the effect she has on me like that, the way just her presence soothes my very soul.
 
   I forget this feeling when she’s gone. I forget just how much I love her and everything about her. I shouldn’t. I wish I could bottle this feeling and sip it whenever she isn’t around. I’m so tired of the distance.
 
   How are we going to do this for another three years or more until she graduates? I’m barely holding on now and it has only been four months. I just have to hope that it gets easier and we get luckier.
 
   Although luck hasn’t played a huge part in our money issues, that’s for sure. 
 
   There’s an itch to return to the one place that has eaten so much of our money in the past four months, but I’m fighting it. I returned to the casino last week, but after I lost sixty pounds I cut myself off and left. I only went back because Tony holds a torch for the nice girl behind the bar who always gives us a free drink when we show our faces.
 
   I should talk to Elle about it, tell her what I’ve done, but it’s pointless. I have it under control. There’s no need for me to worry her. Besides, what would I even say? 
 
   “I feel like I’m dreaming. I don’t want to open my eyes.” Elle says softly, her voice sounding relaxed and tired. 
 
   “I hate that I don’t get this every night.”
 
   “I second that.”
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   She shakes her head and sinks down my body so her head is resting on my chest rather than my shoulder. “I ate at your parents. I brought you a plate back; it’s in the oven.”
 
   “Thank you.” She never forgets about me, never. “We have bad news. The oven is broken.”
 
   “It never worked right anyway.” She laughs. “I’m going to get out. I’m pruning. I’ll get in my PJs and go and nuke your dinner in the microwave.”
 
   “Thank you,” I say, kissing her wet neck softly and keeping my eyes planted on her glorious body as she climbs from the bath and wraps a towel around herself. She kisses my lips before disappearing from the room completely. 
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   A shiver runs through me, waking me from my slumber. I feel soft fingers tickling the edge of my lace knickers. My stomach muscles clench in response and my breath leaves me. 
 
   “Morning,” is murmured quietly against my neck. 
 
   I smile and reach my hand over my head to sink my fingers into his gorgeous blonde hair as he grinds his throbbing length against my rear. “Morning.”
 
   “Do you mind?” He pulls my knickers outwards and releases them, causing the elastic to snap back. He laughs when I yelp at the sting it leaves on my skin. 
 
   “Do I mind?” I breathe as his tongue traces patterns on my neck.
 
   A large, warm hand cups my breast and tugs me until I’m lying on my back. I smile up at the handsome face hovering over my own and reach up to trace the stubble along his jaw. 
 
   His weight presses down on me as he shifts his leg over mine and nudges my thighs apart. 
 
   “Let’s make this morning a fun one.”
 
   Smiling, I lift myself and kiss his neck. “You have to be at work in forty minutes.”
 
   “I’ll call in sick.”
 
   “Liar.”
 
   “We’ll make it quick.”
 
   I snort. “That rhymed.”
 
   Blue eyes turn playful as a hand grasps my thigh and tugs it up until it’s pressing against his hip and his swollen length is pressing against me in the most delicious way.
 
   I shiver a little and my teeth sink into my lip. 
 
   “Shall we?” He repeats as his lips ever so lightly touch my own. This time his voice is breathy. I love it when his voice becomes breathy; it sends tingles to my core.
 
   “The fact you’re asking is kind of turning this into more of a chore,” I joke and receive a sharp pinch to my thigh in response. “Arsehole.” 
 
   “Don’t mind if I do.” He flips me onto my front in a second, making my stomach lurch with the quickness of it. Squealing and laughing, I try to roll back onto my back, but he pins me by sitting on my thighs and grips my rear with both hands. “Now that I have your permission.”
 
   Still laughing, I continue to buck around in order to free myself. “Stop. I don’t give you permission.”
 
   “I’ve gone temporarily deaf. If you’re talking, I can’t hear you.”
 
   “Get off,” I giggle loudly as his hands pull and rub at my arse cheeks. He slaps one lightly as his other hand starts poking at my ribs.
 
   I’m laughing so hard I can barely breathe. 
 
   I roll from side to side and slap at his hands. He quickly pins my wrists to the base of my spine and leans forward to bite my shoulder.
 
   Wow.
 
   My skin prickles and a wave of pleasure shoots through me, bouncing off every nerve in my body before settling in my lower stomach, causing it to clench and send further tingles to my aching core. I relax as a result and, before I can register what he’s doing, I feel him at my entrance. He circles and pushes, making me wetter and wetter. I can hardly stand it.
 
   “Isaac,” I beg, thrusting my hips upward, causing him to sink in ever so slightly. “Please.”
 
   He delivers.
 
   He delivers it all, slowly, calmly and with a groan that beats all of his other groans.
 
   That noise alone has me clenching with need, which he answers by moving in and out at a languid and teasing pace. 
 
   “Every single time we do this, it feels better than the last.” He releases my hands and puts his entire weight on my back. His lips close around the lobe of my ear as I fold my arms under my head and grab fistfuls of the sheets. “Every.” Thrust. “Single.” Thrust. “Time.”
 
   “Ah.”
 
   His movements get quicker and deeper, his hips smacking against me as his teeth sink into my ear lobe. 
 
   It burns; everything burns. I feel it so deeply it travels to my feet and burns there too. 
 
   My breath won’t regulate. I don’t know how to move or what to do. I’ve never felt so… on fire. 
 
   I’m moaning, cursing, pushing back and begging for more all in one. I don’t want him to stop. This should never stop. I could do this forever.
 
   “Elle,” he groans as his chest becomes slick against my back.
 
   He’s losing control. We both are. It’s going to end soon, even though I really don’t want it to.
 
   “Elle, fuck… Elle,” he pushes up on one arm, his chest leaving my back, and I can imagine he’s looking down at where we’re connected. “You need to meet me, Sweet. I can’t…” He seems to choke on his words but I know what he wants. Clenching, I push up against him, allowing him even deeper access. 
 
   His free hand grips my waist as he propels his hips back and forth with bruising force.
 
   And then it happens, the burning that spreads through me seems to spiral backwards, gathering in the pit of my stomach before finally unleashing in torrents of waves through my body. Delirium hits and my vision blurs as tears pool in my eyes. It’s too much.
 
   Isaac continues to slam in and out, his grunts only fuelling my pleasure. “Moan for me,” he begs, his cheek against mine. “Let me hear how good I’m making you feel.”
 
   I can only shudder. I have no words, no sound. I can’t even breathe, let alone say anything. 
 
   My chest allows me to release a sigh, but it’s pathetic. 
 
   He growls, pumping harder and harder until finally his entire body becomes stone and his length throbs and pulses inside. 
 
   Then he collapses, crushing me under his weight. 
 
   We both come down from the high but neither of us move. It’s okay, though. Even though he’s crushing me, I’m too satiated to move, too languid, happy and lazily satisfied. 
 
   “Christ,” he murmurs and nuzzles my neck. “I love you, Elle.”
 
   “Hm. Me too.”
 
    
 
   The sound of ringing startles me. I flip onto my back and my hair falls over my face and tangles. Some of it seems to be stuck to the drying drool coming from the corner of my mouth. 
 
   Gross.
 
   I try to see through my hair as my hand scrambles around the bed to find the source of the ringing. 
 
   I can’t remember the last time I felt this groggy. 
 
   Shit, it’s almost twelve. “Hello?”
 
   A deep laugh echoes into my ear from the phone. “Are you still sleeping?”
 
   I finally push the hair from my face and wipe my mouth on my wrist. “No, I was… umm…”
 
   Isaac laughs harder. “Seriously? Since when did you get so lazy?”
 
   “Why didn’t you wake me?”
 
   “You looked so sweet, all curled up, blanket tucked between your legs, drool seeping from your mouth.”
 
   “Ugh, you’re an arse. You should have woken me.”
 
   “I must have really tired you out.” He sounds far too proud of himself.
 
   “What are you doing?” I ask, sitting up slowly and surveying the room. “Is work okay?”
 
   “It’s fine. I’ll be late tonight, but it’s my last day until the twenty sixth.”
 
   “I remember.” I yawn loudly and stretch my body.
 
   Stretching after being cramped in one position for so long can sometimes feel better than sex. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Stretching.” 
 
   “Sounds pleasurable.”
 
   “Oh, it is.”
 
   “I wish I could come home and join you.”
 
   I sigh a solemn breath. I wish he could too. “The silver lining is that we can spend all day in bed together tomorrow instead.”
 
   “Actually we can’t.”
 
   I frown. “Why the hell not?”
 
   “Because I have a surprise for you.” 
 
   My frown quickly flips up. “What is it?”
 
   “Find the definition of the word surprise.” His chuckle is deep and so fucking sexy and enticing. I want to kiss him, but first I want to squeeze my surprise out of him.
 
   What could it be, I wonder? 
 
   He said we couldn’t stay in bed so I have to be dressed for it, which means it’s not hidden somewhere at home. He must be taking me somewhere, but where?
 
   “Please tell me?” I beg, my tone whiney and high.
 
   “No.” Somebody calls his name in the background. “Break’s over. I’ll see you tonight.”
 
   “I love you,” I tell him, giddy with excitement. 
 
   “Have a good day, Sweet.” 
 
   I hang up and dive out of bed faster than if the hounds of hell were snapping at my bare arse. 
 
   After throwing on clothes and fresh makeup, I check myself in the mirror, making sure to smooth my dark top down. I really should invest in an iron but I hate ironing.
 
   I send Hayley a text, asking if she wants to go for lunch. She agrees, so I grab a twenty out of my purse, stuff it into my jeggings pocket and race out of the house. 
 
   I miss my friend.
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   “I fucking hate that guy.” Tony spits on the ground by the mop bucket and wipes his brow on his wrist.
 
   “What guy?”
 
   “The painter guy.” He pats the wall. “Now these are all restored, it’s time to call in the decorators.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   He gives me a look that says, ‘are you stupid?’ “Us. He’ll design; we’ll paint.”
 
   “Who?” And then it clicks. “Let me guess, young kid, some kind of artistic prodigy?”
 
   “Justin Fletcher.”
 
   “When’s he due to arrive?” 
 
   Tony shrugs. “After the break, I assume. The boss man wants to get the ice skating rink up and running as soon as possible, but the place needs to be finished first. I think he thinks it’ll get his girl back to him.”
 
   In a way I actually feel sorry for Darren. I hate him, seriously, but he really does love Eloise and I can only imagine how it feels to have a child who will never speak to you.
 
   Why do I suddenly want to hold up to my end of the deal and get her speaking to him again? 
 
   “The guys think he’s great. He always brings grub and always keeps them laughing.”
 
   I give him a sideways glance. “And you don’t like him because…?”
 
   “Because he thinks he’s better than everybody. They’re too thick to see how patronising he is.”
 
   “Let them have him.” As long as he stays away from my Elle.
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   I can’t believe it’s Christmas tomorrow. This week has gone too quickly and it’s safe to say not only am I glowing, but I’m also very sore, all over. 
 
   The letterbox clatters loudly as the mail is shoved through it, startling me so badly I spill my coffee on my wrist. 
 
   As I run it under the cool tap, I admiring the fixed wall. There used to be a hole there, but now, thanks to my superman, there is a flat and solid wall ready for paint. I pad quietly into the hallway and scoop the mail from the ground. 
 
   It’s only between my fingertips for a second before it’s snatched away and I’m being pressed against the front door, lips attacking my own. 
 
   “I’ll deal with that,” Isaac says against my mouth, his voice raspy as he lifts my leg and hooks it over his hip. His teeth nip at my jaw and sparks of lust trigger the primal urges in my body. Hunger and sex, or better yet, hunger for sex. “You go and frost yourself.”
 
   “Frost myself?”
 
   “As in makeup and jewellery.”
 
   “I thought you said I look better without makeup?” I pull his head back by his hair and glare into his dilated pupils. 
 
   “Oh, you do, but I know you won’t leave the house without it on and I really, really, want to take you somewhere while it’s snowing.” He grins, pecks me on the lips, pushes me towards the stairs and slaps my arse when I ascend the first step. “Love you, Butthead.”
 
   A startled laugh escapes me. “Butthead?”
 
   “I’m trying out new terms of endearment.”
 
   I laugh harder. “You’re so fucking weird.”
 
   “Language, Eloise Price!” 
 
   I flip him off over my shoulder. “English, Mr Price Junior.”
 
   His chuckle follows him into the kitchen and I hear the tell-tale sign of ripping paper before I enter our bedroom and do exactly as I’m told. I frost myself.
 
   Then another thought enters my head, a sudden realisation of something Isaac just said. 
 
   “It’s snowing!” I throw my shit on and race from the house. 
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   “Elle?” She left the damn door open. It’s minus three outside. Is she insane? 
 
   I stare at the white layer on the ground and take a cautious step onto it, testing how slippery it is before making my way to the centre of the path. “Elle?”
 
   I feel a cold smack of something soft and powdery against my neck, the cold trickling down into the collar of my shirt.
 
   “Holy shit that’s freezing!” I spin to face the driveway and see the top of Eloise’s red hair peeking over the bonnet of the car. “Elle, we don’t have…” I see her arm before another snowball hits me on the chest. “Do you have a robotic arm?” I rub the snow away and assess the damage. “Enough…” Another blur of red before another ball hits me, this time on the shoulder. “Elle.”
 
   I only hear her giggle as another ball comes flying for my face. I duck and it smashes against the front door.
 
   “That’s it.” I laugh and duck along the side of the car. All is silent and still, save for two cars that drive past. 
 
   My hands make quick work of the snow, forming it into tight, individual balls which I hold along my arm, ready to throw. It’s so fucking cold. Already my hands are white. 
 
   I wait to hear her move and sure enough the sound of her shuffling along the car sounds into the quiet. I stand and run around the front but she’s quick and moves to the side I just vacated, only giving me enough time to plant one at the base of her spine. My aim isn’t what it used to be.
 
   She squeals and laughs; it’s childlike and cute. I notice she has no snow to throw, not unless she leaves her cover. 
 
   I lunge, letting loose another ball in the process. This one narrowly misses and the cheeky git sticks her tongue out at me.
 
   “Having fun?” I turn at the sound of my father’s voice, shocked to see him out with my mother in a wheelchair. My mum looks so frail, yet very snug in a thick coat, fabric boots and a blanket draped over her lap. Her eyes are drawn and tired and she doesn’t even acknowledge me with a glance.
 
   Thud.
 
   I hiss when another ball hits me on the back of the head.
 
   My father thinks this is hilarious and high fives Elle after she skips over to them.
 
   I rub the spot she just hit, drop the snowballs to the ground and make my way over to the group. 
 
   “It’s great to see you both.” Elle beams as she picks up a corner of the blanket from the ground and tucks it under my mum’s foot. “How are you?”
 
   I throw my arm around her shoulders when she stands and wait for my dad to explain his unusual visit. It’s not often that he comes to see us, especially not with Mum. 
 
   “Good. We couldn’t resist the snow.” He’s lying. He needs me for something. He catches my eye and I barely stifle a sigh as I wait for it. “Also, the car’s broken down. I know… I know you have plans, but I was wondering if you’d take it in to the garage for me, get it fixed before tomorrow.”
 
   Eloise doesn’t seem phased at all. She nods, still smiling. “I’ll take it in for you. It’s no problem.”
 
   “Will they be able to do it today?”
 
   My dad rubs at the white stubble on his chin. “They’ve made it priority as they know I need it.”
 
   I sigh long and deep. “I guess it won’t take long to drop it off. What’s wrong with it?”
 
   “It keeps stalling. I think the clutch is going.”
 
   “In that case I’ll be driving,” I say and snatch the keys from Eloise, who only just took them from my dad. 
 
   “There are so many of them, dear, so, so many, always playing. It’s lovely,” my mum says, though I have no idea what she’s talking about. I wonder if she even knows what she’s saying. The thought saddens me greatly.
 
   “Why didn’t you just call?” I ask, slightly irritated even though I know it’s not my dad’s fault. He does need his car, especially since it’s Christmas tomorrow and taxis will hardly be available if anything does happen. 
 
   “Like I said, I couldn’t resist the snow. It makes even the crappiest of places look clean and beautiful.”
 
   “Do you want to rest inside?” Eloise offers, double checking my mum’s blanket is tucked tight. Mum just sits quietly staring ahead, seemingly at nothing. 
 
   “No thank you, we’ll walk back now. I want to stop at the shop on my way home.” He smiles and dips his head. “I’ll catch you both later.” 
 
   Eloise kisses me on the cheek and heads back towards the house as I wave my dad off and warm my hands up by rubbing them together. They’re so cold I can barely bend my fingers.
 
   My dad was right, though. As I look around I realise just how pretty the snow makes everything look. 
 
    
 
   As we drive back to my parents’ house, the house where I was raised, Eloise is silent. Her hand holds mine over the console as she nods her head to the music on the radio. I love moments like this, moments where I can relax completely in her presence without a thought for anything else. 
 
   I can admire her beauty, her grace and everything there is to love about her, which is everything. How did I get so lucky as to be able to share my life with such an amazing woman?
 
   “I love you, Elle,” I say softly as we pull up to a red light.
 
   Her eyes become soft and warm, sparkling with the same amount of love I’m feeling for her right now. She doesn’t say anything; she doesn’t have to. She just returns her eyes forward and continues nodding along to the music, a sweet smile on her face. 
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   I make it to the garage about five minutes ahead of Isaac. He stalled twice and I could hear him cursing in my mind, even though I couldn’t see him. I could definitely imagine him cussing the hell out of his dad’s car. This amused me greatly as I drove around him and merrily made my way to the garage. 
 
   I wait in the reception with an old magazine in my hands, looking up whenever I hear voices outside, hoping to hear Isaac. I know he’s definitely here but will probably be speaking to the mechanic before coming to find me.
 
   The bell above the door jingles as it is opened, but it’s not Isaac I see, it’s Garret.
 
   I smile and give him a little wave. He returns it, but is too deep in conversation with his boss to stop and chat for even a moment. They disappear behind the counter where a young woman taps away at a computer and through a door. 
 
   I almost forgot he works here. It seems a lifetime ago that we hung out together and kissed on occasion. I used to fancy him so badly. He was, and still is, extremely cute, but now I can’t even imagine us together at all.
 
   I suddenly feel so much older than I am. I guess I have to; I am married to a man twelve years older than myself. If I acted my age, I doubt he’d be interested.
 
   The thought scares me a little, because even though I am older in maturity at times, I’m still only eighteen and there are a lot of things I want to do and experience. Will they push Isaac away? If I party, get too drunk, hang with my friends too much, will he lose interest or decide he doesn’t want to be married to a girl my age anymore? 
 
   On the flip side, if I don’t enjoy myself and fulfil all that life has to offer me, will I resent him for it?
 
   Before I can finish the thought, Isaac walks in and shakes the white snow from his shoulders. I didn’t realise it had started fluttering from the sky again.
 
   “Let’s go; it’s done.”
 
   “Yay,” I say but it’s half-hearted, my mind now burdened with the thought that I could lose the man I love if I’m not careful.
 
   He should understand though, right? 
 
   I’ve been putting it off. I haven’t been to one party or gathering since I started university in September. People seem to avoid me. I’ve even been called stuck up once or twice by people I don’t even know. They think that I think I’m too good for their outings. That’s not it at all. I just didn’t want to upset Isaac and now I see how foolish I’ve been.
 
   Isaac has me for the rest of my life. I only get to be young once. As long as I’m careful and I look after myself, I don’t see why it should ever be an issue. 
 
   With that thought in mind I text Kira.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’m up for it, first Friday back. Show me what I’ve been missing.
 
    
 
   To which she swiftly responds as I’m climbing into the passenger seat in Isaac’s car…
 
    
 
   Kira: Finally! Still married, right?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Happily. :-D 
 
    
 
   “Who’s that?” Isaac asks and moves his hand to my leg.
 
   “Kira.” He waits for me to continue. “She’s taking me out, first Friday back in school.”
 
   He nods and squeezes my thigh. “Anywhere fun?”
 
   “Either a party or out on the town.”
 
   “To paint it red as they say.” He’s smiling, which means he’s not totally against the idea. I feel a weight lift from my chest. “Want me to join you?”
 
   Do I? 
 
   Is it wrong that I don’t? 
 
   I shrug. “You can come if you want to.”
 
   He smiles wider and shakes his head. “I’ll leave the dancing to you younger folk. My hips couldn’t handle it.”
 
   “Your hips handled it just fine last night.”
 
   He chuckles and leans sideways so I can kiss him on the cheek. I do so swiftly, as he is driving after all. 
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   He looks at me quizzically. “For what?”
 
   “For not turning it into a big deal.”
 
   His face drops and I see the wheels turning in his head. We pull up to a red light and he turns towards me before hooking his hand around the back of my neck and pulling me in to him for a kiss that takes my breath away. He says nothing after this and instead takes us towards the edge of town, no doubt taking us to my surprise.
 
    
 
   Garrett: Did I just see you get in the car with Mr Price? I’d heard rumours but didn’t think they were true. What the fuck, Eloise? He’s antient.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Antient isn’t a word, butthead.
 
    
 
   I turn my phone off and sink my teeth into my lower lip. Fuck. 
 
   Isaac, sensing a change in my mood, squeezes my thigh again. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing,” I lie and put on a brave smile. I won’t let anything ruin our day. “Nothing at all.”
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   Seeing Elle’s face light up as I took her around the winter festival on the edge of town was the best part of today.
 
   The worst part of today is now. She’s sleeping and I’m checking her phone, not because I don’t trust her but because something upset her and I want to know what it was. It doesn’t take long to find the cause of her hurt and I grit my teeth.
 
   Antient? Who the hell was his English teacher in school? Although I probably can’t blame them for the fact that this kid is an arsehole.
 
   Kid… I shouldn’t call him that, he’s the same age as Elle. 
 
   Fucking ancient… I am not ancient. 
 
   Eloise stirs in her sleep so I lock her phone and tuck it back under her pillow. 
 
   She smiles in her slumber when I press my chest to her back and wrap my arm around her middle. A sweet sigh parts her even sweeter lips, making me want to kiss them. I don’t. I merely press mine to her neck and close my eyes. I don’t feel tired; my mind is too tangled by other things, one being my wife, another being the many bills I can’t pay. 
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   I pull the Christmas cracker, cheering when I get the larger side, effectively winning the toy and hat that lie within the hollow tube of pretty covered cardboard.
 
   Isaac groans, having lost three times now. I donate one of my two awesome paper hats to him, the pink one of course. He takes it, smiling, and places it atop his head.
 
   John pours me another Bailey’s Irish Cream, which I sip eagerly as I tip the contents of my Christmas cracker onto the table.
 
   “What did you get?”
 
   I pull out mini nail clippers. “Just what I’ve always wanted.” I scratch at Isaac’s face with my long nails.
 
   Isaac snatches my hand and brings my knuckles to his lips before placing it on the table, keeping it tight under his warm palm. 
 
   With my free hand I continue to bring my glass of Bailey’s to my mouth, smiling as Isaac and John share happy memories of old camping trips.
 
   That happiness vanishes though when Isaac’s phone lights up with a text message. He swipes his thumb across the screen and immediately his face falls.
 
   “Excuse me for a second,” he mutters, releasing my hand and standing from the table.
 
   “Chess?” John asks, either not sensing his son’s change in moods or just not acknowledging it. 
 
   I nod as I watch my husband leave the room, his lips pinched and shoulders tense. I want to go after him to find out what’s suddenly gotten him so pissed off, but I figure there’s time to ask him later.
 
   It’s Christmas; it’s family day; drama can wait.
 
   “Thank you for coming to spend Christmas with us, Eloise. I know we probably weren’t your first choice,” John says quietly, his eyes assessing me, and I’m not too sure as to why.
 
   “Of course you were. Even if my dad and I were suddenly on good terms, I’d still probably be here.”
 
   His warm eyes soften and rest on mine for a long moment. “You’re a good girl, Elle.” I’m feeling a ‘but’ coming. “But…” Ah, there it is. “It’s Christmas. I won’t begin a lecture today. It wouldn’t be useful anyway.”
 
   I sigh on the inside.
 
   “I love him; that’s all that matters at this point.” I say calmly, even though I’m tired of rehashing it. “I’m his wife now.”
 
   “Do you know what that actually means, though? You’re so young.”
 
   “No younger than you when you married Mrs Price.”
 
   “And for the first few years, I won’t lie, I wasn’t a happy man.”
 
   I tilt my head with intrigue. 
 
   “I’d gone from free and single to suddenly having a ball and chain.” He shrugs and sips more of his drink. “Exactly like you. I won’t lie; I wish you’d waited.” As he’s said many times. “I genuinely don’t believe this will work out between the two of you.” Another thing he’s said many times. “I think you’ll get bored. He’ll start to resent you and the whole thing will implode.” Something he hasn’t said to me before now.
 
   “Well if that does happen…”
 
   “When,” he says, sloshing drink over the side of his glass by mistake. I hate it when people get all truthful when they’re drunk. Nobody wants to hear it. “When it happens.”
 
   “If,” I implore, my hands twisting on my lap. “We’ll deal with that when it comes to it. It’s our business now, nobody else’s. This was our decision and these are our lives. What’s done is done.”
 
   His brow quirks and his look is one of respect. “Fair enough. Like I said, it’s too late now.”
 
   “Why do you keep repeating this subject?” I ask quietly, my eyes scanning the doorway for Isaac’s return.
 
   “Honestly?”
 
   “Yes, I’d like more of your honesty.” I roll my eyes back to him.
 
   “Because I think if you’d have waited a few more years and come back to each other, you’d probably be together until the day you die.”
 
   My lips part in shock. I wasn’t expecting that.
 
   “I think you’re a well matched couple. I just think that the timing and the circumstances were fucking stupid and it’s a shame.”
 
   “You’re wrong; you’ll see. We can do this.”
 
   He shrugs again and his eyes go to his wife. “For your sakes I really hope so.”
 
   We can do this. Nobody can make such a harsh judgement when they aren’t in our shoes, feeling what we feel, seeing what we see. 
 
   Isaac picks this moment to re-enter the room. His face is slightly red and his hand is tight on his phone.
 
   I ask him what’s wrong with my eyes but he avoids my gaze and sits in the seat he vacated, his entire body tense.
 
   “Problem?” John asks aloud as we both stare at Isaac. He’s so stressed I can literally feel it pulsing from his body in waves. 
 
   “Nothing to worry about on Christmas.” Isaac clears his throat and shifts in his seat as his phone chimes again. He hastily switches it off and stuffs it into his pocket. 
 
   Well this day ended on a sour note.
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   Christmas was a flop. I know Eloise is irritated with me, even though she hasn’t said so. I can feel her annoyance floating in the air of the car. I’m just not in the mood to address it right now. 
 
   It’s just one more thing on the shit list that I have to deal with. She doesn’t know how lucky she’s got it. All she has to worry about is her grades and that’s it. 
 
   I’ve got a mortgage in my name that I can’t fucking pay, people texting me asking me whether or not I’m sick in the head for getting with a child, a job I hate, a boss I fucking hate even more… the list goes on.
 
   I’m barely holding my head above water right now and I’m starting to question my intelligence on all of my decisions, past and previous.
 
   “Are we going to talk about this?” She asks, her tone laced with the same annoyance I can feel clamping tight onto my already tense body.
 
   “I’m really not in the mood, Elle.” I say exasperatedly. 
 
   I watch her run her fingers through her hair. “We’re supposed to talk about stuff. I’m pretty sure if there was a guidebook to marriage it would say communication is key.”
 
   “This isn’t about our marriage,” I snap, really just wanting quiet right now, though I know she won’t bloody give it to me. “Not everything is about us.” But it is about us. It’s about everything surrounding us. I’m just too mentally exhausted to deal with any of it right now.
 
   “If you say so.” She shakes her head before resting her forehead on the window. “Let’s just go home. I need to sleep.”
 
   Finally! “Me too.”
 
   But sleep is something that eludes me for the better half of the night. I’m only just drowsing off, listening to my wife’s soft breathing, as the sun begins to rise in the sky. 
 
    
 
   It’s past one when I wake and Eloise isn’t home. She must have gone to spend some time with Hayley or her mum. I don’t blame her. I was very unfair to her last night and I curse the thoughts I was having about our marriage and towards her last night. She didn’t deserve that. We’re in this together.
 
   The house is lonely without her and too warm, even though it’s winter. She has a bad habit of leaving the heating on.
 
   Slightly clammy and definitely exhausted, I have a quick shower and then check my phone before going downstairs.
 
   I smile when I see the note on the fridge that reads:
 
    
 
   I love you, even if you are an arsehole. With Mum.
 
   E x
 
    
 
   Why she didn’t text me I have no idea. 
 
   At the thought of texting, my mind goes back to last night and my anger spikes. 
 
   I had a very interesting message from Diplock last night, along with a few others from old work colleagues. It seems the town now knows of my and Eloise’s relationship and they do not approve.
 
   I push that to the back of my mind. There’s no point in dwelling on it. What’s done is done and it’s none of their bloody business. I just really hope my dad doesn’t take the brunt of it all when school starts again.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   When Eloise finally comes home, I’m on the couch in nothing but my pyjama bottoms, a glass of whiskey in one hand. I wait for her to hang up her coat before opening my arm as an invitation for her to join me.
 
   “Sorry I’m so late,” she tells me quietly, her words slightly slurred. “I…”
 
   “Have been drinking?” My brow quirks in intrigue. “Where?”
 
   “Hayley and I got together with a few old friends. We figured it was high time to tell people about my relationship with you. They already know anyway.”
 
   My brain only registers one part of that sentence and my hands begin to tremble slightly. “Old friends?”
 
   “Yeah.” She smiles and it’s a drunken smile. 
 
   My breath leaves me when she flops back onto the couch, her head on my stomach, causing my drink to slosh around in the glass in my hand. 
 
   “Want to go to bed?” She asks, rubbing her temple against my navel. 
 
   I won’t lie; I like the feeling of it. “Tell me about your night.”
 
   “I already told you. We went to that place near where I used to work. It was actually quite busy considering what day it is.” She snuggles further into me and my still trembling fingers go to her hair. Feeling the silky strands slide between them calms them slightly. “That’s nice.” She mumbles sleepily.
 
   “With who?”
 
   “The old gang, minus Shannon. Nobody has heard from her in a while. Apparently she moved to live with her grandma or something.” 
 
   Ah, the infamous Shannon who spread her legs for Diplock. Poor girl. “Did you have a good time?”
 
   “It was great actually. Everyone is doing well. Wesley has dropped out of University already.”
 
   I can’t even remember who that is. “That’s not good.”
 
   “He’s doing well though. Whatever makes him happy.”
 
   I nod and stare at her profile. She closes her eyes and hums as my hand continues to tease her hair. “How much did you spend?”
 
   “Only twenty.”
 
   “Only twenty?”
 
   She moves onto her back and glares at me. “Yes, only twenty. I haven’t had a drink with friends for a while, unlike my dear husband.”
 
   “But we really can’t afford it.”
 
   “My mum gave me money for Christmas.” She says and pushes my hand away before sitting up and stretching. “Can we stop talking about money now? It’s boring.”
 
   “It’s an important subject.”
 
   She snorts.“Hardly.”
 
   “Don’t be so naïve.”
 
   “We have enough to get by. I wanted a drink with friends. It’s not a big deal.”
 
   “I didn’t say it was.” I hold my hands up, guarding myself from the elevated tone of voice she’s throwing my way.
 
   “Good.” And she stands, still stretching before her eyes come back to me. “What shall we do tomorrow?”
 
   “I’m working,” I remind her and her face falls.
 
   “Right…”
 
   “Rain check.”
 
   A long sigh leaves her and I can’t help but roll my eyes. I have to work if she wants to keep this house. Sometimes I forget that even though she’s mature for her age, she isn’t always. Now is one of those times and it irritates me. 
 
   “Do you want to talk about yesterday?” She asks and moves towards the door. 
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “Didn’t think so.” She vanishes from sight and it’s not until I hear her reach the top of the stairs that I turn the TV off and down the rest of my drink.
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   I awake to the bed dipping and my eyes burn. I’m so tired and still a little drunk. It’s still dark outside. Checking the clock on my new bedside table I see that it’s a little past three in the morning. I got home at ten. Why is Isaac only coming to bed now?
 
   I hear his shoe drop on the floor.
 
   Why was he wearing shoes? He was half dressed when I came home. I’m sure of it.
 
   “Hey,” I say, placing my hand between his shoulder blades as he tugs his other shoe off and drops it on the floor.
 
   He doesn’t answer me, only pulling his shirt off and throwing it in the direction of the laundry basket. It misses. 
 
   “Where have you been?” I ask, my eyes on his gorgeous arse as he stands and tugs down his jeans. The buckle clatters loudly when it hits the floor.
 
   “I went for a drive,” he says quietly, his back still to me in the moonlight that pours through the gap between the curtains. “Go back to sleep.”
 
   He went for a drive? “What?”
 
   “Go back to sleep.”
 
   He finally climbs into bed and instantly rolls onto his stomach away from me. 
 
   I lie still, my mouth open in shock. “You went for a drive?”
 
   “Yes, as in I got in the car and went vroom vroom.”
 
   I’d laugh if I wasn’t so perplexed. “Why?”
 
   “I needed to clear my head.” He rolls onto his back and the moonlight makes the blue of his eyes sparkle like sapphires. 
 
   “Clear your head of what?” I suddenly feel scared. This isn’t right; this isn’t my Isaac. This isn’t our relationship. I feel like I’ve stepped into a parallel universe where my husband no longer respects me like he once did. He doesn’t respond so I keep pushing. “Clear your head of what exactly?”
 
   “Nothing that we need to talk about at three in the morning.”
 
   I sit up and flick on the lamp that sits on my bedside table behind the alarm. My arm keeps the blanket around my chest, hiding my nudity. 
 
   “Elle,” he whines and rolls back onto his stomach. “Go to bloody sleep.”
 
   “Isaac, turn around right now.” He does as he’s told but he’s not happy about it. “Should I be worried?”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “About whatever the fuck it is you’re going through?”
 
   “I’m not going through anything. I’m just tired.”
 
   I scoff. “Not too tired to go for a drive.” And then another thought hits. “Wait… you were drinking earlier. Are you fucking crazy?”
 
   “It was watered down whiskey. I only had half of a tumbler. Nowhere near enough to even slightly damage my senses.”
 
   Is he hearing himself? “Talk to me.” I’m not above begging. “Please. You’ve been dodgy with me ever since your dad’s on Christmas. Did I do something?”
 
   “No.” His eyes soften and his arm hooks around my waist, trying to pull me back to my prone position. “Nothing at all, Elle. Things just aren’t…”
 
   “Aren’t what?” Gulp.
 
   “They just aren’t… fuck.” He sits up and runs his fingers through his hair. I’m almost scared of what he’s going to say next.
 
   Things aren’t what? What does he mean?
 
   “Things aren’t as easy as I thought they’d be.” He admits and my heart shatters into a thousand dull fragments of nothing. When he sees the hurt in my eyes, his own eyes widen. “Shit, Elle, I don’t mean it like that…”
 
   I open my mouth to speak but what exactly can I say to that? He waits though, almost like he’s not sure what to say to defend himself. “Do you regret it?”
 
   “Regret what?”
 
   “Regret us?”
 
   He hesitates. “Do you?”
 
   “No.” I respond immediately because it’s the truth. “But you do…”
 
   “No.”
 
   I don’t believe him and the thought that I no longer make him happy makes my eyes tear up and burn as my entire body seems to collapse in on itself with an agony I’ve never felt before. He shows no reaction and for the first time since I met him, I think I actually might hate him a little. 
 
   I don’t want to talk about this anymore, so I roll onto my side away from him and pull the blanket up and over my face. Even if I did turn, yell at him and get extremely angry or emotional, what would be the point? I’m not sure I even want to know his answers to anything.
 
   I feel Isaac’s eyes burn into me for a while before he leans over me, clicks the lamp off and turns his back to me. 
 
   With a shuddering breath, I shut my eyes, ignoring the tears that are pushed free to wander down my cheek and nose. 
 
   I don’t know how to deal with this feeling inside. 
 
    
 
   It’s morning and after a rough few hours I don’t feel any better. 
 
   The bed beside me is empty, just like my heart. I really don’t want to get up, but I hate seeing that on TV and in books - women so devastated by men they stay in bed for days because of the hurt they felt.
 
   I wish I hadn’t been so quick to judge. Now I know exactly why they stayed in bed. This fucking sucks.
 
   I pull the blanket up and over my head, deciding a few more minutes in bed won’t hurt. After about four minutes, I hear the door click open and smell something sweet waft in with it.
 
   “Elle?” Isaac’s soft voice, extremely soft, sounds as his foot nudges my hip.
 
   I don’t respond, my heart fluttering with pain. I only pull the blanket tighter around my head.
 
   “Elle,” he says, even softer and slightly choked. I hear something rattle as it’s placed on the ground and feel the bed dip as a hand comes to my hip over the blanket. His hand slides up the lump that is my body before I feel him start to try and tug it down. 
 
   “I just want to be left alone,” I say calmly, even though calm is the last thing I feel right now. 
 
   He stops pulling and the bed wobbles as he shifts his position. I feel his back against my front and want nothing more than to claw at him for making me feel this way. 
 
   “I was horrible to you,” he admits and I won’t lie, he does sound sad. It doesn’t bloody change anything though. “So fucking horrible. There’s no excuse. I won’t give you any excuses.”
 
   I still don’t remove the blanket from my head.
 
   “I haven’t been treating you right at all recently.”
 
   No he hasn’t. 
 
   “Elle.”
 
   He pulls on the blanket again, but I shrug him off. “I don’t want to talk to you right now.”
 
   “I made you breakfast.”
 
   Yes, because breakfast is going to fix everything… “No thanks.”
 
   “Elle.” His voice is firmer this time. “Stop being so petulant. Come out from under the blanket and talk to me.”
 
   “Fuck you,” I whisper and turn over, keeping the blanket tight. 
 
   “I can’t grovel to a blanket,” he snaps and pulls so hard my fingers just can’t keep a grasp of it. 
 
   The sunlight immediately beats down on me and the cold is let in. 
 
   Isaac leans over me, his hands either side of my head. His brow quirks. “You look like shit.”
 
   “Double fuck you!” How dare he? 
 
   He smiles, a smile I once found sexy, mischievous and enticing. Right now it’s the last thing I want to see. “I’m sorry.” His face becomes serious, his eyes holding an air of sadness that should melt me but doesn’t. “I am so bloody sorry.” 
 
   I pull the blanket over my breasts and stare directly into his eyes for a long moment. “You’re sorry?”
 
   “More than you know.” 
 
   “Sorry for what, exactly?”
 
   He frowns. “For treating you the way I have.”
 
   “And how have you been treating me?”
 
   “I’ve been moody. I’ve spoken to you like shit.” He leans down and rubs his nose against mine. “I’m sorry, please forgive me?”
 
   Blink. “Go to hell.”
 
   His head pulls back, his eyes now round with shock. “Sorry… what?”
 
   “You heard me.” I push at his shoulders and pull myself into a sitting position. “You can’t fix any relationship with a simple ‘I’m sorry’ and breakfast.”
 
   His eyes narrow suspiciously. “What the hell should I do? You know we don’t have money for jewellery or some kind of fucking elegant proposal with flowers pulled from the arse of a leprechaun.”
 
   “Do you honestly think I’m that materialistic that I’d expect you to buy me something?” Now I’m really angry. “You fail as my husband, Isaac. You fucking fail at it right now.”
 
   He throws his hands up. “Then tell me what the hell you want and I’ll do it! I’m sorry! I’m really fucking sorry.”
 
   He just doesn’t get it. 
 
   And then another realisation hits me; it’s because he doesn’t mean it.
 
   I laugh a little and climb from bed, still as naked as I was when I got into it last night. Hastily, I wrap myself in my dressing gown and start rummaging through my closet for clothes.
 
   “I take it you don’t accept my apology.” He states and stands. “I get that what I’ve done is bad, but it’s not worth the angst. Can’t we just move on from it?”
 
   I turn to face him, stiff and angry. “Who the fuck are you?”
 
   His handsome face falls blank. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
 
   Laughter bubbles in my chest and releases. “Oh my God. I…” A tear falls from my eye and I wipe it away angrily. “I don’t want to see you right now.”
 
   “We’re married, Elle. We live together.”
 
   “Just because we’re married doesn’t mean you have permission to be a total arse to me.”
 
   “I’ve said I’m sorry.”
 
   “But you don’t even know what you’re sorry for!” My voice is loud, only a few decibels below a yell. “You’re either dumb as shit or you actually meant what you said last night.”
 
   It finally registers in that thick skull of his and his eyes widen with the realisation. “Fuck.”
 
   “Speaking of last night, where were you?”
 
   “I went for a drive.”
 
   “To where?”
 
   “Just around town.” He stays where he’s standing and I’m grateful for that. “I just wanted to clear my head.”
 
   “Good. Did you clear it?” He opens his mouth to respond but I don’t give him the chance. “Did you finally come to the realisation that I’m not worth it? Did you decide you don’t love me anymore, don’t want me anymore?”
 
   “Jesus…” He breathes and grips his hair with his hands as his teeth sink into his lower lip. “I… I didn’t even think about that when I woke up.”
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   I assess the situation, panicked and alert but not having a fucking clue what to say next. 
 
   Last night was a blur. I’d been stupid. So fucking stupid.
 
   “Elle.” I reach out to grab her elbow in a soothing gesture, but she pulls away and snatches a top from the drawer, one of my favourites on her gorgeous frame. It’s white, tight and the top of the collar stops beneath her chin. “I forgot.”
 
   She seems more offended by this than anything else I’ve said. “Well, while you spent the night forgetting, I spent the night crying and wondering what a fucking divorce process is like.”
 
   Divorce? My stomach churns and my heart skips a beat. “You want a divorce?”
 
   “No, I was scared that you did.” She stops searching for trousers and leans against the drawers, her head forward and eyes solemn. Then she looks at me and the sadness in her eyes kills me. “Do you?”
 
   “God no!” I reach for her and this time she lets me. “I just… we just had a bad couple of days. I don’t know why I said what I did… or why I didn’t deny it, even.” 
 
   She sniffs against my shirt, her arms limp by her sides as I hold her to me and rest my chin atop her head. 
 
   “I love you.” I try to reassure her. “I don’t regret this.”
 
   “You don’t regret this today, but what about the next time you’re in a dark place?”
 
   She has a good point. What the hell have I done? “I didn’t regret us last night either. I just… like you said. I was in a dark place.”
 
   “But why?” Her hands fist in my shirt and she pulls back to look up at me, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “You don’t talk to me anymore. You never have. I feel useless and you shut yourself off and take it out on me.”
 
   I’ve been a fool and a prick. The biggest fool and an even bigger prick. “I love you, more than I could even begin to explain. I’ll try harder.”
 
   “Try harder to what?”
 
   “I’ll try to be more…” What’s the word I’m looking for? “Open with you.” 
 
   But how can I be? When she knows where I really went last night, she’ll never forgive me.  If she knows how much I lost, she’ll definitely never forgive me, especially after I told her off for spending only twenty quid in a bar last night. It’ll just add to our list of problems and our relationship isn’t exactly in a great place right now.
 
   “I got a few texts on Christmas.” I twist the subject onto things I can actually tell her. Pulling out my phone, I swipe the screen, open my messages and show them to her. We both stand side by side, staring at the message I received from Diplock.
 
    
 
   Diplock: It doesn’t seem fair that I lost my home, my wife, my kids and my license and you get fuck all, yet you’ve committed the same fucking crime. 
 
    
 
   Eloise rubs her eyes and frowns. “He’s a prick.”
 
   “He’s also not entirely wrong. I could still lose my teaching license. I could still…”
 
   “You knew this before you married me,” she points out angrily.
 
   I put my phone away and raise my hands. “I’m not saying that I regret it. I’m just saying we need to think about our options now. Or I need to think about my options.”
 
   “Options?”
 
   “I need a plan of action. Everybody knows now and, honestly, it’s not making me feel great. I knew it would happen eventually but I thought I’d be more prepared.”
 
   She nods and chews on the inside of her cheek as the cogs turn in her mind. “I don’t know what to say.” Her hands slap her thighs. “I genuinely don’t know what to say. I guess we really didn’t think this through.”
 
   She turns back to the drawers, pulls out a pair of trousers and some underwear and closes them again, before quickly getting dressed. 
 
   I stand, motionless and irritated at her non answer. 
 
   “Why are you staring at me?” She snaps and I realise I’m not quite off the hook yet. “Don’t you have work?”
 
   Shit.
 
   Double shit. 
 
   I need to go but I really don’t want to leave while we’re in a bad place. “I…”
 
   “Just go. You have to work and I have plans today anyway.”
 
   “Plans?”
 
   “I’m meeting Mum for lunch.” 
 
   “Right.” I point to the tray of food on the floor. “Eat. I’ll be home tonight.”
 
   She walks over to me and kisses me on the cheek. “Be safe; have a good day.”
 
   I grab her before she can move from reach and press my lips roughly against hers. It takes her a few seconds but she finally melts into me and reciprocates. 
 
   I taste her mouth and grip her hair as my lips move against hers and I never want it to stop. She makes me forget everything, always. 
 
   What if I lost her today? 
 
   I mentally kick myself. I need to be better, for her and for me. I can’t lose her. Life without Eloise would be a dull life indeed. One I’m not sure would be worth living.
 
   “I love you,” I whisper breathlessly against her lips. “I love you so fucking much.”
 
   She smiles slightly, just a slight tilting of the corner of her lips. “Go to work.”
 
   “Yes ma’am.”
 
   I leave, dragging my feet behind me. This is the worst argument we’ve ever had and even though I’ve asked for her forgiveness, I don’t think I can forgive myself.
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   Mum slams the menu down on the table. “Okay, what’s going on?” 
 
   I’m about to respond with the word nothing but the glare she gives me is one I know I should never defy. “Marital problems.”
 
   Her eyes become sympathetic. “So I assumed correctly. Come on, tell me.”
 
   “Nothing to tell.”
 
   “Elle…”
 
   “No, seriously, I don’t want to talk about it. This time with you, right now, is me avoiding my issues. It’s a break, so to speak. I’d like to keep it that way.”
 
   “It’s not good to keep things bottled up.” She takes my hand over the table. “You’re too young for this shit, Elle, too young.”
 
   I don’t disagree. “Can we just order and have a good day?”
 
   “Only if you cheer the hell up, Miss.” 
 
   I smile and it’s genuine. “Do you want to come and stay with me next month? I’ll show you Cambridge.”
 
   Her eyes light up, no longer concerned and questioning. “I’d love to!” Pause. “On one condition.” Groan. “Don’t be making noises at me. You need to talk to your dad eventually.” Her eyes turn solemn. “He misses you.”
 
   Double groan.
 
   She releases my hand and slaps it. I pull it back in shock as she points at me. “What did I just say about making noises at me?”
 
   “Sorry.” Toddler Eloise is in the building. “Fine.” I finally relent, still rubbing my hand, not because it hurts but for dramatic effect. “I’ll see him. On one condition.”
 
   She groans and if her hand was closer I’d slap her back just for that. She sees my thoughts and, with a wicked grin, places her hands on her lap. “What’s the condition, my sweet girl?”
 
   “He doesn’t bring up Isaac, at all.”
 
   Mum winces. I was half expecting it. “That’ll be hard for him.”
 
   “No deal then.” I wave to the waiter, who motions with a finger that he’ll be a minute.
 
   “I’ll talk to him.”
 
   I give her an incredulous look. “And when has that ever helped you?”
 
   She giggles like a teen in love. “I do love that man, no matter how infuriating he can be.”
 
   My eyes roll of their own accord but I can’t help the smile that lights up my face. I love seeing my mum happy and my dad, shockingly, makes her happy. 
 
   “So, when can I come?” She asks, still grinning, and our conversation moves on to better subjects. 
 
   She also flirts heavily with the attractive waiter… seemingly forgetting about my dad, which definitely makes me laugh. My mum can be shameless. Faithful, but shameless.
 
    
 
   I don’t want to go home.
 
   The thought shocks me as I climb from my mum’s car and blow her a kiss goodbye. I’m later than I thought I’d be and the light is on in the living room. 
 
   I inhale deeply and let out a long breath.
 
   I don’t actually want to leave my mum. Part of me wants to run back to my old room, pull out my laptop and catch up on movies. I suddenly feel so grown up, so alone and frightened. 
 
   Things were so much easier when I lived at home. My dad was right; I didn’t know how lucky I was.
 
   I open the door and consider going straight to bed, but instead I pad quietly into the living room, only to find Isaac sat on the couch with bills spread out around him.
 
   “Hey,” he says, his eyes tired and his lips a thin line.
 
   “Hey,” I respond and lean against the door jamb. “What’s this all about?”
 
   He rubs his beard with his palm. “We’re low on funds.”
 
   “By how much?” This isn’t good; this isn’t good at all.
 
   “By five hundred and forty. I don’t get paid until the end of January.”
 
   I nod. “We’ll use my savings.”
 
   He blows out a breath and shakes his head. “I can pay for this.”
 
   “We’re equal, Isaac. This is the twenty-first century.”
 
   “But you’re not working.”
 
   “At the moment,” I point out and move to the couch before rummaging through my bag and pulling out the card to my savings account. I hand it to him and watch him place it on the side. We start piling the bills away and I sit beside him, my hand immediately going to his thigh. 
 
   “I’ll pay you back.” He promises.
 
   “You already have. I don’t mind, Isaac. Bills have to be paid, right? What does it matter who pays them? What’s mine is yours and vice versa.” Yet another thing to prove how adult I suddenly am.
 
   He turns and kisses me softly on the lips. “Can we not argue tonight? I don’t have the energy; it’s been a really hard day.”
 
   “Why? What’s happened?” 
 
   “Your ex is back.” He says it with vehemence as he throws the bills on the ground by the fireplace. I’m not picking those up. “And he is a fucking prick. How the hell you ever dated him, I have no idea.”
 
   “Justin is back?”
 
   He blinks. “Is that all you got from what I said?”
 
   “No, I just wanted to clarify which ex we were talking about.”
 
   His frown deepens. “How many ex boyfriends do I need to worry about?”
 
   I realise now that this is a conversation we’ve never had. “I’ve only ever slept with Justin and you, so none in that sense.” Not that he can talk. “I thought we weren’t arguing?”
 
   “We’re not, we’re not.” He moves his arm around my shoulders and pulls me into his side before kissing my hairline. “He’s just so bloody…”
 
   “Arrogant?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “I’m guessing he doesn’t like you.”
 
   “He’s up your father’s arse further than I could shove him there. And I’d really like to shove him there.”
 
   I laugh a little and wrap my arm around his middle. The sound of the fire crackling and the orange glow it emits across the room is very calming. “Want me to talk to him?”
 
   He tenses. “I want you to never talk to him.”
 
   “Just a suggestion,” I say around a yawn. “You’ve dealt with worse. You teach classes full of teens like Justin.”
 
   “Taught… I guess I’m a little out of practise.”
 
   I roll my eyes. “It’s been a few months.”
 
   The pause between us is long and deafening. “It feels like it’s been years.”
 
   “You miss it?”
 
   For once he gives me a genuine answer and I can tell he means it by the way his body relaxes and his voice gets soft. “More than I thought I would.”
 
   Unfortunately I feel nothing but guilt at his admission. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I’m not.” He responds immediately and kisses my head again. “What’s a couple of years out of a lifetime?”
 
   Yes, what is a couple of years out of a lifetime? If we’d waited a couple of years…
 
   “I can practically hear your thoughts, Elle. That’s not at all what I meant.”
 
   “I know.” I nuzzle his chest and inhale his intoxicating scent. “I know, but after last night…”
 
   “You wish we’d waited?”
 
   I sit up and free my lip from between my teeth. “I think it would have been the right thing to do.”
 
   “But the hardest.” He strokes my cheek with the back of his hand. “Waking up to your beautiful face whenever I can is… it’s the best thing to ever happen to me, Elle. I don’t think you realise how badly I need you.”
 
   “We shouldn’t have gotten married,” I blurt and his hand falls. “I don’t regret it, but the more I think about it the less sense it makes. We could’ve continued to see each other in secrecy. We didn’t have to tie the knot.”
 
   His eyes hold no tell as to what he’s thinking. 
 
   This unfortunately keeps me rambling. “I just… I don’t know. I think maybe we should have just continued as we were before all of the shit that happened with you and my dad. We could be less stressed right now.”
 
   He blinks, yet his eyes still tell me nothing. Then they widen for a fraction of a second, as if he’s just thought of something he never thought of before. “I… I don’t want to talk about this anymore, okay? It’s silly. We can’t turn back time.”
 
   “Yeah,” I agree and bite on my lip again, the pain taking away the pain in my chest, but only slightly. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”
 
   “No, I’m glad you did. You’re not wrong. We were stupid, foolish and naïve and I should have known better.” He pulls me back to him and I welcome his warmth. “But who cares? What’s done is done. I’m happy. You’re happy. Sure we’re stressed, but we were always going to be stressed about something anyway. Couples always are…”
 
   Are they though? I don’t know; this is my first time as much as it is his.
 
   “I’m going up. I want to finish my assignment.”
 
   He nods and helps us both stand. “How’s that going?”
 
   “It’s so much harder than I thought it would be and I swear my Professor is singling me out.”
 
   He rolls his eyes.
 
   My hands immediately go to my hips. “I’m serious. He’s always calling on me and I’m in a class with forty nine other students.” I blow my fringe from my face. “Forty freaking nine!”
 
   “You’re talking about which Professor?”
 
   “Professor Franklin. Honestly, he’s a nightmare.”
 
   I follow him into the kitchen and rest my hip against the counter. “But you’re getting the grades,” he points out.
 
   “Only just.” I admit on a mumble. “But I’m always having to fetch his papers, or help him carry stuff to his car.”
 
   He bristles and immediately stops what he’s doing before turning to me. “On your own?”
 
   “No, never on my own, always with another student, but still… it’s usually always me.”
 
   “Maybe he likes the way you smell.” Isaac grins as his hands go to my hips. “It’s the red hair.” He pushes me backwards into the wall and runs his nose along my temple. “If he makes you feel uncomfortable, speak to his supervisor. Or speak to him with Kira.”
 
   “Are you crazy?” I shove him back and he goes back to making sandwiches. “I’m not going to do that. Besides, he doesn’t make me uncomfortable. He’s a really sweet guy. It’s just annoying. I do have places to be, you know?”
 
   “I don’t know what to tell you, sweet. How are your other classes?”
 
   I let out a long huff of air. “They won’t be going anywhere if I don’t finish my work.”
 
   “Go.” He nods to the doorway and kisses the air. “I’ll finish making us something to eat.”
 
    
 
   He also rubs my entire body down with oil, front and back, kisses me everywhere possible (and I mean everywhere) and cuddles me to sleep without wanting a single thing in return.
 
   I guess he really is sorry.
 
   I let him off this time as it’s his first offence but, as the saying goes, I may forgive but I’ll never forget. It’s not the words that he said, those will probably pass with time, but the pain he made me feel. The pain he’s capable of making me feel with just a few simple words...
 
   That scares the crap out of me. 
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   Back at school it’s almost like everything back home is a distant problem. I know it shouldn’t be that way, but it is what it is. 
 
   I find that I separate my lives now. It’s become second nature and I’m not sure it’s healthy. 
 
   The last week I spent back home was definitely a sad one. Isaac changed for the better. Things got back to how they were before, but after all of our discussions, new weights lay heavy on our hearts, new worries and concerns over things we never thought of before.
 
   So I’ve pushed it away, eager to get on with school, finding a job and enjoying time with my friends, which is what I’m planning to do tonight as I get all dolled up in front of the mirror in the bathroom. 
 
   My hair is curled and glossy; my lips shine with shimmering lipstick; my eyes are shadowed with gentle tones of browns and golds, making my green eyes pop, and my lashes are so long with mascara they’re almost touching my eye brows.
 
   I smooth down my dress, wipe the lipstick from the corners of my mouth and finally exit my bathroom. 
 
   “Hubba hubba!” Kira grins, looking as equally hot as I feel. It’s been a while since I dressed up and it feels really fucking good. “You look amazing!”
 
   Jordan exits his room wearing a simple white shirt and light blue jeans. His hair is tousled and slightly wavy. He grins at me, takes my hand and forces me to do a spin. “Nah, you look better without the makeup.”
 
   “Please, you’d totally bone her,” Kira harrumphs and links her arm through mine.
 
   “I’d bone you.” He wags his eyebrows and grins triumphantly when she cackles loudly.
 
   “In your dreams, lover boy.”
 
   I find myself laughing with them. It’s nice to feel carefree. 
 
   “So, I have these…” Jordan grabs a bag of seemingly innocent looking jelly sweets from the side. 
 
   I know exactly what they are and I snatch the bag greedily. “Vodka bears!”
 
   “This night has had the perfect start.” Kira snatches the bag just as greedily as I did, after I tip some into my mouth. The texture is so strange. “To the part-ay, people!”
 
   “Did you call a taxi?” I ask Jordan, who nods and holds the door open for us.
 
   “Did you remember to bring your phone?” Kira asks and I nod in response, which is hard to do when I’m tipping more of the sweets into my mouth.
 
   “Swallow, swallow, swallow!” She cheers, holding the bag so I can’t move it away.
 
   I almost choke, but it’s still funny. 
 
   Jordan takes his bag back, frowning at the few sweets left. “You guys suck.”
 
   “Sorry,” I try to say, but my cheeks are full so it sounds more like ‘oh-rog’. 
 
   Kira seems to find this hilarious. 
 
   I do not.
 
   Jordan is too busy scraping the sweets from the bottom of the bag to join her.
 
    
 
   My phone rings as we climb into the taxi, where the taxi driver warns us that if we vomit in his car it’s an immediate sixty quid fine.
 
   “Hello?” I speak breathlessly as we all fight to find our seatbelts on the back seat. It leads to a lot of pushing and shoving. 
 
   “Are you on your way out?” Isaac asks, his voice sounding careful. 
 
   “We’re in the taxi now. What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing, just wanted to tell you to have fun.”
 
   I giggle. “But not too much fun, right?”
 
   “Of course.” I can hear the smile in his voice. “I love you. Don’t put yourself in danger.”
 
   “I’ll only drink my own drinks and I’ll make sure to call you when I’m home.” 
 
   Kira elbows me in the temple as she slap fights with Jordan. Holy crap, what the hell have I gotten myself into? 
 
   This is awesome. It reminds me of being back home with my old gang, with added bruises. 
 
   “I love you,” I say and Kira yells, “I love you more!”
 
   And then Jordan yells, “I’d bone you too!” 
 
   “They sound animated.” Now I can hear the frown in his voice. 
 
   “They’re kids, what do you expect?” I laugh. “Goodnight, Isaac.”
 
   “Goodnight.” 
 
   I hang up and feign anger at my friends as Jordan untwists the top of the vodka he had hidden in his trousers and takes a swig. It gets us into a lot of trouble with the driver. Sigh.
 
    
 
   The party, which is being held in quite a large house not too far from the University campus, is in full swing.
 
   It’s jam packed. We barely make it through the door intact for all the people loitering there.
 
   I keep a tight grip on Kira’s hand, and she keeps a tight grip on Jordan’s hand as he leads us through the crowd and down the wide hallway. We pass door after door, stepping over empty beer cans and paper cups along the way. The smell of vomit is prominent as we pass another door with a long queue leading from it, the person at the front hopping on the spot as he cups his groin with both hands.
 
   That’s amusing.
 
   “This is insane,” I call loudly over the music.
 
   Kira turns her head and winks at me. “Told you, you were missing out.”
 
   “Whose house is this?”
 
   “Some spoilt little rich boy is my guess.” Kira responds as we come to a stop in the room at the end of the hall.
 
   Jordan greets a group of guys and girls all our age, standing in the corner of the room. Two of them seem to be trying to balance a pint of beer on their foreheads. It’s not going to end well.
 
   And as if by premonition, one of the beers topples off and splashes a girl’s front during its battle with gravity.
 
   Kira and I both wince and certainly don’t join in with the laughter of the crowd.
 
   “Aiden, Liam.” Jordan turns to us, two guys beside him. “Meet my roommate, Eloise, and her annoying friend, Kira.”
 
   “I’m Liam.” The tallest one with skin as dark as chocolate says, smiling politely and holding out his hand. I take it and return his smile. “It’s nice to meet you. We’ve all heard a lot about you.”
 
   “Like what?” I eye Jordan warily. 
 
   “Like how you beat on Jordan for leaving wet towels on the ground,” Aiden chuckles and takes my hand as soon as Liam drops it. He’s very attractive, with his thick dark hair and dark eyes shadowed by thick lashes. “It’s nice to meet you, Eloise.”
 
   “In my defence, they go damp quickly and it stinks.” I point out, giving Jordan a look that would kill him if I were cruel enough to allow it. “It’s nice to meet you too.”
 
   “So,” Kira grins after reintroducing herself. “Whose fabulous idea was this?”
 
   The guys all shrug. I can’t believe we’re at a party and we don’t even know the host. 
 
   Whatever, I’m here to enjoy myself, not worry about the expensive carpets and upholstery. 
 
   “Drink?” Liam offers. Jordan nods and heads over to the corner where the beer was spilt moments ago. 
 
   He vanishes around a partitioning wall as I make small talk with Kira and Aiden, before returning with three cups between his hands and the bottle of vodka tucked under his arm.
 
   Kira and I clink cups before swigging the contents.
 
   I know I said to Isaac that I’d make my own drinks, but I trust Jordan. He’d never do anything to hurt me.
 
   I hope.
 
   “Oh my god,” Kira suddenly squeals when she catches a glance of something through the window. “Hot tub!”
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   I wake up, beads of sweat lingering on the surface of my body. 
 
   Pushing off the blanket, I rub my eyes with my hands before reaching over to Elle.
 
   Right… she’s back in Cambridge.
 
   She was also going to a party when we spoke last.
 
   I check my phone. It’s past three in the morning. She’ll be home by now; she won’t mind me calling her.
 
   It rings continuously before hitting her voicemail. I hang up and try again, and then again, and then a final time. Still there’s no answer.
 
   She’s probably sleeping.
 
   I roll onto my side and inhale deeply. I love her scent. It lingers on the bedding in such a comforting way. I’d prefer her though.
 
    
 
   Closing my eyes, I toss and turn, trying to find a suitable position for my clammy body to slumber, but there’s not a single position that I find comfortable. 
 
   I just can’t shake this awful feeling I hold in my gut. It twists and turns and floods my mind with images, horrid images that I’d rather not have.
 
   I promised Eloise I’d trust her. I really need to trust her, but the thought of her in bed with another man right now… I can’t bear it. 
 
   I call her again, knowing she won’t answer. I wish I’d called her sooner. 
 
   This is fucking killing me.
 
   “Pick up your damn phone, Elle.” I hiss into the night. “Pick up the damn phone.”
 
   I just need to hear her voice, that’s all. I just need to know that she’s all right.
 
    
 
   All I can think of is the way I treated her the last time she came home, the way I spoke to her. The things I shouldn’t have said and the things I should have said weigh heavily on my mind and heart.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I love you. Call me when you wake up.
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   I hear vomiting as my eyes blur into focus and my ears ring with a high pitched tone. 
 
   I have no idea where I am right now.
 
   I sit up. My bones ache and my head throbs angrily. 
 
   How much did I have to drink last night? I don’t really remember much after the fifth, maybe seventh shot. 
 
   Oh god.
 
   This isn’t my bed.
 
   Oh my god.
 
   My heart races as I scan my surroundings. My dress and shoes are scattered on the ground, along with a pile of other clothes I don’t recognise, yet I appear to be alone, save for the sound of retching coming from beyond a door that sits beside a large wall mounted TV.
 
   I push my hair out of my face and throw the satin, ivory bed spread off my body. I’m in a pair of dark grey boxers with blue stripes, which seem to be slightly damp, and my bra, which feels like cardboard against my skin.
 
   My nausea worsens tenfold as I take in my current attire.
 
   The room is large with modern décor. The windows are open, making the black and grey curtains flutter and billow with the cool breeze. 
 
   At least now I know why I feel so cold. 
 
   I mean… who opens the windows in winter?
 
   I look around for my bag and find it on the bedside table, my phone still in its confines. 
 
   The toilet flushes. I grab the blanket and pull it tight around myself as the door opens.
 
   Jordan steps out, looking as crappy as I feel, in nothing but his boxers. His smile is shaky as he walks towards me and drops onto the other side of the bed. I stare at his bare back for a long moment. It’s nothing new; we live together so I’ve seen him almost naked plenty of times, but before it was innocent. This time it might not be.
 
   “Morning.”
 
   I open my mouth to respond but no sound comes out. What have I done? 
 
   “W…where’s Kira?”
 
   He leans up and looks around before shrugging and face planting the bed again. “She must have left before we woke up.”
 
   What does that mean?
 
   Did we?
 
   “Jordan?”
 
   “Hm?”
 
   “What happened last night?”
 
   He turns over and rubs his eyes. “What do you remember?”
 
   I think on it hard, even though my headache worsens. “I remember a hot tub. I remember…” Suddenly memories flood back into my mind, but none of them answer my questions. “I remember fire buckets.”
 
   “Awesome drink.”
 
   “Not helpful at all.” The thought of said drink is making my nausea worsen. “Where are we?”
 
   “Still at the house. You made friends with the host.”
 
   I did? “Who?”
 
   “The dark haired guy with the tattoo of a guitar on his neck.”
 
   “Oh, yeah, him.” What’s his name? It begins with a ‘D’ I think. “Damon.”
 
   “Yeah that’s it… I think.”
 
   My mind starts fitting the pieces back together. “How did we end up in here?”
 
   “Kira decided to crash on the couch. Damon offered us his spare room. One thing led to another. Kira fell asleep; you fell asleep and I didn’t want you both staying in a house, passed out drunk, filled with guys you don’t know, so then I fell asleep.”
 
   “All of us, we just slept, right?” I ask, my tone pleading for clarification. 
 
   He lets out a bark of laughter. “Yes, Kira was in the middle. Don’t worry.”
 
   My breath leaves me in one long sigh of relief. “I genuinely thought…”
 
   “Please, you wouldn’t have let me touch you last night with a ten foot barge pole. You were too busy telling people you eloped in France.” He sits up suddenly, his face serious. “Is Isaac really your teacher?”
 
   Oh shit. “Was…” I mumble, wishing I could recall half of this at the same time as wishing I’d never remember. “I can’t believe I told you that.”
 
   “You didn’t; Kira did. You got pretty annoyed with her.” He raises a brow. “Not that I blame you.”
 
   I chew on the inside of my cheek and shake my head. “Was I really bad?”
 
   “You were awesome. Everyone had a great time. Stop worrying.”
 
   I am worrying. I’ve never worried so much in my life over anything. “Turn around. I need to get dressed.”
 
   “Good idea.” He rolls over and pulls the blanket over his head. “Call Kira while you’re at it. She was here when I woke up to puke so she can’t have gone far.”
 
   I quickly slip back into my dress and shoes, hating that I look like I’m doing the walk of shame, and pull my phone from my bag. It’s as dead as roadkill. 
 
   Shit. 
 
   There’s a clock above the door that tells me the time is just past eleven. 
 
   Isaac is going to be going crazy right now.
 
   I need to worry about Kira first, though. Why didn’t she wake me?
 
   “Phone’s dead; how’s yours?”
 
   “I didn’t bring it, remember?”
 
   Right. He always loses his phones so he doesn’t take them out with him, relying on his friends’ instead. 
 
   “Are you coming with?”
 
   “In a minute.” He pulls the pillow over his head. “You leave. I need to vomit again and it feels weird vomiting when I know you can hear me.”
 
   “I’ll see if the host will be kind enough to allow you some toast.”
 
   He’s out of the bed and into the bathroom faster than a speeding bullet. I leave the room, allowing him his privacy as requested.
 
   The hallway is sparkling clean. I remember it being trashed last night. It was littered with cans and wrappers and plenty of other crap. It has been cleared. The wooden flooring has been scrubbed and I smell bleach.
 
   I follow the hall down to the very end until I reach the wide staircase. 
 
   The downstairs isn’t as clean as the upstairs, not yet anyway. I hear the faint sound of a bin bag rattling in the distance and decide to follow it.
 
   The guy with dark hair and a tattoo of a guitar on his neck comes into view. That tattoo is pretty damn awesome. 
 
   “Hey,” I say, deciding not to say his name just in case I get it wrong.
 
   He looks up, piercing me with a pair of startling hazel eyes, and his smile is blinding. “How’s my mermaid this morning?”
 
   Mermaid? 
 
   Another memory falls into place. Oh… “Not too great, actually.” I stop about a foot away from him and watch as he drops the bin bag to his ankles and wipes the sweat from his brow. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Tired.”
 
   “What time did you get up?”
 
   He shrugs. “Haven’t slept yet.”
 
   “Holy crap.” I wince and look around him into the kitchen. “Have you seen Kira?”
 
   “Your hot friend?” I nod in reply. “She darted about fifteen minutes ago, something about a job interview.”
 
   Oh crap, I forgot about that. “Right.” I point to my head. “Memory isn’t what it once was.”
 
   He chuckles and picks the bag back up, throwing in another discarded cup. 
 
   “I’ll help you,” I tell him and kick off my shoes.
 
   “No you don’t have to do that.” He smiles softly and looks me up and down. “Besides, I don’t think that dress will allow you to bend down too far.”
 
   I step around him and snag an apron from the back of the kitchen door, wrapping it sideways around my hips and tying it tight. It serves to elongate my skirt by five inches.
 
   “See, I’m cool. Can I get a drink real quick?”
 
   “Sure,” he says, now laughing. “You’re insane.”
 
   I help myself to more water than my body can store and wince at the feeling of my teeth. I can brush those later. 
 
   “I really don’t mind doing this alone; I’m used to it.”
 
   “You were nice enough to let me and my friends stay. I’m not the kind of person that can just walk away from…” I wave my arms at the mess. “This.” 
 
   Arming myself with a bin bag of my own and a bottle of spray and a cloth, I pad back into the hall and begin helping with the clean-up. This reminds me so much of the Halloween night in my old school the year before last. 
 
   I suddenly feel really nostalgic.
 
    
 
   As time goes by, part of me wishes I’d taken his offer to leave. I’m exhausted, my feet hurt and I’m really worried about Isaac’s thought process right now. He must be going out of his mind. 
 
   I’m still not going to leave though, not until this is done.
 
   Luckily Jordan comes down to help not too long after we began. Three pairs of hands are better than one.
 
   Cleaning and conversation turns into late breakfast cooked by the host, Damon, which turns into me giving him my number so we can all hang out again sometime. 
 
   I think I just made a new friend.
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   I stare at the photos on the screen of my phone. I hate Facebook. I hate it with a fucking passion because it shows me everything I don’t want to know.
 
   My girl, my Elle, clearly intoxicated, sat in a fucking hot tub in a pair of boxers and her bra. Kira and Jordan are both in there with her, but so are three other guys and one other girl. All of them are posing drunkenly for the camera.
 
   I click the screen and the next photo lights up. 
 
   This time she’s on some guy’s back. He has a stupid tattoo on his neck and seems to be really enjoying the fact she has her legs wrapped around him. They’re both holding out these little red buckets with straws sticking out of the top.
 
   I keep flicking through the photos, even though I’ve seen them a hundred times. My heart hammers quickly and heavily, so heavily I can feel it bruising the inside of my rib cage. 
 
   I keep telling myself that she’s doing no worse than what I did in university, but it doesn’t make me feel any better.
 
   She chose this. She chose me when she fucking married me. She should bloody act like it.
 
   This isn’t how taken women behave. They don’t flirt with other men and let people take pictures of it. They don’t wrap their legs around other men, be it their backs or their fronts.
 
   This is mortifying.
 
   I’m actually embarrassed by her behaviour. 
 
    
 
   My phone lights up and my throat goes dry. I answer it without looking at the screen.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Are you coming to visit your mother today?” My dad asks and my heart falls. I should have checked. I genuinely thought it would be Eloise. 
 
   As angry as I am, I don’t know where she is, what she’s doing or what state she’s in. I’m worried about her. I need my phone line free.
 
   “Tomorrow.” I clear my throat. “I have to go.”
 
   “What’s the rush? Can’t an old man chat to his son for longer than thirty seconds?”
 
   “Yes, but not now. I’ve lost Elle.”
 
   There’s a pause. “What the bloody hell do you mean, you’ve lost Elle?”
 
   “She’s not answering her phone.”
 
   “Since when?” He sounds angry and a little concerned.
 
   “Since last night.” I’m now getting irritated. “I’m waiting for her to call.”
 
    He sighs and blows out a breath. “Well last night is hardly a long time, Isaac. She’s probably just bored of your voice.”
 
   I know he said it in jest, but it still grates on my already upset nerves. “She was drinking quite heavily all night according to Facebook. I’m worried.”
 
   There’s another pause before he says, “Oh.” And that’s it.
 
   “I’ll call you later.” I hang up before he can say anything else and continue to flick through the pictures. 
 
   I messaged Kira asking where Eloise was. That was this morning. She’s seen my message but she hasn’t replied. This concerns me more than anything else. It means she knows where Eloise is and that she isn’t at home, which I already know. If she was home, Kira would tell me. The fact she isn’t responding means she’s hiding something.
 
   It also means that she’s probably unharmed and safe, because if she wasn’t safe, Kira would definitely tell me.
 
   I click on the profile of the person who uploaded the pictures, somebody called Liam. He has plenty more where they came from.
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   Jordan opens the door and allows me inside first. 
 
   “Oops,” he says, taking note of the light shining over our living room and kitchen. “Must have forgotten to turn it off.”
 
   “Sorry,” I grumble, rubbing my eyes with both hands. 
 
   I definitely shouldn’t have done that. I’ve probably smudged my leftover makeup all over my bloody face. 
 
   “I’m turning in.”
 
   “Me too,” I say, yawning. “Although I think I might shower first.”
 
   Jordan gives me a wave before disappearing into his room and I pad towards mine on the wall opposite.
 
   It’s open slightly. I’m almost certain I closed it last night.
 
   My heart flutters as I press the flat of my hand against the door and push it open. Light from the living room spills over my bed and my heart explodes with fear when it lights up the outline of a man sitting on my bed.
 
   I’m about to cry out when I realise who it is. 
 
   It’s my husband, sat hunched over, his elbows resting on his knees. 
 
   “Holy fuck,” I whisper and gulp, my fear twisting into horror. “You’re here.”
 
   He looks up at me, his eyes a stormy blue and blank of any emotion. “Yep.” His brows raise and his top lip curls into a look of disgust when he takes in the state of me. “Why am I here, Elle?”
 
   I step into the room and quietly shut it behind me. “I’m sorry, I was going to c…”
 
   “Call? Really?” Sitting up straight, he runs his hand through his hair. “What’s your excuse as to why you didn’t?”
 
   “I…”
 
   “What’s your excuse as to why you didn’t come home?”
 
   “It’s…”
 
   “Who did you fuck?” The way he says this, the darkness to his tone that mimics the anger now flashing in his eyes, sends shivers straight through me. My mouth goes totally dry and I find myself unable to respond, shock seems to have frozen my body. “Was he young? Was he worth it?”
 
   My mouth falls open. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “You’ve only been out one time… one time since you got here and already you have a name for yourself?” His voice gets louder and louder until he’s only an octave away from yelling. 
 
   “What name?” I’m genuinely perplexed.
 
   “The mermaid. That’s what they’re all calling you on Facebook.”
 
   What in the hell? “Facebook?”
 
   “God damn it, Elle!” He bellows now, standing.
 
   I press my back against the door in shock. I’ve never heard him shout so loud, especially not at me. “Isaac…”
 
   “Oh don’t give me those fucking doe eyes.” He points a long finger at me. “Why the fuck are they calling you mermaid?”
 
   “Bec… because of how long I can hold my breath underwater.” I blurt without thinking. I really should have chosen my words better. 
 
   His face falls and I see now the extent of the pain I’ve caused him. I’ve been stupid, seriously stupid. He’s been worried sick. I can tell he hasn’t slept. I can tell by the lines under his eyes, shadowed by dark patches, that he’s been stressed.
 
   “That’s not what I meant,” I immediately defend as we both stand and stare at each other, his chest heaving with each breath while mine flutters frantically as I struggle to breathe under the pressure. “Nothing sexual happened in the hot tub.”
 
   I’m seriously buggering this up.
 
   “At all… nothing sexual happened at all! With anybody.” My voice is high pitched, mostly from panic and also because I’m seriously thirsty right now. 
 
   There’s a heavy silence between us. Neither of us seem to know what to say next.
 
   “I…” I gulp, wishing my mind would fill with grand explanations and words that would make this whole scenario okay. “I’m sorry.”
 
   He lets out a single bark of laughter and stares at me for another long moment before finally moving towards me. 
 
   “I’m sorry too, Elle.” His voice is quiet and calm. Too quiet and calm. It scares me more than his yelling. 
 
   “What are you…?” He reaches around me, grips the door handle and pulls it open, effectively budging me out of the way. “Isaac?”
 
   He steps into the living area and tugs the creases from his jacket as I follow close behind him.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “Out,” he snaps, now moving towards the door.
 
   “Don’t leave mad,” I beg, my hand gripping his wrist. He tugs free and pulls the door open. “Isaac, please. Please.”
 
   Without a word he steps into the cold hallway and slams the door behind him. 
 
   Fuck.
 
   “What’s going on?” Jordan blurts as he bounces into the room, ready for a fight. He calms when he sees me. “What happened?”
 
   “Nothing, I’m sorry for disturbing you.” 
 
   His eyes soften and his voice becomes low and breathy. “Elle…”
 
   “I’m fine, Jordan, I promise.” I sniff, my arms shaking as I try to fight back tears.
 
   My life is falling apart. I don’t know what’s happening. 
 
   “Don’t cry. I never know what to do when a girl cries. You remember how badly I sucked at making you feel better the last time you cried?”
 
   I manage to smile a little as he takes cautious steps towards me and places his arm around my shoulder. “Go have a shower and get changed. I’ll make you a coffee.”
 
   “You’re awesome, you know that?” I turn and hug my friend.
 
   The door opens.
 
   I lose it as I stare into the shocked eyes of Isaac as he assesses the situation. “Fate is fucking against me, I swear!” I throw my arms up, effectively moving myself away from Jordan. And then I turn my glare at Isaac. “And I’m guessing he’s now my fuck buddy too? Did you not get the memo?” They both stare at me in shock. 
 
   “Eloise,” Isaac says, his tone one of disbelief.
 
   “I am not in the fucking mood.” I practically shriek and shove my hands against the door, making sure it slams in Isaac’s face before tugging the chain onto the latch with trembling fingers. I pull it, getting more and more irritated by the second. 
 
   There’s a clatter when the already dodgy chain separates from its base totally and clatters to the ground.
 
   I bang the metal part on the wall with the side of my fist, muttering curses and expletives under my breath and giving the door a kick, making my already sore foot even worse. 
 
   “Elle?” Jordan cautiously says as I stomp back to my room and slam that door too.
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   I stare at the door, not sure what to make of what just happened. 
 
   I’ve never seen Eloise that… unstable before. 
 
   The door opens and Jordan looks at me apologetically. “That wasn’t what it looked like. I’m not screwing your girl.”
 
   I nod. “I already know that.”
 
   We both wince when we hear a bang come from Elle’s room. 
 
   “She’s pretty ticked off right now,” Jordan points out, like I hadn’t noticed.
 
   “Yup,” I say and bite down on my lip. The pain brings me no ideas. Another bang sounds. “Should I go in there?”
 
   Jordan shrugs, staring at her door with wide eyes. “Hell if I know, pal. If I were you, probably not.” 
 
   I do so anyway, taking a long time to reach her door. Her insane mutterings get louder the closer I get. I’m not sure what she’s saying, but the way she’s saying it scares me a little.
 
   This is a side to her I’ve never witnessed. The only time she has ever truly raised her voice to me was after I called her dad to pick her up when she was getting drunk at a party. 
 
   This is a whole new level of Eloise.
 
   I’m not ashamed to admit I’m a little bit frightened.
 
   “Go out, he says. Enjoy yourself, he says.” I hear her mutter as I push open the door. I quickly shut it when one of her black, knee high boots comes flying at it. If I’d left it open a second longer I’d probably have a broken nose.
 
   I carefully push it again and find her standing at the window, her gorgeous red hair a tangled mess on her head. Her dress has ridden up so high I can see the bottom of her gorgeous arse. 
 
   I feel a twinge in my lower region. Even hungover my Elle is stunning. 
 
   “I’m not in the mood, Isaac,” she snarls so angrily I hesitate.
 
   Should I leave her? Would walking away right now be the right thing? 
 
   When her shoulders slump, I ignore my inner questioning and step back into the room.
 
   I know I have every right to be angry at her behaviour, or at least I feel like I do. I feel like she should accept my telling her off without issue, yet something deep in my gut is calling me all of the names under the sun and it’s playing with my conscience. 
 
   “Eloise…”
 
   “I said I’m not in the fucking mood,” she snaps, still staring out of the window. 
 
   “See it from my side.” 
 
   As I stare at her profile, I see her lips twitch. She’s smiling but it’s not one of happiness. 
 
   “Your side?” She asks, her hands tightening around the window frame. “Fuck you and your side. You’re not interested unless I’m doing something to piss you off.”
 
   Ouch. “That isn’t true and you know it.”
 
   “Oh, it’s always alright for Isaac, but never for Elle. Nope, Elle does one thing and suddenly she’s the bad guy.” 
 
   I wince. “You’re talking about yourself in the third person. It scares me a little.” I had hoped she’d smile a real smile this time, but her face doesn’t change. “Why are you mad at me?”
 
   “Let me count…” With a flip of her knotted hair, she finally looks at me and it breaks me in half seeing the tears glistening in her eyes. “You go out where you want, when you want and you say nothing to me. You hardly ever call me back unless I’m out with friends and then you make it your business to make me feel like shit about not being stuck at home.” Her tears dry and her eyes narrow, showing her anger once more. I try not to look away from the spark of hatred I see in the depths of her beautiful green eyes, but my guilt gets the better of me. I put that hatred there and I hate myself enough for that. “I go out and get drunk and you walk out. You don’t stay and chat or try to resolve it, you just break my fucking heart and walk away, knowing that it stresses me out. Yet when you do something to me you get defensive. But I stay.” A tear falls and she lets out a little hiccup. I reach for her but she steps back and holds her hands up in defence. “Please don’t touch me right now.”
 
   Her words sink into my brain and I know I have been extremely unfair to her. “That still doesn’t excuse the fact that I was worried sick.”
 
   “You were worried. I get it. I feel bad for worrying you, but that’s all I’ve felt all bloody day. It’s all I’ve thought about. It’s all I ever think about.” She wipes under her eye, which holds smudges of mascara. “My grades are dropping and I blame you!”
 
   Double ouch. “Elle…”
 
   “No.” She holds up her hand. “It’s too stressful. We’re too stressful. I’m not coping with any of this at all.”
 
   I think back to our conversation at Christmas and panic overwhelms me. “You’re leaving me.” The thought sends a pain through me like no other. I can’t lose her; she’s the only thing keeping me going right now.
 
   “No.” Her answer relieves the pain, but only by a little. “I’m not the kind of person who vows to love somebody until death do we part and then leaves them at the first signs of a struggle.” 
 
   “You’re all I think about.” I blurt. “You consume my thoughts just as much.”
 
   She ignores me and moves over to the bed, sitting on it and grabbing a tissue from the shelf above. I wait for her to finish wiping her eyes, not knowing how to move or what to say.
 
   “I wish I could go back to the first moments, the fuzzy moments where we started to fall in love; not to change it, but to experience it all over again.” Her head dips before resting on her hands. “It seemed so much simpler then, didn’t it?”
 
   I nod, even though she’s not looking at me. I’m certain it was a rhetorical question anyway.
 
   “I don’t think you know or fully appreciate how much I genuinely love you.” She whispers and looks up at me with swollen eyes.
 
   “I really do,” I say, equally as softly.
 
   I don’t allow her another moment to wallow. I kneel beside her and quickly scoop her up into my arms before she can protest or push me away.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   I ignore her and manoeuvre her so I can pull open the door. 
 
   Kissing her temple as her arms hold tight to my neck, I carry her to the bathroom and nudge the door open with my foot.
 
   “Isaac,” she hisses, now waggling her legs in an attempt to break free.
 
   I kick the door closed behind me and let go of her legs. 
 
   Our eyes meet as I tear her dress up her body, loving the way the silky material clings to her frame as I pull it off. She lets out a shudder but says nothing as I kneel before her, kiss her navel and peel her thong down her legs until she steps out of it, leaving her totally naked and all mine.
 
   I remember when she used to be shy in front of me and I’d find it so endearing, the way she’d blush and try to cover herself. She’s right. I also miss the thrill that we felt in the beginning, but I still love her all the same now. 
 
   Her confidence in herself and her body is just as endearing and so fucking sexy. 
 
   “What are you doing?” She asks as I slide both hands up one thigh and kiss her just below her belly button. Her fingers wrap in my hair and tug my head back. Green eyes question my motives, so I stand and quickly rid myself of my own clothes before walking her backwards into the shower cubicle. It’s small which means I have to press myself tightly to her in order to fit.
 
   When I turn it on we both yelp and laugh as the cold spray hits us. 
 
   “Finally,” she mumbles as it starts to warm. I feel her hand wrap around the hardening flesh between the juncture of my thighs, but I push it away. This is about her. This is all about and for her. 
 
   Finding her soap on the shelf, I squirt a generous amount between my hands and rub them together to create soapy bubbles. She huffs when I immediately start on her breasts, rubbing and circling them in my hands, slick with soap. A chuckle escapes me and I kiss her nose, loving the way it crinkles at the touch of my lips.
 
   I then kiss her eyelids, mesmerised by the way the water clings to her long and thick lashes. 
 
   “I’m still mad at you,” she tells me, but I already know. Her body is so tense. I want to fix that, so I spin her around and wrap my arms around her from behind before burying my face in her neck and kissing the skin softly. 
 
   “Apologies are pointless,” I say quietly, allowing my hands to roam freely across her dripping skin. “We’re both in the wrong.”
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   I want to push him away but I just don’t have the energy. If I’m honest with myself, I can admit that I love what his hands are doing to my body. Sometimes I just don’t know how to resist this man. 
 
   He washes my hair, taking care to detangle the mess with his fingers tips, which are lathered in conditioner. I rest my head back against his shoulder as he rubs my scalp slowly and sensually. 
 
   It feels so good.
 
   “Close your eyes,” he says, though it’s unnecessary as I haven’t opened them since he started touching me. I feel the spray of warm water hit my face as he squeezes the conditioner from my hair, still being gentle. It sends a shiver through me. “You’re so beautiful, Elle. Sometimes I wonder what you see in me.”
 
   “It’s your penis,” I joke and it earns me a slap to my rear. “Me too. But you have to trust me.”
 
   “I… I do trust you.” He finishes rinsing my hair and presses his lips to mine. I wrap my arms around his neck and deepen it without shame. My body presses against him, trapping his hot length between us. I know he wants to grind. I can feeling him twitching, almost as if his cock is begging him for more stimulation. He doesn’t, though, out of respect for me and the fact we’re still technically arguing. “I trust you with my heart. My soul.” He kisses my neck and presses me against the cold tiles. “My body, my everything.”
 
   “Then why…”
 
   “Jealousy. I’m not good at reeling it in. But, in my defence, being half naked in a hot tub warrants my anger. You’d be the same.”
 
   I let out a sigh because I know he’s right. I would be. “I just want to have fun, but not at the expense of your feelings and happiness.”
 
   “I just want you to have fun too, but I think last night you had a little bit too much.”
 
   I bite my lip to stifle my smile. “It won’t happen again.”
 
   “And I’ll call you before I go out.”
 
   Cringe. “Don’t do that. I don’t want to give you permission and I don’t want permission from you. We should just be able to do these things without the drama, you know?”
 
   He nods. “Okay, but I only want to know where you are so I know you’re safe.”
 
   “Fine,” I relent. “Deal. I’ll call or text you before I go out drinking.”
 
   “Me too.” He says, smiling softly. “Now, seeing as I’m already here, let’s go out.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Sightseeing. Cambridge is a beautiful place and I bet you’ve not fully enjoyed its sights and highlights yet.”
 
   He’s not wrong. “Okay.”
 
   “Come on.” He steps out and ties a towel around his waist as I turn the shower off. 
 
   His arms spread out with a towel between them. He wraps it around me and lifts me into my arms. I squeal with delight and pull the door open for him. 
 
   Jordan stares at us, his mouth around his sandwich. “I’m going out.” He announces, his words barely coherent due to the food in his mouth. With a wink at us he leaves, taking his sandwich with him.
 
   Suddenly I’m dropped on the couch, causing me to let out a screech. Instantly I’m covered by a smiling, damp male and find myself tracing his neck with my tongue. 
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   I hold Eloise’s hand as we stroll along the grassy bank that surrounds Mill Pond. It’s a beautiful place and the weather is just perfect and crisp for a nice walk. 
 
   England is unfortunately hit and miss with the weather. More often it’s a miss with its unpredictability, but we seem to have gotten a hit this time. 
 
   I glance at Elle as she takes in the sights. Looking across the pond she spots a restaurant with an outdoor seating area, called Bella Italia. We make our way towards it, swinging our hands between us as we go like children. It’s Elle that is doing the swinging; I’m just happy to be with her.
 
   “How were your classes this week?” I ask and smile as she chats animatedly about herself and Kira getting passes on their assignments. She didn’t get the level she wanted but she passed and that’s what matters. 
 
   My Eloise is very intelligent but she’s distracted too easily. 
 
   “I’m not sure I’m enjoying the course though,” she admits with a light shrug as we finally make it to the large, grey building. I open the door and usher her in. “It’s exactly what I thought it would be, but I’m not sure it can truly help me in the long run.”
 
   “You’re not thinking of dropping out…”
 
   “God no,” she gasps as we’re shown to a table by the window. 
 
   I order two lattes and fruit salad for us to snack on. We ate already so I don’t fancy anything light. Eloise doesn’t object.
 
   “I just… I might change courses.” Her eyes are nervous as she gauges my reaction.
 
   I’m not sure how to react. I just want her to be happy. “To what?”
 
   “Architecture.”
 
   I’m surprised she didn’t choose this to begin with. I know she wanted to do business so she’d have a better understanding of how things work, but buildings are a passion of hers. 
 
   “Do you think they’ll let you?”
 
   “Not this late in the year, but maybe for next year. I have a meeting to set it in motion.”
 
   “Since when?”
 
   “Since yesterday. My advisor says it’s not a bad idea. It’s just whether or not there is space on the course next year.”
 
   I rub my chin and take her hand over the table. “Whatever makes you happy. How long is the course?”
 
   “Three years, but I’d like to do my Masters in Architecture and Urban design.”
 
   I raise a brow. “You do know that you need to be able to draw, right?”
 
   She only looks slightly offended as she leans over the small round table and smacks my arm. “I can draw! I’m no artist but I have a basic grasp on how to use a pencil.”
 
   She’s adorable when she pouts. I retake her hand and bring it to my lips. “If that’s what you want to do.”
 
   Her eyes light up and her entire body relaxes. “I’m glad you’re with me on this.” And then she grins wider, seemingly excited. “I can’t wait to tell my Da…” 
 
   Just like that, her face falls, so I squeeze her hand over the table. “Call him tonight. He misses you.”
 
   She nods, her brows furrowed. “I suppose it’s time.”
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   I tip the glass and pull on the tap until the pint glass fills to the rim with only half an inch of a frothy head on top.
 
   “See?” I say, turning to Jordan and winking. “I’m a natural.”
 
   “Good. Now make a slippery nipple.”
 
   “A what now?” 
 
   He chuckles and hands me a shot glass. I fill it to near the rim with Sambuca before carefully pouring a layer of Baileys onto the top. Jordan pats me on the back and drinks the shot down in one. “Welcome to Rouge.”
 
   “Woohoo!” I cheer, throwing my hands up in the air. “Thanks J.”
 
   “No problem E.”
 
   Apparently due to a girl getting stalked online and followed a few months ago, people who work at Rouge now call each other by the first letter of their name for added security. It’s easier than remembering nicknames and, to be honest, it sounds really cool.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I got the job at Rouge!!
 
    
 
   Isaac: I knew you would. Well done. I’m sending pepper spray.
 
    
 
   Kira: Drinks on Eloise!
 
    
 
   Hayley: She’s not into that, Kira. I tried but she hates anyone touching her bellybutton.
 
    
 
   Eloise: You’re a freak, Hayley. Why the hell would you want to do body shots anyway? Gross…
 
    
 
   Hayley: You have no sense of adventure.
 
    
 
   Kira: You didn’t see her in the hot tub last week. Everyone is still calling her mermaid.
 
    
 
   Hayley: Why has nobody told me this?
 
    
 
   I found it easier to just open up group chat on Facebook so that Hayley and Kira wouldn’t have to keep screenshotting messages. 
 
   Kira has become the welcome third wheel to our little group. I can’t say I don’t like it because we’re all so alike and get on so well. It’s nice to have girls to turn to when needed. 
 
    
 
   Dad: I’m proud of you. I’m also sending you pepper spray.
 
    
 
   I laugh and grip my phone tight to my chest. 
 
   My first conversation with my Dad a week ago didn’t go as I thought it would. It was almost as if nothing had happened. We spoke about work, school, life and friends. We spoke for over an hour with promises to stay in touch. I didn’t realise how much I missed my dad until I first heard his voice and honestly… I thought I was going to cry. He was so understanding about my switching of courses too, which lifted a heavy weight from my shoulders.
 
   According to Isaac he’s been a much nicer person to be around at work, although Isaac hasn’t been getting the hours he needs so we’ve had to dip into my savings again. The good thing is that I now have a job and it pays well, so he won’t have to send me any money anymore.
 
   I feel a lot better in myself now that I have my independence back.
 
   The only down side is…
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’m not going to be coming home for inter-semester break :(
 
    
 
   Isaac: I’ll come and see you if work allows it.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Yay!
 
    
 
   I work alongside Jordan and two other young women who go by the letters C and B. They’re both stunning girls, especially in their uniforms which comprise of rouge vest tops, tight black jeans and shiny black heels, although I’ve opted for flat dolly shoes for my first few nights. The heels are optional but the rest of the outfit isn’t. 
 
   It’s not as hard as I worried it would be, but it’s also not as easy as I’d hoped. Tonight isn’t a busy night but the tips I get are amazing. We split them at the end of the night, which is fair, and I ride back home with Jordan on his bike. I have to say, sitting on the seat as Jordan stands and rides his bike is a totally new experience.
 
   He wasn’t happy when I bit down on his arse cheek which was at my face level. I thought it was hilarious. 
 
   It’s definitely nice working with someone I know.
 
    
 
   I pull my scarf from around my neck and take my seat beside Kira in Professor Franklin’s lesson. He’s an attractive man with light brown hair and a greying goatee that Kira loves with a passion. She finds men with beards highly attractive and I don’t blame her for it at all.
 
   I’m pulling my notebook from my bag when knuckles tap on the desk only inches from my face.
 
   I look up into the warm, dark eyes of Damon. “Hey,” I smile, wondering what on earth he’s doing here.
 
   “I tried to catch you going in but just missed you it seems.” He pulls his jacket tighter around himself. “There’s a few of us going out on Friday. I was wondering if you’d join us.”
 
   I blink, shocked at having been invited somewhere. Most people in this place seem to give me a wide berth. “I’d love to, but I’m working Friday.”
 
   “Ah, shame. Where do you work?” He tilts his head to the side and watches as the students continue to file in through the door.
 
   “Rouge. I just started last night, so I can’t take a day off unfortunately.”
 
   “No worries. What about Thursday morning? Study session over coffee?”
 
   Kira nudges me with her elbow and nods.
 
   I shrug. “Sounds good to me. I have a free period at eleven.”
 
   “Great.” He beams and shrugs his bag up his shoulder. “See you there.”
 
   I wave him off and wonder why he didn’t just text or call, seeing as he has my number.
 
   “He is so fucking hot,” Kira mutters as he descends the steps between the desks and finally leaves the classroom. 
 
   “He’s not bad,” I agree, my eyes still on the door where he just exited. “I think I made a new friend.”
 
   “It’s about time,” she laughs, waving at Professor Franklin who seems to be looking at us both with curious eyes. “He’s also very hot. Think you can lend your teacher seducing powers to me for a night?”
 
   I snort laugh. It’s not attractive and has Kira in a fit of giggles, which she struggles to stop when the lecture begins. I stuff her scarf into her mouth, my cheeks pinking with embarrassment at the awful noise I made. 
 
   “So, data analysis for business.” Professor Franklin yells and the room falls silent. “Our new module. What can you tell me about it?”
 
   Yep, I so can’t wait to ditch this class.
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   I’m surprised at how much Darren seems to have softened towards me these past few days. He’s still a prick but he’s not targeting me anymore. I still don’t trust him, though, and I doubt we’ll be going out for beers anytime soon.
 
   “Petal asked how you were last night,” Tony says, his brow raised. “Said you didn’t have a good night.”
 
   I frown. “Is she allowed to say shit like that?”
 
   “Probably not, but she knows we’re tight.” 
 
   I dip my paintbrush into the tin and slowly spread the dark green colour across a blank patch of wall. This isn’t so hard. It’s the heights part that I don’t like. The ladders are rickety as fuck. 
 
   “I lost a bit, no big deal,” I lie, because it is a big deal. 
 
   “She invited us out for a few drinks this Friday. She specifically gave me instructions to invite you.”
 
   I frown. “Why?”
 
   “We’re all basically friends now, right, and I don’t think she’ll go if it’s just me and her.” He lets out a laugh. “It’d be too much like a date.”
 
   “How many times has she rejected you now?”
 
   He waves me off, his face set with determination. “She’s just playing hard to get. She’ll come around eventually.”
 
   I sigh, knowing I owe him one after he took on my work load last week when I skipped the day to go and see Elle. “You really like her, don’t you?”
 
   “What’s not to like? She’s funny, sweet and gorgeous.” I think he just swooned. “And her arse…” his hands remain suspended in the air as he pretends to squeeze with his fingers. This means he isn’t holding the step ladder I’m standing on and I almost drop the paint tin on his head. “Sorry.” He quickly grabs the metal to steady it. “So… will you?”
 
   I roll my eyes and smile. “Fine. I’ll come.” I’m sure Eloise won’t mind. 
 
   “Wicked. Thanks pal.” He punches at the air with both fists, meaning he lets go of the ladder again. I drop my paint brush in an attempt to steady myself on the handle at the top and it hits his boot with a splat. 
 
   I feel no guilt.
 
   “You did that on purpose,” he grumbles, moving back to hold the ladder once more.
 
   “I didn’t, but you’d have deserved it if I did.” I grab the brush that he holds out for me and wait for him to wipe the green from his shoe before continuing. 
 
   Justin seems to be working on some kind of mural on the far wall. I’m just glad he’s away from us. I really can’t stand the guy.
 
   “Is Ryan coming?”
 
   “I’ve asked him but it’s doubtful. He’s busy a lot lately. His Dad’s ill.” 
 
   I wince, knowing deep down to the depths of my soul how he must feel. Speaking of which, I’m taking food to my parents’ later. 
 
   My dad isn’t coping too well. He won’t admit it, but we both know it to be true.
 
   My mum has taken to waking in the night and going walkabout. She’s mostly incoherent too, so my dad is finding it hard to understand what she wants.  It’s breaking him. It’s also breaking me.
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   “Can I have a word with you after class, Miss Blackburn?” Professor Franklin asks politely and Kira groans beside me. 
 
   “He never asks me to stay behind.”
 
   I elbow her in the ribs as he’s still staring at me expectantly for an answer. “Sure.” 
 
   He doesn’t call out anyone else’s name, which is new. I’m in a class of about fifty; surely I’m not the only one he needs to speak to.
 
   Or maybe this is about my transferral. He might have heard from the other faculty members. 
 
   I really hope he isn’t offended.
 
    
 
   Class ends, so I wave Kira goodbye and slowly make my way down to the electric board near where Professor Franklin stands, talking to two of my classmates I don’t know the names of. 
 
   He smiles warmly when he sees me and motions me over to his desk. “I see your grades have dropped a little.”
 
   I wince. “I know, I’m sorry. It’s been a hectic couple of months…”
 
   He raises one hand as his other flicks through an open folder on his desk. “It’s fine. I suppose it doesn’t really matter, seeing as you’re changing courses on me.” I wince again but he only laughs. “It’s not a big deal. From your references and family history I’m not sure why you’re taking this course anyway.” Amen to that. “But you do still need a pass. We hold a study group every Thursday from five until six thirty in the common area. It’s usually pretty empty. You should come.”
 
   I already knew about the group but hadn’t considered it. Now I’m put on the spot it’s hard to say no. “Sure. Is that why you asked me to stay?” Surely this is something he could have emailed me.
 
   “I was going to email you,” he says, as if reading my mind. “I just figured that, since you were in my class today, I should speak to you in person. I prefer it to passing notes back and forth; it’s more personal.” 
 
   I’m not sure what he means by that and I’m certainly not sure why his voice deepened towards the end of the sentence. “Okay, well, thank you.”
 
   “I’ll see you on Thursday,” he states, walking me to the door with a hand against my lower back. 
 
   “See you Thursday,” I tell him and dip my head to hide my blush of discomfort. Ever since Isaac put that stupid notion in my head regarding Professor Franklin, I’ve done nothing but blush in his presence. 
 
   Gah!
 
   I don’t look back as I rush through the crowded hall and out of the building. 
 
   Thank you, Isaac, for making me feel like an idiot. 
 
   Looks like Thursday is going to be a busy day for me.
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   I stare proudly at the large walls that Tony and I painted ourselves in just three days. 
 
   Even Darren seems impressed by our speed and the quality.
 
   Tony makes this job fun though. Without him I’d be bored out of my mind. He’s always got something to talk about or someone to make fun of. 
 
   My favourite part of yesterday was when he poured white paint over the ground by Justin’s work space and smeared it around with a brush over the white sheeting so it would blend. Darren wasn’t impressed when he saw Justin’s boot prints in white all along the ground the sheets weren’t covering. 
 
   Best day of work so far when Justin got a severe telling off. 
 
   Luckily I didn’t get saddled with cleaning it either, Ryan did. Poor sod.
 
   “Drinks tonight?” Tony asks as we leave, but I shake my head. “Not tonight, I’ve got to take Mum to the doctor with the old man.”
 
   “Fair play. Need anything, call me.”
 
   I nod and climb into my car, still grinning over the paint incident. 
 
    
 
    “She’s lost more weight and hasn’t gained in three months,” the doctor says as the nurse tries to hold Mum’s arm still in order to take her bloods.
 
   “I’m aware.” I sigh and give him a shrug. “She’s not eating properly. What can we do? She refuses it half of the time.”
 
   “I’m going to prescribe you some shakes called Fortisip; they should help. They’re high in calories so will hopefully do the trick. I’m assuming she’s drinking just fine.” My dad and I both nod. “I’m hoping this will work, but if her demeanour towards food worsens…” the doctor hesitates. “I’m going to have to bring up the discussion on nursing homes.”
 
   “Not going to bloody happen!” My father grits out, his entire body shaking. “It’s just a phase; she’ll get past it, like all the others.”
 
   “That’s what I’m hoping,” the doctor says softly, his eyes sad. “But it’s not likely. I know this must be a difficult time for you, but we’re running out of options and every single day is a danger to her.” He looks my dad straight in the eye. “She’s not coming back and you’re only prolonging the inevitable.”
 
   I choke on my breath as a sharp gasp leaves me. I can’t put her in a nursing home. I just can’t and, if I can’t, then my dad definitely can’t. She needs to be at home.
 
   Fuck.
 
   “We can manage.” I tell him, my determination set in every tense muscle of my body.
 
   “I know you can; it’s whether she can.” He nods to my mum, who is trying to get up from the bed. 
 
   The nurse cries out suddenly when my mother slaps her around the face.
 
   My dad jumps up and holds my mother to him, his hand stroking her silvery hair. The doctor takes over from the nurse as I make sure she’s all right.
 
   “I’ll start doing home visits.”
 
   “You don’t get paid for that.” I point out and my dad’s head falls forward onto my mum’s.
 
   “I’ve been a friend to your family for a long time, John. It’s the least I can do.”
 
   My dad smiles softly and I see the tears swimming in his eyes.
 
   It guts me. My dad is a strong man and never have I seen him cry, so this pain I see, I feel it in my very fucking core.
 
    
 
   “Are you going to call Elle?” My dad asks when we get my mother comfy in her usual spot in front of the TV. 
 
   I shake my head. “She’s suffering enough as it is. She doesn’t need to know this.”
 
   He nods in understanding and switches the TV on. “How’s she doing? I haven’t spoken to her since Christmas.”
 
   “She still mad at you?” I don’t get involved. It’s between them but I know he said something to upset her on Christmas day; I just don’t know what. 
 
   “I should call.” 
 
   “Don’t mention what the doctor said. She’ll insist on coming home to help. We have this under control.”
 
   He looks at me, as solemn as he looked in the doctor’s office. “Do we, though?”
 
   I really hope we do.
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   “You seem down,” I say into the phone, my breath coming out in clouds of white as I walk down the cold streets of Cambridge. “Talk to me.”
 
   “I’m fine, just tired.”
 
   “But you haven’t worked for two days,” I say, frowning. 
 
   “That doesn’t mean I can’t be tired. I’m getting old remember?”
 
   His joke does little to alleviate the situation. I know something’s not right with him, I just don’t know what.
 
   “What are you doing today?” He asks, sounding too eager to change the subject.
 
   “I’m on my way to meet a few friends for coffee and a study session.”
 
   “Sounds like fun; which friends?”
 
   That’s a good question. “Kira will be there, but it was Damon that invited us. I’m not sure who else.”
 
   “Damon?”
 
   “The guy who hosted that party with the hot tub.”
 
   “Ah,” he says, but doesn’t sound jealous or annoyed. “Well, have fun.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I’m going to sit in front of the TV and eat junk food.” 
 
   Sounds like fun. I’m a little bit jealous. “Eat extra for me.”
 
   “Always.”
 
   “Love you,” I say and we hang up. 
 
   “Elle!” Kira shouts from the distance and starts waving her hand in the air like a mad woman.
 
   I laugh and wave back. Damon exits the café and appears at her side. He pinches my cold nose and comments on how cute it looks when it’s red before escorting us inside to the small group. 
 
   “Hands off, he’s mine,” Kira whispers as we take our seats on a comfy leather sofa in the corner of the room. Books line the table, each from different subjects. 
 
   “Kira, Eloise, this is Cody and Chad.” I smile at the two brown haired siblings. It’s obvious they’re related; they both share the same pointed nose and dark grey eyes. 
 
   “Hi,” Kira and I say together. 
 
   “What can I get you to drink?” Damon asks, leaning into my ear from behind. It startles me when I feel his breath on my cold ear. 
 
   “It’s okay, I’ll get my own.” I try to stand but his hand presses me firmly into my seat.
 
   “I’ll have a cinnamon latte and she’ll have a caramel latte,” Kira states boldly with a huge smile. “Thank you, Damon.”
 
   He grins, winks at me and makes his way over to the counter.
 
   Chad looks at my folder. “Business?”
 
   “Soon to be architecture.” I shrug sheepishly and place my books in the open spaces on the table. “So why do you all meet up to study?”
 
   “Makes us actually do it.” Cody giggles. “We can’t switch the TV on and get distracted this way.”
 
   That makes sense. 
 
   Kira looks disappointed when Damon takes the space beside me on the large couch after placing our drinks on the table. 
 
   “Can I ask…” Cody says, looking a little nervous as she twists her hands together on her lap. “Are you the one who married her school teacher?”
 
   Yikes. “That would be me.”
 
   “That must be a really awkward thing to tell people.” Chad states, shooting his sister a look. She only shrugs noncommittally. 
 
   “It is.” I’m not going to lie or sugar coat it. “We can thank Kira for outing us.”
 
   Kira winces and gives me an apologetic smile. 
 
   “What’s it like being married?” Cody pushes and I wish the conversation would just move on.
 
   “It’s weird.” This is the only answer I give, as luckily Damon saves the day by asking Kira about her classes.
 
   The conversation soon dims to occasional chatter as we all bury our faces in our books and do what we came to do.
 
   Damon also treats us to lunch. I know he’s clearly wealthy, but I still feel bad taking from him so I make a vow to myself to make it up to him somehow. 
 
   None of the others seem upset about taking food from him, Kira included. It just doesn’t seem right that they’re all so comfortable spending his money just because he has it. Or maybe they’re used to it and he refuses to let them pay? I’m unsure and I don’t know enough about it to judge. It could just be his turn to pay this time. Maybe they take it in turns.
 
   “Same time next Thursday?” Chad asks and we all agree. 
 
   I’m actually looking forward to it. 
 
    
 
   “Elle, wait up. I’ll walk with you,” Damon calls, jogging after me as I head towards campus. He slows to my pace when he reaches my side and tucks his gloved hands into his pockets. “Thanks for coming today.”
 
   “It was great; I got loads done.”
 
   He grins down at me but then frowns at my hands, which I’ve tucked under each arm. “Me too. It’s why I like doing this. University can get lonely sometimes.”
 
   Amen to that, although I have Jordan so I can’t complain. “Thank you for buying us lunch.”
 
   “No problem. I owed you after last week.”
 
   “You didn’t, but I appreciate it all the same.” 
 
   Snow begins to flutter from the sky and we both look up at the same time. “Great.”
 
   “Not a fan?” I ask, reaching a hand out to catch a large snowflake. It melts the second it touches my hand.
 
   “It makes commuting anywhere difficult.” He kicks at a puddle. “What class do you have next?”
 
   “Maths with Professor Lingard.”
 
   “I have her on Mondays.”
 
   The conversation falls silent for a while as we move around people on the sidewalk. Cambridge is busy today.
 
   “Throwing any more parties in the near future?”
 
   He shakes his head. “My parents killed me after the last one.”
 
   I gasp, feigning horror and place my hand over his heart, firmly on his jacket, while walking backwards. “You’re dead?”
 
   “Shut it, mermaid.”
 
   I groan. “Really? That’s still trending?”
 
   He chuckles and I take my place beside him again. “How angry were they?”
 
   “My dad threatened to, and I quote, ‘belt the shit out of you, son’.” 
 
   My mouth falls open. “He wouldn’t actually do that, would he?”
 
   He laughs. “Nah, he’s like four foot nine and a hundred pounds.”
 
   Blink. “But you’re like six one?”
 
   “He has a hereditary growth problem. No big deal. Means he won’t live as long as most men, but it doesn’t debilitate him in any way.”
 
   What the hell do I say to that?
 
   He saves me from responding. “He dressed as Yoda on Halloween.”
 
   We both laugh. 
 
   “Seriously?” I choke back my giggles and wipe under my eyes. It’s not until he finds a picture on his phone and shows it to me that I laugh so hard I physically can’t breathe. 
 
   “And he was a leprechaun the year before.” 
 
   He shows me another photo, both of the same man with the same eyes as Damon. He stands a lot shorter than the other people in the picture, but you can tell he doesn’t give a crap about it.
 
   “Your dad seems like a fun guy.”
 
   He nods, smiling softly. “He’s amazing. My mum is pretty cool too.”
 
   “They weren’t really that angry about the party were they?”
 
   He shakes his head. “Nah. I always throw one when they go out of town. As long as I lock their stuff and room up tight, they’re happy. My dad has this philosophy; he says that money is nothing if you don’t have good company to spend it with.”
 
   Unlike my dad, whose philosophy is basically the opposite of that.
 
   “That’s really cool; you got lucky.” I tell him, although I don’t consider myself unlucky in the slightest. The grass is always greener on the other side and it’s too easy to dwell on what you don’t have than appreciate what you do.
 
   “What about your parents?”
 
    
 
   When we finally reach my building to the left of the campus grounds, Damon leaves me to attend his own lesson. I’m not sure why he walked me all of the way, although the conversation was good. He’s funny when he comes out of his shell.
 
    
 
   Lessons go by swiftly and I contemplate skipping the study group with Professor Franklin for junk food and bed. Unfortunately I’m not the type of person who can let people down with a clear conscience, so I find myself heading to the commons, dragging my feet behind me.
 
   I’ll go to this one but I won’t come back. One study group a week is enough and I think I’d much prefer studying with Kira.
 
    
 
   Professor Franklin was right; the commons is dead considering it’s a place where people are supposed to study. It’s a magnificent room, lined with books and art work that I couldn’t begin to name. 
 
   I find the group at the back of the room. There are seven in total, Professor Franklin not included. 
 
   I take my seat beside a girl with thick black hair and the biggest eyes I’ve ever seen. She’s super pretty and it makes me feel a little inferior. I’ve seen her in my classes before but I don’t recognise anyone else at the table. 
 
   “Ah, you’re all here already,” Franklin says, beaming from ear to ear as he carries his heavy looking briefcase in one hand and strolls across the room. 
 
   He gives me a wink as he places it on the table and takes the seat beside me. 
 
   “We’ll top up on a few things from last week but I’d like to see you all working on your economics assignment.” That’s not due until the end of next month. Sigh. I was hoping to leave it until last minute like I always do. 
 
   Nobody complains and we all sit in silence as he dictates a few of the highlights from the last few lessons before and after the holidays. 
 
   My phone vibrates as he’s mid lecture. I sneakily pull it out of my pocket and read the text using the desk as a shelter for my phone. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: I’m going out soon; I’m not sure where yet as Tony has yet to tell me. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: No worries. Have fun :)
 
    
 
   And I mean it. Shockingly I don’t feel an ounce of jealousy or mistrust. I like that; I like that I’m comfortable with it.
 
    
 
   Isaac: What are you doing?
 
    
 
   I glance up to make sure nobody has noticed my lack of attention.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’m at one of Franklin’s study groups and then I’m going to work. Nothing fun and interesting unfortunately.
 
    
 
   Isaac: Did you get the pepper spray I sent you yet?
 
    
 
   “Eloise?” The professor calls my name and I jump. “Falling asleep are we?” He looks amused and I guess the way that I’m resting my temple on my fist, held up by my elbow on the desk, makes it look like I’m sleeping.
 
   “Sorry,” I mutter as everyone’s eyes come to me. “Long day.”
 
   He rolls his eyes playfully and continues his lecture. I quickly tuck my phone away and start taking notes. I shouldn’t be wasting good study time; this is all stuff I need to know at the end of the day. 
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   Petal smiles at us both warmly as we place our drinks on the table. Tony leans over to kiss her cheek during the introductions.
 
   Tony and I sit down, both of us facing a laughing Petal, her friend Sonya and Sonya’s partner Drake. He’s a funny guy, short, a little bit on the heavy side with small eyes and a badly cut moustache, which seems to be wonky. 
 
   “It’s good to see you both.” Petal beams.
 
   “Yeah, you don’t ever seem to get a night off,” Tony points out and Sonya voices her agreement. 
 
   “I never do; needs must when you have rent to pay.” Petal gives a small shrug and brings her glass to her lips, taking a healthy gulp.
 
   “Amen.” I nod, looking at the faces around me to see if there’s anyone I recognise. 
 
   Fortunately there isn’t. I haven’t yet faced anyone since me and Eloise were outed to everyone who knows us. I’m worried it’ll make for awkward conversation.
 
   I’m just glad Diplock hasn’t sent me anymore messages. That last one pissed me off, but I guess, from the outside looking in, that’s how it would seem to him.
 
   “You look great,” Petal says and I think she’s talking to Tony but she looks directly at me.
 
   I clear my throat and look down at my black shirt and grey jeans. Eloise picked this outfit for me. That was a fun day of shopping… not. It was fun to be with her, though. “Thanks, so do you.” 
 
   And she does, I won’t lie. She’s extremely beautiful and has a slim figure with large breasts that spill over the top of her low cut dress. I can see what Tony finds attractive, along with her wit and great personality. She’s definitely somebody I could see myself being friends with.
 
   I hate to admit it to myself, but before Elle she’d have been just the type of girl I’d take home for the night.
 
   I’m extremely glad I’m not that person anymore.
 
   Eloise definitely changed me for the better.
 
   Tony gives me the side eye when he turns away and I shrug, not sure why she’s telling me I look good. He looks good too; she should tell him, the single one.
 
    
 
   “She’s gone.” My dad’s panicked voice makes me sit bolt upright in bed.
 
   “What do you mean she’s gone?” I practically shout.
 
   “Everything was locked, the windows, the doors… I don’t… I can’t find her, Isaac.”
 
   “Fuck!” I scramble out of bed and pull on my jeans, the phone trapped between my ear and shoulder. “I can’t drive,” I blurt, realisation sinking in. “I only got in an hour ago.”
 
   “Then run. It’s not a big town. She’s bound to be somewhere nearby.”
 
   I hang up the phone and call the taxi company, asking them to keep a lookout before calling the police and then every person in town that I know who will be awake. 
 
   I even go so far as to post it on my Facebook.
 
   My phone rings not ten minutes later and it’s Eloise.
 
   “Hayley is coming to pick you up.” She says firmly, but I hear the panic in her voice.
 
   “What?”
 
   “She’s in town helping her mum with her brother. She’s got the flu.”
 
   I quickly pull on a top and slip my shoes on my feet. “Great.”
 
   “I’m going to hang up just in case anyone calls, but I need you to call me when you hear anything.”
 
   “Got it,” I say and listen for the line to go dead.
 
   Hayley comes wearing a bright pink onesie. I have to double blink to be sure it’s her in the car. 
 
   “Hop in, Mr Drinky,” she tells me, patting the passenger seat after I open the door.
 
   “Thanks for this, Hayley.”
 
   “I have terms,” she states as she pulls away from the curb.
 
   “Really? Right now?” We drive towards my parents’ house, going only twenty miles an hour so we can see down alleyways and driveways for my mum. 
 
   “I want dibs on being god mum to your kiddies.”
 
   If I was drinking, I’d have just sprayed it everywhere. “I don’t think kids are in our future, Hayley. It’s not something Elle and I want.”
 
   “But you’ve discussed it?”
 
   I think back to the conversation Eloise and I had in my father’s kitchen after we first had sex. “Briefly.”
 
   “But in case you change your minds, I’m having dibs.”
 
   “Sure,” I agree because it’s probably not going to happen. Kids don’t really appeal to me. The thought of becoming a father never has. Sure kids are cute, but they aren’t for me.
 
   “Where do you think she might have gone?” Hayley asks, breaking me from my thoughts.
 
   “We’ve found her at a different place every single time, so I don’t have a clue.”
 
   “How many times has she wandered?”
 
   I wince, knowing she’ll tell Eloise. This is the fourth time in the past four months. 
 
   Her hands tighten on the steering wheel. “Poor Mrs Price. Okay, so where did you find her the last four times?”
 
   “In an alley behind the box place, at the store on the high street, in the neighbour’s garden the third time and on Coventry road the last.”
 
   “Okay, we’ll check them all.” Hayley says, putting her foot on the accelerator, taking us up to thirty five.
 
   “Thanks for this, Hayley. I’m sure you’ve got better things to be doing than chasing down your friend’s husband’s mother.”
 
   “Are you kidding? Eloise is my best friend. I’d do anything for you guys.”
 
   Why did I ever feel any kind of animosity towards her back when she was a student? She’s such a nice girl.
 
   “I hear you and Elle have made a new friend.”
 
   “Kira?”
 
   I nod, my eyes scanning every location before us.
 
   “I don’t trust her.” She says calmly, also scanning the streets as we turn a corner.
 
   “Does Eloise know that?”
 
   “No use in saying anything. I could be wrong. I’m not the best judge of character. She just seems… I don’t know. There’s something not right about her.”
 
   I rest back into the seat and blow out a breath. “I have yet to meet her, but when I do I’ll heed your warning.”
 
   “There’s no warning. It’s probably just me.”
 
   “Still, you’re my wife’s best friend; you know her better than anyone. If you don’t trust her, there’s a reason for that.”
 
   Hayley lets out a yawn, making me feel guilty for getting her out of bed. “Do you miss her?”
 
   I know she’s talking about Eloise so I nod. “More than I could begin to describe.”
 
   “Spoken like a man in love.” She giggles and turns another corner. “Well, Mrs Price is clearly not here. We should check the school next. It’s only round the corner and who knows? She might have had a bout of nostalgia.”
 
   Hayley wasn’t wrong. We find my mother at the school and I’ve never come so close to kissing another woman since meeting Eloise. Hayley I mean, not my mother. 
 
   And not in a romantic way, just in a ‘holy crap I’m so fucking grateful and happy I could kiss you’ kind of way.
 
   I stay at my parents’ on a chair in my mum’s room, just in case she tries to go walkabouts again. 
 
   It’s where I stay for the rest of the week so my dad doesn’t have to.
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   “Hey, Elle,” Professor Franklin calls as I pass him in the hall, on my way to breakfast after meeting Damon and Kira.
 
   Elle? Since when did he start calling me Elle? 
 
   “See you tonight?” He says and doesn’t wait for me to respond before pushing through the crowd.
 
   “What was that all about?” Damon asks, eyeing the teacher warily as he vanishes round the corner, high fiving another student on the way.
 
   “Study group.”
 
   “Two study groups in one day? You’re dedicated.” He chuckles and picks something from my hair. He shows me a tiny piece of paper before flicking it onto the ground. 
 
   “I can’t seem to get out of that one.” I shrug. “So, what are you doing for break?”
 
   His eyes light up. “I’m not sure. Everyone I like is going home for break and home isn’t Cambridge unfortunately.”
 
   “Well I’m stuck here because of work. We could hang out?” I suggest, moving to the queue.
 
   “Sounds like a plan. There’s the new Spiderman movie out. If that’s your thing we could go and see it?”
 
   I nod; that’s definitely my thing. “Awesome. I’m paying this time though.”
 
   “If you say so.” He grins and waves at Kira as she enters the cafeteria from the other entrance. She bounces over with extra enthusiasm when she sees Damon. “We were just talking about going to see the new Spiderman in the term break. You up for it?”
 
   “Hell yeah I am!” She responds, grabbing a tray from under the counter.
 
   “Brilliant.” I grab a bowl from beside the fridge and place it onto the tray after filling it with chocolate cereal and milk. Damon does the same, whereas Kira opts for a full English breakfast. It’s only the third time I’ve had breakfast in the cafeteria. I don’t see the point in paying three quid for cereal and juice when that could buy me a week’s worth of just that. Today I’ve made an exception though, seeing as I was up late and invited by Damon and Kira.
 
   We go to pay and I slip my savings card into the machine and tap in my PIN.
 
   “Declined,” the woman says, looking impatient.
 
   “I must have put in the wrong pin.”
 
   She taps something on the screen and I quickly type my pin code in again.
 
   “Still declined,” she says, clearly bored.
 
   What the fuck? That’s impossible. I have at least four grand in there. 
 
   “I’ve got it,” Kira says quietly and hands the woman a twenty. 
 
   I’m speechless. I don’t know what just happened. It’s probably the card, or maybe my account has been blocked. 
 
   “I need to call my bank,” I tell them when we sit at a random table, surrounded by co-eds on other tables. “Thank you for paying for this. I’ll pay you back.”
 
   “Are you okay?” Damon asks, looking concerned.
 
   “I’m sure it’s just an error. I have a shit load left over from saving for two bloody years.” The sick feeling in my stomach tells me otherwise. 
 
    
 
   As soon as classes finish, I race home and call my bank. I’m put on hold for a while before I finally get to the department I need and by then I’m angry times a million. I have zero patience and my tone towards the woman on the other end of the line is less than pleasant.
 
   “It says here that you withdrew one thousand at seven PM four nights ago, then another six hundred at eight thirty PM and the next day eleven hundred at seven AM.”
 
   My heart stops. “That’s impossible. I haven’t been home in…”
 
   My heart implodes and my lungs constrict. I hang up the phone with trembling hands and stare at the screen with blurred vision. Tears of anger sting my eyes.
 
   I call Isaac again and again. He doesn’t answer and that just pisses me off even more. 
 
   When he does finally call me back, I’m livid. 
 
   “Where the fuck are our savings?” I shout, wiping the angry tears from my cheeks.
 
   He doesn’t respond for a long moment, so I repeat myself, even louder this time. 
 
   “Calm down. I used it to pay off the mortgage in advance.” He sounds irritated. “Is that a problem?”
 
   “You took all of it, everything! You know I’ve been using it to buy food.”
 
   He curses under his breath. “Okay, I’ll transfer you some money now to keep you tied over until payday. Okay?”
 
   My trembling fingers run through my hair as I try to come to terms with whatever the fuck is happening right now. “I don’t understand why you needed all of it!”
 
   “Stop speaking to me like that. I took out enough to pay the car insurance in advance, then I took out more to pay the next two months’ mortgage. I’ll put it back on payday. I didn’t realise I’d taken so much.” Why does he sound irritated? What the hell did I do? “It’s not a big deal. We have to pay for the house somehow. You know my hours have dropped.” 
 
   I inhale a calming breath. “I need money, like now, Isaac. You have no idea how mortifying it was getting declined for a four quid breakfast.”
 
   “I know, I’m sorry. I just thought it would be easier if we didn’t have to worry for a couple of months is all. I saw your face when you saw those bills…”
 
   “I’m not even home for the next couple of months, so let’s pretend that that makes sense!” 
 
   “Stop speaking to me like that. It’s starting to piss me off.” He bites out.
 
   I hang up, still seething so badly I’m surprised I’m not glowing. 
 
   Fuck you, Isaac. 
 
   Something about this doesn’t sit right with me at all. 
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   I grip my hair in my hands and throw my phone across the room. It shatters against the wall with a loud thud. What the fuck have I done? 
 
   A feeling of dread overcomes me as I flop down onto my bed.
 
   I need money and I need it now. 
 
   I call my dad.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   “You shouldn’t be back here, Isaac.” Petal says, sliding my drink towards me.
 
   “Don’t.” I shake my head and take the beer with a small smile.
 
   “You have a problem.”
 
   I shake my head again. “This is the last time. It’s just thirty quid. We need money fast.”
 
   “Isaac…” her tone is warning. “Cut your losses.” She leans over the bar as she whispers this, her hand gripping mine. “Please, don’t do this to yourself. Go to the main desk and put a ban on yourself before you get in too deep.”
 
   “I’m fine.” I wave her off and head to my usual machine.
 
   She watches me with sad eyes as I place the card into the machine and stare at my last thirty pounds flashing in the ‘balance’ box.
 
   I press auto, my heart thudding in my chest as I click twenty as the amount of auto spins.
 
   I watch it reel around and around, winning tiny amounts before losing it again. It spins and spins, around and around, until my balance drops to zero.
 
   My heart shatters and I press my forehead against the glass screen. What have I done?
 
   With my stomach clenching in pain, I stand and walk away from the machine. I don’t cry but I’ve not felt this close to it in a long time. 
 
   My phone rings; it’s my dad. I’m not in the mood for this.
 
   “What?” I snap, taking my irrational anger out on him and not caring in the slightest.
 
   “She’s gone again.”
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me?” I shout, startling a few of the people around me. 
 
   “It’s not my fault. I needed to lie down, just for a minute.”
 
   “Fuck you.” I spit and hang up the phone.
 
   “Isaac,” Petal calls, her eyes even sadder than before. 
 
   I wave her off, down my drink and stomp out of the shithole that is ruining my life. 
 
   I drive my car around town, scouring the streets with a permanent scowl on my face. I don’t bother calling anyone, nor do I take it slow. I’ll see her. I’m too alert to not see her. 
 
   This is getting ridiculous. How the fuck are we meant to keep her out of a nursing home if we can’t even keep her in the house? 
 
   Guilt tries to seep in as I think of the way I just spoke to my dad, but I stomp that back and keep driving. 
 
   This is fucking stupid. We can’t keep doing this. It’s dangerous. Maybe she is better off in a nursing home. 
 
   My cheap, shitty phone that I bought to replace the one I broke vibrates. I glance at it, not recognising the number on the screen.
 
    
 
   Petal: It’s Petal, I got your number from Tony. Are you okay? You looked really upset when you left. 
 
    
 
   I don’t respond. I need to find my mum.
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   I slide the drink down to the customer and move onto the next. This is now my life six nights a week. 
 
   Things aren’t great right now; everything is tense and up in the air. I’m losing grips on my life again. I’m skint, I’m arguing with my husband and I’m still only just above failing my classes. At this rate I’ll never finish the year and I can kiss my year of architecture goodbye.
 
   I haven’t spoken to Isaac since the other day. He hasn’t called me and I haven’t called him.
 
   Now, looking back, I feel like I might have overreacted. My money is his money and his money is mine. I just wish he’d spoken to me before emptying my account.
 
    
 
   “You didn’t show up for study group last week,” Professor Franklin says curiously as I go to leave his class for lunch. 
 
   Fuck. I was hoping he wouldn’t bring it up. 
 
   “And the work you’ve been producing has been less than satisfactory.” Now he’s frowning. “Is everything okay?”
 
   I nod. “I’m just… overwhelmed. I guess I’m not as smart as I thought.”
 
   He blows out a breath and rubs the back of his neck with one hand. “Make sure you come on Thursday.”
 
   “I have to start work at seven, so I’ll have to leave early, if that’s okay?” I clarify, my brows furrowed with a frown, mainly because I just can’t be bothered with this.
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay, Eloise? You look troubled… depressed almost.”
 
   He’s not wrong. Life isn’t easy right now, but I wouldn’t go so far as to say I’m depressed.
 
   My phone starts ringing, cutting off my response. 
 
   “I’ll see you on Thursday at five. Don’t forget; I’ll be waiting.” He leaves the room, leaving me with only a few lingering students.
 
   Why do I suddenly feel an extreme sense of Deja-vu? 
 
   I don’t have the patience for this.
 
   I answer my phone. “Hey, John. Is everything okay?”
 
   “Not really, no.” He pauses. “What’s going on with Isaac?”
 
   Blink. “What do you mean?”
 
   “He’s… he’s become a rotten bastard. There’s no politer way to put it. His mood is foul. Did you two fight?”
 
   Shit. “Kind of.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. 
 
   “Look, I don’t know what’s going on but please call him. Do something to cheer him up.”
 
   Like I don’t have enough of my own shit going on. “I’ll try.” And I will, because I love Isaac and hearing that he might be sad hurts me deep down, no matter how annoyed I am at him. “I have to get to lunch or I’ll miss it.”
 
   “Call me later. We’ll catch up.”
 
   “Sure,” I tell him before hanging up and race from the room to try and catch up to Professor Franklin to decline his offer. Unfortunately he’s nowhere to be seen. 
 
   I’ll just have to tell him at our next class.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   “I’m taking you home tomorrow,” Kira announces with a huge grin on her face. 
 
   I look up from my book. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean it’s the first day of break, so I’m driving you home. You’re going to show me your hometown and then we’ll come back in time for work.”
 
   Seriously? 
 
   I squeal and jump up to throw my arms around my friend. “You are amazing. Thank you!” I pull back. “But why?”
 
   “You’ve been a miserable cow this week. You need to see your husband and yo’ momma.”
 
   She’s not wrong, although I don’t relish the thought of seeing Isaac. I want to see him, I miss him, but I can’t deal with his moods right now. His dad was right; he’s become a miserable bastard and I don’t know why. He didn’t even cheer up when I apologised for shouting at him.
 
   I feel like I’m on a see-saw with him. We’re just never on a level ground at the moment.
 
   “Thank you!” I plant a wet one on her cheek. “Are you staying here for the night?”
 
   She nods. “Yep, hence the bag I brought with me.”
 
   It’s more like a suitcase. “How much shit you got in there?”
 
   “Shut it, it’s mostly snacks.” She reaches inside and pulls out a tube of Pringles. “Nom.”
 
   “I’m in love with you even more now.”
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   I head into the lion’s den, aka my old teaching grounds. Classes are in session so I don’t suspect that I’ll run into anyone right now. 
 
   The halls are silent save for a few students loitering, no doubt skipping their class in plain sight. I ignore them and head towards my father’s office. 
 
   He has a new secretary. I immediately notice her when I step through the door and into the small room where students sit and wait to see their head teacher.  
 
   She smiles at me and tells me to go on through. My dad must have called ahead and told her I was coming.
 
   It feels strange being back here. 
 
   After grabbing the plastic case full of paperwork from his desk, I give the secretary a wave and step back into the hall. My legs take me to my old classroom. I’m not sure if this was a conscious choice or not, but as soon as I see the young man in there, teaching my lesson, a strong wave of nostalgia hits me and I instantly hate the guy for having what I want.
 
   What I want?
 
   I scratch at my head and bite on my lip as I watch him through the open door. 
 
   What do I want?
 
   Images of Elle come to mind, along with the images of me being back in Cambridge, in my old life. I suddenly find it hard to breathe and decide it’s best that I leave well enough alone. I made my decision and I’m happy with it. 
 
    
 
   My phone rings and rings but I don’t answer it. I’m not even sure why. There’s no excuse for me not wanting to speak to Elle; I just don’t.
 
   “You going to answer?” Dad asks, his curiosity getting the better of him. I shake my head, quickly pocketing the phone. “Why not?”
 
   “It’s nobody important.” My heart freezes at my own words. I can’t believe I just said them out loud.
 
   “Bills?”
 
   I nod, still lying with no idea as to why.
 
   “Did the money I give you get you by?”
 
   I nod again. It didn’t, but then he doesn’t know how much debt we’re in at the moment. It’s not a massive amount, but it’s more than I’ll be getting at the end of the month on payday. “Thanks for that.”
 
   “No worries. You know I’m always here if you need me. You paid more than enough into your mum’s healthcare trust.”
 
   He’s not wrong. I think of the amount of money I gave him last year and a deep longing to take it back hits the front of my mind. I shake my head, trying to rid myself of this sudden greediness that seems to be overwhelming me.
 
   There’s a knock at the door and my dad stands. I watch him exit the room, wondering if he can see straight through my lies and deceit.
 
   “Eloise!” he practically yells with happiness and I don’t believe my ears. “Who’s this young lady?”
 
   “This is Kira,” I hear Eloise respond and my father introduces himself to her, no doubt shaking her hand. 
 
   “Come on in, both of you.” He tells them and they make their way into the room.
 
   I instantly recognise Kira and the sharp blue eyes she owns, framed by thick black hair and skin as white as snow. She’s very pretty. I’ve seen her in photos on Eloise’s Facebook, but they don’t do her justice.
 
   Her smile is sweet and friendly as she steps into the room, followed by Eloise and then my father. She glances over at my mother, who is currently sat in her usual chair, distracted by the TV. 
 
   “I’m Kira; you must be Isaac.” She says softly when her eyes leave my mother and hit mine. I nod and stand, enveloping her small hand in mine. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”
 
   “All good I hope,” I respond like some huge cliché. 
 
   Eloise clears her throat as I drop Kira’s hand. I turn to her and almost physically melt under her green eyed gaze. 
 
   Her being here scares me. Her seeing me worries me. If there is anyone that can see through me, it’s Eloise. 
 
   What if she finds out everything before I can fix it? She’ll never forgive me. 
 
   This thought hurts me more than anything. 
 
   I can’t lose her over this stupid money bullshit; it’s not worth it. 
 
   “Hey you,” she says with a small smile on her lips. 
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   He kisses my cheek briefly and sits back down on the couch. 
 
   It stings, his quick dismissal of me like he only saw me twenty minutes ago instead of three weeks. I’m not sure what I was expecting though, maybe a broad smile and a kiss to defeat all others. That’s how he’s always greeted me in the past. 
 
   Right now, as Mr Price strikes up a conversation, asking what our plans are today, I watch Isaac with no small amount of disdain. He seems so irritated, guarded and displeased. 
 
   I take my seat beside him and place my hand over his. He doesn’t turn it over so we can lace our fingers together; instead he sits silently listening to the conversation between Kira and Mr Price. 
 
   “Didn’t you, Elle?” Kira giggles and I was too busy staring at Isaac’s blank profile to hear anything before that. 
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “I was just telling John about your incident in the cafeteria a few weeks ago.”
 
   I cringe, shuddering at the memory. I’d just bought lunch and was on my way through the cafeteria. I stumbled, grabbed hold of Kira’s arm and her tray toppled to the side, shedding its contents onto a poor unsuspecting law student. 
 
   “Those floors are slippery,” I grumble when they both continue laughing. 
 
   Isaac isn’t even paying attention. He’s now tapping away on his phone after a text came through. 
 
   “We should go,” I say, giving Isaac a nudge with my elbow as he stuffs his phone into his pocket. “You coming?”
 
   He blinks himself out of his daydream and shakes his head. “You girls go have fun. I’ve got a few things to take care of.”
 
   Pain sears through my very soul. “You don’t even have an hour for me?”
 
   His eyes become round with regret. “Of course I do, but not right now. I’ll meet you in a couple of hours, okay?” He hooks an arm around my neck and kisses my forehead.
 
   I sigh contentedly and hug him tight, even though he barely reciprocates with the one arm he uses to hug me back. “Fine, call me?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Mr Price glances between us with worried eyes. I look away, hating the pity I see there.
 
   Pity at what, though? Isaac and I are fine, aren’t we? 
 
   Kira follows me out with John on our heels. I still see Isaac through the living room window and my heart aches when I see how he’s slumped forward with his head in his hands. 
 
   Why the sorrow? I want to run back in there and hug him and tell him that I love him and that I’m here. I want to take whatever pain he’s harbouring away, but something tells me he won’t appreciate it.
 
   Fuck… that hurts like hell.
 
   “Everything okay?” Kira asks, eyeing the window I’m staring at. “Isaac seemed…”
 
   “Yeah.” I shake my head, unwilling to address whatever the fuck that was back there. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to my mum. She’s going to love you.”
 
    
 
   It’s my dad who greets us at the door and his wide smile and tight hug tells me he’s definitely happy to see me. I return it before introducing him to Kira.
 
   “So what are you two ladies getting up to today?”
 
   Kira shrugs. “We’re just seeing how it goes. Elle has to be back to start work at seven.”
 
   “Wicked! Does this mean I can take you ladies to lunch?”
 
   I wince. I doubt Kira wants to be stuck having lunch with my dad.
 
   Shockingly she grins excitedly. “Sounds great to me…”
 
   “Call me Darren,” he responds, leading us into the living room. I’ve missed this house.
 
   “Where’s Mum?”
 
   “She went to Scunthorpe for the day with friends. No doubt she’s shopping.” He rolls his eyes playfully. “I could call her?”
 
   “Nah, I’m good hanging with you.” I turn to Kira. “Want to see my old room?”
 
   “Is it as embarrassing as my room?”
 
   I shake my head, thinking of her Twilight posters and huge cardboard cut-outs of her favourite celebrities lining her bedroom walls. “Nothing is more embarrassing than your room.”
 
   She slaps my arm, feigning offence, and follows me up the stairs. 
 
   My room hasn’t changed since the day I left. Nostalgia hits me like a heavy wave of ice cold water. I shudder as an overwhelming push of emotion threatens to destroy my calm façade. 
 
   Kira notices. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I’m an adult now.”
 
   “Yep, sucks doesn’t it?” Her arm goes around my shoulder. “Come on. Let’s have lunch with your dad, see Isaac and see all this tiny little town has to offer.”
 
   I rest my head against hers for a moment, glad of the support. “You’re awesome; you know that, right?”
 
   “Duh.” she grins.
 
    
 
   My dad drives us to the place I went on Valentine’s Day when Isaac and I broke up and he decided to date his mum’s nurse, who also happened to be my ex Justin’s sister. It was awkward.
 
   I compare my time with Isaac now to my time with Isaac then. He used to act like he needed me to breathe, but recently he’s been acting the opposite. Ever since our argument about money, nothing has been the same. On the phone he’s distant. He acts like I’m the last person he wants to be talking to; his tone is always clipped and almost bored sounding. And today, when I was in his presence, he barely even looked at me. 
 
   I feel… hell I don’t know what I feel.
 
   “Chicken and bacon salad,” I say to the waitress when she comes to our table. Kira orders the lamb and my dad the steak. 
 
   Good choices. 
 
   I chose a light meal mostly because the turmoil my relationship is dealing to my body is making me feel nauseous. 
 
   “It’s good to meet Eloise’s friends. We haven’t had the chance since she started university.”
 
   Kira smiles at me. “She’s great; we have a blast together.”
 
   “That we do,” I agree, thinking of our many days and nights of laughter. “She’s my second Hayley.”
 
   My dad chuckles and points at me with the drinks menu that he’s been fiddling with for the past few minutes. “Don’t let Hayley hear you say that.”
 
   My phone lights up with a text and I pray that it’s Isaac. It’s not, but I’m not disappointed.
 
    
 
   Damon: Two aerials meet on a roof - fall in love - get married. The ceremony was rubbish - but the reception was brilliant.    
 
    
 
   I let out a bark of laughter, startling Kira and my dad. “It’s Damon.”
 
   “Oooh, what did he say?” Kira asks at the same time my dad enquires, “Damon?”
 
   “Another friend from Uni, he’s cool.” I respond and show her the message. 
 
   She pouts a little. “He’s never sent me a joke message.”
 
   “Tell him off then,” I chuckle as I quickly respond to the text.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I said: Doc, I can't stop singing the 'Green Green Grass of Home'. He said: 'That sounds like Tom Jones syndrome'. 'Is it common?’ I asked.  'It's not unusual' he replied.
 
    
 
   “What did you say?” She snatches my phone away and giggles. “That’s actually a good one.”
 
   My dad continues playing with the menu like the poor third wheel he is right now. I shoot him an apologetic smile as my mood shifts from morbid to giddy. “Sorry, I’m being so ignorant.”
 
   My father’s entire demeanour softens. “Don’t be sorry; it’s good to see you so happy.”
 
   My giddiness soars further and suddenly I wish I ordered the steak too. 
 
   Ah well, less calories in a salad. My arse is starting to swell from all the junk food I’ve been eating. I think I’ve gained my freshman ten pounds already and I’m only in my fifth month.
 
   “How’s the building coming along?”
 
   “Building?” Kira interjects.
 
   “My dad is renovating an old building. He’s turning it into a leisure centre of sorts. It’ll make this town so much better. It’s so boring here.”
 
   “Cool.”
 
   Dad places the menu down as our food is placed before us. “It’s coming along great. I have to admit, that husband of yours learns fast.”
 
   I smile proudly. “Good.” And then another thought hits me. “If he’s doing a good job, why isn’t he on the rota more?”
 
   My dad frowns, perplexed. “He’s on there as much as he needs to be. Why? Does he want more hours?”
 
   I spear a piece of lettuce with my fork and shake the dressing from it. I’m too proud to tell my dad that we need more money, so I only shrug as a response. 
 
   His eyes narrow suspiciously but he doesn’t press the issue. “So, Kira, what are you majoring in?”
 
   “Same as your dear daughter here - Business and Economics.”
 
   “How’s it going?”
 
   She sneers a little. “It’s awful. I’m terrible at it. I’m switching to something else, I just haven’t decided what yet. I’ve been trying to find what I’m good at for a while now.”
 
   “You’ll figure it out. Why not take a few different courses outside of university? Things you find interesting perhaps?”
 
   Kira looks thoughtful for a moment. “That’s not a bad idea actually. Thank you, Darren.”
 
   He seems pleased with himself for helping and Kira now has a look on her face that screams ‘girl on a mission.’
 
    
 
   Damon: Teacher: "Kids, what does the chicken give you?"
Student: "Meat!"
Teacher: "Very good! Now what does the pig give you?"
Student: "Bacon!"
Teacher: "Great! And what does the fat cow give you?"
Student: "Homework!"
 
    
 
   Again I laugh out loud. He’s such a plonker. 
 
    
 
   Isaac finally texts me at three, which is annoying because we have to leave at four in order for me to get back for work on time. 
 
   We head back to my house and I give Kira the grand tour and tell her my plans for it as we wait for Isaac to get home.
 
   “You’re going to make a kick arse architect.” She determines by the end of my excited rambling. “For real, you picked the wrong course this year.” 
 
   “Amen to that.”
 
   “I’m so jealous. You have everything figured out.” Her face turns wistful. “You’ve got the house, the career plans, the hot husband…”
 
   I kick her on the butt gently. “You’ll have it all one day.” 
 
   The grass is always greener. 
 
   “I hope so.” 
 
   “I might take interior design on the side. It won’t hurt to have that qualification.” I add, just as Isaac walks through the door. I race past Kira and throw my arms around him. 
 
   He places a hand on my hip as the other snakes around my back and I immediately notice it’s because he has a bag in the hand at my hip. 
 
   His soft, warm and slightly moist lips touch my neck before he releases me entirely.
 
   “Hey, you.” He leans forward and kisses my lips for a long moment, enough to make me melt into him and want to take him upstairs so I can undress him and show him just how much I’ve missed every single glorious inch of his body. “Hey, Kira.”
 
   “Hello, Isaac.” She twists a lock of her black hair around her finger. “How was your day?”
 
   He dips his head. “It was boring. How was yours?”
 
   “It was great,” I respond, smiling brightly at my friend. “My dad took us to lunch and then we went for a walk through the park and got way more ice cream than we could handle.”
 
   “Way more, and I love ice cream so that’s saying something.” Kira giggles and Isaac motions for us to go into the room, which we do. “I didn’t believe Eloise when she said everybody knew everybody. We got stopped nine times in total. Everybody was so eager to see her.”
 
   I blush a little. “Eight of them asked me if I’d married you.”
 
   He winces. “Word travels fast.”
 
   “Unfortunately,” I agree as I gauge his reaction to try and get a glimpse of how he feels about that. He has none. 
 
   He senses my eyes on him and smiles warmly before sitting beside me and pulling me into his side. 
 
   “You two are just adorable!” Kira grins from the chair by the fireplace. She takes a picture as I gaze lovingly up at my husband. 
 
   “Thanks for bringing her home.” Isaac gives me a squeeze and kisses the end of my nose. He mimes the words, “I love you.” And I return them with a smile, scrunching up my face when he nips at my nose with his teeth. 
 
   “Stop it,” I giggle, pushing him away and pulling myself up into a sitting position. 
 
   “Stop what?” He feigns innocence and begins to dig his fingers into my ribs. 
 
   I laugh so hard no sound comes out. Kira giggles along with us as I strain to get away from his strong hands.
 
   He stops suddenly and jumps up from his seat. “So, you have how long?”
 
   “An hour maximum before we have to go.”
 
   “I can bring her up again next week during the semester break.” Kira shrugs and I honestly want to kiss her.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yep.” She tucks her hair behind her ears. “It’d be nice to get away. We could go out!”
 
   “We’ll stay the night!” I exclaim, jumping up too and looking at Isaac. “Is that okay with you?”
 
   “Fine with me.” He clears his throat and checks his watch. “Let’s go out. I’ll drive.”
 
   “Go out where?”
 
   “No idea,” he responds and moves towards the doorway. “You coming?”
 
   Kira and I follow eagerly. She stops me with her hand on my arm. Her cheeks look slightly pink as if embarrassed by something. With a hushed tone she says, “Do you mind if I sit in the front? I get severe motion sickness whenever I sit in the back.”
 
   Of course I want to sit with Isaac but I’m not going to deny her after everything she’s done for me, especially since she seems so embarrassed by it. “Sure.”
 
   “Thanks,” her relief is evident in the way her shoulders sag. “I’m so used to sitting in the front now, I just can’t handle it.”
 
   “No problem,” I tell her and take my seat in the back. Isaac looks at me curiously but doesn’t protest. 
 
   “So, Isaac, you used to teach in Cambridge, right?”
 
   Isaac’s eyes comes to mine in the rear-view mirror. “Yeah, best years of my life.” Ouch. “Before Eloise, that is.” 
 
   I don’t accept his quick rebuttal. It was nothing more than a quick response to his own error. 
 
   “Yeah, my girl is the best.” Kira grins, twisting around to wink at me.
 
   I give her a shaky smile but don’t hide how badly his words hurt me. She reaches behind her and pinches my leg. 
 
   I give in to a giggle.
 
   “That she is.”
 
   “I’m really sorry about your mum,” Kira continues and I wince, hoping the subject doesn’t put Isaac in a bad mood.
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   “Thank you,” I respond and shift in my seat as we turn a corner.
 
   “My grandmother had Alzheimer’s. It was awful. I can’t say that I know your pain as I didn’t know her well before she got ill; I was young. But I remember it like it was yesterday.”
 
   “I’m sorry; did she pass?” Poor girl, nobody should have to experience a loved one going through this cruel disease at such a young age.
 
   She nods, looking solemnly out of the window. “Heart attack in her sleep, two years ago.”
 
   “That’s awful.” I look at her and see the anguish in her eyes. Elle places her hand on her shoulder.
 
   “Honestly, it was kind of a relief for everybody. Don’t get me wrong, we loved her and did everything for her, but she… well she wasn’t her anymore, you know?”
 
   I blow out a breath. “I hear you.”
 
   “Anyway, less of that. Where are we going?”
 
   I only grin mischievously in response. 
 
    
 
   “Oh my god, this is so freaking cool!” Kira shrieks as she’s suited up with a face mask and overalls. 
 
   Eloise gives me a thumbs up, also geared up. I’ve never seen anybody look so sexy in overalls before. I just want to tear them off her like a wrapped gift and explore the glorious frame hidden beneath. My body heats just thinking about it. 
 
   We load our guns with the balls of coloured paint. Mine are pink… Eloise made me.
 
   We listen carefully to the rules of the game before being released into the trees. It’s every man for himself, but the girls seem to be sticking together. 
 
   Fucking women.
 
   I creep around trees and through bushes, mindful of my steps as the girls are nowhere in sight.
 
   It’s Eloise’s red hair that lets her down. I take aim and shoot at her as she runs through the dense woods, swerving in between trees as she goes. I miss; she’s fast.
 
   It’s not until I feel three hard hits to my back that I realise she was a diversion.
 
   That fucking hurts.
 
   I spin, shooting in every direction, but Kira is nowhere in sight. Their laughter echoes around me like something from a horror movie. It’s disorienting, bouncing off the trees and floating around me, making it impossible for me to decipher which direction it’s coming from.
 
   I should have invited Tony.
 
   A flash of red appears in the distance. I hide this time, my back pressed against a tree.
 
   A flash of black comes from the opposite side. 
 
   Fuck. This was a really bad idea.
 
   I’m nailed with pellets from both sides. I shoot to the right, getting Kira in the chest, before aiming for Eloise again. 
 
   “Boo,” she giggles, appearing inches from my left. I curse as she begins to hit me with paint pellets at point blank range, laughing like a maniac as she goes.
 
   I return the favour and after the third hit she falls to the ground.
 
   Panic consumes me when I hear her sniffle. “Shit, Elle… I’m sorry.”
 
   I drop my gun and move to her side, rubbing the paint from her chest and stomach with my gloves fingers. 
 
   “Fool,” she shrieks like a banshee in heat and hits me repeatedly on my thigh until I lurch back away from her. “Give up?”
 
   “Fuck you, little girl.” Oh this is so on.
 
   Behind the clear plastic of her mask, I see her eyes widen and she scrambles across the ground to get away. 
 
   I grab her foot before she can shuffle out of my reach. She lets out a yelp as I drag her back towards me, my gun back in hand and now pointing at her thighs. “Any last words?”
 
   “You look so sexy right now,” she pants, dropping her gun to the ground and grabbing mine with both of her hands. She tugs and I stumble forward onto my knees. 
 
   Her hands flip up our masks before her arms wrap around my neck and tug me to her. 
 
   I kiss her hard, plunging my tongue into her mouth as I lower her onto the ground, not caring who sees. I want this girl. I want my wife. I want to be inside her. 
 
   She growls a little in her chest as I grab her breast through her overalls. Her body writhes beneath mine, clearly needing me as much as I need her.
 
   Fuck… The ache below is unbearable. I can’t cope. 
 
   I grind against her, making it worsen. 
 
   “Isaac,” she pants, her voice a breathy whisper against my lips. “Kira…”
 
   I groan and drop my forehead to her neck. My body tingles and pulses with my arousal. I have no idea how I’m going to get over this. 
 
   With a smile and a wink at the woman I love, I pull my mask back on and stand, before offering Elle a hand and tugging her to her feet. She giggles as I adjust myself, the slightest touch of even my own hand making my cock twitch angrily. 
 
   “Ten seconds,” I say, nudging her mask with my own. “That’s all I’m giving you.”
 
   She squeals a high note and runs back into the thick of the trees.
 
    
 
   We leave the paintballing session battered and bruised. The girls both have paint in their hair but they don’t seem to mind. We had a great time and I still have twenty minutes left with my girl. I wish I could spend it napping in bed with her, but that would be rude. 
 
   “Anyone hungry?” I ask as we drive home. All of us yawn in sequence, starting with Eloise and ending with Kira. Now I’m concerned about their drive home. 
 
   “Starving,” Eloise responds and I wink at her via the mirror. “You, Kira?”
 
   She nods. “Just a bit. I need coffee too; that really took it out of me.”
 
   “Maybe you shouldn’t drive back tonight.” I frown, now even more concerned.
 
   “I can totally handle it.” Kira waves off my concern. “I’m not that tired; I’m more… what’s the word?”
 
   “Fatigued?”
 
   “That’s the one.”
 
   Eloise leans between us and presses her temple to my shoulder. “I had so much fun.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “Me three,” Kira chimes in, flicking my hand which rests on the gear stick, with the tip of her finger. I catch her eyes and see something flicker in their light blue depths, I just can’t fathom what. “Thanks for that, Isaac. It was a really good idea.”
 
   Eloise kisses my cheek before sitting back in the middle of the back seat. “It was an epic idea.”
 
   I shift in my seat again. I’m still extremely fucking hard.
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   I pad over to Professor Franklin, my bag heavy on my shoulder and my eye lids heaviest of all. 
 
   Christ I’m so tired.
 
   I yawn loudly, proving that fact.
 
   “Eloise, you came.” He smiles warmly and motions for me to sit before flipping his folder shut. 
 
   I do as I’m told, relieved to see another student from class sitting in the seat across from me, although he is deep into whatever it is he’s writing in his notebook. 
 
   I wonder where the rest of the students are.
 
   “Will.” The student across from me extends his hand and I take it quickly, although his eyes narrow on me suspiciously. I respond with a meek “Eloise.”
 
   He smiles a small smile and pushes his thick glasses back up his nose. “Struggling with economics. You?”
 
   I shrug. “Something like that.” I turn to Professor Franklin. “Can I talk to you for a moment?”
 
   Franklin grins at me, his eyes shining with enthusiasm. I can kind of see what Kira sees. He’s still not better than my Isaac though. “Is there a problem?”
 
   I glance at Will, who seems to be packing away his things. I thought he was here for this meeting too? 
 
   “Umm…” 
 
   “See you later, Professor.” Will throws his bag over his shoulder, salutes me and walks away. My palms become sweaty against the table top as I watch him leave. 
 
   “N… no.” I pull my things out and spread them out in front of me, even though I’m feeling a whole new level of discomfort right now. “I’m struggling with the assignment you set last lecture.”
 
   Where is everybody else?
 
   He nods and takes the seat opposite, totally keeping his distance. As time progresses I almost feel guilty for feeling uncomfortable to begin with. He stays away from me, explains the subject in a way I can understand, helps me set out a plan of action and then sits and spins a pen on the table as I work. The entire time he becomes more and more tired and I’m wondering why he’s doing this overtime for me.
 
   “I have to get to work,” I tell him when my watch hits six. Luckily it’s only a fifteen minute walk from here. 
 
   He stretches, blinking himself awake. “No worries. Same time next week?”
 
   I shake my head. “This has been amazing. I really appreciate you helping me, but I’ve sponged enough of your time already.”
 
   He chews on his lip before lifting his bag and checking his watch. “It’s nothing, Elle. There’s usually a few of us, but the rest don’t seem to have been able to make it tonight. I don’t mind at all. I’ll see you next week.”
 
   Fuck. 
 
   “Can I give you a ride?” He asks politely, checking his watch again.
 
   “Umm…” What the hell is wrong with my speaking abilities today? “No, thank you. I work at Rouge; it’s only around the corner.”
 
   “If you’re sure.” He looks me up and down before leading me to the door. “Thank you for coming, Eloise. It’s a shame nobody else turned up.” He seems genuinely disappointed about this and I actually feel bad for the guy.
 
   Oh.
 
   “Oh well.” He holds the door open and I step into the cold night air. “Be safe.”
 
   “You too.”
 
   I don’t like walking around in the dark. It’s creepy.
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   Petal throws her head back and laughs as Tony stumbles into my kitchen, almost dropping the pizza box.
 
   I snatch it from him and place it carefully on the side. I am so hungry right now. 
 
   “Give me some,” Petal begs and then hiccups. 
 
   We’re all a little bit drunk, having started at six this afternoon. It’s now ten and I am buzzing with happiness that only a cold pint of lager can induce. 
 
   I hand her a slice before taking my own and biting into the soft dough, covered in sauce and cheese. So good. “Best pizza ever.”
 
   “Amen,” Petal sighs as Tony grabs his own piece and throws his free arm around Petal’s shoulder. “You are drunk.” She shoves him a little, her eyes coming to me.
 
   “And you are gorgeous,” he mumbles, swaying against her slightly.
 
   I laugh and pull him away from her, wincing when he falls back a few steps and crashes into the fridge. 
 
   “You break anything, my wife will kill you,” I point out, or I try to… I can’t quite keep my head still.
 
   “Let’s watch a movie,” Petal suggests, leading us all into the room. “Wow… cool fireplace. It’s a romance novel waiting to happen. All you need now is a fur rug.”
 
   That’s exactly what I thought when I first saw it all of those months ago. “It is brilliant; I won’t lie.”
 
   “Can we light it?”
 
   “I’m on it!” Tony, forever the gentleman, yells and falls to his knees in front of the open fireplace. He stares at it for a few moments and Petal and I silently stare at him, before giving each other a questioning look. 
 
   “Umm…” She’s about to say something when Tony suddenly pushes his hand towards the coals and yells “FLAME ON!” His hand remains suspended in mid-air and his serious gaze doesn’t falter. “S’not working.” 
 
   I begin to laugh and Petal joins me. We laugh harder when Tony slumps sideways and hits the ground, his mouth falling open with a loud snore. 
 
   “Oh my god,” Petal giggles, pulling the throw from the chair and laying it over him. “He’s so funny.”
 
   “Yeah, he’s a character,” I agree, yawning loudly. 
 
   “More pizza?” Petal asks.
 
   Shaking my head, I sink into the couch and shiver a little. That’s a huge downside to having an open fireplace; it makes your house colder. 
 
   “How are you doing now? After everything?” She asks, sitting beside me, a little too close for comfort. 
 
   I look for space to move into but I’m already against the arm of the couch. “Better.” I run my fingers through my hair, my anguish at my past mistakes no doubt evident on my face. “I’ve been doing better.”
 
   “You seem a lot happier than you were. Are you going to bar yourself?” 
 
   Am I? “I don’t think I need to. I’ve learned my lesson.” 
 
   Have I?
 
   She takes my hand in hers. “I’ve seen too many good people get drawn into this world of gambling addiction. I really wish you’d put a ban on yourself.”
 
   I clear my throat, feeling even more uncomfortable now she has a hold of my hand. “I… umm…” 
 
   “Sick,” Tony blurts and Petal jumps up as he races from the room to find the toilet. 
 
   She turns to face me, giggling a little. “He’s so fucking funny.” When the sound of his vomiting seems to subside, she shouts up the stairs, “You okay, Tony?”
 
   He grumbles something unintelligible back as she retakes her seat beside me.
 
   “How is Eloise?”
 
   “She’s fine.” I hope she is anyway; I haven’t spoken to her much this week. My thoughts drift back to our paintballing session and my cock twitches angrily, still upset that we didn’t get to sink into Eloise before she went back to Cambridge. 
 
   “She’s very beautiful.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Yawning loudly, she stretches her legs and arms and then slumps into a more relaxed position, her large, round eyes on me. 
 
   “Think he’s okay?” I ask, not liking the look in her eyes as she stares intently at me. “You don’t think he’s drowned in the toil…” My words are cut off when I feel soft lips against mine. My eyebrows shoot up and for a second I’m unsure how to react. I don’t want to embarrass her or hurt her feelings. “Petal…” My hands at her hips start to push her away. 
 
   She seems to take this as an invitation and I feel her tongue at the seam of my unmoving lips as her hands tangle in my hair and her leg slides over my thighs until she’s straddling me. 
 
   I panic and reach up to grab her wrists as she moans low in her throat.
 
   What is she doing? We were just talking about my wife twenty seconds ago.
 
   The front door slams shut, jolting us both.
 
   Petal dives off my lap looking flushed and out of breath. 
 
   “Tony?” She calls and it’s then we realise that he’s gone. She stares at me with wide, frightened eyes before chasing after him. 
 
   Serves her right.
 
   I lock the door behind her and in my drunken stupor I stumble up the stairs and collapse in my bed, inhaling the scent of Eloise as deeply as possible. Christ I miss her.
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   My head is killing me.
 
   I have a quick shower and pull on my work gear as the kettle boils and the bread toasts in the toaster. I haven’t felt this shitty in a long time. 
 
   My brain swims with random thoughts of the previous night. I had fun, until the ending. What the hell was going through Petal’s mind? I should speak to her about it. She’s a good friend and I don’t want to lose that for the sake of a mishap. I just hope Tony finds it in his heart to forgive her. They would make a great couple.
 
   Sighing, I make myself a coffee and quickly eat my toast in record time.
 
   Tony should be here soon. That’s if he managed to get up on time.
 
   I gulp down my coffee and make my way to the door. The sky is still waking up outside. I don’t blame it for taking its time.
 
   Tony pulls up in the van outside, meaning we’ll likely be on housing duty today. How dull.
 
    
 
   Isaac: I miss you. I’m going to come and see you tomorrow; how does that sound?
 
    
 
   I don’t expect Eloise to respond. It’s seven in the morning; I doubt she’ll even be up yet.
 
   “Stan?” I frown as I climb into the van. “Tony still hungover?”
 
   Stan shakes his head. “No, he just didn’t want to work with you today.”
 
   Now I’m perplexed. “Any idea why?”
 
   “I was hoping you’d tell me.”
 
   I shrug, the wheels in my brain turning, and then it clicks. “Fuck.”
 
   Stan waits for me to continue. 
 
   “Nothing.” I shake my head. “Just a misunderstanding.” 
 
   I hope…
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   Jordan stands in the doorway, laughing as I peel the wet cloth off my face. 
 
   “You’re not funny,” I bite out, throwing the rag back at him. 
 
   “I’m funnier than funny.” He starts doing a very bad moonwalk around the living area.
 
   Okay… so he’s a little funny. “Arsehole.”
 
   My phone lights up as I climb off the couch and rub my tired eyes with the heels of my palms. 
 
   “You drooled on your book again.” Jordan picks up the book, showing me the damp spot. 
 
   “Piss off,” I grouch, trying to grab the book as my phone goes off yet again. 
 
   Jordan holds me back with his hand on my face, laughing hysterically. He’s such an idiot.
 
   Shit, it’s past two in the afternoon.
 
   “Bloody hell,” I choke when I see the seven messages and thirty two missed calls.
 
   I’m about to open the first message, it’s from Hayley, when there’s loud banging at the door. 
 
   Jordan looks at me a little confused before answering it.
 
   Everything in me soars when I see my favourite person in the entire world standing at my door. 
 
   “Hayley!” 
 
   We both run to each other and embrace, squealing like girls the entire time. I have missed this girl way too much. 
 
   “That’s my cue to leave,” Jordan chuckles and grabs his jacket off the back of the couch. “Have fun, ladies.” And he’s gone.
 
   “Oh my gosh, what are you doing here?” I hold her at arm’s length, noting immediately that she’s got a tan which means she’s been going on the sunbeds. 
 
   “You didn’t get my messages?” She becomes wary and nervous. “Any of them?” I shake my head no. “Your dad’s?”
 
   “I’ve just woken up. I was at work until two in the morning.”
 
   Her mouth forms the shape of an O as she takes her hands in mine. “There’s a reason I’ve travelled to see you.” I wait for her to continue as we sit on the large sofa. “It’s about Isaac…”
 
   My heart begins to race as nausea attacks my stomach. Thoughts of him mangled in a car wreck flood my brain, along with others of similar irrationality. “Is he okay?” I go to grab my phone but Hayley snatches it away. 
 
   “He’s fine; he’s more than fine.” The scowl on her face and sneer does little to alleviate my fears. “Oh he’s way more than fine, that stupid, dumb, fuck of an arsehole. I swear to God, Elle, I will kill him when I see him.”
 
   And now I just feel sick, my eyes beginning to burn. “What’s he done?”
 
   She shakes her head, as if trying to clear it. “Your dad called me this morning. He asked me for advice…” Now I’m sceptical. “A work friend of Isaac’s… caught Isaac…” Even though I know what’s coming, I’m still not prepared. “Cheating with his girlfriend, or his date or whatever.” 
 
   I feel winded. I double over in pain and my mouth falls open as words hang on the tip of my tongue but don’t form into anything other than a garbled, choke of pain. 
 
   “I’m so sorry, Elle.”
 
   I stand and bite my lip, “You’re sure? You’re sure my dad isn’t just trying to cause trouble?”
 
   She nods. “I’ve seen a picture.” Her voice is so quiet I almost don’t hear her.
 
   A sob leaves me as my hands fly to my mouth. “There’s got to be some mistake… what’s the picture of? Where are they? What are they doing?”
 
   “Elle…”
 
   “I need to know!” I grab my phone and flick through the messages. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: I miss you. I’m going to come and see you tomorrow; how does that sound?
 
    
 
   Isaac: It’s not what you think. Please answer your phone! 
 
    
 
   Isaac: Elle, I swear, you have to answer your phone, baby. I’m innocent. I pushed her away! Let me explain. 
 
    
 
   There are two from Hayley and two from my dad promising to kick Isaac’s arse if I require it. I don’t.
 
   I want to see the picture. 
 
   “Are… are you sure?” Hayley looks unsure of what to do next. “Babe…”
 
   “I want to see the picture,” I blurt, feeling hot tears sting my cheeks. “Please…” 
 
   “Once you see it, you can’t un-see it.”
 
   “I don’t care. I need to see!”
 
   She nods and hands me her phone after tapping away at the screen for a long moment.
 
   And now I see it, as plain as day, in colour, on my couch… some bitch straddling my Isaac. Or is he her Isaac? 
 
   “Fuck,” I cry, sniffing unattractively. “Fuck…” 
 
   Hayley goes to put her arm around me but I shrug her away. I’m too mad, too angry for comfort. I can’t see straight. I want to commit murder. 
 
   “He’s fucking kissing her, Hayley!” I wish I hadn’t looked at the picture. Everything in me is shattering, every single part of me. “I need to see him!”
 
   “But…”
 
   “So I can punch him in the face!”
 
   “I can…”
 
   “And then her! Who the fuck is she?”
 
   “Her name’s… shit…” She scratches her head. “Flower or something…”
 
   “Petal?” 
 
   “That’s it.”
 
   I stop pacing and stare at my phone. “I need to see him.”
 
   “Why don’t we calm down first?” She suggests, guiding me to the couch. “I’ll make coffee. How does that sound?”
 
   “No, Hayley, I… I need to see him.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because he’s my husband and he’s saying that it’s a mistake.”
 
   Hayley scoffs and rolls her eyes. “Of course he is.”
 
   “He deserves to be heard.”
 
   “Does he?”
 
   “Yes.” I nod, wiping at my eyes. “I’ll know if he’s lying.”
 
   “Will you?” I shoot her a look and her hands go up defensively. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: We should talk. Face to face. We can meet half way?
 
    
 
   I look at Hayley. “I’m borrowing your car.”
 
   She rolls her eyes and throws me the keys. “Of course you are.”
 
   Guilt throbs in my heart as I look at my best friend with tear filled eyes. “Thank you for coming, Hayley.” I wipe away the tears as they spill down my cheeks, hating how broken my body and soul feels right now. “Would you be angry if I left to talk to him for a little while?”
 
   She looks annoyed with me. “Of course not, you dumb bitch. I get it. I’d be wanting to talk to him too if I was in your shoes right now. Go tear him a new one. I’ll be waiting with ice cream when you get back.”
 
    
 
   Isaac: No need, I’m outside.
 
    
 
   I grab my coat, kiss Hayley and race from the building.
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   She exits the double doors. Her coat is wide open, revealing a thin vest and tight jeans. She must be freezing. 
 
   I take note of her eyes and how swollen they are. A tear makes a track down her cheek and my heart breaks. “Eloise…”
 
   She stops and stares at me with shattered green eyes that hold so much hurt. I just want to take her in my arms and hug it away. 
 
   “Can we go inside?”
 
   She hesitates before shaking her head and motioning to the car. I pull open the door for her and wait for her to climb inside before I walk around and get in the driver’s side.
 
   I watch her trembling hands fumble with a tissue before she dabs under her eyes and nose.
 
   “Okay, I went out with Tony and Petal… remember how I told you that Tony really likes Petal?” 
 
   She nods but says nothing.
 
   “Well it turns out Petal doesn’t like Tony; she likes me…” I clear my throat, praying with every fibre of my being that she believes me. “We all got a little drunk and came back to our place with pizza. Tony was throwing up in the toilet when she kissed me.” I grab her hands but she pulls them away and my own heart breaks with it. I’m going to lose her… I just know it. The thought makes me ill. “She kissed me; I was drunk…”
 
   “That’s no excuse.”
 
   Finally, she’s spoken! “No, I know,” I quickly interject and kiss her hands. “I didn’t reciprocate.”
 
   Her mouth falls open. “I’ve seen the picture.”
 
   “You’re not letting me finish.” She closes her mouth at my words and allows me to continue. “I was drunk. I didn’t know how to react. I just kind of sat there for a moment.”
 
   “You should have pushed her away!”
 
   “I tried! I put my hands on her hips; I didn’t know where to fucking touch her. I was… it was…” I shudder a little. “It was fucking awkward. And then she climbed on top of me and then the front door slammed shut, so we separated. It was Tony leaving. He’d seen it, taken that picture and left, but I swear Petal went after him. Nothing happened.”
 
   She stares at me for a really long while, her eyes holding mine as if searching for a lie. “I don’t know whether to believe you.”
 
   “You can believe me, baby, please… trust me. I only want you. I only ever want and need you.” She has to believe me. I kiss her hands again and rest my forehead against hers.
 
   “Part of me does believe you, but the other part” she pulls her hands away, “is screaming at me to stop being such a mug. It’s calling you a liar and saying you’ll do anything to get away with it.” 
 
   “You know that’s not true. Come on, Eloise. You know me better than that!” 
 
   With blank eyes she asks, “Do I?”
 
   “I love you. I left my life for you…”
 
   “Your life?”
 
   Oops… “My job. My career.”
 
   She rolls her eyes. “So you keep reminding me.”
 
   “I gave up so much to be with you. Why would I throw it all away for some bitch who works in a bar I like?”
 
   Again she stares. “Tell me why you want to be with me.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Why do you want to be with me, Isaac?”
 
   “Because I love you.”
 
   “Why else?” Her blank eyes hold mine. She’s no longer crying but she’s definitely angry.
 
   My mind goes blank. “Umm… you’re kind… sweet, funny, caring, intelligent, you know how to make me feel good.”
 
   “Seriously? You’re just giving me a bunch of adjectives…” She goes to open the car door but I stop her by grabbing her arms. 
 
   “I don’t know what you want me to say.”
 
   “I want you to tell me why you’re even with me, Isaac.”
 
   “I just did…”
 
   “No, you gave me a bunch of adjectives.”
 
   What does she want from me? “Women are so fucking cryptic. Just tell me what you want me to say!”
 
   “Let go of me!” She tries to tug her wrists free from my grip but I won’t let her. I can’t let her.
 
   “Please, Elle. You believe me, don’t you?” Her eyes begin to fill with glistening tears once more. I shake her arms a little. “You believe me, don’t you?”
 
   “Get off!” I let her go out of fear that I’ll hurt her if I keep her restrained. She kicks the door open and slams it shut behind her as I’m climbing out on my side. 
 
   I chase after her, wishing she’d talk to me about this. “Eloise…”
 
   “DON’T!” She screeches, turning to face me with her hand raised. “Don’t…”
 
   “Please, you have to…”
 
   “Believe you?”
 
   I nod. “You do. I know you do.”
 
   “Whether I do or don’t, I can’t stomach what I saw in that photo…”
 
   “So you need time?” I ask, feeling hopeful for the first time since this conversation began. 
 
   “I don’t know what I need!” She pulls open the doors, using her key fob to open them, and stands between them. “Just… go home, Isaac.”
 
   “What does that mean?” She pulls the doors closed as I go to grab them, effectively locking me out. “Elle!” I bang on the glass as I watch her press the button for the elevator. “Elle! What the fuck does that mean?” The elevator doors open and she steps inside. I pull on the door, my heart racing with fear and panic. “ELLE!” I bang on the glass again and rattle the door but she doesn’t return.
 
   Pulling out my phone, I call her quickly but she disconnects and no doubt switches her phone off as I can’t get through when I call again. I try Hayley but get the same results.
 
   Fuck. 
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   “Do you believe him?” Hayley asks as I cradle my hot chocolate to my chest.
 
   “Yes.” I respond, because I do believe him. I saw it in his eyes… I think. The issue I’m having is that I don’t know if I believe him because I want to believe him, or because he’s being truthful.
 
   Thinking that he could hurt me that way, it kills me. But when I believe him, it doesn’t hurt as much. I don’t tremble with sorrow and anger. I just feel hollow. 
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   I nod. “It’s all just one stupid misunderstanding.”
 
   “I’ll take your word for it.” Hayley doesn’t look convinced and I don’t blame her. “Just promise me you’re not going to become one of those pathetic women with the word ‘mug’ tattooed on her forehead.” I wince because that’s what I’m scared of. What if I’m wrong and he is having his cake and eating it too? “Don’t let him keep doing this to you. You’re worth so much more than that.”
 
   “I said my vows and so did he. I didn’t marry him just to divorce him at the first sign of trouble.” As I say these words, I realise I’ve said them or thought them before. I can’t remember why I said or thought them, though. Am I being taken for an idiot by the one man who has sworn to love and protect me until I die? “I have to trust in us.”
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   I shrug. “I… I don’t know. I’m so mad at him right now.”
 
   “As you should be.”
 
   “Should I, though?”
 
   “Elle, I don’t mean this in a bitchy way. You know I love you and you know I love Mr Price.” She snorts. “I mean Isaac.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “Look…” She blows out a breath. “He’s… he has too much power over you.” 
 
   What is she talking about?
 
   “Let me finish.” She curls her legs beneath her and plays with her hair with one hand. “You’re too in love with him. I’ve seen it; it’s unhealthy. You let him get away with too much.” Eye roll. “He’s possessive and jealous, and he can be mean. Yes, he loves you, but… he treats you like you owe him something.”
 
   “I kind of do.” I shake my head. “He gave everything up for me.”
 
   “Fuck that, Elle!” She practically yells, throwing a pillow at me. “Did you even hear what you just said?”
 
   I throw the pillow back. “It’s true. He did give up everything for me.”
 
   “I want to fucking shake you.” She hits me with the pillow this time, straight around the back of the head.
 
   “Hey!” I whine, placing my drink out of the danger zone. “Stop it.”
 
   “You owe him nothing. You’re equal; you’re partners. You made a decision together. He didn’t give up shit for you; he gave it up for him! For both of you.”
 
   I open my mouth but she clasps her hand over it and pins me to the couch. Her legs straddle my hips as my stomach takes her full weight and she glares down at me. “Don’t talk. I don’t want to listen to your stupidity.”
 
   Ouch. I bat her hands away. “Are you kidding me? You’re mad at me right now?”
 
   “No, I’m mad at this situation.” She ruffles my hair and hits me with the pillow again. “You’re so blinded by love that you don’t see how toxic your relationship is becoming.”
 
   “And how would you know? You only know what I tell you.”
 
   “Wasn’t it just last month you were saying how you wished you’d waited to get married?” She’s not wrong and I cringe. I wish I hadn’t said that now. She continues. “Exactly. Now what kind of happily married person wishes something like that?”
 
   I try to buck her off but end up in a slap fight with her, which I lose when she pins my wrists. This would be funny if I wasn’t so offended and irritated. 
 
   “It’s not like that. I just… I feel guilty.”
 
   “Guilty for what?”
 
   “For him not having everything he wants because of me.”
 
   “You shouldn’t feel guilty.” She shakes her head, making her blonde hair fall around our faces like a golden waterfall. “He shouldn’t be making you feel guilty.”
 
   I stop struggling, now resigned to my fate and her words. She’s right. He shouldn’t always remind me of what he gave up. I shouldn’t feel bad about it, either. It was his choice.
 
   “You walked away, Elle. He came after you. You left him alone and he followed you to France.” She stares intently into my eyes, imploring me to see reason.
 
   The door opens. “Holy fuck…” Jordan exclaims, looking at our current position with wide eyes and his mouth wide open. “Please… please can I join in?”
 
   “Who’s this tool?” Hayley scowls at my roommate.
 
   “Hayley, meet Jordan.” She releases my wrists so I can sit up and see him over the back of the couch. “Jordan, this is Hayley.”
 
   He grins a slow and seductive smile. “Hey.”
 
   Hayley sits up, pushes out her chest and smiles her own equally seductive smile. “Hey to you too.”
 
   “Can you let me up?” I snap at my friend, smacking her thighs with my hands.
 
   She climbs off me and smooths her clothing down with her hands before sashaying to Jordan with her arms wide open. “Where I’m from, we hug.” And hug him she does. She also strokes his back and grabs his arse.
 
   He blinks in shock but doesn’t pull away.
 
   “Really, Hayley?” I sigh, grabbing her by the bra band that crosses over her back, pulling her away. “Sorry, Jordan.”
 
   “No worries,” he squeaks, having to clear his throat before repeating himself. 
 
   “You’re here for me, not to get laid, remember?”
 
   “Yeah, yeah.” She follows me into my room, looking around with avid interest. “I wish my room looked like this. Mine’s a tiny box room and I have to share a shower with six other people.”
 
   “All at once? Slut.”
 
   She slaps my arm and bounces on her knees on my bed. “You know what I mean.”
 
   “Whatever.” I tidy away the books and pens that lie scattered across the ground from where Hayley knocked them off the bed. “What do I do, Hayley?”
 
   She stops bouncing and her look becomes soft. “I have no idea. If I were in your shoes, I’d leave him without looking back. But I hate drama and this… what you and Isaac have right now, is a whole lot of drama and hurt.”
 
   She’s not wrong. I have this awful, twisting sickness inside that’s making me wish I could go back in time and change it all so I would never feel like this. I can’t describe it and I’ve never felt it before. 
 
   “Why do we even get in relationships?” I mutter.
 
   “That!” Hayley points at me, bouncing once more. “That right there is what I’m talking about. You aren’t happy.”
 
   “I am happy. I love him. Why do you keep being so pessimistic about it?”
 
   “I’m being realistic, Eloise Blackburn, Price… whatever the fuck your name is now.”
 
   I roll my eyes and sit cross legged on the ground. “He makes me so happy; he really does. I feel comfortable and safe when I’m with him.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “I just hate how I feel when we argue… which is a lot at the moment.”
 
   “Tell him that.” This is the smartest thing she’s said since she arrived. 
 
   I turn my phone on and yell through to the living room. “JORDAN?”
 
   He pokes his head around his bedroom door. “Yeah?”
 
   “Can you keep Hayley company for me?”
 
   Hayley brushes past me so fast all I see is a blur of gold and leans against Jordan’s door frame. “He so will. Won’t you, Jordan?” She waves at me over her shoulder. “Bye bye, Eloise.”
 
   Jordan opens the door to his bedroom wider and mimes “You owe me.”
 
   I nod, wincing a little as I quickly call Isaac. “Are you still here?”
 
   “I’m where you left me.” He sounds so sad and that hurts. If he is truly innocent, it’s not fair that he’s feeling this way either. I can only imagine how I’d feel if I were caught in a situation like that with Isaac not believing me. 
 
   I head back down to the lobby, hesitating for a second when the elevator doors open. Inhaling a deep breath, I step into the hall and move towards the doors. I barely have them open an inch when Isaac has thrown them fully open and has me in his arms. 
 
   He squeezes me tight and pulls me up against him until my feet are dangling an inch from the ground. “I love you. I wouldn’t ever cheat on you. Ever.” He kisses my unresponsive lips. “Please, Elle, you have to believe me.” He kisses me again and pulls back, allowing me a moment to see his tortured and swollen eyes. “You mean too much to me. I know…” He puts me back on the ground and waits for a woman to walk past us before continuing. “I know I haven’t been the best I can be for you recently, I know…” His hands cup my face and it’s not until his thumbs wipe my tears away that I realise I’m crying again. “I know that I don’t deserve your trust or forgiveness, but I need it. I want it. I haven’t let you down and I won’t let you down.”
 
   I bite onto my lower lip and wrap my arms around his waist. His entire body seems to sag into me, causing me to go back a step in order to keep my balance.
 
   “Tell me you believe me,” he whispers hoarsely against my neck. The stubble from his chin scratches at the sensitive skin of my neck. It’s over sensitised from his warm breath, sending tingles through me so badly my entire body releases a shudder. 
 
   Just his touch has always been enough to get my blood pumping straight to my core, making it clench and ache with need.
 
   “I…” I can’t bring myself to say it. Fear grips me as the possibility that he’s lying and I’m believing his bullshit swims through my mind. Anger replaces the fear and I almost shove him away. 
 
   But then my mind flips again, back to thinking how I’d feel in his shoes if I was innocent. 
 
   “I can see you’re worried. You have reservations and I don’t blame you.” He wipes the back of his fingers down my cheek, lowering his voice when people exit the elevators and then the building. 
 
   I nod. “Is there… is there anything else I should know?”
 
   He hesitates, his hand stopping at my jaw. “Like what?”
 
   “Anything, anything that would hurt me. I’ll give you this chance to tell me and promise no judgement, no anger. I just… I need to know the truth.”
 
   His eyes move frantically over my face as his lips part. “No.” He kisses me again, almost desperately. “There’s nothing else.”
 
   “You swear?”
 
   He nods and kisses the tip of my nose.
 
   “On my life?”
 
   Clearing his throat he steps back and takes my hands in his, bringing them to his lips. “I want to take you out. Okay?”
 
   Angry, I tug my hands free and move them to my hips. “Swear it!”
 
   His eyes widen. “I did.”
 
   “I didn’t hear you.”
 
   “I swear it, Elle. There isn’t anything else that I can think of.”
 
   I blow out a breath, annoyed at his delay. It doesn’t put me at ease. “Okay.”
 
   “Let me take you out for a few hours. I’ll spend the night?”
 
   I blink. “Why are you suddenly so interested? You haven’t made an effort before.”
 
   He shakes his head. “I know, I’ve been… an idiot.” That’s the polite way of putting it. “But I’ll visit more. We’ll spend more time together, as much as work and school will allow.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   He nods. “It’s really not that long a drive and now that the house is in better shape we can afford to take a few nights off.” 
 
   I wrap my arms around his neck, feeling hopeful for the future. “So… you’ll stay tonight?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll just let my dad know.”
 
   I wince. “Hayley’s here. We should take her with us.”
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   “Where are we going?” Eloise asks as I drive around the busy city, my window cracked open a little to let in the cool air, mostly to keep me awake. 
 
   “Market Hill,” I respond, taking a left onto King’s Parade. 
 
   Cambridge is such a beautiful city, so full of culture and history. 
 
   “That’s gorgeous.” Elle points to the magnificent building on our left.
 
   “King’s College.” I tell her as I find a place to park. “Are you honestly telling me you’ve not come here yet?”
 
   “I haven’t had the time. I’ve been to Market Hill but I haven’t really had the time to take in everything else.”
 
   “It’s a five minute walk from your classes!”
 
   “There’s something seriously wrong with you. You’re in the most beautiful city in England and you haven’t explored?” Hayley pipes in. She’s pretty much ignored me since we left the apartment complex but I don’t blame her.
 
   Eloise shrugs, looking ashamed. “I’ll explore in the future. Besides… if I’d been already, I wouldn’t be experiencing this for the first time with you guys.”
 
   Smiling, I climb out of the car and take her hand when she finds her place beside me. I kiss it once more, relieved that she’s here with me. She trusts me; she believed me even though the evidence says otherwise… I can’t let her down now. I have a good woman by my side and I’ll be damned if I let her go.
 
   I’ve been foolish, but I’ll change. I have to. I won’t be the reason my marriage falls apart. I chose Eloise. I chose this life and I’m happy with that choice. I know I won’t always be happy with that choice every day. I’m human after all and life isn’t made of rainbows and fluffy unicorn farts. 
 
   “You seem lost in thought,” Eloise points out as we walk along the street, avoiding the crowds as best as we can. Hayley surges on ahead, a skip in her step as she takes in the many stores and cafes. 
 
   “I’m just thinking about how lucky I am.” I pull her into me with my arm around her shoulder and kiss her temple. She grips my waist around my back and smiles up at me with so much love in her eyes it makes me want to drown myself in my guilt. I lied before. I lied to her face and swore on it. I should have told her about the gambling and lying but… I don’t know how to say it. I’m not like that now. I’ll ban myself when I get home. It’s time to change. It’s time to be the best man I can be.
 
   Hayley shoots me a scowl over her shoulder. I don’t blame her for it.
 
   “Hayley,” Eloise warns and I think she’s telling her off for the scowl but then I see what she sees.
 
   Hayley, too busy scowling at me, doesn’t notice the small metal post that holds a chain, sectioning off an outdoor seating area for a local café. Her foot snags on the chain as we reach for her.
 
   It’s too late. Her eyes widen as she seems to falls in slow motion. The man sat at the table moves his drink just in time for her to fall onto the round table. She grabs it with her arms like a koala baby holding onto its mother and with a loud, high pitched screech, the table tips to the side. She rolls onto the man, who drops his drink on the concrete as his chair tips backwards and they both tumble to the ground in a mess of table legs and limbs.
 
   Eloise stares along with everybody else, her chest tight as she holds her breath. I’m exactly the same. 
 
   Hayley groans and pushes the table off herself and the poor man crushed beneath her.
 
   It’s then I hear it. Eloise lets out a noise as Hayley sits back on her knees. 
 
   “Don’t you dare,” she bellows at Elle, whose face has turned bright red.
 
   She lets it out and doubles over with the first bark. Tears stream from her eyes before the laughter even comes and she chokes on the air. 
 
   “Oooh!” Hayley screams, angry and humiliated. 
 
   Eloise doesn’t let up and soon other people are joining in, myself included. I can’t remember the last time I laughed this hard.
 
   “I am so sorry! I’ll pay for your drink,” Hayley mumbles as the guy she landed on helps her up and brushes himself off.
 
   “No problem,” he tells her, grinning broadly. 
 
   Hayley pushes away from us all, still mortified. We follow, still laughing our arses off.
 
   “Bastards.” 
 
   The guy she fell on top of follows, his jacket slung over one arm as he catches us up on St Mary’s St. “Hey.” he brushes past me and catches Hayley by her wrist. “Wait up.”
 
   I take Eloise’s hand again and pull her towards Market Hill, where stall after stall are lined up, filled with everything from fruit and veg to handbags and socks.
 
   “Hayley…”
 
   “Will catch us up,” I reassure her as the young man leads Hayley to the side so they’re not getting in the way of pedestrians. “I think she’s pulled.”
 
   Eloise starts giggling as she follows me around the stalls, lifting trinkets and other items as we go before placing them back down. “There’s rarely anything good here anymore.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s not as great as it once was.” I agree, leading her to the side as we wait for Hayley, who is shoving something into her jeans pocket, a broad and excited smile on her face as she skips over to us.
 
   “So, where are we going?” She asks, practically skipping ahead to a nearby stall.
 
   After a few more minutes we head back to the car empty handed and drive around until we reach Magdalene Bridge, which overlooks the River Cam. Even though the weather is a bit on the dismal side, it’s still a beautiful place.
 
   Hayley, throwing me scowls every so often, wanders around to give Eloise and me some privacy. It’s unnecessary; I don’t want her to avoid us just because of what happened, even if she doesn’t trust me.
 
   I get it. She’s looking after her closest friend. Who can blame her?
 
   “What time do you start work?” Hayley asks as we lean on the railing of the bridge.
 
   “Seven,” Eloise responds, resting her head on my shoulder. “Will you be okay while I’m at work?”
 
   “I’ll drive back then,” Hayley says around a yawn, stretching her thin arms above her head. 
 
   “Stay. Jordan won’t mind.” 
 
   “I can’t; I’ve got too much to do tomorrow. I can come next weekend?”
 
   “Brilliant.” Eloise moves from my arm and clings to Hayley’s. “Thanks for having my back. I’m sorry you had to come all of this way.”
 
   “You’d do the same for me.”
 
   She’s not wrong. Eloise would definitely drop everything to be there for Hayley.
 
   “So, he totally gave me his number and insisted that I give him mine, just in case I decided not to call,” Hayley blurts, smiling mischievously. 
 
   Eloise throws her head back and laughs. “Only you could pull a guy by falling on him.”
 
   “I know, right?”
 
   “Not technically true. Our first meeting was of you in my lap,” I remind Eloise, thinking back to when she almost got hit by a car. 
 
   She blushes, her cheeks turning pink as her lips tilt into a sideways smile. “That doesn’t count.”
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   I wake to the smell of bacon and eggs and my mouth instantly waters. 
 
   “Morning.” Isaac beams as he pads into my room with a tray in his hands, full of breakfast foods. 
 
   I pull the wall desk down and prop the pillows up behind my back. “What’s the occasion?”
 
   He kisses my forehead. “I love you. Do I need an occasion?”
 
   “Soppy much?” I giggle and dig into my food. “Sorry for crashing last night.” After he picked me up from work, I fell asleep before my head hit the pillow and I feel terrible about it. I really wanted to get my sex on.
 
   He shrugs and slides onto the bed beside me. “You were knackered.”
 
   I can’t disagree. “Still… we missed out on a fun night.”
 
   “I was knackered too.” He picks up his fork and brings a piece of chopped sausage to his mouth. “Besides, I’ve got all day.”
 
   “Don’t you have to get back to your mum?”
 
   He shakes his head. “No, if anything happens my dad will call.”
 
   “But it’s the weekend… she only has a carer visiting at medication times. Your dad…”
 
   “Will handle it.” He cuts me off with a frown. “Do you want me to go or something?”
 
   My face falls. “No, of course not. I just…” 
 
   “Good.” He kisses my lips, smiling again. “Finish your breakfast, have a shower and let me treat you to a day of fun.”
 
   “Really?” I genuinely can’t contain how excited I feel.
 
   “Really.” His lips press against mine once more. 
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   I grab him by the throat, pinning him up against the wall as onlookers gasp in horror. 
 
   “Isaac…”
 
   “You didn’t think to ask me first?” I shout, my anger sky rocketing. 
 
   Tony grabs at the hand around his neck and I notice his face turning red, then purple… arms wrap around me from behind and pull me away. I don’t stop. I spin back to face Tony who is choking, holding his own throat. “You could have ruined my fucking marriage!”
 
   “Wouldn’t be the first time,” somebody in the surrounding crowd calls out and I know they’re talking about the time Tony had an affair with somebody’s wife, ending their marriage too. 
 
   “Not now,” I hear in my ear as a hand wraps around my bicep. 
 
   I shrug them off as Tony spits by my boots. “I know what I saw.”
 
   “You don’t know shit! Ask Petal, nothing happened.”
 
   “I did ask Petal,” he yells, his eyes holding a shadow of betrayal. “She said you kissed her.”
 
   “Fuck!” I shake my head, my body sagging a little. “I wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “Screw you, Isaac.” Tony waves me off, still holding his throat with his hands.
 
   “Eloise believes me.”
 
   “She’s what… twelve years old with daddy issues? She’ll believe anything you fucking tell her.” Tony remarks and I lose my shit. 
 
   I lunge for him as hands go to grab me back. They aren’t quick enough and my fist connects with his jaw quicker and harder than even I can comprehend. I watch his head snap to the side as the force of the blow radiates through my knuckles and up my arm. He falls to the ground and immediately spits out the blood pooling in his mouth. 
 
   “Enough!” Stan yells, pulling me back and shoving me through the parting crowd. “What the fuck is going on?”
 
   I follow him into Darren’s office. Luckily Darren isn’t here. I can’t be dealing with him too.
 
   “You haven’t heard already?”
 
   “Of course I’ve fucking heard. I want to know why that bullshit has found its way onto my building site. Shit like that should stay in the fucking playground where it belongs.”
 
   He’s not wrong. “I…”
 
   “No, not interested. I gave you a chance. Pack up your shit and get off my job.”
 
   “Stan…” My heart stops as I realise what’s happening. 
 
   “Not interested, Isaac. It makes me look bad when I can’t keep my team in check and that shit happened in front of everybody.”
 
   I stare at him for a long moment. “I… I need this job.”
 
   “Yeah? Me too. Now I have to go and handle the rest of them.”
 
   “Stan, please…” 
 
   He looks at me with sad eyes before blowing out a breath. “I’m sorry, pal. I can’t help you out this time.”
 
   No…
 
   I grip my hair with my trembling hands and stare at the photo of Eloise that sits on Darren’s desk. 
 
   What the fuck am I going to do?
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   My phone rings continuously throughout my lesson with Professor Franklin. I can’t answer it, though. He has a zero tolerance policy for phone calls. 
 
   When I’m certain that Professor Franklin is distracted, I check the screen, frowning when I see the word ‘UNKNOWN’ in my missed call list. Now my interest is really piqued. 
 
   I get a text not long after the call. It’s from Isaac’s dad.
 
    
 
   John: Isaac has been arrested. Call me when you can.
 
    
 
   A startled cry escapes me as my hand flies to my mouth. 
 
   My classmates’ eyes come to me as I quickly gather my belongings and race down the aisle between the desks, muttering my apologies as I go.
 
   “Eloise?” Professor Franklin calls after me. Kira also shouts my name but doesn’t come after me, fortunately. 
 
   I stop running as soon as I exit the lecture and immediately call John.
 
   “What’s happened?”
 
   I hear him sigh. “I wish I knew. All I know is that he’s been arrested for assault.”
 
   “Assault?” But Isaac wouldn’t… he’s not the kind of person who just goes around attacking people. “There’s got to be some kind of mistake.”
 
   “It happened while he was at work. He has been trying to contact you.”
 
   His solicitor? “Oh my god. What should I do?”
 
   “I’m not sure. There isn’t much you can do. He’ll be out tomorrow.”
 
   “Are… are you okay?”
 
   “We’re all fine here. I have to go. Good luck.” He hangs up, leaving me shaken and panicked. I’m not sure what to do now. 
 
   I head back into class, figuring there’s little I can do at home. It’s not like I can get back to Isaac and, even if I could, what would I do? I should just wait for his phone call if they allow him another one. 
 
   Will I need to call a solicitor for him?
 
   No, what would I say? I don’t have a clue what kind of situation Isaac is in.
 
   Fucking hell, Isaac, what have you done you stupid, stupid man?
 
   Ducking my head, I rush up the aisle back to my usual seat and quickly pull my work back out. I really hope Franklin doesn’t give me a hard time for interrupting his lesson.
 
   I just wish I knew what happened. Who did he assault and why? He was fine when he left me in Cambridge eleven days ago. He hasn’t mentioned anything. I know he’s been pissed off with Tony, but he told me that Tony hasn’t been on his side of the building for the past week.
 
   Maybe that’s it. Maybe he’s had a fight with Tony? 
 
   God fucking damn it all. 
 
    
 
   Kira: What’s wrong? Is everything okay?
 
    
 
   I glance at her. She’s a few rows down and at a table with one of her other friends today. We didn’t come to class together so ended up in different seats.
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’ll tell you later. 
 
    
 
   She nods, winks, and spins around to face the front.
 
   I get another text as soon as I start taking notes. I guess there’s no harm in opening it now.
 
    
 
   Damon: I’m meeting you after class. There’s this Mexican place about twenty minutes away that I’m dying to try.
 
    
 
   I’m really not in the mood, but at the same time I don’t want to be alone with my thoughts.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Group thing?
 
    
 
   Damon: Did you want to invite Kira?
 
    
 
   Eloise: I don’t mind.
 
    
 
   Damon: Brilliant, I’ll pick you up. 
 
    
 
   Damon and I became close over the break. We went to the cinema twice, went for walks together, chilled at his and watched movies and emptied his parents cupboards of their junk food when they had a date night. Most of this we did with Kira, who I know is crushing on him something bad. He’s not interested in dating though; he told me himself. He’s only wanting friendships and fun. I think that’s why we get on so well. Because I’m married we’re strictly platonic and it works well for us.
 
    
 
   Class flies by. I make sure I’m one of the first to leave so I can avoid everybody on my way out. I race out of the building, my heart thumping with each step. I want answers from my husband and I want them now. 
 
   I call the Police station back in my home town but due to confidentiality rights and other bullshit laws, they can’t tell me a thing. 
 
   By the time Damon arrives in his car, I’m seething and on the verge of tears. 
 
   “Uh-oh,” he says as I climb into the car. “Somebody doesn’t look happy.”
 
   I sniff unattractively and blow my nose into a tissue that I find in my pocket.
 
   “Want to talk about it?”
 
   I open my mouth to talk but nothing comes out. I don’t know what to tell him. He wouldn’t understand. 
 
   “Well, we can talk about something else then.”
 
   I smile and lean over the console to kiss his cheek. “Thanks for picking me up.”
 
   “No problem.” 
 
   I open the glove compartment and pull out a packet of cookies. He always has snacks in his glove compartment. 
 
   He rolls his eyes and pulls away from the curb. “How you stay so slim I have no idea.”
 
   “Cookie?”
 
   He nods and opens his mouth. I shove a full one in, laughing as I go.
 
   “I…arn…iche… ich.” 
 
   I have no idea what he just said. He reaches for me with his left hand and starts ruffling my hair with his fingertips.
 
   “Stop,” I laugh, pressing myself against the door in an effort to escape him. “You’re so annoying.”
 
   He turns to face me, his eyes crossed and his mouth wide open showing me the chewed cookie in his mouth.
 
   “You’re vile… drive already,” I laugh, pushing his cheek with the tip of my finger so he turns back towards the road. 
 
   Laughter really does cure all. Even if it’s only a temporary reprieve from my warring emotions, I’m glad for the break.
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   The first thing I do when I arrive home is crack open a bottle of whiskey that I purchased using the last fifty quid to my name. I pour two fingers into a tumbler and down it, relishing the burn it leaves in my throat. 
 
   I pour another two fingers and on my empty stomach I feel it immediately. It goes straight to my head but does little to wipe the memories of the night before.
 
   Never before in my life have I been arrested and detained in a cell. It was cold and damp, and it stank of urine and sterilising agents, which clearly weren’t doing their job. There was no window in the room I was in, just a toilet without a seat and a thick door with a flap that they passed me food and drink through like some kind of animal. 
 
   I didn’t sleep a wink. 
 
   The reality of my situation is lying heavy on my mind. I have no job. I now have a criminal record and an upcoming trial where they’ll dish out my punishment for assaulting Tony. We’re behind on our mortgage, gas, electricity and fuck knows what else and we’re behind by a lot. 
 
   I’m screwed. We’re screwed.
 
   My phone has too many messages and missed calls. I ignore them all. I need a plan. I need to think of something.
 
   My life is fucking over.
 
   Two years ago I had it all: the amazing teaching job in a brilliant school in my favourite city in the UK; I had an expensive apartment that I owned, overlooking a gorgeous park that I walked through frequently. I had girls on my phone who I’d call and they’d be there in seconds, satisfying all of my needs.
 
   I had it all.
 
   I had the life that most men can only dream of. I wasn’t rich, but I definitely wasn’t poor. 
 
   I had friends, albeit not good ones, but I had them all the same.
 
   Now what do I have? 
 
   I look around my house, which is far from finished and is, in all honesty, a piece of shit building in a town I hate, near two jobs where I’ve failed to keep my hands to myself. I have a wife who never calls, texts or visits. I have a wife who I never call, text or visit. 
 
   What the fuck kind of life is this? Stress, bills, money, food, decorating, keeping her happy… The list goes on and on and I can’t for the life of me recall why the fuck I thought any of this was a good idea to begin with.
 
   I throw my glass and watch it shatter against the far wall by the window. I feel no remorse for shattering it and denting the wall, as pretty soon we probably won’t have this house anyway. 
 
   Lifting the bottle to my lips, I take another long swig and I don’t stop until oblivion claims me.
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   “What the hell is happening to you?” My father half yells after he surprises me with an unwelcome visit. “Look at you… Christ… Isaac.” I hear the pain in his tone. “I’m calling Eloise…”
 
   “Do whatever you like.” I wave him off and pad into the kitchen wearing nothing but my dressing gown. The fridge is empty save for a bottle of rum left over from Christmas. 
 
   “Have you spoken to her at all?”
 
   I bring the bottle to my lips before he angrily snatches it away.
 
   “What the fuck is wrong with you?”
 
   “Life,” I laugh humourlessly, throwing my hands in the air.
 
   “I need you… Isaac… right now.” My dad’s sorrowful eyes come to mine. “I need to you to be strong right now.” 
 
   I don’t have the strength to be strong. Can’t he see that I’m falling apart?
 
   “It’s time.” He tells me, his voice soft and quiet. 
 
   “What’s time?”
 
   He inhales a shuddering breath and I see the pain in his eyes. “It’s time to put your mother in a nursing home.”
 
   “Over my dead body!” I practically bellow, my hands fisting at my sides as I glare at my old man. How can he suggest something so ridiculous?
 
   “It’s not safe for her anymore. It’s time to face facts.”
 
   “You just want your freedom, don’t you? That’s it really.” I throw at him and watch him lurch back as if I’ve struck him.
 
   “Are you kidding me? I would give up my life for that woman. I love her more than you could begin to comprehend in that weak mind of yours.”
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   “I’ve taken this step because she keeps getting out. She keeps falling. She keeps hurting herself and this morning she almost got hit by a fucking car. We’re keeping everything locked all of the time yet she’s still escaping. She’s not eating, she’s losing weight, she’s refusing her medication and she’s becoming aggressive and violent as you fucking know!”
 
   I shake my head, refusing to believe it. “She never wanted to be in a home.”
 
   “And I don’t want her dead because of my mistake.”
 
   “She’d probably be better off,” I whisper and immediately regret it. My dad throws the bottle of rum at me and I catch it with both hands. 
 
   “Whatever, Son. I’m done here.” He turns and exits the way he came. I don’t have the energy to follow. He has no idea the kind of shit I’m going through right now. No fucking clue.
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   “You sound… stressed,” I say softly, hating the rough edge to his voice. 
 
   “What do you expect? I’m jobless. I have no money, no food…”
 
   “At least the house is okay for the next five months.” I’m actually kind of glad he put my savings onto the mortgage now. At least we have that. “I’ll send you a hundred over today and I’ll see if I can take some extra shifts this week.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   I can hear the shame in his tone. I can tell how badly he hates asking me for anything, but he needs it and I’m not going to hold that against him.
 
   “Are you sure we’re sorted?”
 
   “I’m sure,” he tells me. “I’m going. I have an interview.”
 
   “Where…” The line goes dead. “At?”
 
   “Everything okay?” Kira asks as I retake my seat beside her in the café where we always study with Damon. 
 
   I nod. “Do you think there’s a chance I can convince you to take me home in a few weeks? Seeing as I’m going to be spending Valentines with you...”
 
   “Of course.” She smiles, resting her head on my shoulder. “Just let me know when you’ve got a few days off work and we’ll go.”
 
   “I have the best friends any girl could have.”
 
   “And don’t you forget it.” She checks her watch and taps Damon on the wrist. He looks up from his books. “I’ve got to run.” I forgot about her doctor’s appointment. I’ve become such a self-absorbed person. 
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want me to come with?”
 
   She shakes her head. “I’ll be fine and you’d only be sat in the waiting area anyway. Stay, study. Have fun.”
 
   I give her a tight hug and watch her go before pulling out my phone and texting my husband.
 
    
 
   Eloise: Kira said she’s going to bring me down in a few weeks.
 
    
 
   He doesn’t respond… he never responds anymore.
 
    
 
   “You cool?” Damon asks, probably noticing how I keep checking my phone.
 
   Nope, I’m not cool, but I don’t say that. Instead I pull up my big girl panties, give him my best smile and reassure him that all is okay in my world. 
 
   It’s not a total lie. Sure things are rough right now, but I don’t know if we should be panicking. Isaac keeps telling me that everything is okay; he just needs a job. 
 
   Unfortunately I don’t believe him. 
 
    
 
   John: Have you spoken to Isaac yet?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Yes, he’s fine, he’s got a job interview today.
 
    
 
   “You coming, Elle?” Damon asks, holding out his hand for me. I take it without thinking as my eyes focus on the incoming message.
 
    
 
   John: Is that what he told you? Don’t be so naïve, Elle.
 
    
 
   I frown and shove my phone in my pocket. I’m not being naïve. Choosing to believe and support my husband is nobody’s business. 
 
   I don’t respond and I’m not sure why.
 
   Maybe because I know deep down that Isaac is lying and everybody else knows it too. Sometimes denial makes for a happier life.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   The next two weeks blur by. Work is hard, school is hard and study groups are hard; everything is hard. The only thing that gets me by is the fact I have amazing friends. They’re my rocks right now when nobody else is.
 
   Isaac is non-existent. He barely talks to me for longer than a few seconds; he doesn’t text me and the last few times I’ve called he’s been so drunk he didn’t even recognise my voice. 
 
   It’s killing me. I can’t cope.
 
   This is why Hayley is picking me up and dropping me home for three days. My dad also wants to talk to me about my suffering grades. How he knows, I have no idea. They are a lot better since last semester though, so he can’t be that angry. I’ve been studying my butt off. It’s just not enough.
 
   My dad calls me just as Hayley is dropping me off. I don’t answer, though. I know he’s eager to see me and I miss him too, but I have to prioritise and right now Isaac is my priority.
 
   “You’re ignoring me then.” My dad’s voice startles me and I spin to face him. He’s leaning against his dark BMW, a playful smile on his face. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” I have a feeling it’s not to see me.
 
   “I was just having a word with your husband.”
 
   My eyes narrow. “What does that mean?”
 
   He holds his hands up defensively as he walks towards me. “Nothing, we were just having a chat. Though… he’s in no state to chat, let’s put it that way.”
 
   “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I turn back to my house but my dad’s fingers wrap around my bicep, stopping me in my tracks.
 
   “I came to talk to him about your shitty grades… I think I figured out why your grades are so bad.” He looks a little angry but not overly so. Then his eyes soften, along with his body, and the grip on my arm loosens. “Call me when you need me.” 
 
   I notice how he says ‘when’ and not ‘if’.
 
   “I’m serious, Eloise.” 
 
   Now I’m really nervous. 
 
    
 
   I head inside, surprised to find the house empty save for three empty bottles of whiskey on the side, a shattered lamp under the window and a half full bottle of rum on the windowsill. 
 
   My husband is nowhere to be seen. Did my dad say that he’d managed to talk to Isaac or that he wanted to talk to Isaac? 
 
    
 
   Eloise: I’m home. What the fuck happened here?
 
    
 
   I set about cleaning up, first the glass and then every other room in the house. 
 
   When Isaac does come home, I’m almost finished hoovering the upstairs. 
 
   He’s in a suit. His hair is smoothed back and he looks rather handsome. I watch him pull his jacket down a little and check himself out in the mirror in the hallway. 
 
   I’m not sure what I was expecting to find when I came home, but this wasn’t it.
 
   “Hey,” I say from midway up the stairs.
 
   He looks at me as he unbuttons his jacket and hangs it on the coat hooks on the wall. “Hey.”
 
   Just hey, nothing else, not a smile or anything. Just a look of indifference. It cuts me straight to the core and I feel a little winded.
 
   “Where were you?”
 
   “Job interview.” He steps past me and heads for the kitchen. I follow, watching him with cautious eyes. Something feels really wrong about this. 
 
   He’s cold, extremely cold, in the sense that he holds zero emotion when looking at me. It’s almost like he doesn’t know me, or even like me. 
 
   “That’s good, where at?”
 
   “At a school in Boston.”
 
   A school? Boston? “That’s… great, right?”
 
   He nods, smiling a little. “Yeah, I think I’ve got it. But we’ll see.”
 
   Boston is an hour away. “Are you allowed to teach?”
 
   “I’ve had no charges brought against me for teaching. I’m pretty sure it’s safe, just not at my dad’s school.”
 
   “But… your mum, Boston is so far out…”
 
   The shutters come down in his eyes and his lips thin into white lines as he turns and opens the fridge, revealing empty shelves save for a bottle of fresh orange juice which he downs in one. “I’ll be back soon, okay?”
 
   “What?”
 
   He finally kisses me, though it’s a stiff kiss and barely a peck on the lips. 
 
   My heart fails when he turns, grabs his jacket and leaves the house, his body stiff.
 
   What the fuck just happened?
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   “Sign here,” he says, looking far too smug. “Quickly now.”
 
   I rush my signature across the dotted line and exhale a long, tortured breath. 
 
   “And you said you couldn’t be bought,” Darren chuckles, handing me my copy of the contract. 
 
   “Fuck you,” I bite out, stuffing it into my jacket pocket.
 
   “Do it tonight and the money will be in your account by tomorrow night, as soon as you’re gone.”
 
   I push my hands through my hair and nod. They tremble. I don’t want to do this. I really don’t want to do this. What choice do I have?
 
   “All of your problems will vanish.”
 
   Not likely.
 
   He seems to soften slightly. I wouldn’t have noticed the change if I hadn’t been staring at him with an anger so potent it could melt the world. “You’re doing the right thing. She’s not reaching her full potential with you. You’re only holding her back.”
 
   He’s not wrong. “It’s done, so stop fucking talking to me.”
 
   “And remember what this means. You can’t say a fucking word.” He waves the contract in my face, smiling once more. “I told you I’d win; I always do.”
 
   My heart shatters as I leave him in the street and head back home. How the fuck am I going to do this as painlessly as possible for the both of us?
 
    
 
   “Elle?” I call as I walk through the front door. I think of the documents in my pocket and quickly stash them behind the flower pot in the corner that holds a tree of some kind that Elle insists I water every two days. “Elle?”
 
   I hear her sniffle and move into the room. Finding my father there was the last thing I was expecting.
 
   Oh… fuck.
 
   “You told her.” I bite, really fucking angry now.
 
   My dad glares at me. “You didn’t?”
 
   “Elle,” I go to grab her but she runs from the room, her face in her hands and vanishes up the stairs. “Well done.”
 
   “I can’t believe you didn’t tell her.”
 
   “This is my life and my marriage…”
 
   “Which you’re ruining.”
 
   If only he knew. “I need to speak to Eloise.” She can’t break up with me. She just can’t. This can’t be her decision; it has to be mine. “Alone.”
 
   Fuck.
 
   I can’t cope with this.
 
   My dad exits the house without looking back and I don’t blame him. I’m a terrible son to him. 
 
   I’m a terrible person but I need to be, just for a little bit longer, while I sort out the mess I’ve made.
 
   This is the first time I’ve had the upper hand. This is the first time I’ve been one step ahead of Darren. He thinks he’s won; he thinks it’s over. He’s wrong. So fucking wrong.
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   We promised Judith that she wouldn’t be put in a home, that she’d get to spend her last few years in the place where she raised her only child and the place where she grew with her husband. 
 
   Silent tears leak from my eyes and spill onto the carpet in my bedroom. “How could you not tell me?”
 
   “Because of this reaction,” Isaac says softly, sitting on the bed beside me. He doesn’t offer me his hand or his arms. He doesn’t sit with his thigh pressed to mine. He sits tensely with about a foot of space and empty emotionless air between us. “I didn’t want you upset.”
 
   “You knew I’d find out!” I shriek, turning my teary eyes to him.
 
   “I wanted to save you the pain for as long as I possibly could!” He growls, standing abruptly. “Look… we need to…” 
 
   “I want to go and see her.”
 
   He sighs, clearly frustrated. “We can’t; she only went in a few days ago. We’re giving her time to adjust. Only my dad is visiting at the moment.”
 
   “Makes sense,” I agree reluctantly, wanting to throttle him at the same time as wanting to hug him, mostly to make myself feel better. “It’s like the sky just opened up.” I shake my head as so many realisations sink in.
 
   “What?”
 
   “This… you…” Looking at him, I don’t bother to wipe away the tears and instead allow them to spill down my cheeks and fall, hoping they take my worries and anguish with them. “This is why you’ve been so distant. It’s so fucking clear now.” I stand and press my forehead against his chest. “I’m sorry I’ve been awful to you. I thought… I don’t even know what I was thinking. I’m so fucking self-centred.”
 
   “Christ…” He seems to choke a little. “Elle…”
 
   “I hate myself.” I wrap my arms around him and nuzzle his shirt, not caring if I dampen it with my tears. “I miss everything. All I ever worry about is you and me. Hayley was in a car accident, not a bad one, but I didn’t know about it until a week after it happened. That’s how wrapped up in my own shit I am. And you… I didn’t even think to ask what was wrong.” I pull back and glare at him. “Not that you’d have told me anyway.” I slap his chest with my hand. “Stop keeping things from me!” 
 
   “Elle.” He cocks his head to one side and brings his warm fingers to my face. His eyes close for a moment. “Elle…”
 
   “Do you hate me?”
 
   He lets out a laugh and wraps his arms around me tightly. I can hardly breathe but I love it. “I could never hate you. Never.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   Kissing the top of my head, he rests his chin on the space he kisses and rocks with me slightly. I stroke my fingers up and down his back as he continues to squeeze me tighter and tighter. 
 
   Suddenly he buries his face in my neck and I feel his eyelashes flutter before squeezing shut. Moisture lands on the skin there.
 
   Is he… crying?
 
   My heart flutters painfully at the thought. I don’t ask. I don’t pry or mention it, I only hold him tight, praying that whatever he’s feeling deep inside I can fix it for him.
 
   “Elle,” he whispers, walking me backwards. I feel the backs of my legs touch the bed as Isaac’s tongue tastes the curve of my neck before his luscious lips clamp down. 
 
   A wave of bliss steers my body and my fingers dig into his back as pleasure pulses through me. 
 
   He lowers me onto the bed before covering my body with his.
 
   “Isaac,” I plead on a stuttering breath, wishing he’d let me see his face, but he keeps it pressed against me, even after ridding me of my vest. He kisses my navel and removes my jeans. 
 
   I can hardly cope.
 
   He kisses me everywhere, peppering gentle and rough kisses and sucks on every available part of me. 
 
   My hands find his hair and tug, trying to get him to come back up so I can kiss him, but his hands push mine away. 
 
   “Let me touch you,” I beg, writhing beneath him as he kisses my calves from ankle to knee. I ache between my legs worse than ever before. I want to feel him there, guiding himself into me. I need him. “Please.”
 
   There’s no response from him as he slides up my body, somehow kicking his trousers off as he goes. I don’t have a clue how he did that without his hands, but for some reason it arouses me and I almost ask him to do it again.
 
   But then I feel him there and feel his lips against my neck once more and I forget all previous thoughts as he slides inside, making us both groan. 
 
   His hips retreat slowly before slapping against mine, making me cry out and dig my nails into his shoulder and hip. 
 
   The intensity is too much. 
 
   His hand grips my thigh and pulls it higher and higher with each thrust. The entire time he keeps his face buried in my neck. 
 
   I can’t take it. I’m flailing and thrashing, trying to get him deeper at the same time as trying to push him away to make the delicious burning stop. It’s not going anywhere. I’m stuck at that tingly place directly before orgasm. It’s driving me crazy.
 
   I feel it in my nose, right down to the soles of my feet.
 
   “Isaac,” I beg, for what I have no idea. 
 
   Then he delivers. He presses his mouth to mine and hammers into me, faster than ever before. I reach my climax with a loud cry. It burns and tears through me relentlessly, so good it’s almost painful. It’s so good I never want it to end at the same time that I want it to stop.
 
   Isaac, seeming shocked by my mewling, pulls up, now thrusting slowly so he can see my eyes. He smiles a languid smile and kisses my lips. 
 
   I let out one last groan as I finally come to the end of my orgasm and he loses it. He tenses and clenches every part of his body, jerking as incoherent nonsense spills from his lips. 
 
   I love the feeling of him inside as he pulses. It’s my favourite part, knowing I’ve done that to him. 
 
   And then he collapses on top of me, breathing heavily and definitely satisfied as am I. 
 
   “I love you,” I tell him honestly, laying myself bare for him in all ways. 
 
   He doesn’t say it back but he does tense on top of me. It was subtle. If he hadn’t been pressed against me from shoulder to knee I’d not have noticed it. 
 
   It worries me.
 
    
 
   The day floats by slowly, like a row boat against a tide with only one person doing the work. I’m that person today, the rower: pushing and pushing… getting nowhere. 
 
   Isaac is distant. He’s not meeting my eyes. He seems tense, down and almost like he’s keeping something from me. We make small talk but nothing significant and eventually go to bed, though not together. I go up, enjoy a nice shower and wait, naked in bed, for my husband to join me, my stressed husband who has the weight of the world on his shoulders right now.
 
   I’m still frustrated that he didn’t tell me about Judith but I can understand his reasoning too. I’m also frustrated that he had a job interview in Boston that he didn’t tell me about. That’s something we need to discuss, but right now I’m too worried about his state of mind to focus on my own dramas. There’s something severely wrong with him, I just know it, and the more time I spend with him the more I see it in the depths of his dark blue eyes.
 
   I just want… no, I just need for him to speak with me. Why can’t he just talk to me?
 
   I know things are hard right now, harder than they’ve ever been. He’s lost his job and then there’s the fact he’s facing serious charges and possibly jail time. Then there’s the fact his mum is now in a home. 
 
   I’m not sure he realises that everything he’s feeling, I’m feeling too. These stresses are also my stresses and I need him to be strong.
 
   He’s not, though. I can see him crumbling under the pressure. I see his mind constantly turning. 
 
   And so I wait, in our marital bed, quietly, on the verge of tears, for him to come to me.
 
   He doesn’t.
 
    
 
   It’s four in the morning when I wake up, cold and alone. I’m not sure what has woken me up as the dark house seems all quiet.
 
    Sitting up, I rub my eyes and look around the room. I take note of Isaac’s shoes on the floor by the door; they weren’t there last night. He must have come upstairs and started to undress before changing his mind and going back down.
 
   Everything in me burns with devastation. I can’t handle this. 
 
   I climb from bed and quickly pull on a pair of jeans and a shirt after donning a clean set of underwear. It’s early but I doubt I’ll be able to sleep again now that I’m up and I don’t want to be in my robe when I’m yelling at Isaac.
 
   That’s my next plan - go to Isaac and yell at him, beg him to tell me what’s wrong.
 
   With heavy feet I trudge downstairs, feeling my chest get tighter with each step as a panic attack threatens to torment me. I’m not sure why it comes and I don’t care. I stop for a second and take a few calming breaths to keep it at bay.
 
   “Isaac?” I quietly tread into the living room. The only light is from the gentle, glowing ambers left in the fireplace amidst a pile of white coals and ash. It’s enough to light the outline of his body on the couch. I consider turning the light on, but I can’t bring myself to see him peacefully sleeping without me, illuminated. The reality of it would hurt too much. “Isaac?” Creeping towards him, I stop and kneel when I get to the couch and my knee taps against something cold, knocking it over. I grasp it with my hand and flick at it with my index finger. 
 
   It’s a glass bottle.
 
   Probably whiskey.
 
   This thought is confirmed when Isaac lets out a heavy breath in his comatose state. I smell it on his breath as it fans across the couch and up to me.
 
   Something awful slices through me; it burns and stings like a real knife just cut my heart out. I reach out a trembling hand to touch him but stop an inch about his hair.
 
   “You’ve been drinking… again,” I say, so quietly even I hardly hear myself. 
 
   He always drinks when I’m home. Does he drink this much when I’m not?
 
   Why though?
 
   I choke on a sob and take a breath to calm the burning behind my eyes. 
 
   I finally lay my hand on his chest but don’t move it. I don’t know how to. My life is spiralling out of control and I don’t know how to stop it.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   He doesn’t hear me; he’s too intoxicated and too far gone.
 
   A shuddering breath leaves me and a lone tear falls from my eye. “But I’m starting to wonder if you love me back anymore.”
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   I lie still, my breathing even as she rests her hand on my chest and keeps it there. 
 
   I heard her and her words broke me.
 
   She just gave me an out. She just gave me an opportunity. Even in my drunken state I know I shouldn’t pass this up. 
 
   But… how?
 
   I remain silent, my mind set on tomorrow. 
 
   I’ll deal with this tomorrow.
 
   It has to be tomorrow. I just need this girl for one more night. 
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   I awaken to warm arms around me, holding me tight, and a face buried in my hair. 
 
   Vaguely I remember climbing onto the couch with Isaac. I don’t remember feeling tired enough to fall asleep, though. 
 
   I do feel a little better now the sun is up and I’ve had a few good hours sleep. 
 
   I yawn loudly and stretch my body, streaked with diagonal lines of sunshine from the gaps in the blinds. It’s warmer than it was yesterday, or maybe that’s just my mood.
 
   “Morning.” I roll and kiss Isaac’s neck. He sighs in his sleep and doesn’t help me at all as I try to shove his heavy body from mine. “I’ll make breakfast.”
 
   I try to be as cheery as I can but it’s hard when I feel so… out of synch. I feel like my body isn’t my own, like I’m on the outside looking in. Maybe it’s because right now I don’t want to be in my body.
 
   I pour the last of the cereal into two bowls and shove on my trainers that sit by the back door. With the cardboard box in hand, I creep across the damp garden, frowning at the sight of the grass. It’s about seven inches longer than it should be.
 
   I chuck the box into the recycling tub and go to walk away, but I spot something by the wall next to the tub. Crouching low, I use a stick to dislodge the cigarette butt from the crack in the concrete slab. 
 
   An epiphany hits me as I stare at the cigarette end, a strong epiphany that suddenly lights up everything. I thought the sky opened up yesterday… I was wrong. The sky just opened up now and this makes a lot more sense.
 
   I have been a fool.
 
    
 
   I race back inside, forgetting to take my trainers off as I run into the room with only one goal in mind. 
 
   I pull Isaac by the arm until his top half falls off the couch and he shoots up, his blonde hair a tangled mess across his face. “The fuck…?” His eyes come to me and they soften. “Morning…”
 
   “I remember something you told me a while ago, not long after we moved in,” I begin as he rubs his eyes and tries to focus on me. “About how you don’t get addicted but you go through phases where you obsess over something and then one day you wake up and realise it’s not what you want anymore.”
 
   He rolls his eyes and then winces. “What’s your point, Elle? I have a headache.”
 
   That hurts… way to sink the knife in, Isaac.
 
   “I’m just thinking…” He stares at me impassively, dark rings under his cold eyes. “Maybe I was that obsession and maybe…” I want to be wrong, I really do. “You’ve woken up and realised that it’s not what you want anymore. That… that I’m not what you want anymore.”
 
   His body tenses and his eyes come to mine. They hold an anger in them I haven’t seen in a while and it’s directed at me. “Is that what you think?”
 
   Now I’m not so sure. He seems genuinely ticked off. “N… nothing else makes this much sense. I’m not stupid, Isaac… I know when somebody doesn’t like me.”
 
   “I fucking love you! Everything I do is for you and for every fucker else!”
 
   “So you say…”
 
   “Piss off.” He turns away from me. “I’m not in the mood for this.”
 
   My hands clench into fists as my body shakes with anger and sorrow. “You know something, Isaac? I’m not sure I’m in the mood for this either.” I need to get away from him, from this, just for a short while. Nothing good is coming out of this discussion and I fear I might break up with him out of anger and tell myself it’s a good idea while I do so. 
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “It means… gah!” I move to the door. “I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore.” 
 
   “Elle, don’t walk away from me. I’m talking to you.”
 
   “You just told me to piss off,” I laugh incredulously, stopping at the bottom of the stairs and gripping the banister tightly with my hand until my fingers ache and my knuckles turn white. 
 
   “We’re falling apart,” I say quietly, willing the tears to stay away. “I’m losing it. I’m losing you.”
 
   He doesn’t argue. He just stands in the hall and stares at me with those beautiful round eyes, the colour of the ocean at night. His hair is tousled and a bit tangled, but it only makes him look more handsome. His body is toned and gorgeous under his thin vest and jeans. He’s mine… or he was mine. 
 
   “You don’t know anything!” He bellows, stomping towards me as I retreat to the wall. “You don’t know anything. How could you? You’ve had everything… every… fucking… thing… handed to you since the day you were born. You have no idea how hard life really is!”
 
   Wow. “That’s unfair…”
 
   “Life is unfair, Eloise. Life is fucking unfair!”
 
   His phone rings and he snaps his face away in order to look at who it is. He seems to tense before shoving it back in his pocket and pushing away from me. I hadn’t realised he’d caged me in with his arms until now.
 
   “I have to take this.”
 
   “Who is it?”
 
   He doesn’t respond, just running his hand through his hair as he slips his shoes on and moves to the door, grabbing the key off the little desk by the door as he goes. 
 
   “Can I come?”
 
   “No.” He barks and pulls the door open. “I need to clear my head.”
 
   “If you leave right now, I won’t be here when you get back,” I threaten childishly. I’m not one to give ultimatums, that’s not who I am, nor is it who I want to be, but I feel desperate. I don’t want him to leave angry. I don’t want us to be fighting. I’m not even sure why we are.
 
   Everything is a mess right now. I just want to go back to the good times, the happy times, back when everything was simple and we just naturally clicked together without an issue. Back when we loved each other with every fibre of our beings and we thought our love was worth more than the world of pain we didn’t realise we were spiralling into.
 
   He doesn’t respond, only clicks the button on the key to unlock the car and pulls the door open.
 
   I don’t chase him. I stand in the doorway, tears streaming down my cheeks. “Isaac, please…”
 
   His eyes cut to me and I swear for a second I see remorse there before the shutters come down, effectively cutting his emotions off. 
 
   I wrap my arms around myself, still watching as he climbs in the car and adjusts his seat. 
 
   He turns the key in the engine but stops when two men donning almost matching navy suits, set down our driveway. I tense as they come towards me, clipboards at the ready.
 
   “Can I help you?” Isaac asks before I get a chance. He makes his way towards us and the men stop. 
 
   “We’re from Financial Support.” The tallest man says, smiling a smile of pity, which only makes his wrinkled face seem to wrinkle further, like wrapping paper being crunched together. 
 
   Financial support? “We aren’t buying anything.” 
 
   “No, we’re here to collect. Can I please speak to a Mr. Isaac Price?”
 
   Isaac nods and glances at me. “Elle, why don’t you go and put the kettle on.”
 
   “No. I’m interested in what they have to say,” I argue, wondering why he’s trying to get rid of me. 
 
   Isaac glares at me before turning back to the men. “This isn’t a good time.”
 
   “On the contrary,” I step forward, my tears gone and my mood set with anger and determination. “This is the perfect time.”
 
   “Maybe you’d like to go somewhere private?” The shorter man suggests to my husband.
 
   I place my hand on Isaac’s arm. “Right here is just fine. I’m his wife.”
 
   The men look a little confused and scared. The wrinkly one turns to Isaac, yet his eyes linger on me. “Your mortgage arrears. You’re on your final warning. Pay today or we put it through to court and you will lose your house, Mr Price.”
 
   Everything in me freezes with dread. “That’s impossible…” I look at Isaac. “This is a mistake… right?” He doesn’t respond, so I turn back to the men. “Last month he paid four thousand or around that.” I shove Isaac’s arm. “Didn’t you, Isaac?”
 
   “Go back inside, Eloise.” He bites out, his hands fisting by his sides.
 
   “Isaac…”
 
   “I’ll have your money Wednesday,” he tells them, though they don’t look convinced. “Just give me until Wednesday.”
 
   “What the fuck, Isaac? What’s going on?”
 
   “Will you shut up for one minute, Elle?”
 
   My mouth clamps shut as he starts negotiating with the debt collectors and making promises I’m not sure he can even keep. 
 
   My body shakes uncontrollably and my teeth chatter as the cold seeps through my skin and into my bones. That, mixed with fear and confusion, makes me feel like I’m having a seizure. 
 
   It’s not until they’re gone that I walk back inside, my mind dazed and muddled. 
 
   “Tell me everything,” I croak, willing myself to look at the man I love. 
 
   He finally looks at me with something other than anger. He looks at me with regret. “I… This wasn’t supposed to happen.”
 
   “What wasn’t?”
 
   “This! I have everything planned, everything!” 
 
   Now I’m even more confused. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I… You’ll never forgive me.” He shakes his head and slumps onto the couch, his head hanging low over his open legs as his hands dangle between them. “This wasn’t supposed to happen.”
 
   I sit beside him, stiff and unsure of anything right now. “Explain.”
 
   “I lost it.”
 
   “Lost what?”
 
   “The money.”
 
   Inhale… exhale… “What money, Isaac?”
 
   “All of it.”
 
   “For fuck’s sake, Isaac! What money?”
 
   He looks at me with swollen red eyes. They shine and shimmer with extra moisture. “I gambled it.”
 
   I feel winded. I wasn’t expecting that. “Gambled what?”
 
   “Everything! My wages, your savings…” He shakes his head. “I was… I was going through some shit and… I don’t know. I don’t have an excuse.” His hand reaches for mine but I pull away. I can’t believe this. He’s lying, right? This is some kind of joke. It has to be. “I’m so sorry, Eloise. I’m so fucking sorry.”
 
   “I…” I clear my throat and stand on shaking legs. “How much debt are we in?”
 
   “More than we can fix overnight.”
 
   “I could ask my dad,” I suggest. Even though the thought doesn’t appeal to me, I know he’ll help me. Then I shake my head. “I can’t believe this. How could you?” 
 
   It starts to sink in, the bleakness that is this situation settling into my bones with a nauseating ache. 
 
   “You’re going to leave me, aren’t you?” Isaac states, sniffing and staring at me impassively.
 
   Am I? The lies… the constant lies. “I don’t know.”
 
   “You should. I wouldn’t stay with me.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?” I take a step towards him, battling the nausea rolling my stomach. “Why didn’t you fucking tell me? You’ve had plenty of chances! I could have helped you!”
 
   He shrugs. “I’m a fucking coward, that’s why. I couldn’t admit to myself that I had a problem, let alone admit it to you.”
 
   “Oh god…” I hold myself, willing this pain and anger to dissipate. “How could you do this to me… to us?” My savings… two years’ worth of savings gone in a few days. “How could you do this?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Do you even love me at all?”
 
   He hesitates for a long moment before finally saying words that cut through me worse than any knife ever could. “I don’t even know anymore.”
 
   “I should go.” I say quietly and take a step backwards. “I’m going to go.”
 
   He doesn’t stop me either. 
 
   I exit the house, dazed and numb. My mind is as blank as his eyes were before I left. 
 
    
 
   Eloise: Please come and get me.
 
    
 
   Hayley: What’s wrong? Where are you?
 
    
 
   Eloise: Walking towards yours. I really need you right now.
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   I grab my car keys, pick up my phone, text Darren and head out to my car. It’s been an hour since Eloise left and I’ve heard nothing… not that I expected to. 
 
    
 
   Isaac: It’s done. 
 
    
 
   Darren doesn’t respond; I don’t expect him to. 
 
   I drive, unsure of where I’m headed until I find myself outside of the Casino that started all of this. 
 
   I head inside and go straight to the bar, pushing people out of my way as I go. 
 
   There she is, the bitch that almost ruined my marriage.
 
   “Petal,” I practically snarl.
 
   She winces and then her hazel eyes widen in panic. “Isaac… what are you doing here?”
 
   “Got time to talk?”
 
   She looks around her, gulping a little. The bar is empty save for some guy at the other end and myself. “Sure, I guess.”
 
   “Why did you tell Tony that we kissed?”
 
   She freezes, her lips thin to a white line. “I… we did.”
 
   “Don’t bullshit me, Petal. Why the fuck didn’t you tell him I pushed you away?”
 
   “Because you didn’t.” Her eyes dart around wildly.
 
   I slam my hand down on the bar, drawing the attention of the people around me. She places her hand over mine and squeezes it, stopping the security guards in their tracks. I see them through the corner of my eyes coming this way. “You could have ruined my marriage! I’ve lost my best fucking friend and now I have an assault charge hovering over my head like a fucking noose. My marriage is in tatters and it’s all because you didn’t tell… the… fucking… truth.” My words come out in a hiss as I grit my teeth. Never have I wanted to strangle somebody more than I do in this moment. I take a deep breath as well as a step back.
 
   I’m falling apart. 
 
   I’m losing my mind.
 
   She doesn’t say anything. I stare at her for a long moment, imploring her to speak, but she doesn’t. Her eyes are wide and full of mourning as she looks at me in shock. 
 
   “Thanks for nothing.” I turn on my heel and march towards the reception desk in the lobby. Then I ban myself from returning and I leave, picking up a bottle of whiskey on my way home. 
 
   Home… not anymore.
 
   I turn and head to the park. I can’t stand to face an empty house right now. I’m weak.
 
   I wish I could go back in time and change it all. I wish I’d listened to my dad and waited. He was right. 
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   “I vowed my life to this man, Hayley. I can’t just give up!” 
 
   “But if you weren’t married you’d have walked away!”
 
   That’s not the point. “But we are married and who knows what I would’ve done? Maybe I’m not strong. Maybe I’m not as strong as you, but I love him. I feel… he’s in my fucking bones, that’s how deeply I feel him. I can’t just give up on him when he’s at his worst or I don’t fucking deserve him at his best.”
 
   She watches me wipe the tears away on my wrist and places her warm hand on mine. “Babe…”
 
   Shaking my head in denial, I pull my hand away and look through the windscreen, watching the cars drive by us, their occupants not even noticing the meltdown happening in the green car by the side of the road. “No, I need to just keep trying. If I leave now it’s like I’m giving up.”
 
   “But the lies, the secrets, the gambling.” She reminds me, even though I don’t need reminding. 
 
   “He clearly has an issue. He needs help.”
 
   “He doesn’t want it.” She sighs, her tone saying she wants to shake me.
 
   “He’s going to get it. I can’t walk away now, I can’t. I’ll regret it for the rest of my life if I do.”
 
   “There’s only one way to find out.” She quickly pulls the car into the road, making the car behind us blare his horn. 
 
   “What the hell are you doing? Are you insane?” I grip the handle above the door as she speeds down the road, weaving around the back end of the car in front as it turns a corner.
 
   It’s then I notice the familiar vehicle, two cars ahead. “We’re following him.”
 
   My heart thrums in my chest as we do just that, staying far behind so he doesn’t notice us. We follow him silently, all the way to… fuck. “BetFun Casino.” 
 
   “Come on,” Hayley says, climbing from the car as soon as Isaac disappears behind the door. 
 
   I don’t like this. I don’t want to do this. 
 
   “We know why he’s here,” I say, yet I still climb from the car, wanting more than anything to run inside, grab my husband, beat him upside the head and drag him home. He really does have a problem. Can I save him from it? Should I try? “We know why he’s here, so why are we following him?”
 
   Hayley takes my hand in hers and pulls me towards the glass doors. We step through them and into a large lobby with a reception desk by the entrance to the casino. “Come on.”
 
   “ID?” the snooty woman asks as soon as we reach the desk, pointing to the sign that says twenty one and over.
 
   “Sure.” Hayley pretends to fumble around in her bag as I stare through the doors onto the casino floor. “I know I have it in here somewhere.”
 
   I narrow my eyes when I catch a glimpse of blonde hair at the bar, but it’s not Isaac’s hair or body that I zone in on, it’s the girl behind the bar that has a sob tearing its way up my throat, especially when I see her holding his hand over the bar. 
 
   “Elle?” Hayley whispers, running her fingers through the back of my hair. “He doesn’t want your help… he has it already.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   She turns me to face her and wipes my tears from my cheeks. I don’t want to look away. “Do you honestly think gambling is the only thing he’s been lying about?”
 
   “Let’s go,” I seethe, shaking my head at my own stupidity. 
 
   I trusted him. I believed him. 
 
   My body feels crippled by the pain and anguish I feel, the jealousy of knowing that another woman was present during his hard times. Another woman knew about it, not his wife. Did he tell her everything? Did she soothe him when he fucked up? Did they laugh about me behind my back? Is this why he’s so awful to me now? Does he want her?
 
   I can’t breathe.
 
   “Eloise?”
 
   “Take me home…”
 
   “Elle…” 
 
   “I want to pack,” I whisper. I might have been able to forgive him. I might have been able to help him, but Hayley is right. He clearly doesn’t need it, nor does he want it, and I’m not going to stand idly by while he fucks me over for another woman. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Eloise.”
 
   “Did you know she worked there?”
 
   “No, but I knew Isaac was lying when he told you she worked at the place near Zone. You know my mum works there and she’s never seen her before, save for when she’s come in on occasion with Isaac and another bloke who I’m going to guess is Tony.”
 
   I nod and stare down at my wedding band. “I wish I could go back…”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “No… to when we were in Paris… I left him. It hurt but I was healing. I would probably be over him by now.”
 
   “I know.” She places her hand on mine on the console. “You’re doing the right thing now.”
 
   “I don’t want to be a mug. I don’t want to be weak.” I whisper, staring out of the window as I try to stop my mind thinking back to all of the good times Isaac and I have had together. “I don’t want to be naïve.”
 
   “Then be strong,” Hayley tells me. “Be strong.”
 
   I nod and we fall silent as she takes me home. I just hope Isaac refrains from doing so for a while. I need a strong resolve right now and if anybody has the power to break it, it’s him.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   I stare at the bags full of my things as they rest in the hallway. I quickly text Hayley telling her I’m done. She helped me for the first twenty minutes but then had to leave to look after her brother as she promised her mum she’d do. I’m not sure there’s going to be enough space in her car. 
 
   The door opens and I watch Isaac stumble through before slamming it shut behind him. I wince at the loud bang it creates.
 
   He turns to me, swaying, his eyes hardly focusing in the near dark. 
 
   “Hey, wifey.” His words are slurred as his body rocks on the spot. 
 
   Biting my lip to stop it from trembling, I turn on the light and quickly wipe away my tears. “I’m leaving.”
 
   He doesn’t even blink. He only rolls his eyes and takes another swig from the glass bottle in his hand. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” He takes a step towards me. “Would you like me to help you pack?”
 
   “I… I’ve already done it.” I nod towards the bags.
 
   He brings the bottle back up to his lips and takes another healthy gulp. The gaze on my boxed and bagged things holds no emotion. “Bye then. You know where the door is.”
 
   A pained sob escapes me and the air I just choked on rushes from me. He may as well have punched me in the face; that would have been less painful. “Fuck you, Isaac.”
 
   “Babe, you already did. It wasn’t all that.”
 
   I shove him with both hands, my anger prevailing above sense. “I hate you!”
 
   He bats my hands away and forces his way into my space until my back hits the wall, his face now an inch from mine. “Not as much as I hate you! You ruined my fucking life!”
 
   I bow my head, defeated, my body shaking and my tears pouring.
 
   He moves away from me, kicking one of my boxes as he stumbles into the kitchen. Nothing has ever hurt me more than this, nothing.
 
    I don’t say anything as I pick up one of my bags and carry it outside. Part of me wants him to run after me, the part of me that can’t accept that we’re over and done with. I don’t want to lose him. The thought of him with another woman is killing me. The thought of never getting to cuddle and kiss him again is destroying me. 
 
   He hates me.
 
   He actually hates me.
 
   Everyone was right… I should have listened.
 
   Hayley pulls up and the moment she sees me after I climb into the car she reaches for me but I shake my head and choke out, “Please… just drive.”
 
   And drive she does, leaving my heart, my home and my husband behind.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc430089212]Chapter Twenty Seven
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   “She keeps what?” I ask, my eyes on my mum as she chats animatedly to my dad about the year the town got its first roundabout. 
 
   “Taking spoons and throwing them into her neighbour’s bedroom.”
 
   I almost chuckle, almost but not quite. “So she’s settling in okay?”
 
   “Definitely. I think she likes it here.” The nurse places her hand on my arm. “You’ve done the right thing. It’s safer for her here.”
 
   I nod. I hate it but I know she’s right and now I’ve seen her in her new environment, I do feel better about it. 
 
   “And Tracy, well she was a character, always feeding the neighbour’s cats. She was a spy you know?” She whispers conspiratorially. “She was a Russian spy. It’s why her breasts were so large.”
 
   I let out a bark of laughter at that and my dad smiles lovingly at his wife. “Aye, I bet she was too.”
 
   “Don’t encourage her,” my dad snaps playfully and looks at me curiously. “So what do you think?”
 
   “I don’t think she’d have hated it.” I sit in the empty seat beside him as my mum stands and wanders over to another table. “I think she’d understand.”
 
   “Me too.” My dad admits, patting me on the shoulder. “I guess this means you can finally move on with your life for a while, stay with Eloise more. Maybe you could get a job in Cambridge and live down there for a while?”
 
   I wince and he notices.
 
   “What? What is it?”
 
   I bite on my lip and shake my head. “Nothing.”
 
   “Don’t lie to me. What’s happened?”
 
   He’s going to find out sooner or later. I look away as I say the words, unwilling to let him see the shame and the pain in my eyes. “Eloise left me.”
 
   There’s a pregnant silence between us before he finally says, “What do you mean she left you?”
 
   “As in she left, never to come back.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I was… I was shit to her.” I admit, rubbing my tired eyes before checking on Mum, who is getting a spoon taken from her as she tries to pocket it. 
 
   “You’ll work it out.”
 
   No… “We won’t.”
 
   “Shit.” My dad rarely swears. He always saves it for when it’s necessary. Right now it’s necessary. “That bad?”
 
   I nod. “Worse.”
 
   “Then why the hell are you here? Why aren’t you fighting for her?”
 
   I look at my mum and blink the burning from my eyes. “Because I want my life back.”
 
   My dad places his hand on my shoulder and squeezes, but he doesn’t say anything else.
 
   After an hour visiting Mum, we head home. My dad drops me off on the way and it’s when I’m out of the car and walking up my driveway that he finally speaks. “I think you’re making a mistake.”
 
   “What?”
 
   He drives away before I can question him. 
 
   Blowing out a breath, I check to see if I have my wallet and walk in the opposite direction to my house. I don’t feel like going inside yet, so instead I head towards town, more specifically towards Crystal’s café. I haven’t been here for a really long time. 
 
   I get here quick enough, relieved to see how empty it is. I don’t want to be alone but I also don’t want to be crowded.
 
   I order a hot drink and sit back, my eyes lingering on a couple in the corner, both of them holding hands and giggling over a single milkshake. I bet they only bought one because they can’t afford two, I can’t help but bitterly think. Yet they still seem happy.
 
   I take a seat, drink in hand as my phone rings. I pull it out and a large part of me hopes it’s Eloise, telling me she loves me, telling me she wants me back. I know she wouldn’t do that though. I hurt her badly and treated her worse. She deserves better than what I can give her.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “I’m sure you know by now that all of your debts have been paid,” Darren tells me, his tone clipped.
 
   Sighing, I sip my drink before replying. “Yep.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “How… how is she?”
 
   Darren takes a moment, as if wondering whether or not he should tell me. “She’s back in school. She’s perfectly okay. She was a little distraught the first few days, but as far as I’m aware she’s at a party this weekend with friends.”
 
   Jealousy swells inside of me, burning my innards to a crisp. I see red and my hand clenches on my phone. “I could have done without knowing that.”
 
   “Stay away from my daughter.” And then the line goes dead.
 
   I stare at my phone long after he hangs up. It’s a cheap phone that only calls and texts. I miss my old phone. I miss the images I took. I want now, more than ever, to stare at the beautiful face of my Eloise. 
 
   It’s good that I can’t. The sooner I move on, the better. Our relationship was poisonous; I was no good for her. No good at all.
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   I stare at my marked paper, disbelieving of the grade I’ve been given. 
 
   Kira throws her arm around my shoulder and squeezes me, her face bright and smiling. “You are a genius.”
 
   “You did great!” Professor Franklin winks from behind his desk. “I knew you were worth the extra study hours.”
 
   I blush a little and tuck my hair behind my ears. “I got a hundred marks.” Out of one hundred and seven. 
 
   “Keep it up, ginge.” Damon pinches the bare skin that shows between my waist high jeggings and my white and blue crop top. “Come on. You two need to be getting ready.”
 
   “See you later, Professor Franklin.” I wave at him before following my friends out of the room. 
 
   Kira, her arm still around me, chatters animatedly about all things school and home. I listen, my mind on the past month. It’s been the hardest month of my life. My dad was right; I was too distracted by stresses and Isaac. 
 
   I miss him though. I miss him more than anything. I want him to come begging for me, to tell me how much he loves me. He hasn’t and the more time that goes, by the more I realise he’s never going to. 
 
   He doesn’t want me. I don’t think he’s wanted me for a while.
 
   I have to let go but it’s so hard. He’s been such a major part of my life and I love him more than I could ever describe. I’m not sure I’ll ever stop.
 
   It is getting easier. The better my grades get, the more friends I make, the more parties and outings I go to, the less I want him to call, the less I want him to come.
 
   Time is the best healer. That’s all we need to finally put it all behind us.
 
   “You seem lost in thought,” Damon whispers, taking my hand in his and swinging it between us. 
 
   I shake my head and smile. “No, I’m good actually. For the first time in a while… I’m good.” 
 
   For the first time since I left him just over a month ago, my decision doesn’t make me hate myself. 
 
   “I cannot wait to get smashed tonight,” I blurt swinging my hand with Damon’s. 
 
   He and Kira both grin wickedly at me. “Hell to the fucking yeah!” She screams, charging ahead. “Let’s get our partayyyy on!”
 
   



  
 



 
   To Be Continued…
 
    
 
    
 
   Distinction (Book Three of the Distraction Trilogy) Coming February 28th 2016.
 
   I’m going to ask for your forgiveness over the large gap between releases yet again. You have no idea how much it kills me to ask you to be patient yet again and I wouldn’t do so if I didn’t have any other choice. I promise to work extra hard whenever, Elif, my beautiful little four month old allows.
 
   I really hope you have enjoyed reading Destruction as much as I enjoyed writing it. 
I promise that if I finish Distinction before February (fingers crossed) I’ll release it early. So keep checking my Facebook, just in case as I’ll be keeping it updated as much as I can. Not to mention I have a couple of awesome giveaways planned for when Distinction releases. So head on over to my page so you don’t miss out.
 
    
 
   read on FOR A SAMPLE OF SINGLEISH BY THE AMAZINGLY TALENTED AND SUPER FUNNY ELIZABETH BUTTS. 
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   I'm now 24 and I’ve been writing since I could hold a pen in my hand! I love to write, it’s my passion, and I never stop.  In fact I love to write so much I have started over one hundred and fifty different books before finally completing my first ever novel 'A Little Bit of Crazy' which I published in May 2013 on Amazon for Kindle. I was grateful when I received feedback as it helps me be a better writer.
 
    
 
   When I'm not writing, I love spending time with my family and when I get some spare time (not easy with young children!) it’s either reading or listening to music. You won’t find me without a book or my Kindle in my hand. I read whilst I’m cooking, cleaning, talking, walking… you could say reading is my other passion!
 
    
 
   Thank you for taking the time to read my book. I appreciate any kind of feedback be it good or bad. This has been a huge learning curve for me and I'm happy to receive any advice/criticism...praise? That you wish to provide. Don’t be shy. 
 
   Thank you,
 
   Love Alex
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Prologue
 
   He slowly pulled at the strings on her chemise, lowering it off her shoulders, gently kissing her skin as it was exposed to him. A shudder ran through her, though whether from the cold or his attention, she would never know. He caressed her skin, his fingers soft as a breeze against her hardening nipple. She heard a moan and was embarrassed when she realized it came from her own throat. “Miranda,” Ian purred, “you needn’t be shy with me. I love you.” “Oh, Ian, I can’t believe that my boss expects me to work every Saturday without a promotion or raise in sight”.
 
   Wait… What? I blinked my eyes a few times. When did Miranda start speaking in my head in a male voice? A male voice that sounded suspiciously like…oh, shit. I looked up from my Kindle where Ian and Miranda were about to get all kilt freaky and into the eyes of my boyfriend of three years, Craig, who was looking at me expectantly. I wondered how long he’d been talking to me. I wondered if my subconscious had heard any of it. I closed my eyes a minute, mentally going over the last few minutes. Nope, nothing there. Just Scottish lairds and soft caresses. I wondered if he realized that I hadn’t heard a word that he’d said. I risked a glance at him and saw a slightly reddening face and narrowed eyes. Um, yup. He knew. Crap.
 
   I wished I could just go back to my Kindle, re-enter the world that demanded nothing of me. I mean, it was my day off…I should be able to sit on a couch and just lose myself in that world that existed within its electronic pages. However, reality called. I groaned inwardly, pushed the button to put my Kindle to sleep and turned and face the music.
 
   “I’m sorry, honey, you know how I can get when I read. Could you repeat what you said?”
 
   “Seriously? Again? I have been talking to you for the last ten minutes. You’re trying to tell me that you haven’t heard a damn word I’ve said for ten minutes?” Craig looked like he was about to spontaneously combust. Eek. 
 
   Inwardly I shuddered to think that I’d managed to zone out that completely, but didn’t let him see. 
 
   “Hey, I’ve told you not to try to talk to me when I’m reading. You’ve been warned. If you see me on the couch with a Kindle, I’m really not there. It’s just a shell, an illusion.”
 
   Uh-oh. I think that might have been the wrong thing to say. Was it possible that his hair was starting to singe? I squinted a little, yup… I’m pretty sure he was so mad that his hair was burning. 
 
   “Ash, that’s it. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t compete with your warriors, squires, princes and lairds anymore. I don’t wear a kilt. I don’t have any ‘shining armor’.” I started to glaze over a bit when I pictured him in a kilt or in ‘shining armor’. Wrong move. Focus!
 
   “I am your real boyfriend, I’m here, but you can’t be bothered with me because you’d rather be in a book. I need a break from this. I’m done”
 
   I blinked my eyes a few times, my jaw on the ground as I watched him turn, stalk towards the door and slowly, quietly walk out the door and out of us. I glared at my Kindle, but I couldn’t be too angry at it, because it was a really good story. But, what the hell did he mean by a ‘break’? This was a little too Ross and Rachel from the 1990’s.
 
   I got up from the couch and ran out the door, stumbled down the steps and managed to make it to his car before he pulled out of the driveway. My chest was heaving from the exertion of running after him. I asked, “What…do you mean…that you’re done? It…was just…a book.”
 
   He looked at me, his brown eyes soft and sad. “Ashley, this is the tip of the iceberg. I just feel like you don’t have much more going on than going to work and vegging on the weekends. We don’t do anything anymore. We don’t go anywhere. Do you even want to be with me anymore? Do you even notice that I’m at your house almost every night? You just seem to want to work during the week and read on the weekend. I love you, I love you so damn much, but I don’t know if it is enough for me to play second fiddle to electronics. I don’t know if ‘done’ is the right thing to say, but I definitely need a breather.” 
 
   With that lovely monologue, he put the car in reverse. [bookmark: Chapter1]
 
   


  
 

Chapter 1
 
   So when you’d had so much of your life mapped out in your mind, and it just disappears in a moment, it was a little hard to readjust, you know? I mean, I guess I had just figured we were a forever sort of thing, so I was really surprised that he just walked away like that. Craig leaving, well, it hurt. I replayed the parting words over and over again, just trying to figure out what I missed, what went wrong.
 
   Was I so horrible at reading body language that I didn’t know he felt alone in our relationship? Had I really chosen my Kindle over him? If I couldn’t figure out that my boyfriend is feeling neglected, I obviously have the social prowess of a slug. I probably shouldn’t be allowed to interact with people at all. 
 
   It was kind of weird, I should be angry, throwing things. I just got sort of broken up with but not quite. I mean, did this mean that I’ve become so boring a person that I wasn’t even exciting enough to fully break up with? I felt completely broken that he left, but I guess I was also feeling...I don’t know…contemplative? Hmmmm, contemplative. I tried that word out in my mind. I then said it out loud. Yeah, that was about right. I was feeling contemplative.
 
   I thought about calling my mom, to let her know we broke up, maybe cry on her shoulder or something. But knowing mom, she’d let me know that she was glad he was gone. She would tell me that she had never liked him anyway, he wasn’t good enough for me yada, yada, yada. Even though she always asked if he could come to family gatherings before she even thought to ask me if I was interested. Seriously, there were times we’d be hanging out and he’d get a text from her asking him to come to a cook-out, and after he said he would, I’d get a text letting me know about the cook-out. Sheesh! He was a bit of a suck up – loved mom’s cooking. Then again, I didn’t know a soul in the world that didn’t love my mom’s cooking. It was redonkaballs. Did I really just say that? Redonkaballs? Huh, yup, guess I did. I was showing my crazy today. I digress… mom would tell me she never liked him because that’s what moms did. And then she’d hug me and tell me to come over as if we didn’t see each other just yesterday. Or she’d show up on my doorstep with a fresh baked good item. Wait a minute… a fresh baked good? Why did I think that it was a bad idea to call mom again? I quickly shot her a text to let her know, that way I didn’t have to hear the sympathy that would inevitably make me start crying…again.
 
   I thought about the things he said… that all it seemed like I wanted to do was work and read. That I didn’t want to do anything. He made it seem like I had no goals in life or anything. Did I have goals? Well, hell yeah, of course I did. I mean, I worked full time while I got my Bachelors and my Masters degrees. That shows drive. Those were goals. There was that 5K I ran a few years ago…that was a goal I set for myself, and I totally nailed it. I mentally high-fived myself until I realized that each of those things were past tense. Now I did a mental forehead slap. GAH!
 
   When was the last time I’d picked something to achieve, planned for it, worked for it and earned it? Sheesh, I can’t remember, it’s been a while.
 
   Craig and I had been together for three years, we met when he saw me running as I was getting ready for the first 5K I ran. I still can’t figure out why he stopped to chat with me, considering I had stopped for a water break and was chugging water as a dying man gasps his last breath. I mean, I was not cute when I run. You’ve see those ads where gorgeously svelte women are running like gazelles, their long, brunette ponytails swaying gracefully back and forth, not a bead of sweat on them and breathing evenly? Yeah – so not me. You’ve heard of the ugly cry? I mastered the art of the ugly run…red faced, snot flying (ew, sorry), hair all frizzed up and nasty. Oh, and I sweat. A. Lot. So I guessed that I would never understand what he saw in me that day, what made him stop me and say hi.
 
   It was kind of hard to believe that we’ve been together for three years, considering we didn’t live together or anything. Any of my friends who had been together for even a year…hell, three months, were living together already. I wondered if that was a sign that we (and by ‘we’ I really mean ‘he’) wasn’t really ever going to commit to a permanent relationship. But what had I set my mind on since then? I honestly didn’t even create a mental goal of pushing that boy to the alter in the oh-so-subtle ways that women have honed for centuries. Would I marry him if he asked? Hell, YEAH! In a heartbeat. Did I ever let him know in any way… oops, maybe not.
 
   I tried to think of anything ‘big’ we had done together, and I couldn’t find anything. I had always just said we were a couple of old ‘homebodies’. We never went on frivolous trips, did any outrageous, expensive nights out. I mean, I mentally had a hard time paying someone for the privilege of sleeping in their bed that thousands, if not millions, of people had slept in before. I mean, seriously? Was I the only one who thought that it was a little gross to possibly be sharing body dirt with millions of strangers? I watched that documentary, hell, we watched it together and I thought we were in agreement that it was the nastiest of nasties. Going out to ‘fancy eatin’ places’ never really held much interest to me, because I was a fairly good cook (thanks to my mom) and I didn’t see the point in spending thirty dollars or more on something I could do myself. 
 
   What I think that I was trying to say, is that in three years, we really hadn’t done anything. Not. A. Damn. Thing. Looking back, I realized that he had tried. He had suggested a trip to Disney. I said that there would be too many kids so we wouldn’t be able to see anything or enjoy the rides. He had wanted to go to Hawaii, I said it was too expensive and I really couldn’t take the time off of work. He had tried. I hadn’t.
 
   I think it might be time to shake things up a bit…not because a man told me to, hell no. But because I think, maybe, possibly I’d gotten a little…well… boring.
 
   I realized quickly that I was getting waaaaay too introspective, and a lot too self-centered. Seriously, have you seen how many times I’ve said ‘I’? Holy crap on a stick! I thought it may be a good idea for me to get some therapy. I picked up my phone and call my bestie, Alex. It went to voicemail as always, so I hung up. I knew the drill. Three seconds later and my phone started playing ‘The Bitch is Back’. That was the type of thing that happened when one was stupid enough to leave their phone unattended with their best friend… a new ringtone was added and assigned.
 
   “Hey girl, what’s up?” Alex chirped, always energetic to the point where you wondered if she used Red Bull as a chaser to five espressos.
 
   “Uh… well…” I realized that I didn’t think far enough in advance as to how I was going to get this out without sobbing. I decided to speed through it, “CraigJustLeftHere… IThinkHeBrokeUpWithMe… ButMaybeNot…”
 
   “Okay, so you need some therapy?”
 
   “Yes, I do…STAT”
 
   “I’m on it, we’ll be there in an hour and a half.”
 
   I heard the phone beep, and then it went dead. She didn’t say goodbye, she didn’t have to. I knew that in about two hours, I’d probably already be a bit tipsy, and my close circle of girls would be dishing out advice as quickly as a fast food restaurant dishes out heart attacks. I looked around the house and I realized that it looked a bit messy. I was perhaps a little obsessive when it came to neatness. I couldn’t have the girls feel as if I’d fallen upon slovenliness since being tossed aside like a pair of soiled undies. So I spent the next hour and a half dusting, vacuuming, doing laundry and getting ready for the onslaught.
 
   As expected, one and a half hours later, my front door burst open and the three women who were my strength burst through and encase me in a huge group hug. I was smooshed against Leah’s boobs, but it was okay. They were big and squishy so it wasn’t like it was uncomfortable…just…awkward. 
 
   I saw that Karyn had a telltale brown paper bag, and a plastic bag. I raised my eyebrows hopefully. “Cabernet Sauvignon and Chocolate Chip Cookie dough?”
 
   “You know it, woman…so let’s get you drunk and sugared up so you can tell us what that rat bastard did to you.”
 
   Two bottles later, I was feeling a bit…okay, a LOT tipsy, and the girls were telling me that Craig was an ass for walking out on me for something as silly as a book. 
 
   “It’s not like he caught you with another man. Or like you swore off sex with him in favor of your vibrator.” That was Alex… explains the ringtone, no?
 
   My head was feeling a little fuzzy, so I took a second to form my words. Yeah, definitely a LOT tipsy. “Guys, the thing is, maybe he’s right. I mean, we don’t go anywhere…we don’t DO anything…and I think it actually may be kinda my fault.”
 
   “So wait, he wanted to do stuff and you said no?” Karyn asked incredulously.
 
   “Um, sorta.”
 
   “Explain, please. Don’t make us beg you.” That was Leah. She’s usually really chill and sweet. But get three glasses into her and this was the result. Evil, slightly crazy Leah.
 
   “So, he was always wanting to go take me to fancy restaurants, and I said no, because I don’t see why we should pay so much money for food I can make just as well on my own. He wanted us to take a trip to Hawaii once a year or so ago, but it was so expensive, and I’m trying to stay in my boss’ good graces, so I said we really couldn’t.”
 
   I looked around the living room to a bunch of bugged out eyes and dropped jaws. Gulp. Yeah, I guess it really is on me that this might be over.
 
   “So, if you all are broken up, that means he’s single and fair game, right?” 
 
   “ALEX! You do NOT poach your best friend’s ex-boyfriend… that is NOT cool.” Mentally thanked Leah as my chin raised up a notch and I gave Alex the side eye.
 
   “What? If he wants to take me to Hawaii, I wouldn’t say no, no matter what the cost.”
 
   “Girls, girls, she’s right. I effed up. So, what do I do about it? I think I’m in some sort of a rut, and I just don’t know how to get out. We became, well, comfortable.”
 
   Groans went around the room. Leah was moaning, “That is the kiss of death of a relationship. Lord, you might has well have said he had a cute dick.”
 
   We all got crazy quiet staring at Leah. You see, she was the good one of all of us, and suddenly she developed sailor mouth. I started grinning, then chuckling, and then full on laughing. Everyone joined in and the hysteria raised about ten notches when Karyn snorted…and red wine flew out of her nose. Oh man, I lost it then. Lost. It.
 
   “Oh ma Gawd it buuuuurns, it burns!” she complained, as she ran to the kitchen for a paper towel to wipe herself off.
 
   Once we all calmed down (talk about several deep cleansing breaths), I announced to the group, “Okay, I’m in a rut, I need out. I need to get a life… I’ve become so boring I put myself to sleep…so, what do I do?”
 
   “Sleep with his best friend.”
 
   “Get a make-over.”
 
   “Buy a new purse.”
 
   “Sleep with his dad.” 
 
   We all turned and looked at Leah. Karyn walked over and snatched her wine glass away and said, “You’re cut off.” Leah tried to reach for her wine glass and fell off the couch, getting wedged between the couch and coffee table. We all burst into peals of laughter once again. I got up and ran to the bathroom, because I was pretty sure I was going to pee myself laughing on this one. Once we calmed down, Leah was back up on the couch with her arms crossed, and was glaring at us indignantly. “I think his dad is freaking hot.”
 
   “Okay, okay” I was trying to restore order to this ‘meeting’. “Yes, Craig’s dad is wicked hot. BUT…that’s out of the question, and kind of incestuous since I was considered part of the family. I need a REAL course of action.”
 
   It got so quiet around the room as they tried to focus their buzzed minds on the topic at hand.
 
   “Have you ever thought of taking some classes to learn a skill? I got something in the mail from that tech school. Like, they teach basket weaving and shit? What about trying something like that?” Karyn suggested.
 
   “Why not set a goal for yourself, something to work towards?” Alex contributed.
 
   “Hmmmmmm. Those aren’t bad ideas. Let’s start with the classes.” I pulled out my laptop and Googled ‘tech schools near Wareham, MA.’ “Hey guys, looks like Cape Regional Tech has some. This must be the one you were talking about, Alex. That school isn’t too far from here.” 
 
   We all gathered around and looked at the class offerings. Feng Shui, Watercolors, Know Your Sewing Machine, Get Debt Free, Blogging for Beginners.
 
   “Well, I could try the blog thingy,” I said cautiously. “That would be a definite step outside my box. I couldn’t even commit to a diary when I was ten, and when I tried, it was a pathetic attempt to make a world that didn’t exist or make myself look cooler than I ever was.”
 
   I was still thinking about it when Alex grabbed my laptop and started tapping at the keys at a frantic pace. She sat back, gave me a huge grin and said, “You start Monday at 6:30pm.”
 
   “WHAT? You enrolled me already?”
 
   “Hellz yeah, didn’t want to give you a chance to back out. So the one thing you have to do as a perquisite or homework or whatever the hell you call it for this type of class is to come up with a blog topic.”
 
   Shit. I could barely choose which pair of undies to wear in the morning, or what color socks I wanted to wear. If I made it out of the house with matching socks it was a bonus.
 
   “I wouldn’t even begin to know what to write about. I mean, what do I have to add that might be interesting for someone to read? I couldn’t even keep the supposed love of my life interested.”
 
   “Well, this is supposed to be about stepping outside your comfort zone, right? So maybe a blog about trying new things?” Karyn added quietly.
 
   I looked at her and thought about it, tilting my head a little as I considered it. “You know, that’s not a bad idea.”
 
   “Trying something new every day.” Alex was trying out the topic idea. She nodded. “Yeah, that’s a good idea.”
 
   “Every day?” I squeaked out. “How about every week? One new experience every week. Because every day is a bit overwhelming for me.”
 
   “Ohhhhhkaaaaayyyy, one a week.” Alex drawled out. “BUT, we get to pick the things. OMG this will be awesome!” She was clapping her hands and bouncing up and down like an idiot. I wanted to go smack her upside the head a bit, but I’m a tiny bit scared of her so I stayed put. “Ashley, if it were up to you, you would try a new type of seasoning or some boring shit like that. You need to get out and experience life. Get a life. We will help – but you’ve got to trust us. Leah, Karyn…we’ll all come up with some things for her to experience, and we’ll take turns on choosing for the week. Ash, we will send you your topic on Monday, and you’ll have until the following Sunday night to complete it and write about it for the class.”
 
   “Nothing illegal, guys, please.” I noticed my hands started sweating and I was feeling a bit queasy. I felt my stomach turn and I launched myself towards the bathroom. After I relieved myself of copious amounts of wine and ice cream I returned to a living room that was suspiciously quiet. Hushed whispers flew back and forth between my soon to be former friends. 
 
   Oh, shit. I was screwed.
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: Chapter2]Chapter 2
 
   Monday came and I found myself trudging to my blogging class as if I was anticipating entering an interrogation room. I couldn’t tell you why I was so anxious to do this, but it really had me almost hyperventilating with nerves. STOP IT, I coached myself. You can do this, it’s not for credit and it doesn’t affect your career. Now pull on your big girl panties and walk on in there like a boss. I blew out a puff of air which moved my bangs into my eyes.  Awesome. Now my eyes were all watery as the feeling of little needle burned them. In a frustrated motion I swiped my bangs back in place as I marched into the room and fell into one of the closest seats. 
 
   In rushed a young guy, maybe late twenties/early thirties, with dark hair. He had his head down so I figured he was just another adult seeking enrichment. I was surprised when he dropped his backpack on the instructor’s desk, turning to face us while running his hands through his hair in a frazzled attempt to compose himself. He looked around the room, and when his eyes met mine I felt a jolt that went through my head to my toes. Holy blue eyes. OMG I internally swooned. I had a thing for clear blue eyes. Well, and a nice tight butt. I was easy to please that way. Dark hair and light blue eyes were a lethal combination for me. A little drool formed in the corner of my mouth. I unconsciously lifted my right hand to wipe it away, and realized he was still watching me. His eyes crinkled with humor and his lips lifted in a smirk. Oh man, I was done. Eye crinkles needed to be added to my list of swoon-worthy features. I knew who I would be thinking of tonight when I freshened up my batteries.
 
   Whoa… I mentally shook myself. What was I thinking? I was still in a relationship, it was just on hiatus or sabbatical or whatever the hell we’re calling it. No sleeping with teacher. I felt as if I got caught doing something wrong, and that I should be marched up to the white board in the front of the room and write ‘I shall not fantasize about teacher while playing with B.O.B.’ one hundred times on the white board. I took a long swig from my bottled water, the cold water would have to do until a cold shower was available. I mentally shook myself again, must not think of shower and teacher in the same thought sequence. Geez, what was wrong with me? It wasn’t like it had been that long.  Had it? I started to mentally count how long it had been and found myself growing a bit sheepish. No wonder I was singleish now.
 
   I refocused my attention to Blue, who was starting his introduction. Apparently his name was Mark…hmmmm, Mark…. Oh Mark, I could do things with you that were illegal in thirteen states. GAH! What on earth was happening to me?
 
   I started listening as he explained the purpose of the class.
 
   “Okay, so you all are here for your own reasons. Maybe you wanted to make new friends. Maybe you think you have some point of view on something that you think people will actually give a damn about. Maybe you’re just bored. I don’t know and I’m not going to ask you what they are. But I’m going to help you set up a blog online, and set guidelines to complete the class. You are required to complete one blog post a week. You are also required to read each other’s blogs. We will discuss them weekly, I want constructive criticism. The blogs will be kept anonymous, though, so please keep your names out of it. You were told that you had to come to this class with a blog idea. I’m going to ask that you write your blog idea, your blog name and the concept down, as well as your name and I’ll collect that from you. Today you will be setting up your blog space, logging in, finding out how to maneuver around the space, add your content, add photos, change formats, etc. For next class, you’ll need to do an intro blog. In your intro, I want you to explain what your blog will be about, what the journey will be. Again, please keep it anonymous for now. At the end of our six weeks together, we will reveal who wrote what, and discuss our experiences in the journey of maintaining their blog, and the interaction with anyone who read it. I do ask that you let your friends and family know about it as you feel comfortable, because you SHOULD have readers. Any questions? No? Okay, so start writing down your blog titles, concepts and names. I’ll come around and grab them.”
 
   Um, so okay, this was the point where I should let you know I did NOT think about my blog in advance. I knew I was supposed to, but let’s face it, my friends picked out my blog concept for me. A new experience every week. I grabbed a piece of paper and as my pen hit the paper my brain went blank for a moment. Then I just went for it.
 
   Name: Ashley MacKillop
 
   Blog title: Singleish
 
   Concept: My boyfriend sort of broke up with me but not really. I’m in a rut and a half where I don’t do anything interesting or fun anymore so after a drunk night of wine and ice cream fueled introspection, my best friends signed me up for this class and they will be forcing me to do one new thing every week. The kicker is, they get to choose my adventure each week and I get no choice in the matter. I’m terrified at what they are going to choose and I’m doing my best to be extra nice to each of them so it’s nothing particularly crazy.
 
   Well, that was honest, at least. He was probably going to think that I was psychotic. But I didn’t care what he thought about me and my choice of topic…or friends. It should be interesting, to say the least. I just hope that I haven’t done anything I’ve forgotten about to Alex, Leah and Karyn that they would be paying me back for. Karma is a bitch and so are my girls when they’d been drinking. I hoped that these topics are chosen sober.
 
   We go over setting up the blog, I chose a pink, florally girlie pattern for mine, and set up our log-in information. Class is dismissed with a reminder to write an intro post explaining the blog, sort of like the concept paragraph we wrote up for Mark by the next time we meet, next Monday.
 
   Leaving the room we had to walk past Mark, who was being careful to say goodbye to everyone, make eye contact and wishing us the best. When I was next in line, he shook my hand, mumbled a ‘good luck’ and did not look me in the eyes. I was confused as I said, “Uh, thanks?” and walked out the door in a dumb stupor. WTF was that? Everyone got a heartfelt thought but me? Geez, as if I wasn’t feeling vulnerable and tore open enough, the hot teacher that I would be having inappropriate fantasies about tonight couldn’t even look me in the eye. Did I look that hideous today? Coyote ugly? Without thinking, I gnawed at my arm a bit in a coyote ugly motion my dad and I would have done together, but Daddy wasn’t there to appreciate the gesture, so instead I looked like a freak. A bit.
 
   Once I got home, I poured my glass of red liquid courage, and opened up the laptop I stored under my couch. I opened up my new blog and as my fingers hovered over the keyboard I paused, how much was I willing to share? How ‘real’ was I willing to be in my posts? I tilted my head and thought, go big or go home. Let’s do this bitch.
 
   After taking a long swallow of my wine, I started typing.
 
   “This is not my idea. This is something I’m doing because I was told that I’m pretty much a boring excuse for a human being. I was told this by a person I trusted my heart to. I loved him and I would have married him, but now I can’t because he put our relationship on a hiatus. We are now a sitcom on break for the summer or winter. We are not an ‘us’ until he decides that I am no longer lacking in ambition and goals. The break started because I ignored my boyfriend of three years unintentionally, but that was the straw that broke the camel’s back. He walked away because he tried to create moments with me and have adventures with me when I was not interested. I turned my back. I said no. This is what made him slam on the breaks and say he needed a chance to think about things. It takes two to tango, and he was dancing alone. I thought we were happy homebodies, but I realize I wasn’t paying much attention to him. I was more interested in reading then playing out my own adventures with my real, living, breathing Prince Charming. Do we find each other in the end of this journey? Who knows? But I think it’s time for me to find myself in the journey.  My best friends and I met up and after consuming enough wine to intoxicate a small village in Madagascar, devised this plan to take a class on blogging to get me out of my rut. Seemed like a brilliant idea at the time. My friends will be choosing my ‘try something new each week’ adventure. I won’t know what it is until I get the email or text. I promise to be honest in my reaction and my execution. Not knowing what it is they have planned for me, this may be NSFW. I’m just hoping I haven’t pissed them off in a past life or something. So as I find out, you find out. I will be truthful in my experiences in carrying out their planned ‘adventures’…so help me God.” 
 
   With that I dutifully hit save and sent our instructor a message to the email he shared with us letting him know I’d completed the assignment. I had always enjoyed being the top of the class in undergrad, so I guess I was back in that place of being the top of the class. (Oh, and for those of you keeping score, yes, I also have a graduate degree, but that was so effing hard that I honestly only cared about finishing without having to repeat any courses. So I was proud to be able to say I passed, but I imagined that I’d ended up somewhere around the lower end of the totem pole). Mark had suggested we create a ‘dummy’ email address for our blog, so that our personal email account didn’t get bogged down with whatever was sent our way once the blog was made public. I didn’t think that there was going to be a line of eligible bachelors knocking at my proverbial virtual wall after I hit ‘submit’, but I did what he suggested, anyway. I.Am.Singleish@gmail.com. 
 
   I remembered he told us that we should encourage friends and family to read our ‘blog’, if for no other reason than to get honest feedback from it. I thought it would be a better idea to leave family out and just allow the three co-conspirators to have access. My mom might be scandalized to read whatever it is these three musketeers come up with for me to do. I’m pretty sure my dad still saw me as the four year old who was terrified of the blue haired clown they got me for my birthday. In my defense, blue hair is not naturally occurring, and therefore was incredibly freakish. My siblings – well – I’d always be their kid sister and that might be weird for them and for me. Mostly for me. Don’t get me started on the nieces. So best friends-slash-co-conspirators in the horror that was my life were the only ones to get access. Those bitches better read it religiously and be nice. Or they wouldn’t want to know what I’d be doctoring their next meal with.
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: Chapter3]Chapter 3
 
   It was crazy busy at work during the week, so busy I managed to forget about the crazy of my personal life (or lack thereof). Before I knew it, I was standing in front of the classroom door ready to start week two of being a blogster. Or bloginator. I think I liked bloginator better…
 
   Mark walked in and I sat up a little straighter, pen in hand and at the ready to take whatever nuggets of blog perfection he was to toss our way. Yeah, that sounded wicked sarcastic in my mind, too.
 
   “Alright everyone, I was able to go through everyone’s blogs last week, and was thrilled to see that not only did you all take the assignment seriously, you also all set up the dummy email addresses that I suggested. I sent my comments to that email address, so if you were really on top of your game, you already know what my thoughts were.” He smiled at the lot of us, mirth apparent in his eyes as he saw more than half of his class nonchalantly reaching for their cell phones. I won’t lie, I was one of them. I just wanted to know if he thought I was as much of a freak of nature as I felt when I was writing my intro post.
 
   I quickly logged in and was shocked that I had four emails. I found his quickly and read it, a blush creeping from my neck to my forehead as I read his words.
 
   “I have never laughed so much reading an intro post as I did yours. If you were to continue this style forever, I have a feeling you will have followers. Keep it up, keep it snarky, and I can not wait to hear what your friends have planned for you. Oh, and maybe once this class is done and it’s not unethical, we could have drinks sometime. As friends.”
 
   Holy shit, he wants to take me out on a date? I looked up briefly and saw him looking my way with a knowing smirk on his face. Why is it that I find smirks sexy? WHY? I looked back down and re-read the last line. As friends. Great. So now I didn’t know whether I’m in a relationship or not, nor do I know if I was asked on a date or not. It was so much easier when life was uncomplicated and I knew where I stood. Except, I guess I didn’t. GRRRR!
 
   I saw that the next email down was labeled ‘mission impossible’ and it was courtesy of Karyn. I guess she drew the first straw for my blog assignment. I opened it up so that I knew what I was facing this week.
 
   “Your mission, if you choose to accept it…except you have to accept it mwa ha ha ha is to… get a pet. And not a goldfish or a parakeet. You have to get something that will require you to care for it, and that will potentially bring a little messiness and a lot of happiness into your singleish life. Please don’t kill me…or the pet!”
 
   SONOFABITCH! Twenty heads swiveled to stare at me all slack-jawed. I think I might have said that out loud. Oops… I slid down in my seat and stared at my blank piece of paper as if it was the most fascinating thing in the universe. A pet? I had to get a pet? I always had pets as a kid, but never thought of it as an adult. I liked things neat. Pets were NOT neat.
 
   “Okay, well, now we know how Ashley feels about this, but yes, I expect you to all check in to all your classmate’s blogs during the week and leave constructive comments.” He started handing out sheets of paper with blog sites on them, but as he promised, no names. I scanned the topics, auto repair, making your own cleaning products, abstaining from sex, beer making… and singleish. “When you type your blogs, please pay attention to spelling, grammar and tense. I know that may not seem like a big deal, but in the intro posts I saw people going from past to present so much, that I got whiplash trying to keep up.”
 
   A few people chuckled at his weak attempt at humor. Such a shame, to be that good looking and have a weak sense of humor. Then again, blogging is not exactly a titillating subject matter. I started to feel myself go warm. Mentally adding titillating to my ever growing list of words I couldn’t think of in the same context as Mark. I didn’t need to think of him anywhere near my ti…was it getting warm in here or was it just me? I started to fluff the front of my shirt, trying to cool myself down. No one else seemed warm. Great, just me.
 
   As I was walking out of the class I felt a warm hand on my arm. “Ashley, could I have a moment?”
 
   When I turned around, I was met with two bright blue eyes that I had no business being so close to in my current state. Gulp.
 
   “Uh, sure, Mark. What’s up?” What’s up? Is that really what I could come up with? Smooth, Ash…real smooth.
 
   “I wanted to make sure you had no problems with the assignments. You seemed a bit upset when I was talking about the requirements to read other blogs.” I gave him a confused look at first. I didn’t remember being upset about the assignments he handed out, only the one my soon-to-be-former friend handed out. Oh no, he was referring to my little outburst. How embarrassing. I started laughing at the absurdity of it all, and he was giving me the look that said “is it time for the straight jacket, or too soon?”
 
   “Oh my God, Mark, no… it wasn’t that at all. I had just opened up my first ‘task’ from one of my friends for my blog. Sorry I shouted a bit during class, but needless to say, it was NOT what I expected.”
 
   A look of relief and understanding filled his eyes. “What on earth are they having you do if it got that type of reaction?”
 
   “Oh, no. No way! You’re just going to have to wait for it, like the rest of the class.” I gave him my sauciest smile possible, turned and sashayed out of the room. Yes, I sashayed, my hips were trying to be hypnotizing. Don’t judge me.
 
   Now I had to get a pet, and not a goldfish or a parakeet. They knew me too well to know I would have gone for the goldfish. I mean, they tend to be more decorative than anything else. I allowed myself a few moments to fantasize about a decorative fish tank that would work beautifully in my living room, allowing me my neat freakiness while still complying with the task at hand. Sigh.
 
   I was still pondering this dilemma while sitting in my living room. I realized that whatever I chose had to be something that would fit my work schedule, and because I was living alone, the critter had to be able to be alone for a bunch of hours during the day. So clearly, not a dog. I guessed that I might as well give into the stereotype of being a single woman with a cat. Just great. I had now become a caricature of a spinster. Alone, lonely with a house full of cats. I should get a new housecoat too, while I was at it. If I was going to go all crazy cat lady, I should go big or go home. 
 
   By the next morning, I had resigned myself to my spinsterhood, and was trying to decide how to go about procuring a cat. I could check the classifieds online, see if anyone on Facebook happens to have a cat they are relieving themselves of, or check out an animal shelter. Hmm, I kind of liked that idea. An animal shelter. That way I would not only accomplish this ridiculous task, I would also make the world a better place for it. I briefly pictured myself atop a mountain, wind blowing, my superhero cape billowing out behind me. In the background you would hear a deep announcer’s voice: “A lone woman…terminally lone…saves the world from animal homelessness one abandoned cat at a time.”
 
   I made a list of everything I would need to keep a cat alive. Litter box, litter, food bowls, a couple toys, some cat kibble (is that what it’s called?). I figured that I would go shopping at lunch tomorrow and then swing by the local shelter on my way home. No sense in delaying the inevitable.
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