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“Nothing can last forever.
There isn’t any memory, no matter how intense,
that doesn’t fade out at last.”
Juan Rulfo



  
My mouth is dry and my eyes hurt. Nausea settles in my stomach. I’m running. Running through a fog so dense I can’t see beyond my feet. I’m cold. Chilled to the bone that my teeth start to chatter and my body tenses with the discomfort.
Noises. So many noises that creep into my ears bring with it a deep sense of fear that rattles throughout my entire body. I’m shaking so badly I’m surprised I can even put one foot in front of the other.
“Lucy.” Someone whispers it so loudly it echoes all around me. I stop, rooted in fear as I try and see where I am and who’s calling me.
“Lucy,” he whispers again, but this time I feel his hot breath against my ear, causing my eyes to widen in terror.
I sprint, not caring that I can’t see. My body is fuelled by pure adrenaline, impervious to the fact twigs snap under my bare feet and cause them to bleed. I run. I run so hard and so fast that my breaths are unable to catch up with what my legs are demanding of me.
Then I’m falling.
Falling deep into a black hole, floating into nothingness. I try to scream, but it’s like I have something over my mouth stopping me. My arms naturally flail, trying to find something to hold on to—something to grab. And that’s when I notice it.
Red ribbon.
It’s everywhere, threading through my arms and legs, wrapping itself around my body and crawling up my neck. It’s constricting, squeezing me so tightly I can hardly breathe. It’s all over my body, covering every area of my skin. It seeps even deeper until I can feel it inside me. Again I try to scream, but the red ribbon instantly covers my mouth and enters my nose. I can’t breathe. I feel like I’m dying. My body tries to fight this force, but the more I do, the stronger it becomes. The only part of me that’s left are my eyes, but pretty soon that same red ribbon crawls across each one, blinding me from the dark hole I’m still falling in.
And then I feel him. He edges closer until that warm breath fans against my ear again. He breathes into it and when a deep rumbling laugh vibrates through my bones, fear like no other paralyses me. “Lucy,” he growls, making my body tremble.
“Be a good girl and this will all be over soon.”



  
My dad always told me to see the good in everyone—no matter how much you wanted to smash their face in. I always laughed when he said that. When I was at school, I was picked on. Even outside of school, I was mocked. There was one girl, Bethany, I think her name is. She told me I had big ears and a pointy nose. I plucked up the courage to ask her why she felt the need to say those things. She just wrinkled her nose, shrugged her shoulders, and said, “I don’t know. I guess you just have one of those faces.”
So, here I am at the age of twenty-one, all grown up with no hint of big ears and a pointy nose. But, alas to say, I still have “one of those faces.” I must have because Max Cooper thinks so. He “tolerates” me because I’m best friends with one of his closest friends, Gabrielle. I met Gabrielle my first year of college. I sat down, pen clutched between my fingers as I nervously tapped it against my desk. I sat at the back to remain hidden. I had learnt to adapt to hiding because of my “one of those faces” looks. If I stayed hidden, then no one could pick me out of a crowd. No one could judge me. I was safe. Or at least that morning, I had thought so. Gabrielle crashed into my world... literally. She tripped on someone’s bag and stumbled. Luckily at that point, I looked up. The girl with the crazy pink hair and even crazier green eyes fell on my desk at the same time I caught her from falling even further. “Thank you,” she had said. “I’m always falling over.” She had rolled her eyes as if she’d heard that so many times before. I am the girl with one of those faces, and Gabrielle was the girl who fell over a lot. Once she steadied herself, she looked at me with a crooked smile and said, “May I sit next to you? You look like the only sane person in the room.”
Right then, in that moment, I had smiled wider than I had in ages. Gabrielle, who is widely known as Pixie because of the cut of her hair, managed to do something I hadn’t done since before my dad died. I felt... noticed. And in a good way. She never once judged my boring baggy jeans, scuffed white trainers, and plain black T-shirt. I looked boring because I wanted to be boring. I wanted to be unnoticed. But, my little Pixie with the crazy pink hair and green eyes had other ideas. We instantly clicked, she and I. It was like we could see something in each other. Something... individual to what the rest of the outside world perceives what we should be. Pixie’s the crazy one, the outgoing, I-don’t-give-a-shit-what-you-think-of-me kind of gal. I equally admire her and am jealous of her at the same time. We’re polar opposites, and yet we click like nothing else. For the last three years since we met, we’ve been joined at the hip. We even moved in together four months after we had met. We do everything together, and life is wonderful.
Well, almost wonderful.
Unfortunately, Pixie came as a package deal, and that package deal included her irritating friend, Max. He also has an equally irritating best friend called Chester, who can’t seem to think for himself. He follows Max’s lead all the time. I’ve noticed, so others must have as well. In total, there’s six of us in our cosy little group, and I get on with all but two. I was the outsider. The one who came in late. Everyone already knew each other for around five years. It felt awkward at first, but everyone was welcoming. There was only one who stood on the sidelines watching me cautiously with his flaming brown eyes and hair so golden brown, that every girl wanted to snip a piece of it off so they could take it to the hairdressers to replicate its colour. Even I was tempted at one stage—until I found out what a total arse he truly is. His scrutiny of me made my walls flare up. I remember feeling watched as I was introduced around the room at Pixie’s house. My shoulders tensed, my teeth gritted. I hated that the girl who remained hidden was suddenly studied so closely I could feel his blazing brown eyes burrowing into me. My skin heated and my breathing quickened. I had felt intimidated by him straight away, and that thought had made me so angry, that by the time I had reached him, my stare was ice-cold. I had shaken his hand rigidly. I was definitely not accepting him the same as the others. Even Chester at the time welcomed me with a big, bright smile. That all changed once Max had obviously gotten him on the “I hate Lucy Rhodes” bandwagon. Since that initial meeting, we have never clicked. Instead, we exchange sarcasm as a defence mechanism. Pixie can’t understand it. She constantly asks me that if she loves me and him, then why can’t we love each other? “Because he’s an arse,” I would always reply. And then I would go to bed that night feeling guilty because I couldn’t live up to what my dad wanted me to be. To see the good in everyone.
Pixie and her friend’s obviously find a quality in him that’s endearing, but I have yet in my last three years of knowing him found out what that is. I try. Oh, believe me, I try every day. But every day he’s a complete prick, and every day, I end up back home apologising to my dad for being a crappy, disappointing daughter.
But then five days ago something awful happened. Max was involved in a hit and run accident. An accident which left him with a fracture to the left leg and right arm. He had been in a coma for three days, but then suddenly woke yesterday. Chester called us to say he would be okay and we could come and see him the next day when he was ready for visitors. Everyone breathed a collective sigh of relief before hatching a plan to meet the next day and shop for a present each.
So, for the last twenty minutes, I have been scouring the isles of John Lewis searching for a gift. A gift that meant something from me to him. So far, the only thing I could come up with was a T-shirt that read, “I speak fluent sarcasm.” It was the nicest thing I could think of out of a bunch of other crappy stuff.
“Do I really need to come?” I ask, placing down a Santa snow globe. It’s the beginning of October, already cold, and the Santa brigade is out in full force. Considering my dad died the day before Christmas almost six years ago, I was never keen on this time of year. For me, it was just a constant reminder. I remember my first Christmas with the group. I wasn’t joining in on all the games as much as the others and Max asked why. Pixie had said that I wasn’t into Christmas. Max had laughed, followed by Chester. “She doesn’t like Christmas,” he snorted, before looking directly at me. “Of course she doesn’t.” And then he had silently huffed a small laugh, shaken his head, and then looked away as if I didn’t exist anymore. That was a regular theme in our small but intimate gathering. I had tried over the three years to figure out why he instantly hated me so much. The best guess I could come up with is …
I just have one of those faces.
I hear a deep, resonating sigh come from Pixie. “I wish you two learnt to get along.”
I huff out a laugh. “It’s not me causing the friction, Pixie. I would like to class myself as one of those people who get along with others, as long as they are nice to me. Max has been rude and obnoxious since the day I met him.”
Pixie cuts short her hanger sliding of a bunch of men’s Christmas jumpers to turn to me, her face nothing short of displeasure. “Yes, but you’re not completely victimless in all this. I know it was you who poured salt in his tea and left a bucket of water on top of the slightly open living room door, so that when he walked in it would drop on his head.”
Try as I might, I can’t help the snigger that comes out of my mouth. Childish, I know, but it felt good at the time. Harmless fun compared the snide comments I’ve had to endure for the last three years.
Pixie raises her eyebrow. “See? That’s what I’m talking about right there.”
Pixie walks off, obviously finished with either the jumpers or me. I can’t tell which. I follow after until she stands by a section of Christmas Santa ornaments and picks one up.
“Oh, come on, Pixie. You can’t say he never deserved that.”
She places the Santa ornament down and picks up a snowman one instead. “I’m not standing up for Max. I know how bad he’s treated you. I’m just saying you could be the better person out of all this.”
My shoulders sag in defeat. They sag because I know she’s right. When I don’t say anything she places the ornament down and turns to me again. When she spots my demoralised face, hers softens. “Look,” she starts, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Have you ever tried talking with him? I mean one-on-one, face-to-face.” I shake my head. She already knows the answer to that. “Max is a really nice guy underneath it all. Maybe if you tried to talk to him without throwing insults you may end up liking each other.”
Despite knowing she’s right I still can’t help the darker side in me that completely repels the idea. What if I did offer myself up like that and he shuts me down? My whole life I’ve had to deal with that shit. I’ve grown tired of being the victim. That’s why with Max I chose to fight back—be as vindictive and nasty as him.
But, in the grand scheme of things, Pixie’s right. I should be the bigger person. Knowing I have to say something, I sigh. “You’re right. I’ll try and speak with him at the hospital. Maybe he’ll be so drugged up and in happy land he won’t have the energy to insult me.”
Pixie smirks but shakes her head. “You two will end up being the death of me. I’m too young to have a heart attack.”
Sophie and Brett join us before I can possibly think up an answer for that. Sophie and Brett make up the other two who are the six in our group. Three women and three men—well, one actual man meaning Brett. The other two are too delinquent to be called men. Sophie and Brett are a couple and are nice to me. They have been ever since I joined. They weren’t dating back then, but you could tell they really liked each other. Everyone said that it bothered them if they got together, because what if they split up. It would destroy the dynamic of the group. I think they realised this and stayed away as long as they could. It was six months into knowing them that they couldn’t contain it any longer. Add a Saturday night out to a club of drinking and dancing and the inevitable happened. There was a lot of worry and concern over this, but two and a half years down the line they’re still together, and as far as we can all tell, they are still very much into each other.
“Have you two found anything?” Sophie asks, clutching onto Brett’s hand.
We both shake our heads.
“It sucks,” Pixie responds. “I hate present shopping.”
Just then I have a lightning bolt idea. “How about we all chip in some money and just get him a voucher? That way he can buy something nice for himself once he’s out of hospital.”
Pixie’s eyes light up. “That’s a great idea.” She lifts her hand and rubs my arm. She offers a small smile—one that tells me she’s thankful for at least trying.
“I know he regularly shops in Top Man,” Brett adds. “How about we get him a voucher from there?”
Eager to get out of here and away from all the Christmas shit, I say, “Well, then. Let’s get going.”



  
We arrive at the hospital around an hour later to find Chester outside pacing the halls. We all look at each other, frowning before our paces pick up.
“Chester, what’s wrong?” Pixie asks, grabbing his shoulder.
He turns, looking directly at me with his big blue eyes before he glances at Pixie. He lifts his hand and bites the nail on his thumb before replying. “He’s … he’s not himself.”
We all look at each other again—all with confused frowns on our faces. “What do you mean, he’s not himself?” Brett asks.
Chester flits his eyes towards me again, causing my frown to deepen. Why does he keep looking at me?
“Something strange has happened. It’s like he lives in a different universe or something. The doctors are calling it amnesia.” His eyes travel to me again. This is getting surreal.
“Go on,” Pixie probes, trying to get more information out of him. “There’s something you’re not telling us.”
Chester sighs before running his hands through his hair. “He remembers us, but can’t recall anything that’s happened in the last three years.”
“Three years!” Sophie shouts, causing Chester to shush her.
“Keep quiet. He might hear you and right now he’s a little sensitive about it. He’s frustrated—as you can well imagine. I told him things he did yesterday and six months ago and he just stared at me blankly like I was lying. He even told me I was winding him up. I would wind him up normally, but not over something like this. It got to a stage where I was telling him things that happened a year ago, two years ago, like that holiday we all went to Paris that time. He fixed me with his stare before denying point blank that he had ever been to Paris.”
The shock from all of us is discernible. I remember Paris vividly because that’s the time Max decided to up the ante on his game playing. He made it known to all the women in Paris that I was single and ready to mingle. It resulted in me being constantly hit on by a lot of ladies. It was uncomfortable to say the least, and resulting in my mini holiday being the most awkward holiday I had ever been on. That’s when I decided on my hate campaign towards him. I can’t believe he can’t remember all of this.
“Oh my God!” Pixie shouts. “I can’t believe it. So you’re telling me he can’t remember anything since before our Paris holiday? Nothing at all?”
Chester winces before glancing my way again. What is his problem?
“That is the case, but there’s more.”
Collectively we frown at each other again before turning to Chester. “What do you mean?” I ask.
Chester fixes his deep blue eyes with mine. For the first time ever since Max’s war on me I’m met with kindness. “I think you all need to find out for yourselves.” He motions for us to walk through the door and into the room where Max is. We’re all wary. All wondering what it is that’s even more to this memory loss than what we’ve been told.
One by one we trail through into the small room where we’re met by a frowning Max. He looks bruised and has a bandage around his head hiding that beautiful brown hair of his. His eyes are glassy like he’s been crying and his face looks kind of pale. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Max so vulnerable.
“Max,” Pixie cries, running up to him and placing a hand on his shoulder. “How are you holding up?”
Max smiles at Pixie. The same smile he always has for Pixie. I’ve always wondered why those two never got together. I questioned Pixie on it one day and she looked at me like I was crazy. She had said, “Ugh, that would be like incest or something. So gross.” Apparently they had always treated each other like brother and sister. Never had either one been attracted to the other. I guess just being friends with the opposite sex can work in some cases.
“I’ve been better,” he jokes. “I’m just tired, I guess. And a little confused. I’m glad you’re all here, though.” He then fixes his eyes on me and like always, I suck in a breath, waiting for him to insult me as always. All of a sudden a frown forms on his face. “And who is this beautiful lady? Are you my own personal nurse? Come here,” he orders, motioning with his hand for me to come to him.
At first I’m rooted to the spot. There must be some mistake. Or maybe it’s simply that he just wants to grab my head, place it under the cover, and fart. He’s done that to me once before when we all drank too much and everyone slept over at mine and Pixie’s place. I swore never to do that again.
I sense the moment everyone places their eyes on me. All are just as confused as the others as to why he’s asked who I am. I’m normally no one. The girl who sits in the back and observes. I’m happy observing. This must be some kind of joke. Surely it is.
When I don’t move, Max starts waving his hand for me to come. “What’s the hold-up? Come on, pretty lady. I’ve been waiting for someone like you all day.”
My eyes widen. First at the fact he called me pretty lady. He’s never called me that before. Second of all he’s been waiting to see me all day? Nuh-uh, something’s definitely up. I need to be careful. It must be a trap.
Slowly but surely, I place one foot in front of the other until I’m at the head of the bed. His hand rises, gesturing me to come closer. I nervously swallow, but let him take my hand. When he does, he pulls me down to him, cups the back of my head, and pulls me in for a kiss. One long peck on the lips that leaves me gasping. My eyes widen and the shock forces me to break the kiss shorter than it seemed he anticipated.
“I was so frightened when the accident happened. All I could think about was you and if I’d ever see your beautiful face again,” he responds once I break away.
“What the …”



  
“Fuck,” Pixie blurts from behind me.
“This is what I was talking about,” Chester pipes up.
“Not this fucking shit again,” Max responds, looking annoyed at Chester.
It’s like I’m in the Twilight zone. I’m totally confused. On one hand Max is asking who I am, and in the other he’s stating that he was worried he’d never see my beautiful face again.
“I don’t believe this,” Sophie says. All I can do is stand there rooted to the spot.
Looking at Max, I frown. It’s possible that his eyes are glassy from medication. If that’s the case it would explain his strange behaviour.
“This is not a cool joke, man,” Brett grunts. “You need to cut this shit out.”
“What the fuck are you talking about?” Max spits towards Brett. “Do you really think I’d be joking in my situation? Look at me!” he shouts, making all of us jump. It’s not like Max to get angry. He’s normally so calm and collected.
“Shit, I’m sorry, man,” Brett responds. “I thought … I just thought. Shit!”
“Okay, everyone calm down.” Pixie lays her hands out to everyone before closing in on Max and me. She looks from his confused face to mine before she focuses her attention completely on Max. “Max, what do you remember about Lucy?”
Good question. One I should have asked, but my tongue seems to be cemented to the roof of my mouth.
Max laughs—not the I think this is actually funny laugh, but a laugh that denotes quite the opposite. Yeah, he’s definitely high on something. “Okay, now. Who’s Lucy?” He fixes Pixie with a confused stare. It’s actually very childlike for Max.
I don’t know why, but right there is when a foreign emotion towards Max surfaces. Sympathy.
Cautiously, I sit myself down on the edge of the bed and grab his hand again. When I do he looks up to me and that’s when I smile at Max for the first time since we’ve known each other. I mean, a real, genuine smile that doesn’t mean I’m about to swap all your socks in your sock drawer for mousetraps kind of smile.
“I’m Lucy. Don’t you remember me?”
My smile remains, but this time it’s an encouraging smile. He locks his eyes on mine, searching my face. I can tell he’s confused and maybe a little bit miffed at the situation. I want to know what’s going on in that head of his, but I also realise this needs a softly, softly approach. I had read that people with head injuries can suffer confusion and even bouts of violence. The last thing anyone needs is Max lashing out at any one of us.
At first I wonder if I’ve done the right thing asking, but then a small smirk creeps up on his face. “I’d think I would remember an angel like you, baby.” He then looks into my eyes. “Yeah, I would definitely remember the baby blues you have. Beautiful.”
Unable to hide my shock, I look up at the others, who are just as shocked as I am. He not only doesn’t remember me, but he’s also referring to my eyes as beautiful?!
“Actually, come to think of it you do look kind of familiar.”
I jerk my head back towards Max, wondering if this is the punch line.
“Did we go to school together, or something?”
I let out a breath I’m holding. This is so strange. In one sense I’m glad he hasn’t made some kind of arsehole remark, but in another it seems he doesn’t remember me at all.
Eventually, I shake my head. “No, Max. We never went to school together.”
He turns his head away then, kicking out his leg under the sheets in frustration.
Oh shit. Have I said something I shouldn’t have? I quickly look up at the others, but I know I’m not going to get any help from them on this one.
I turn back, squeezing his hand again. “Max, you and I... we’ve known each other for three years. I came into your group later than everyone else. We’ve been friends since.”
Well, that’s a complete lie, more like frenemies. I’m certainly not going to give him ammunition to start treating me like shit again. That’s if he ever would. I wouldn’t put it past him.
I know when Max smiles, squeezing my hand back that he’s okay again. His eyes glass over. He’s definitely high on something. I guess with the leg and arm fracture he’s in a lot of pain.
“Have we ever... you know... done it?”
My cheeks reddening, I look up towards everyone who’s now laughing. Great, thanks a lot, you guys!
“No, we’ve never.”
My answer makes him frown. He cocks his head to the side, scrutinising me before saying, “Why the hell not?”
The others are just as flabbergasted as me. Brett shrugs his shoulders. Sophie bites her lip. Chester just stands there staring, and Pixie looks … lost.
I turn back with a deep breath. I’m about to tell him the truth when the door opens.
“Who let you all in here?”
I jump, looking up to find a very pissed off doctor.
“Visiting hours were over a long time ago.”
“We know,” Sophie says, smiling. “He’s our best friend. We just wanted to see how he was doing.”
The doctor’s face softens a little as he walks up towards Max’s bed. “Well, you must get going. Max needs his rest.”
I get up and when I do, Max squeezes my hand, making me look his way. “Come visit me tomorrow? Visiting hours are between nine and eleven. Right, Doc?”
The doctor, picking up his chart, nods his head my way. “Yes, that’s right. Who are you to Max?”
I’m about to answer when Max says, “She’s my girlfriend.” He beams at me, but all I can do is stare. My mouth becomes dry and I can’t seem to move my legs. These drugs they have him on must be powerful.
“Okay, that’s fine,” the doctor answers. “Your father called and he’s on his way in now.”
I notice Max cringe and I know why. Although I don’t know Max too well, I know him well enough to know that he and his father don’t get on. I believe it’s because his dad’s rich and is paying Max’s way for him through his studies. The problem being is his dad never seems to let him forget that.
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” I say softly towards him.
He offers me a smile, but this time it’s rather tight. I know he’s still thinking about his dad and how much he can’t be looking forward to his visit.
One by one we all say our swift goodbyes and head out the door. Once the door shuts and Max is out of earshot, I release a deep breath.
“Can someone tell me what the fuck just happened in there?” Brett asks, but I don’t look at him. I’m too busy trying to steady my breathing.
Pixie’s arm comes around me and she bends forward to look at my face. “Are you okay, hon?”
I shake my head. “No, not really. I can’t understand what’s going on. How can he not remember me and everything he’s done?”
She rubs my arm slightly and I’m grateful for the comfort. “It’s all a mystery,” Pixie answers.
“What shall I do? Do I visit him tomorrow? What if by then he gets his memory back and he starts asking me why I’m there?”
Pixie leans towards my ear so the others can’t hear her. “Maybe it’s a good thing. If he does then you can have that chat we discussed earlier. It’s time, Lucy. This is your chance.”
I turn my head to face Pixie and nod. Maybe through this tragic event something good can come. “You’re right. It’s time to face my fears,” I whisper back, smiling.
“That was just so fucking weird,” Brett pipes in. “We normally see you and Max at each other’s throats, not holding hands.” He starts laughing, but all this does is make my head hurt.
“I want to go home.”
Pixie squeezes my arm. “Good idea. Let’s get back and run you a nice bath. I’ll order pizza and we can veg out in front of the TV. How does that sound?”
Pixie, my godsend. “That sounds perfect.”



  
“What do you want to be when you leave school?”
I look up at Theo, smiling. We’re sitting on a park bench, Theo shaking his leg up and down as I hold a daisy we picked out from the park. Theo gets fidgety when he sits for too long—hence the leg shaking.
“I don’t know,” I say, shrugging my shoulders. “As you know I’m really into biology, so maybe a lab technician or something.”
He nudges me, a smirk on his face. “I reckon you’d look good in a white coat and goggles.”
I go off into a fit of giggles, making Theo laugh along with me. I like his laugh. It’s nice.
“What do you want to be?” I ask back.
He looks off into the distance like he’s searching for something. “I always wanted to be a mechanic. I like tinkering with cars. I do it a lot around the three my dad has. I even fixed one for him once.”
He looks sad when he says it and I wonder why. “Why does it seem like you can’t somehow?” I ask, smiling at him. He smiles back, but it looks off.
“Well, my parents certainly don’t think it’s a worthy pursuit. They want me to be a big shot business man or something.” He kicks imaginary dirt on the floor in frustration. My heart aches for him.
I take a deep breath, wondering how to answer. “I think you should pursue a career in something else, but also try and fulfil your dream. At least if one fails, you have the other to fall back on. Not that I’m saying you’ll fail. I think you’d be great at anything...” I’m about to waffle on when I hear him chuckle. “What?” I ask, a frown forming on my face.
“You’re just adorable when you start digging a hole to get out of.”
I gasp. “What are you talking about? I’m in no holes, thank you very much.”
This makes Theo laugh even harder. Once he catches his breath, he says, “You’re still adorable.”
This makes me blush. Theo has the knack of making me blush. His fingers brush my arm. “Hey, want to come hang out at my place later? We can study together. Just think three more years until our GCSE exams.”
Despite only being twelve this makes my stomach flutter. In two months’ time I will be thirteen and in a year’s time I will be into my first year of two that will be some of the most important years of my life.
“Are you okay? You look pale.”
I flit my eyes to Theo. “It’s just you mentioning exams.”
He chuckles, nudging my elbow. “Oh, come on, Lucy-Lou. You have another whole year of freedom before getting serious about exams. Live a little.” Suddenly, he gets up, holding out his hand to me. “Come on. I’ll buy you ice cream on the way home.”
   
My eyes open and I snap upright in my bed. It’s only when I realise I’m in my room and that was all just a dream that I let out a breath.
Shit, that was weird.
I check the time. It’s eight-fifteen. I suppose I better get up so I can visit Max in the hospital. As I throw the covers off myself, I shake my head. I can’t believe I’m actually saying that in my head. Who would have thought? So many memories flit through my mind of all the bad situations I’ve ended up in with Max. Of all the times he’s been a real shit to me. Once he tried to hit on me, excusing his behaviour as being so drunk that even having sex with me sounded like a good idea. That had been the first and only time I had slapped him.
As I stretch and inhale, I smell the distinct aroma of coffee coming from down the stairs. Despite it being Friday, both Pixie and I are off studying today. We both want to become pharmacists and have often talked about opening our own pharmacy one day. Well, that is the dream. I still have quite a bit of money left over from my dad, plus his house. At the moment it’s left empty ticking over until I can find what to do with it next. Pixie and I have spoken about that too. The best idea we had is that we move in and save together in order to get our own practice going. One day hopefully. One day.
Grabbing a towel, I quickly shower and once dressed in a pair of jeans that Pixie bought me a couple of days ago—jeans I would normally never wear as they’re rather tight—I make my way down the stairs for some coffee and toast.
She takes one perusal of my V-neck red T-shirt and jeans and smiles. “I knew they would look great on you. You have such a nice bum, Luce. I don’t know why you don’t show it off more often.”
I shake my head as I sit down and immediately she places a cup of coffee in front of me. I say thanks and start thinking about the dream I had.
“What’s wrong? You seem out of sorts. Is it because you’re meeting Max today?”
I shrug, noticing she’s taking a seat opposite me. “I guess I am out of sorts because of that, but also because I had a weird dream last night.”
Her eyes light up. “Was it saucy?”
I raise my eyebrow at her. I think since meeting me she knows I’m not that kind of girl. I never date. In fact, I have never had a real boyfriend. I don’t know why. It’s just not something I think about.
“No, it was nothing like that. Although, it was about a boy. A boy called Theo who sat in the park with me. We were both nearly thirteen.”
“You never told me about this Theo. Was he your boyfriend in school?”
I snort. “No, and the reason is he doesn’t exist. I’ve never met any Theo's.” I frown because although some parts of the dream were true, much bigger parts weren’t. For instance I mentioned I like biology, which is true. I eventually got into the pharmaceutical side of it, though, and not the biometric or lab side of science. I didn’t want to end up in a lab. I wanted to be out in the world meeting people—trying to help people. I knew I didn’t want to be a doctor, but a pharmacist can still try and aid people who are ill. Deep down, I think I’ve always cared for people and their well-being.
Apart from one person, normally.
Well, that sounds harsh, I know. And despite shit like that I think it still doesn’t stop the fact that when I heard Max had been involved in an accident I worried for him. Max is a douchebag, but I would never, ever wish ill on him.
“Well, what did he look like? Was he at least hot?”
I try and think about the dream, but everything apart from what was said and our surroundings draws a blank. “It’s weird, because I know in the dream that it was me, but ask me how this Theo looked and I draw a blank. It’s almost like he’s faceless.”
Pixie sits back in her chair and takes a sip of her coffee. “Hmm, a faceless boy named Theo. What a mystery. Maybe recently you heard the name from someone and your subconscious stuck it in the back of your mind somewhere. They normally say that dreams stem from your everyday life. Things that you, or other people do, and say. Maybe a Theo was called out and you don’t recall because your conscious brain never stored it in your head.”
Pixie’s explanation sounds plausible. “You must be right,” I answer. I sigh before looking back at her. “Anyway, what are your plans for today?”
She groans. “I don’t know. I keep meaning to go through all the shit in the attic, but I keep finding things to put it off. I may end up doing some studying and meet up with Sophie for lunch.” She then taps my arm. “Hey, let me know once you’re finished at the hospital and if I’m out and about by then we’ll meet up. Maybe we can all go for lunch.”
I smile, thinking I will need it after my visit with Max. “That sounds great. I’ll text you when I’m leaving.”
She scrapes her chair and gets up. “Toast should be ready. Make sure you at least eat a little something before you leave.”
She offers a small smile of encouragement before leaving me to it. I check my watch. It’s already ten to nine and I haven’t even left yet. The hospital’s luckily only three stops away by bus, but I need to at least stop by the shop and get him something before I go in. That’s going to take some time.
Sighing, I get up from the chair and butter my toast. I sit back down and eat it as I stare at the yellow kitchen walls. Our two-bed top floor apartment in Chelsea is very chic, but also very expensive. Luckily for me, Pixie’s parents pay for the apartment, so I get to live here only paying a minimal amount in rent. I work three nights a week at a trendy bar only five minutes’ walk from here, and the tips sometimes alone on that helps pay my way. I have my dad’s money that he left me, but I’m loathed to touch that unless I really have to.
I think back on my dad and how he tragically died in a car accident near to where we used to live in Leamington Spa. My mum died of pancreatic cancer when I was two, so from then on it was just me and him. He never remarried after that. Just solely concentrated on bringing me up. In a sense, I’m glad I’m not back in Leamington Spa. It’s an unfortunate reminder of all I have lost. I try not to think about what happened too often because it would drive me crazy if I did. He apparently lost control of his car and ended up over Langdon Cliffs. He was just forty-four when he died. Too young to leave this world and his daughter behind. I remember all the times he used to tell me to buckle up. He was a stickler for the rules of the road. That’s why I could never get how it ever happened.
With my toast and coffee gone, I wash up everything before grabbing my handbag and heading out towards the bus stop. I luckily only have to wait five minutes before a bus is here. I quickly get on and we’re stuck in some small London traffic for a while until we’re smoothly on our way. Almost ten minutes later we arrive at the bus stop and I get off. I stare at the hospital before looking behind me for some inspiration. There must be a shop nearby I can pop into.
When I see the nearest shop being a newsagent, I figure chocolate would never go amiss. I know Max loves his Maltesers, so maybe I can grab a huge bag in there for him. I go in the shop, and luckily I find a huge box I can buy, so that’s what I do. Once paid, I cross the road and step into the hospital all the while thinking about the amount of times I’ve seen both Max and Chester throwing Maltesers into the air and catching them with their mouths. One time a few months back they had a competition to see how many they could fit into their mouths. Max won by quite a big margin.
Outside his door and box in hand, I take a deep breath before I knock. I hear him telling me to come in, so I push the door open. As soon as he spots me, his face lights up into a smile and I end up releasing a nervous breath.
“You came!” he shouts, with vigour in his tone. He spots the box and licks his lips. “And you brought me Maltesers. You really must be the girl of my dreams.”
Noticing he doesn’t seem so drugged up today, I approach cautiously, handing him over the chocolates. “I know how much you like them,” I offer.
He takes the box from my hand and orders me to sit next to him. “I’m glad you came to visit because I wanted a chance to apologise to you in private.”
I suck in a breath. Does he remember me now, but also remembers what a prick he’s been ever since we met?
I swallow before replying, “Apologise for what?”
He waves his hand for me to come closer and quickly takes my hand in his. This is just too surreal. I thought yesterday was bad enough, but now I’m on my own with this guy and it’s all a little too much to take.
Once I’ve stopped shifting he fixes me with his light brown eyes. “I was high on drugs, so I know I wasn’t making a lot of sense.”
I clear my throat. “Do … do you remember me now?”
He sighs before shaking his head. “No, and I hate it. The strange thing is I feel I know you, but tell me what we’ve done together for the past three years and I come up empty.”
I bite my lip on a frown. “It’s strange that it’s specifically three years.”
He chuckles. “Yeah, it is. I asked the doctor and he said that no one ever really knows. The brain is a complex thing. Some of the functions are affected while other parts remain intact. I don’t know what it all could mean. I know since I woke that I’ve been frustrated in the knowledge that I’ve somehow grown three years overnight.” He laughs then. I hadn’t even thought of that. “Three years’ worth of memories built that have just disappeared into thin air.”
I look away for a moment, thinking how awful this must be for him. “The doctor did say you’d get those memories back, right?”
I smile nervously, wondering if I really want to know the answer. What if he does and starts hating me again?
“Eventually, I should do. He told me that being around familiar people and situations will help trigger memories. I guess since we’re all friends and hang out so much it’ll all come back to me in the end.”
I start visioning me getting to know the nice side of Max only for him to remember one week, two weeks, hell, maybe even three months down the line and his personality flipping like a light switch on me.
He nudges my hand. “Hey, don’t look so scared. I’m sure I’ll remember us. That’s why I wanted to see you specifically—to get to know you all over again. That, and I think you’re hot. I can’t believe we’ve never … I did ask that yesterday, didn’t I? I’m not going crazy.”
I laugh, nodding. “Yes, you did ask me that and I said no.”
“But why?”
I take a deep breath.
Where do I begin?



  
“To be brutally honest with you we’ve never really gotten on.”
He looks completely dumbfounded. “But why?”
I think about that question and shrug my shoulders. “I never really understood that part. We just didn’t click.”
He shakes his head. “I can’t understand, or even want to believe that, but if you say it’s true then it must be. It’s just hard to get my head around.”
“Me too, to be honest. I always thought over time that things would get better, but they only ended up getting worse. I think we developed a pattern and we both stuck to it ever since.”
He starts tutting and shaking his head. “That’s just crazy. I get on with everyone.”
I laugh. “That’s always been my philosophy—to get on with others as long as they get along with me.”
“So what happened to us?”
I chuckle at that. Us questioning the reasons why had made the whole three years’ worth of tyranny pointless. If only I could have had this conversation with Max before his accident. Who knows how we would have ended up.
“I seriously don’t know.” I could go over and over in my head how much it seemed that Max was the instigator in the hate campaign. I don’t know. Maybe it was my frosty appearance the first time we met. I know his reaction to me caused my reaction to him. I could sit and debate that over and over again, but who I really need to ask why is Max. Max who I can’t ask as he doesn’t remember me.
With the silence hanging in the air, Max starts to unwrap the plastic around the Maltesers. “Do you know I can fit thirty of these into my mouth?”
Actually, it’s fifty, but I guess three years ago it was thirty. I nod. “I do. Maybe you’d like to see if you can break your own record.”
I laugh as my challenge seems to excite him.
“You’re on,” he says, grabbing one from the box. “Count them for me?”
“Okay, go,” I urge and watch as he places one after the other into his mouth. Very quickly go in the first twenty or so, but then he starts slowing down a bit. Laughter certainly doesn’t help. I tried hard not to so that he wouldn’t lose focus, but it was too amusing to watch.
“Your face looks like a hamster,” I blurt, laughing loudly. I hear him groaning and waving his hand for me to stop. It just makes me laugh even more. “Okay, okay, I’ll stop. Keep going.”
I watch and count as he places forty-eight, forty-nine, then fifty, and to my surprise he manages to pop another two more until they all come flying out of his mouth. The Maltesers end up everywhere like a shower of chocolate raindrops. The laughter in the air is fresh and pleasing—something atypical of Max and me. The feeling although strange is something I want to cling onto. I just hope it stays this way between us.
“Oh, man, what a waste of good chocolate,” he states, once he notices a load dropping to the floor.
I pick up the ones on the floor and as I do, I turn to him. “Yeah, but on the lighter front you did manage to put fifty-two Maltesers into your mouth.”
His eyes widen. “Shit, I did, didn’t I? I bet that must be a record.”
I shake my head on a smile. “Unfortunately not. Ed Sheeran managed fifty-five!”
His eyes bug out of his head even more so. He actually looks kind of adorable when he does that.
“Four more then and I’ll beat the Sheeran.”
Once I pick a few good amounts up, I throw them in the bin. “I’m sure you will.”
For a few more seconds I take my time picking the ones that fell on the floor as Max eats all the remaining chocolate in the box. Once I’m certain I have them all, I sit down next to him again.
“I’m enjoying this,” Max states, popping another Malteser into his mouth.
I smile back at him. “I am too. It’s just a shame we never did this in the last three years.”
Max reaches out and takes my hand again. “Maybe you and I can change that from today onwards. A fresh start.” He shrugs his shoulders. “Maybe the universe meant for this to happen. Maybe we were always meant to get along but our stupid pride got in the way. I don’t know.”
I smirk at him. “I don’t know either.”
“Will you keep coming to see me when you can?”
“I would actually really like that.”
Just as I say this an alarm goes off, causing me to look around me.
“It’s the end of visiting hours.”
“Already?” I ask, checking my watch for verification. Surely I haven’t been here for an hour already? I see my eyes aren’t deceiving me. It’s eleven o’clock.
Looking up at Max, I realise something that’s rather alien to me. I don’t want to leave. In the end, I know I have to, so I clear my throat and rise up out of my chair. “Thanks for inviting me.”
Max beams back. “Thanks for coming. I’ll look forward to seeing you again. We have a lot more to talk about.”
I nod and try to move away, but Max doesn’t let my hand go. Instead, he pulls me down towards his lips and kisses me gently. “Have a good day, beautiful.”



  
I leave in a daze, telling him I’ll come visit him tomorrow bright and early. It’s strange how much I’m actually looking forward to it.
As I’m coming out of the elevator on the ground floor, I text Pixie to let her know I’m leaving the hospital now and ask where she wants to meet. Once I’m done, I place my phone in my pocket until the vibration alerts me of a text. I’m in the middle of fetching the phone back out again when all the air in my lungs escapes all at once. A very tall man in a suit and tie, greying hair, and deep, dangerous looking brown eyes walks past me without a second glance. I’ve never met the man before in my life, but it’s like I can’t breathe. The walls cave in on me and my heart beats rapidly against my chest. I look around for help. I must be having some sort of asthma attack. I feel like I’m dying. The more I think this, the more I can’t breathe. My chest hurts and my hands and feet tingle.
“What’s the matter?” a nurse asks, approaching me.
“I’m … having … a … heart … attack.” I take huge gulps of air and the more I do, the more it feels like my chest is caving in on me.
“Okay, follow me.”
The nurse quickly leads me away. No doubt I’ve created quite an audience, but I don’t look up to confirm. I’m too busy dying to confirm anything.
The nurse leads me into a room and sits me down on the bed. “What’s your name?”
“Lucy,” I manage to answer, as I hold my chest.
“Okay, Lucy, you need to calm your breathing.”
“I’m … having … a … heart attack.”
“You’re not having a heart attack, you’re having a panic attack …”
My eyes widen. “Panic attack?” How can I be having a panic attack? She must be wrong.
“Now, listen to me, Lucy. This is very important. Breathe in through your nose for four seconds and then breathe out slowly through your mouth.”
“I’m dying!”
She grabs my shoulders. “You’re not dying, Lucy. You’re having a panic attack. Just follow my instructions and you’ll be fine in no time. Believe me, Lucy. You’re going to be okay. In through your nose, four seconds, then out through your mouth. Just try it for me.”
I do as instructed and the nurse follows suit, breathing in and out with me. At first I think she’s crazy. I can’t be having a panic attack. But as the seconds go by into minutes, my breathing starts to calm and my chest is not so tight anymore.
“That’s it,” the nurse says, stroking my arm. “You’re already feeling better, aren’t you?”
I nod.
“Do you have these episodes often?”
I vigorously shake my head. “Never. I can’t understand it. I seriously thought I was having a heart attack.”
“Panic attacks are often misconstrued as a heart attack.” She looks as me quizzically as my breathing calms even further. “Do you remember what triggered it?”
I start shaking my head. I can’t understand it. “I was just walking out of the hospital when it happened. I don’t know … what does it all mean?” I ask, looking directly at her. It’s only then I really notice the lady who rescued me from the outside world. She’s wearing blue scrubs, has light brown hair with red streaks going through them. She looks young. Like my age young.
“Have you been through a traumatic event recently? Had any treatment for post-traumatic stress?”
I frown, trying to figure it all out in my head.
“Has anything quite drastic changed recently?”
It’s then I think of Max. “My friend, he’s in hospital. He had a really bad accident—a hit and run. He’s going to be okay, but he’s suffering from amnesia and doesn’t remember me. To be honest, we used to be frenemies more than friends, but now he’s being nice to me.”
“It could be that. Maybe all the stress of not getting along has taken its toll on you and you haven’t realised it.”
I look down, shaking my head again. “I just don’t understand how something like that can cause a panic attack.” I think about my dad. “Could losing my dad five years ago have an effect?”
She nods. “It could very well be. Were you very close?”
“Yes. Very.”
“Do you mind me asking how he died? Was it sudden?”
“Yes, it was. He died in a car accident. Went over a cliff. To this day I still can’t understand how that could have happened. He was always such a careful driver.”
Grabbing a chair on wheels, the nurse takes a seat in front of me. “Maybe the thought that you’ve never really had closure on that has had a lasting effect on you. Place that together with your friend having a car accident too and it could have caused your attack. You’d be surprised how much your body can endure until it starts to warn you that something’s not right. Did you ever have any sort of therapy after your dad died?”
I shake my head.
“I could give you details of a reputable therapist that deals with PTSD. She’s actually in this hospital. I could try and set an appointment up with her, if you want?”
My head starts to spin. All of this has gone too fast. I have never needed therapy. I’m not about to start now. “I … I don’t think I really want to.”
The nurse sighs, but gets up. “Stay right here. I’ll go and get you her card. At least then if you change your mind you can contact her.”
I smile as she moves. “Thank you.” She smiles back and as she reaches the door, I remember to ask. “Can I ask your name?”
Opening the door, she hesitates and says, “You may, and it’s Sarah.”
“Thank you, Sarah. I’m glad you were around when I had my attack.” I have to laugh at that. A panic attack? Jeez.
“I’m glad I was too. Sit tight and I will be back in a couple of minutes.”
I nod and she heads out the door. For a few seconds I just sit there staring at the wall, wondering how this has all happened. Have I been harbouring these feelings about my dad that long that it took Max’s accident to bring it all out? I suppose it sounds plausible enough.
As I think on this, my phone starts to vibrate in my pocket. I take it out of my bag and see that it has “Pixie Calling” flashing on my screen. I answer straight away.
“Lucy, thank God. I texted you ages ago and you never responded. I thought something terrible had happened.”
Something did.
“Something did happen, but I’m okay. That’s the main thing.”
“Oh my God, what happened?”
Hearing the concern in my friend’s voice, I smile. “I can’t talk right now. Where are you? I’ll explain everything when I get there.”
“Sophie and I are at Cafe Solo having a coffee. We were going to ask you to meet us here and then we’ll make our way to Piazza Bella for lunch.”
Cafe Solo is about a ten-minute walk away from here. “I’m still at the hospital right now, but I should be leaving in about five minutes. Shall I meet you there, or Piazza Bella?”
Just then Sarah walks back in with a card in her hand. I motion to her that I’m sorry. She just nods.
“Meet us at Solo. We’ll wait for you. Are you sure you’re okay?”
“I’m fine. Honestly, but I have to go. I’ll see you soon.”
“Okay, babes. We’ll be waiting.”
I smile and say my thanks before hanging up. That’s when Sarah steps forward, handing me a card. It has Dr Morose, therapist. Expert in PTSD. She also has a bunch of letters after her name.
“That’s Doctor Morose, and if you turn over, my mobile is on the back. If you want an appointment but don’t want to ring her offices directly, give me a call. I’ll be more than happy to set it up for you.”
I turn the card over, noticing her name and mobile number. “Thank you,” I say with a smile. “I really appreciate your help today.”
She waves her hand in front of me. “Ah, it’s no sweat. It is my job after all.”
“I know, but I still appreciate it nonetheless.”
Her smile turns into a frown. “Are you okay to go home? Do you want me to call you a cab or something?”
I shake my head. “No, you’ve done more than enough. I’m supposed to be meeting my friends anyway. It’s only a ten-minute walk away from here. It may do me good to take a walk and get some fresh air. Well, if you can count London air fresh.”
We both chuckle together before I get up, announcing my departure. Sarah, in turn opens the door for me. “Take care, Lucy. And again, if you need me, you know how to get in touch.”
I nod. “Thanks. Have a good day.”
“You too.”
She lets me out and we wave goodbye as I take one step in front of the other towards the exit. Once out onto the street, I take a leisurely stroll amongst the busy shoppers, homing in on the laughter of some that brighten my day. I’m still very shaken by what’s transpired today, and I must admit I’m also extremely tired. Can a panic attack exhaust you? Because it’s so alien to me I have never really touched on panic attacks that much. We also haven’t touched on it that much at university either. Not yet, anyway.
With all this in my head, I get to Cafe Solo a lot earlier than I imagine. Pixie and Sarah are sat there with four cups on their table. Two are completely empty, and it looks as though they are well into the second cup. When Pixie spots me, she immediately gets up from her seat.
“Lucy, thank God. We’ve been worried about you. Take a seat,” she says, pulling a chair out for me.
“Thanks,” I answer, sitting down.
“What happened?” Pixie asks again.
Two sets of eyes stare at me expectantly as they both lean forward.
“I went to see Max. He’s doing better, by the way. Not so drugged up today. We talked a little and actually laughed together.” My eyes widen at the same time theirs do. “I know,” I say, in answer to their obvious shock. “We actually had a really nice time together. The time went in so quickly because of it. I didn’t even realise it was already eleven until the alarm went off to alert us that I had to leave.” I take a deep breath, remembering all too well what happened next. “Anyway, I was on my way out of the hospital when all of a sudden I couldn’t breathe. I thought I was having a heart attack. It was that bad that a nurse had to take me away into a private room.”
“Oh my God!” Sophie blurts, covering her mouth in shock.
“What was wrong with you?” Pixie asks.
“I was convinced I was dying, but it turned out to be a panic attack.”
“A panic attack!” they both shout together.
I don’t know why but that actually makes me laugh. “Yeah,” I answer, nodding. “A panic attack. I can’t believe it myself.”
“I wonder what brought that on,” Sophie muses.
“I wondered that too. Once I calmed down I had a little chat with the nurse. She said it could be something to do with the fact Max was involved in a car accident and it triggered something inside of me. Something that says I haven’t really dealt with my father’s accident quite yet.”
They both nod, and Pixie responds first. “That’s quite possible. I know you don’t really talk about your dad that much. Maybe you should start to …”
“Yeah,” Sophie blurts, interrupting anything Pixie might say next. “You can always talk to us. That’s what friends are for, right?”
I smile, and it’s then I realise I’m lucky to have such great friends. The only family I have left is my aunt, who I moved in with when my dad died. She lives just outside of Brighton, so I only get to see her during the school holidays.
“I appreciate that, thanks.”
Pixie smiles at me and I can see by the look in her eyes that she’s concerned for my welfare. It’s strange as we’ve only known each other for three years, but it’s like I’ve known her for a lifetime.
“So, Max and I,” I start, deciding to change the subject onto something lighter.
Pixie’s eyes widen again, causing me to chuckle. “I know. Sophie and I were discussing you two before you came to meet us. We’re totally blown away by this. It must be hard for Max to know us and have no clue who you are.”
I shake my head, unable to fathom it myself. “It’s strange as when we first met three years ago he took an instant disliking to me. Funny how now that it’s like we’ve met all over again, but this time he’s deciding to instantly like me instead.”
“I could never understand why you took an instant disliking to each other anyway,” Pixie responds. “You and I get on so well, and so too do Max and I. It just makes logical sense that we would all get along.”
“It is a mystery,” Sophie says, picking up her cup of coffee. “It will be interesting to see what happens once he gets his memories back.”
My stomach sinks at the prospect. I can think of many words to describe Max getting his memories back, and interesting isn’t one of them.
“Do you want a coffee?” Sophie asks, disrupting my thoughts.
No, I didn’t want a coffee. In fact, after that so-called panic attack I’m exhausted. All I want is my bed. “No, thanks. Listen, I’m sorry to do this to you, but would you mind if I headed home? I’m drained all of a sudden. I think what happened at the hospital has exhausted me.”
Pixie’s forehead crinkles with concern. “Sure.” I nod my thanks and as I grab my bag, she leans over, capturing my hand. I snap my head to her. “Are you going to be okay?” she asks, a soft whisper. “I could come home with you if you want.”
I offer Pixie a bright smile as I shake my head. “No, I’ll be fine. You go off and enjoy your shopping. Once I’m rested I’ll order us Indian after my short shift at work tonight. What do you say?”
“Sounds perfect,” they both say in unison, bringing a small amount of laughter to the table.
I rise from my chair. “I’ll see you both later. Have a great time.”
After the goodbye pleasantries, I head for the bus stop where despite my efforts to run for the bus, they prove fruitless, so I opt for a leisurely stroll back instead. Although I’m tired, my thoughts seem to be all over the place. It’s almost like my mind is telling me to acknowledge something, but I don’t know quite what.
I take a walk down the busy Kings Road, my head turning every now and then once I see something on display in the shops. I’m looking, but nothing really sinks in. My head is too busy thinking about Max, the accident, my father, and why on earth I had a panic attack.
By the time I’m home, a nasty headache starts to form in the back of my head, so I take a couple of painkillers and head straight to bed.
A few minutes later, I’m out like a light.
   
“Isn’t it amazing to think that when we look up at the stars like we are that someone else thousands of miles away may be looking at the same stars?”
Theo and I are lying on the hillside by the cliffs, looking up at the stars together. It’s only seven, but it’s pitch-black, and despite the cold, the warmth of Theo’s body next to me makes me not want to move.
I turn my head to him with a smile and he does the same. That’s when I notice it. His smile. He has the most handsomest smiles I have ever seen.
“I bet none of them are as silly as we are lying on the ground in the middle of winter with nothing but jackets on to keep them warm.” I chuckle, but Theo’s forehead crinkles.
“Are you cold? We can head back if you want.”
I shake my head. “No, I don’t want to for now. I’m happy to lie here for a few more minutes. Despite the cold, it’s peaceful.”
Theo smiles and then turns his head back up to the stars. “Do you think there’s life up there somewhere?”
I look up myself at the clear black night. Despite winter it’s a beautifully clear night’s sky.
“If there wasn’t …” together we say, “then it would be an awful waste of space.”
We both chuckle slightly before maintaining a comfortable silence.
“I think there is life up there somewhere. You know what I’ve often wondered?” I ask, turning my head again to face him. He must notice in the corner of his eye as he turns to.
“What?”
“If there’s another Earth out there somewhere millions of miles away with another sun and moon just like us. If so, there could be people living on there—just like us. That would be kind of cool, don’t you think?” He starts to answer, but I cut him off. “I often wonder that they would look like. Could they look like us? If so, are they more advanced technologically, or behind us? Millions of questions that would be fascinating to get the answers to.” I finally see that Theo has been smiling all this time. “What?”
“You’re cute when you get all excited.”
Heat floods my cheeks. In my embarrassment, I turn my head. “Don’t be silly.”
“Why? It’s true. Your eyes go wide like saucers and you have this adorable way of biting your lip whenever you’re thinking about what to say next.”
“No, I don’t,” I snap, but with a huge smile on my face.
Theo starts laughing. “You can’t take a compliment, can you?”
I guess not.
He stares at me for a beat, and it makes my stomach flutter with butterflies. His eyes lower to my lips and my heart skips a beat, making me think he’s going to kiss me, but then he smirks, winking at me. It’s only then I realise I’m biting my lip.
“Oh, shut up!” I quip, nudging him. His laughter fills the night air, making me smile.
“I didn’t say anything,” he protests.
“You didn’t have to. I could read your mind.”
“First you’re a NASA expert and now you read minds.”
I gasp. “Who says I’m a NASA expert?”
“I wonder if the people on the other planet would look just like us,” he squeals in a high-pitched voice, no doubt trying to sound feminine, but failing miserably.
“That doesn’t make me a NASA expert. Besides, you never answered my question.”
“Well, you kind of never gave me a chance to answer. You were so animated with your monologuing.”
I roll my eyes at him and he notices. I then turn my head back to the stars.
A few seconds go by when he says, “Yes.”
I snap my head back to him again. “Yes, what?”
He smirks before saying, “It would be kind of cool if there was another Earth out there somewhere. Scary, but cool.”
I frown. “Why scary?”
He shrugs his shoulders. “The unknown is what’s scary. What if one day they become so advanced in technology that they decide to invade our planet because theirs is failing?”
“Oh!” I squeal, slightly pinching him on the arm. “That would make a cool movie.”
His eyes cast my way, smiling. “I guess it would. Who would star in said movie?”
I bite my lip again and this time I notice. It’s making me paranoid now. “Erm, maybe Keanu Reeves would be the hero.”
“I knew you’d say that!”
“Why?”
“Because ever since we went to see The Lake House together you’ve been swooning all over him.”
I gasp. “I have not!”
“Yes, you have. I saw the way your eyes glistened at the sight of him.”
“Coming from someone who has the hots for Scarlett Johansson.”
“I think any man with a pulse has the hots for Scarlett Johansson.”
I roll my eyes again. “Oh, please.”
“You have to admit, she is hot.”
“I will, if you admit Keanu Reeves is too.”
He makes a grunting noise before turning his head. It makes me smile. I could swear for a moment there that Theo was jealous that I have a crush on Keanu Reeves.
“You see those big stars up there that are shaped like a saucepan?” he asks, pointing up in their direction.
Even though I know what he means, I look up. “Yes.”
“The one right at the end of the handle is called Saiph. Whenever we’re not together and you see that star, just know I’m looking up there with you.”
I smile, thinking how romantic that is. “Okay,” I answer, because I don’t quite know how to answer something like that. I’m barely a teenager, never even kissed a boy, and yet something flutters in my belly whenever Theo talks to me like that.
Just as we’re settling into another comfortable silence again, a small breeze drifts past me, making me feel cold. I’m about to ask him if we should get going home when his fingers ever so lightly brush mine. My skin heats, and my head spins from just this tiny, but hesitant touch. It’s almost as if he’s unsure at first, but when I move my fingers towards him, giving him the approval he may be after, his hand soon wraps around my cold fingers, and despite the ever-increasing cold, I don’t want to move. Right here, lying next to this boy I have known for a while and could seriously crush on soon, is where I need to be.



  
“You’re distracted today?” Max asks, breaking me out of my stare.
“I’m sorry. Did you say something before?”
My head’s not with it at all. It seems ever since I had that first dream things have been getting weirder and weirder. And then I go and have that second dream yesterday when I went home after my panic attack. It’s only weird in the fact I have never met this boy in my life before, and yet I keep dreaming of him. Maybe he’s like an imaginary dream mate—an imaginary friend. Can you have those?
Max starts to chuckle, causing me to apologise again. “I was just asking you about uni. I assumed you went?”
“Yes, we had two classes today.”
Max nods. “I spoke with Pixie and she told me that she and you study the same thing and that you’re hoping to run a pharmacy together one day.”
I smile at the thought. I always smile at the prospect. I’m never one to dwell on the past, but when I look forward, I always have a smile on my face when I do. It makes me feel like I’m aiming for something—that my studies and hard work will all be worthwhile in the end.
“That’s right. Pixie and I have always gotten on extremely well. We discussed it about a year back and ever since then it’s been our plan. Right now, I am staying with her virtually rent free, and then in turn, she will hopefully stay with me once we’ve finished our studies.”
Max frowns a little. “So when you say live with you, where exactly is that?”
“Leamington Spa. It’s where I’m from. My dad has a house there, but ever since he died I have avoided it. I know it sounds bad, but it’s the memories—his memory. It’s too painful at times. My aunt has been the main one to look after it since his death, but I know at some point I will have to man up—or rather, woman up—and take responsibility. The house—at the end of the day—was where I was born, where I grew up, and where most of the happy memories with my dad are. I really don’t know why I avoid it like I do.” I stare off out of the window again, lost in my own world.
“How long ago did your dad die?”
Without looking, I answer robotically. “Almost six years now. The weather was really bad at the time. He lost control of the car, drove off a cliff.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
I smile lightly, but still stare out onto the cloudy white sky. “Thanks.” I carry on staring for a moment at the sky, remembering that dream. “Do you ever look at the stars at night?” I ask, still staring out of the window.
I hear his intake of breath before he says, “Sometimes. When it’s a clear night.” His hand touches mine, making me jerk a little. “Lucy, what’s brought this on?”
I snap my eyes away from the window, inhaling a deep breath before answering. “I’m sorry. It’s just a silly dream I had. I should be asking you if you’re okay. How selfish of me.”
Patting my hand, I catch his stare. “I’m fine. It’s you I’m worried about. Something’s happened, I can tell.”
I laugh. “Are you a psychic now?”
“No, but I know enough to know when my friend seems to be in pain.”
Friend.
That’s a word I never thought would be uttered from Max’s mouth when it came to me.
“It’s fine. It’s rather stupid really.”
He nudges at my hand with a smile. “Try me.”
I look away, exhaling on another breath before saying, “Yesterday, when I left you, I was walking out of the hospital when I had a panic attack …”
“A panic attack? What brought that on?”
I shrug my shoulders. “I really don’t know. It just came on. Luckily a nurse saw me and rushed me into a room to calm me down. She asked me some questions and in the end we put it down to the fact that your accident has helped bring up suppressed memories with regard to my father’s accident. Memories I haven’t really dealt with yet.”
“Oh shit, Lucy. I never knew. I’m sorry. Listen,” he urges, squeezing my hand, “if coming here is too much for you I’ll understand.”
Gasping, I shake my head and turn to face him more. In turn I grip his hand tightly to me. “No, of course I want to visit. In fact—and I never in a million years thought I’d say this—I have been enjoying it. I know it’s only a couple of visits so far, but I’m all for starting from the beginning—getting to know each other all over again. Just as we should have three years ago.” I stare at him a moment, noticing that the light has come back in his eyes again. “You look so much better today.”
His smile widens. “I feel so much better. In fact, my dad is arranging to get me a wheelchair—one of those state of the art ones—just so I can leave early. Not much fun when you have a broken leg and arm on different sides. I don’t relish being in a wheelchair, but I will take that over being stuck in here.”
“So you’ll be able to leave soon?” I ask, a smile in my voice.
“Yep, in a couple of days. My doctor has told me I’m healing nicely and my latest scan shows much improvement, so whenever I can leave, I will. The only issue is my dad wants to hire a live-in caretaker to take care of me—”
“He can’t do it?” I ask, cutting him off.
Max huffs at my question. “My dad … look after me? He’s not done it in twenty-two years, so why start now?” I’m about to look down, when he shakes my hand. “Hey, don’t feel sorry for me. I accepted what kind of man he was a long time ago. I’m not about to dwell on it now.” He sighs before continuing. “I really don’t want a nurse to live with me, but what choice do I have when one half of my body is broken?”
“I can help.” I blurt the words out before I even think about what I’m saying. I take my hand from his and wring my own together. “I mean, I can help whenever I’m not at university.”
“I can’t ask that of you. It would be too much.”
Looking up from my hands to his face, I notice how sincere he looks. “It wouldn’t be a bind. In fact, I would very much like to do it. I can be there whenever you need me, and when I can’t, that’s when the nurse can step in and help … until you’re back on your feet, of course.”
Max smirks. “Literally speaking.”
I chuckle a little at that. “Yes, literally speaking.”
“Okay, that settles it then. I’ll tell my dad that I’ll only need someone during the day, and in the meantime I’ll get Chester to give you a spare key so you can move some things into my flat.”
My eyes bug out of my head. “Move things into your flat?”
He offers me a blank stare. “How else are you going to get dressed and everything in the morning if you haven’t got any stuff?”
Confusion fills me. “Move in my stuff, as in move in with you?”
Max chuckles at my obvious naivety. “Yes, how else can I stop a nurse living with me if there’s no one to help out during the night when she’s not supposed to be there?”
Oh shit. I never thought of that. What have I got myself into?
“I suppose,” I answer nervously.
“Listen, if you don’t want to do it just say. I can live with a nurse for a few weeks. In fact, it may help me heal faster knowing the quicker I do, the faster she’s able to leave.”
I shake my head at him. How bad can it be to live with this Max for a few weeks—emphasis on the few. It will be temporary, and besides, I’m in the field of wanting to help people. Why not start with Max? This may help in aiding our friendship that bit more.
I must be mad.
“No, it’s okay. I’d like to help. It’s only temporary.”
He nods. “Yeah, only until around the end of November. Definitely well before Christmas. Speaking of which, have you got plans for Christmas?”
I nod and smile when I think of my aunt. “Yes, I’m staying with my aunt in Brighton. Despite the fact there’s only going to be two of us, she wants to put on a massive spread. I’ll probably come back looking more stuffed than the turkey she’s planning.”
We both start laughing, before I say, “What about you? Are you going to stay with your dad? Where does he live, by the way?”
“Herefordshire. I may go to visit for Christmas, but I’m not sure yet. There’s still plenty of time to think about it.”
I can tell by the look on his face that the prospect doesn’t fill him with great expectations. In that very moment I’m extremely lucky to have what tiny family I have. I know it’s just an aunt, but it seems to me that Max only has his dad, and it doesn’t sound like his dad would win father of the year somehow.
“I’ve never been to Herefordshire. Sounds lovely.”
“One of the most richest places to live. Why do you think my dad chose to live there?”
Curious to learn more, I ask, “What about your mum?”
He huffs out a laugh. “You mean the mum who used to get so drunk every night that she couldn’t remember what she had done the day before? The mum who had so many fights with my old man that she left and ran off to Spain with some bloke she met at a club, and hasn’t been heard of since.”
I wince. “I’m sorry.”
“I’m not. We were better off. Not that my dad is anything special. He’s just the lesser evil. At least without her in the house there weren’t any arguments. She was convinced he was cheating. In the end, I think my dad ploughed her with drink just to shut her up.”
“That’s awful,” I say on a frown.
“Tell me about it. They were both as bad as each other.”
“How long ago did she leave?”
He sighs. “Around six years ago. I remember being in bed and waking up to her screaming and throwing glass around. I couldn’t hear much of what she was saying to him, but I did hear her calling him a disgusting pervert. A while after that I heard the door slamming. I assumed she was leaving to let off some steam, but my dad told me she didn’t want to be a part of the family anymore and left for Spain.”
“Wow,” I answer, unable to take it all in. It’s amazing how little we know of each other. Maybe if we did know what snippets we’ve told each other so far we never would have hated each other the way we have.
“It is what it is. I don’t miss her, because she was never a real mum in the first place. I think she only married Dad because he had money. That, and she conveniently got herself pregnant so he would have no other choice but to ask her. It was never said, but I guessed it was a marriage of convenience. I would be surprised if either one of them had an ounce of love for one another.”
Sadness washes over me. I sigh. “I guess we can’t choose our family, but we can choose how we can be as a person—how our future families can be, I mean.”
He smiles. “Exactly. I will never marry someone unless it’s for love, and when I do, any children we’re blessed with will have the best Mum and Dad anyone could ever wish for.”
Seeing a slight twinkle in his eyes, it makes me smile. “Then any children you do have will be extremely lucky.”
He cocks his head to one side. “Do you want kids?”
“Eventually. I would have to get a boyfriend first, though.”
“Have you ever been in a serious relationship?”
“I’ve never been in any relationship.”
He gasps, thumping his hand on the pillow. “You’re kidding me? Surely someone as beautiful as you has had a boyfriend at some point?”
I bite my lip. I notice Max look down at it before I answer him. “Please don’t tell anyone this, Max—and I mean anyone. No one else knows.”
He frowns. “Knows what?”
I close my eyes before answering. “That I’m a virgin.” I still don’t open my eyes. It’s almost as if I’m ashamed. It’s stupid really. Why should I be ashamed of being a virgin?
When I don’t hear his reply, I hesitantly open one eye to catch him staring at me.
“Why did you have your head downturn and your eyes closed? Are you ashamed?”
More shame fills me. “I know. It’s stupid. I shouldn’t feel it, but I do.”
“I think it’s very commendable. I don’t understand it, because let’s face it,” he says, pointing both hands at me. “You’re you.”
I laugh loudly.
“What’s so funny?” he asks, amused.
“It’s just you complimenting me. I’m not used to it.”
“Well, get used to it from now on, because that’s all you’ll ever hear coming from my mouth.”
He smiles at me, causing me to stare at him. Despite knowing he was beautiful on the outside, it was the ugliness on the inside that always put me off him. Now, though, the tables seem to be turning. The attraction I initially had when I first laid eyes on him starts to bubble inside my stomach like a wave of butterflies.
“Are you finding this hard? I guess you would considering you’ve known me for the last three years, and yet I can’t remember you. It’s strange, though. It’s like I know you, but I can’t grasp where from.”
“I must admit, it is very strange. Maybe with you it’s your subconscious that’s telling you that you know me from somewhere. Who knows how the mind works.”
“In mysterious ways,” he responds all spookily.
Just as we laugh the alarm goes off, reminding me I have to leave. I sigh deeply, before turning to him with a soft smile. “I guess I better go.”
Before I can get up he grabs my arm. “Come see me tomorrow … after uni?”
I nod with a smile. “Of course. I wouldn’t miss it for the world."



  
Once I get home I’m greeted with lights on in the living room and kitchen, but no sign of Pixie.
“Pixie!” I shout, taking my coat off and hanging it on the hanger by the door. “Pixie!” I shout again, putting my bag down and making my way into the living room. It’s there I hear a bang coming from upstairs, which at first makes my heart thump, but soon after I hear Pixie cursing under her breath.
Laughing, I follow the sound up the stairs. “Are you okay up there?”
“Lucy, is that you?”
“Yes,” I answer, putting my foot on the last step before the landing. I notice the attic stairs are down, so I hold the railing, looking up. “Are you okay up there?”
Pixie’s head pops out from the top, making me jump. I gasp, throwing my hand over my heart. “Jeez, you scared the living daylights out of me.”
“Sorry,” she answers with a smirk before blowing a strand of pink hair away from her face and wiping the sweat from her brow. “I’ve finally gotten around to sorting out this attic.”
“Can I help?”
Her smile widens. “Are you sure you want to commit to that question? I have a lot of shit up here.”
Pulling up my sleeves, I start to climb. “Nothing you throw at me will scare me.”
She laughs. “I’ll ask you that in ten minutes from now.”
I reach the top of the stairs to what I can only call chaos. There are boxes everywhere, some emptied, but a lot half emptied. There’s clothes, books, and ornaments cast aside on the floor. I look towards Pixie. “Organisational skills are not your strong point.”
“Duh, you think?” she retorts in a mocking tone. We both laugh.
“Okay,” I say, pulling up my sleeves again. “What you need to do is start on one box at a time. If you start to unload several—”
“Then this happens,” she finishes, pointing at the mess.
“Precisely.” I look around at all the mess, unable to figure out where to start. “I think what we will need to do first is sort out all the stuff you have unpacked first before we even think about any more boxes.”
“Sounds good. And once we’re done I have a nice bottle of prosecco cooling in the fridge as a well done for all our efforts.”
I smile. “I will never say no to a bottle of prosecco.”
For the next two hours we are busy finding a home for all her books, clothes, and ornaments. We end up slumping on a sofa in the attic once we’ve dealt with the last box.
“I’m so fucking exhausted,” Pixie complains. She pushes her shoes off her feet. “And these are killing me,” she says, pointing to her feet. “Remind me of this next time I have a harebrained idea like this.”
I chuckle. “Okay, I will.”
Her hand strokes mine and I smile as she gives it a squeeze.
“Seriously, though. Thank you. I wouldn’t have been able to do it without you.” Closing her eyes, she lets her head rest against the sofa.
“You’re welcome,” I say, biting my lip. I know I need to tell her what happened today, and I also know just how she’s going to take it. I take in a deep breath and just come out with it. “So, I went to visit Max today.”
“Um-hmm,” she utters, still keeping her eyes closed.
“He, err … wants me to move in with him … until he can use his arm and leg again.”
Immediately her eyes snap open and almost bug out of her head. “No. Fucking. Way.” She leans forward, scanning my eyes with hers.
“Yes, way,” I answer, nodding.
“How … I mean why … I mean how on earth did that come around?”
I laugh at her reaction, then shrug my shoulders. “I seriously don’t know. One minute we’re talking about my panic attack, then his dad. Pretty soon it ended up on his recovery and him mentioning a full-time nurse—which he’s not happy about. That’s when I just blurted it. I don’t know why I offered. It just came out.”
Placing a hand on my knee, Pixie smiles. “I know why you offered. Because you’re a good person. Always willing to help—no matter how much it mucks up your own life.” She shakes her head on a laugh. “I don’t believe it. You and Max living together.”
“Temporarily,” I correct.
“I know. Even if it’s one day it’s a lot to get my head around. It just seems like yesterday that he and you were practically strangling each other, and now you’re moving in to help him.” She sighs. “I just hope he’ll appreciate you for this. I suppose it’s brownie points for when he does eventually remember you.”
I take a minute to think about that. I hadn’t really given that any thought at all. I suppose it is something to bring up if he ever remembers and starts being a prick again.
“How long do you think you’ll move in for?”
I shrug. “I have no idea. I’m thinking a couple of months at the most. He should be up and about by then.”
She frowns, pouting her lips. “I’m going to miss you.”
I smile back. “I’ll still see you every day.”
“I know. I guess the house will feel weird, though. I’m so used to you being around to say good night to, and make coffee for once you wake up in the morning.”
“Yes, but again, it’s only temporary. If he starts to remember me and begins being a prick, I’m out the door.” I laugh, making Pixie join in.
“I’ll keep your bed warm for you whilst you’re gone.”
“Thanks.”
She then gets up, patting my hand. “Stay there. I’ll go get the prosecco. I think we both need it after that revelation.”
“Okay,” I answer, wholeheartedly agreeing with her. I’m also extremely glad not to move right now. Everything aches.
Just as she’s about to go down, she says, “Oh, and by the way. You still have one box over there in the corner.” She points to the left-hand corner of the room, making me look. I see a small brown box snuggled there, but I don’t recognise it. “Don’t deal with it now, but I thought I’d mention it. You might want to deal with it at some point. Anyway, I’ll go get the wine.”
I hear her disappear, but I’m still staring at this box. I unpacked everything. I know I did. Getting up, I make my way to the box, all the while I can’t keep my eyes from it. I notice writing on the side—my writing. But I don’t remember it at all. Scrawled across it is the word “Journals.”
The tightness I experienced in my chest before I had my panic attack returns. I stop still, clutching my heart, hoping to God I don’t have one again. My throat starts to constrict and my head starts to thump.
What’s wrong with me?
The more I seem to stand close to this box, the more my chest screams out in pain. Quickly, I retreat back to the sofa, deliberately shifting my eyes away from the offending object. I sit for a little while, breathing in for four seconds before breathing out again, and it’s only when I hear the chirpy voice of Pixie coming back up the stairs, that I start calming.
“Are you ready for some wine?” she sings.
I try to smile, but it’s forced. “Always,” I shout back before running to the top of the stairs and seeing her about to climb. “Hey, do you mind if we have this in the living room? I think Suits is about to start in ten minutes.”
She smirks up at me. “Of course. How can I say no to a glass of wine and Gabriele Macht?” She turns to move down the stairs when she says, “Can you just grab my shoes on your way down?”
“Sure,” I answer, almost running to get them before racing down the stairs.
For some reason—all of a sudden—I can’t wait to get out of that attic.



  
“What’s your favourite food?” I ask Theo as we sit on a bench in the park eating McDonald’s hamburgers and fries.
I watch as Theo dips his chip into some ketchup, pop it in his mouth, and start chewing.
He looks up, like he’s deep in thought. “I guess ham and pineapple pizza.”
I stick my finger down my throat and pretend to gag.
“Hey, what’s wrong with that?”
“It’s disgusting. Whoever thought putting pineapple on a pizza should be shot.”
“One man’s meat, is another man’s poison, so don’t judge.” He smiles triumphantly as he places another chip in his mouth—all the while I’m thinking how bright he is for his age.
“Has anyone ever told you that you seem to be wise beyond your years?” Theo puts his head back and laughs. I nudge his arm with my own. “Hey, I’m being serious. You always seem so level-headed.”
“I doubt very much my friends at school would say the same thing.”
I smirk. “Maybe it’s just me that brings it out in you.”
Theo fixes his eyes on mine, his smile rising. “Maybe.”
For a moment we stare and what seemed to be light-hearted has now turned heated. Butterflies start scurrying around in my stomach as he stares at me. Briefly, he looks towards my lips and I can’t help the hard swallow that comes next. It’s hot all of a sudden, no doubt making my cheeks redden. I hope Theo doesn’t notice.
“What’s your favourite food then?”
For a brief second I don’t register that he’s spoken. I shake my head out of my stupor and reposition myself on the bench. “Chicken Tikka Masala,” I manage to answer with a smile. Every Friday night it’s a tradition in my house to have a takeaway at our local Indian. I always look forward to Fridays. Well, for that, and of course it’s the weekend—a weekend I get to spend with my friend Theo.
“Do you like it spicy or not spicy?”
“I used to have it mild, but now I like it medium.”
“Oooo, brave girl.”
I tut, shaking my head, and all Theo does is wink at me.
Again with the butterflies!
“Where’s the first place you would hop on a plane to? If money were no option, of course.”
I think about Theo’s question for a moment. “If money were no option, then I guess Las Vegas, Seattle, New York, and Washington DC.”
“All in one go?”
I nod. “Yep. All in one go. If I could, I would explore more of the US. Arizona looks like a nice place to visit. Also Utah, Texas, Wyoming, the Carolinas …”
“Basically every state in America.” He starts to laugh, causing me to join in with him.
“Yeah, I guess.”
“I tell you what,” Theo begins, placing his fries down for a moment. “If we’re not seeing anyone by the time you finish university, I’ll take you all around America.”
I smile, thinking how sweet that is of him. “That’s very kind, Theo, but I’ll be swamped in university debt by the time I’m finished. I would have to start work straight away in order to start paying some of that debt off. It will cost a fortune to explore America.”
He frowns like he’s offended. “You wouldn’t have to worry about money. I’d take care of that.”
I gasp. “Theo, it would costs thousands of pounds for that type of holiday. All the flights, car hire, hotels … I dread to think how much that would come to.”
Theo winks at me again. “You let me worry about that.” He smirks my way and I can’t help smiling back. “So, would you come with me?”
“Pfft,” I utter under my breath. “Of course I would go with you if I could, but—”
“Then it’s settled then. Let’s seal this with a pinky promise.”
Laughing, I shake my head, but out the corner of my eye I notice Theo handing out his little finger. It’s daft, and I know for a fact this will never come true. Still, it’s nice to dream, and you never know … maybe I will be able to explore America, but it certainly won’t be straight after uni.
Deciding to amuse him, I stick out my pinky and soon our little fingers are entwined. “There,” he says, giving them a swift shake. “America, here we come.”
“I guess we better start buying a lottery ticket every week then.”
Theo shakes his head. “Ye have little faith.”
I roll my eyes at him, but smile nonetheless. Theo seems to be ever the optimist. I suppose that’s the way you should be in life. I know my father always had a smile for me—always tried to look on the bright side of life, despite the fact I knew deep down he was hurting. He misses Mum. I know he does. I see it in his eyes when he looks out of his kitchen window at night when he thinks I’m not looking. Yet, every morning when I wake my dad lights up a smile for me, and every afternoon when I come home from school, the same.
“Ooo,” Theo suddenly blurts, making me jump a little. “I have something for you.”
My eyes light up and he smiles when he notices. He starts digging his hand into his jeans pocket and after a beat he pulls out a little star keyring. I notice it’s silver and when he dangles it up high in the air the sun bounces off the beautiful diamonds encased in the shape of the star.
I gasp. “Theo, it’s beautiful!”
He beams back the most gorgeous smile and hands it to me. “I saw it in the shop the other day and thought of you. I just remembered our talk about stars and had to buy it. It’s nothing really. Only a keyring.”
I take the keyring and dangle it in front of my face. “It’s more than just a keyring, Theo, and you know it.” I grasp it in my hands and smile at him. “Thank you so much for this. I will cherish it.” I quickly lean forward and give him a swift kiss on the cheek.
Theo blushes, looking away momentarily. It’s the cutest thing I’ve ever seen. “It was nothing. Seriously. But I’m really glad you like it.”
“I love it,” I answer, placing it on my house keys and putting it in my pocket. When I’m done, I turn to him, thinking about what we were talking about before he handed me the present. “Now you know where I want to explore. What about you? Where would you go if money were no object?”
Theo’s smile is so wide, I see his beautiful white teeth. “Well, that’s easy, Lucy-Lou. I go wherever you go.”
   
Gasping, I shoot up into a seating position on my bed, sweat dripping from my brow. I dreamt of this Theo again, and I don’t know why. I don’t know who he is, but for some reason whenever I think of him I have this deep pang in the pit of my stomach. It’s crazy. It’s almost as if I’m falling for an imaginary boy who fictitiously stole my heart when I was a schoolgirl.
Breathless, I turn to look at the time on the clock. Shit, it’s after nine. I have a lecture at eleven, which doesn’t leave me a lot of time to get ready.
Scrambling to my feet, I quickly shower, dress, and put on a loose sweater over my new jeans before making my way to the kitchen. As always, Pixie’s there—as joyful as ever, but above all else she’s already placed a nice steaming cup of coffee on the table for me.
“You’re a lifesaver,” I say, hastily making my way to the table. When I sit, she smiles, placing a plate with some toast for me to butter. “I’m going to miss this when I’m gone.”
Pixie sits opposite me, cradling her cup of coffee like it’s cold. It is cold, but not in the house. It’s nice and toasty in here. It makes going out so much harder when you know what awaits you when you do.
“I’m going to miss you too, but at least it’s only for a little while.” I butter my toast, but I notice in the corner of my eye that Pixie’s staring at me. As I take my first bite, I look up. “You look harassed. Did you sleep well?”
I look away a moment. “I did, and I didn’t.” Pixie frowns, but lets me continue. “I dreamt about this Theo again. It’s crazy, Pixie. Every time I dream of him it’s like he’s real, but then I know in my mind that he’s not. How can I miss something I never had?”
Pixie’s frown deepens. “You miss him? This Theo boy?”
“Yes!” I screech. “It’s insane, isn’t it? The feelings are there every time I dream them, but I know I don’t know him, and even though I can detect his moods and his expressions, it’s like there’s a fog in the way of me seeing his face. It’s so frustrating.”
“Maybe it’s your subconscious that doesn’t want to see his face. Are you sure you weren’t friends with a boy years ago that maybe hurt you in some way?”
I think back, but I already know the answer. I went to a mixed school, I got on with my grades, then I left when my dad died. All I ever had in my world was school and my dad. I shake my head. “No, there was never a boy. I’ve never …” I stop myself before I can say anything, but the ever acute Pixie picks up on it anyway.
“You’ve never what?” she asks, with a raised eyebrow.
Sighing, I pick my coffee up and take a huge gulp. “I’ve never had a boyfriend. As in … ever.”
I sheepishly look up to gauge Pixie’s reaction. Sure enough her eyes are practically bugging out of her head.
“You’re twenty-one, almost twenty-two, and you’ve never had a boyfriend? As in, you’re still a virgin?”
I nod.
“Holy shit, I never saw that coming.”
“Don’t say anything to anyone, though.”
Pixie frowns. “Of course not. It’s none of anyone’s business but yours.” She sighs before saying, “I always knew you were a little shy, and you hide behind the most unrevealing clothes,” she says, eyeing me up and down. “But I never thought you were a virgin.”
I finish off the last of my toast before replying, “It’s not something people advertise.”
She shrugs her shoulders. “I guess not.” Suddenly, Pixie gets up from her seat, grabbing my plate as she does. “Are you nearly ready? We’ll have to get going soon if we want to catch the train.”
I check the time and see she’s right. We have only twenty minutes to get to the station if we want to catch our usual train.
“Shit!” I shout, throwing the rest of my coffee down my throat before getting up and loading the dishwasher.
Pixie laughs as I run around, trying to gather my bags as she stands there watching me the whole time. In less than a minute, we’re out the door.
   
The two-hour lecture dragged, but I think it had something to do with the fact I’m actually looking forward to seeing Max again today. I shake my head on a smile as I sit on the bus towards the hospital. Pixie had to run some errands, so we parted ways outside the university. She knows I’m going to see Max, and she’s already told me she’s getting used to the idea. I can’t quite say the same. I’m still just as shocked I’m doing this as I was that first day we saw him at the hospital.
As I walk down the hospital hallway—bag of Maltesers already in hand—I spot Chester leaving Max’s room with a big smirk on his face. When he shuts the door and starts walking that’s when he spots me, his smirk turning into a smile. Once we close the distance, he says, “Oh, hey, Lucy. Max will be glad you’re here. He told me he misses you when you’re not around. Strange, huh?”
I narrow my eyes at him. “Yeah, very strange. I tell you what else is strange. You acting like you never treated me like shit the last three years. What gives, Chester?”
Chester looks taken aback. “I never treated you like shit.”
I huff. “Oh, come on! You and I both know that’s not true. You were just as into Max’s hate campaign against me as he was.”
“Yes, but that’s water under the bridge now.”
“Only because Max doesn’t remember me. Are you unable to think for yourself?”
I see the moment my comment irks him. His lips thin and his nostrils flare. Once he composes himself, he replies, “I’m being nice to you because Max is my friend and I know he would kill me if he found out I was anything but. However, it doesn’t mean I do actually like you. Max was right,” he quips, looking me up and down in disgust. “You are a miserable, stuck-up, frigid little cow.”
I don’t even have time to process what he’s just said, as Chester storms off, leaving me in a state of shock. This is what Max thinks of me?
Thought, Lucy. This is what he thought. It doesn’t mean he thinks it now.
Despite that he still did think it.
I look towards Max’s door, hesitating. Do I really want to visit him after what Chester divulged? I close my eyes. This is stupid. Max has changed. I know he has. I can see it when we talk that he would never say those things now.
I take a couple of minutes outside Max’s door to compose myself. I don’t want to go in there now when I feel so raw from what Chester told me. I may end up saying something I’ll regret later. What Max was is not the person he is now. I’ll only end up hurting him, and making me look like the miserable cow Chester made me out to be.
Taking a few deep breaths, I place my hand on the door of his room and then knock once I’m calmer. I hear Max telling me to come in, so I push the door open. He’s sitting up in his bed, trying very awkwardly to read today’s newspaper. When he spots me, his face lights up into a big smile and right then any misgivings I had melt away with that one breathtaking smile.
“You don’t realise how nice it is to see you today.”
Closing the distance, I raise the packet of Maltesers in front of me and wave it. I watch and laugh as his eyes follow closely back and forth. “And I brought you chocolate.”
Max reaches out, doing the grabby hands. “I seriously need to marry you,” he jokes, grabbing the bag from my hand. “Thank you.”
I take a seat next to him on the bed and smile. “You’re most welcome.”
“I saw the doctor this morning,” he starts, tearing into the packet.
“Oh, yes?” I ask, pressing for more.
“He said that if my X-rays from later today show improvement then I can definitely go home tomorrow. I will just need to come back for regular visits after.”
Grabbing his hand, I squeeze it. “That’s great news!”
“It is.” He then places his hand somewhere on the bed. “Chester gave me these to give you.” He holds up a set of keys. “If you have time move some of your stuff over today. You can have my room as it has an en-suite. You can put all your girly shit in there. I’ll use the spare bedroom next door.”
I frown. “Considering you’re having to use a wheelchair, I should have the spare bedroom. It will be easier if you have a bathroom nearest to your bed.”
He shrugs. “I suppose, but I want to be chivalrous.”
I giggle at that. “You are. Remember the saying? It’s the thought that counts. Well, it is in this situation too.”
“How did Pixie take the news of you moving in with me?”
I start laughing again. “How do you think she took it?”
Max laughs along with me.
“She’s still trying to get her head around the fact you and I are on talking terms, let alone living together temporarily.”
“Were we that bad?”
My eyes widen. “Yeah … just a tad. Once you called pretending to be my dentist to schedule an appointment right in the middle of one of my lectures. I returned the favour by putting itching powder in your socks.”
He sucks in a breath. “Ouch … But why the socks?”
I can’t help the little imp in me that giggles at the memory. “Because once you put your shoes on and start walking, how can you scratch your feet? Walking down the street you looked like John Travolta doing a very bad rendition of Night Fever.”
Max shakes his head, but he has an amused smile at least. “That must have been some funny shit.”
“Oh, believe me … it was. Everyone laughed, but you didn’t find it funny. Even Chester laughed until you snapped at him. That’s when I got an evil stare my way … which I’m used to.”
Max’s lips form a hard line. “I’m sorry,” he offers, looking down. “That can’t have been easy for you.”
I let out a breath. “It wasn’t, but then as Pixie always said, I could have been the bigger person. I could have chosen not to put itching powder in your socks.”
“But it sounds as though I deserved it.” I’m about to reply, when he puts his hand on mine. “Anyway, that’s all in the past now. I want to concentrate on the future. I want a new beginning with you, Lucy. That’s if you’re willing to try?”
Stunned, I say, “Of course I am. Deep down I never wanted us to be frenemies. I guess one thing led to another, which led to another. We both never tried to find a compromise. I’m glad now we’re good. Underneath it all, that’s all I’ve ever really wanted.” Playing with my fingers, Max shakes his head again. “What?” I ask.
He looks from our hands to my eyes and says, “How could I ever treat someone as beautiful as you with anything but respect?”
I grip his hand in mine. “Max, it’s okay. I’m okay. As you say, it’s behind us. I want to move forward just as much as you do.” I let go of his hand, letting him get back to his chocolate. “Talking of moving forward, how are you going to get back into your studies again if three years of your life is erased?” Max has been studying Construction Management at university and I know that’s not by choice. In fact, that’s the only empathy I had ever felt for Max knowing his father was forcing him to study something he’s not interested in.
Max points to his bedside cabinet. “A couple of weeks back a friend of mine from Uni—who I don’t recognise—came by and gave me a load of books and notes to try and see if it jogs anything. To be honest, it’s frustrating. I’ve lost three years that I can’t get back. My dad understands—for now. But even he wants me to undergo some sort of hypnotherapy to try and get my memories back. The doctor told him it will come when I’m ready, but my father—as always—wants to be in control of everything. He keeps banging on about the amount of time I’m losing from studying when I only have a year or so left. I know he eventually wants me to take over his construction company.”
I remember being told that his father had owned Cooper Buildings since his father passed it down to him twenty-five years ago. It is an established, well-known construction company around the whole of the UK. They have offices spreading from Brighton, all the way up to Inverness in Scotland. Two years ago they even expanded to a couple of offices in the US, with rumours that more are coming in the future. “Construction is always necessary,” I heard Max once say in his father’s tone of voice. “You just have to research what areas would be the best to make you lots of money.”
I remember Max shaking his head at that, and I also remember—rightly or wrongly—feeling somewhat resentful of him when he spoke of his father in such a rude manner. He has his father. I don’t. But, then I would remember that no matter what, having a father and being a father are two very different things. I had my father. Max never really has.
“How do you feel about this now?”
Popping a Malteser into his mouth, Max shrugs his shoulders. “In some ways I count myself lucky to move onto an already established, thriving business, but in other ways I can’t help thinking that this life was put on me. I never chose to move into construction, but then again, it is all I’ve known since growing up. Dad has always been drumming it into me ever since I was little. I’m his only son, so the responsibility rests on my shoulders. I guess I would be an absolute fool to throw it all away. Think of how many people would give their right arm for an opportunity like that?” I glance at his arm, smiling. Max lifts his arm up, but winces a little. “Literally.”
We both burst out laughing at the joke. When we calm, I say, “You could always try it, and if it’s not for you then maybe sell it on.”
Max sucks in a breath. “Don’t let my dad hear you say that. He’d kill you.”
I shake my head on a laugh. “I promise I won’t.”
“Do you want one?” Max asks, offering me a Malteser.
“Nah, I’m good, thanks.”
Max’s eyes flit to my body with a smirk. “Watching your weight? Cos you seriously don’t need to. Despite the baggy clothes I can tell there’s a beautiful body underneath.”
My cheeks flush at his compliment, making him smile.
“You don’t take compliments well, do you? That needs to change.”
“What do you want to do on your first day out of hospital?” I ask, changing the subject.
Max’s eyebrow rises at me, but he doesn’t mention the sudden change. “I guess it would be nice to have everyone over. That’s if you don’t mind? It would be nice to have everyone visit without a stupid alarm that tells people to leave after a certain time.”
I chuckle before saying, “Okay, I can arrange that. I’ll text everyone and tell them to meet us at your place at around six? We can order pizza and I’ll go get some beers and wine.”
Max closes his eyes at the heavenly thought. “Beer and pizza. By fuck, that sounds real good right about now.”
I nudge him, making his eyes open. “But not too much beer as it’ll interfere with your painkillers. One should be more than enough.”
Max sighs. “Yes, Mum.”
Playfully, I pinch his arm. “You little shit, I’m only trying to help.”
Max laughs before pulling my arm close to him. “I know and it’s appreciated.” I giggle as Max pulls me into a hug. Immediately, I get the scent of his neck as I snuggle my head into his shoulder. Despite being in the hospital for three weeks, he smells … good. Really good. Of fresh clean soap, cedar, and musk.
All man.
It makes me close my eyes on an inhale.
“Are you smelling me?”
My eyes snap open and I try to pull away, but he holds me still. “No,” I snap back.
“You were seriously trying to smell me. Come on, admit it?”
“No,” I say again, but this time Max starts tickling me at the waist. I flail my arms and legs, trying my hardest to get away, but he’s strong. I manage to lift my head up and free myself a little when I’m met with Max’s piercing brown eyes. He’s breathless. I’m breathless. I can smell the sweet scent of chocolate on his breath as the warm air hits my face and pushes the tendrils of hair on my head back and forth. His glance towards my lips makes my breath catch. Our smiles fade and our heads seem to move in tandem towards each other. Our lips are a mere inch apart when suddenly the door opens.
“Whoops, sorry,” a cheerful woman says as I snap my head away from Max and gaze towards the offending voice. “Max is due his X-rays now.”
“But it’s visiting time,” Max retorts back.
“I think you’ll find visiting hours ended, oh”—she gazes down at her watch—“five minutes ago.”
“What?” I ask, looking down at my watch. Shit, it did end five minutes ago. “Oh, sorry.” I quickly get off the bed to find Max smiling up at me.
“Time flies by when you’re having fun, eh, Lucy?” He winks at me, causing my cheeks to flush. I flit my gaze from Max to the nurse and can see from her smirk that she finds this amusing too. The bright smile and twinkle in her eyes gives it away.
“Well, I better get going,” I say, quickly grabbing my bag. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Max. Call me once you have the results.”
I move towards the door when Max’s voice halts me. “Lucy, aren’t you forgetting something?”
I stop dead still and turn around. How rude of me. I haven’t even hugged him goodbye. Thinking he wants me to kiss him, I turn, moving towards his bed, lean over and kiss him lightly on the lips. When I pull away, he has a set of keys in his hand. “My keys.” His smile widens as he dangles them in front of me.
If my cheeks were red before they’re practically flaming purple now. “Oh,” I reply, taking them from his hand. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Bye, Luce,” I hear him sing, but I don’t turn to see the look on his face. Instead, I hastily walk out of the door in embarrassment.
Once I’m outside, I lean my back against the wall, close my eyes, and take a deep breath. It’s only when I squeeze my hand tightly together that I realise I’m still holding on to Max’s key.
Digging into my jacket pocket, I pull out my own set of keys to place Max’s on there when I notice something I never have before.
My heart quickens.
My chest tightens.
I lift the offending object up high into the air and watch as the diamonds twinkle in the hallway lights. It was just a dream.
It was just a dream!
And yet, here it is dangling in front of my face like it’s mocking me.
The star diamond keyring.
Why had I never noticed it before? Where did it come from? I frown deeply in concentration, trying to find the answers I’m looking for, but coming up blank. My dad must have given it to me when I was younger and I just can’t remember. Maybe that dream was just trying to get me to remember when it happened, but when I try I come up empty.
Stunned, I lower my hand and just stare at all the people and nursing staff frantically going about their business—their minds fully focused on the job.
And all the while I’m standing here completely bewildered and thinking …
What the fuck is going on?



  
Today was D-day.
Max got the all clear from the hospital and now we’re all at his place having just eaten a pizza and sipping on beer and wine. Despite knowing I’m a total wuss when it comes to horror movies, Pixie has decided we’re all going to watch IT in a little while. I’ve not seen the trailers, or bothered to look it up. It has a scary clown in it that eats children—apparently. That’s all I need to know.
“I’m so glad you’re okay and out of that hospital, man,” Brett says as Pixie’s loading the DVD into the player. “You scared the shit out of all of us.”
Max, having sipped on a beer for the last half hour is already looking out of it. He plasters a drunk looking smile on his face, his eyes glazing over. “Really?” he asks before looking at me. “Even you, babes?” He quickly grabs my hands, still grinning like a Cheshire cat. I hear Sophie mutter “babes” under her breath. Yes, it’s hard to get used to Max calling me endearing names, when it used to be witch, fishwife, and fruitcake—along with some others I don’t want to mention.
“Of course I was worried, Max. Why would you even question such a thing?”
The room turns deathly silent like everyone knew the tension in the air could be rising. I know he’s a little inebriated because of the painkillers, and not this beer, but that stung a little.
“You know … cos of the way I treated you. I wouldn’t blame you if you were secretly glad I had been hurt.”
I look away in disgust. “No matter how much we were at loggerheads, I would never, ever want to wish harm on you, Max. That would make me a monster. I’m not a monster.”
I try pulling my hand away, but Max grips onto it tightly, making me turn to him. He frowns, looking extremely guilty. “I’m sorry, Lucy babes. I didn’t mean it like that. I know you’re not a monster. Please forgive me.”
“Maybe you should lay off the alcohol for now,” Pixie suggests.
Max looks her way and nods. Leaning forward, he places the almost drunk beer bottle onto the coffee table. “You’re right. I feel out of it. I’ll stop.” He then motions for me to come to me with his good arm. “I’m sorry, Lucy. Really. I could really use a hug right now.”
“Ugh, I want to be sick,” Chester complains.
“Shut up, arse-licker. I want to cuddle my girl.” Max gives me a drunk looking smile again—one I can’t help smile back at. That seems to make him happy. I hear Chester grumbling in the background, so I can’t help the little imp in me that wants to cuddle up with Max just to piss off Chester. Childish, I know, but I find myself going to Max anyway. Max always smells nice, so a chance of snuggling my head into his chest is extremely tempting.
I manoeuvre myself up against him and sigh as he places his arm around me. Once comfortable I see four sets of eyes staring at us. Three of them look shocked, but one—Chester—still looks pissed. I can’t help the smile that rises on my face from the looks on everyone else. I know what they’re all thinking. I still can’t believe it either.
“Are you going to put the film on, then?” Max asks, waving his hand at Pixie.
“Oh … yeah,” Pixie answers, jumping into action. “Can someone turn the lights off?” Pixie presses the button to play as Chester gets up to turn the lights off. Max’s arm tightens around me and then he kisses my head. Just that one little kiss sends a flurry of activity in my belly. Being in the dark snuggled up like this feels both alien and pleasant at the same time. I take the comfort he offers as the film starts to play and this creepy fucking clown comes into focus. Now I’m really glad I am snuggled up to Max. At least this way I can bury my head into his chest when the scary parts come.
And I do. A lot.
At some point during the movie, Max goes a little limp and his breathing becomes shallow. I know he’s asleep, but I still stay snuggled in his arms.
As the story unfolds and I quickly learn about this Beverly Marsh character, my chest starts to hurt. When the scene unfolds between her and her father it starts to tighten so badly I know a panic attack may be coming.
Quickly, I get up, rushing out the door as fast as I can. I run up the stairs, taking two steps at a time, all the while my heart is about to explode. I get to my room, swiftly shutting the door, and by this stage I feel like I’m dying. Pixie rushes in, noticing me upset, and grabs my shoulders.
“Lucy, it’s okay. You’re going to be okay. Deep breaths in and out. Come on, you can do this.”
“I … I … can’t.”
“Yes, you can! Now breathe. Come on, Lucy. Steady. In and out. In and out.”
I remember what that nurse told me when I had my first attack. Breathe in and hold for four seconds, breathe out again. I try ignoring the ache in my chest and instead concentrate solely on the breathing.
In and out.
In and out.
Slowly, but surely I calm and that’s when I notice Pixie trembling.
“Are … you … okay?” I ask between breaths.
Her face is scrunched up in a deep worrying frown. “I knew you had this before, but never realised how bad it really was. Although I tried to seem calm, seeing you like that scared the shit out of me.”
“I know. I’m sorry.”
“Jesus, Luce. You’re the one having a panic attack and yet you’re worrying about me. What about you? What set it off? Do you know?”
I think back to that scene with Beverly and her father. That sharp ache in my heart comes back, almost like I’m remembering something I know hasn’t happened. “That scene with Beverly and her father … it just … I don’t know why. When he was questioning her about boys and then started to attack her and she landed on the floor before hovering over her—that’s when it happened.”
Pixie looks away for a moment, biting her lip. I can see she’s thinking by the way she’s looking around the room like it will give her answers. When she seems to think of something, she glances back at me. “Lucy, your father never …”
I pull away like the thought disgusts me. “Of course not. My father was a decent man. He would never, ever …”
“Okay. It’s okay. You don’t have to convince me, Lucy. I’m sorry. It’s just if that freaked you out that much that you had a panic attack over it, don’t you think that means there’s something there?”
Thinking about the whys and wheres is making my head hurt. “I don’t know. I can’t understand it.” I practically flop on top of the bed, defeated, confused, and also downright scared. What the hell is happening to me?
Pixie’s hand covers mine as she sits next to me. “Don’t you think you should see someone about this?”
Remembering the card in my purse of the therapist, I nod. “I thought maybe it was a fluke, but yeah … I should probably go see someone.”
“If it’s happened twice now, it could happen again. It sounds as though you haven’t quite dealt with something. Whether that’s your father’s death and it’s some sort of PTSD, I don’t know, but whatever it is won’t go away by you simply ignoring it.”
As much as I hate to acknowledge this, she’s right. “I know. I’ll call the therapist in the morning.”
She pats my hand with a smile. “Good. How do you feel now?”
“Tired,” I answer honestly. Like I’ve been on a five-mile run.
“The film should be finished now—if it isn’t already. I’ll start tidying up and when the film’s finished I’ll get Chester and Brett to help get Max to bed, okay?”
I nod.
“You sit tight and take a few. I’ll be back in a bit.”
Pixie gets up and starts to walk to the door. Once there, I call her name and she turns.
“Thank you.”
“Don’t mention it. That’s what friends are for, right?” She smiles, taps the door a couple of times with her hand, and then disappears.
I sit for a few minutes, taking a breather as I hear voices coming from down the stairs. I hear Sophie ask if I’m okay, and Pixie tells them I’m not feeling well, so they need to go home soon. When I hear the sound of thumping footsteps coming up the stairs, I get up from the bed and walk out into the hallway to see if Chester and Brett need my help. Chester flits his eyes to me as he holds Max up at one end as Brett holds the other. I note that there’s no emotion in his eyes, he just seems to be … looking.
I point to Max’s door. “Just set him on the bed, guys. I’ll help undress him.”
“I’m sure he’ll love that,” Brett jokes as they take him down the hall. Max is still well out of it.
“How are you feeling?” Sophie asks.
“I’m okay. I just felt a little bit sick after that pizza. I’m fine now, though.”
Pixie pulls Max’s covers back and swiftly after Max is placed onto the bed. He moans a little, but doesn’t stir.
“We’re going to get going,” Pixie says after we realise Max is settled for now. “Are you sure you’ll be okay with him?”
I nod with a smile. “Yeah, of course. You all get home. I’ll be fine.”
As they all walk out of the room, Pixie approaches me and whispers, “Are you okay?”
“Yes, I’m fine now. Just tired. I’ll be okay. Honest.”
She squeezes my hand and I squeeze it back. “Call me if you need anything, won’t you?”
Grateful to her, I nod.
Once everyone’s gone, I start prepping for bed, placing a long T-shirt over my head. I arrange Max’s tablets and fetch a glass of water by his bed, then I stand there staring at him, wondering how on earth I’m going to undress him.
Sighing, I climb onto the bed and start unbuttoning his jeans. When I tug them down he chuckles. “Lucy,” he whispers under his breath. I stall for a moment, unable to figure out if he’s asleep or not. His eyes are certainly closed.
Ignoring him for now, I get to work trying very awkwardly to get his jeans down to his feet and sliding them off. Once off, I take a look at his polo shirt and decide he can sleep in that. I walk up to the bed and sit next to him, sliding a strand of his hair away from his eyes with my finger. His eyes flutter open and when he sees me, he smiles. And not just any old smile. A smile that can get a girl into serious trouble.
“Are you an angel?” he asks, breathing out a contented sigh.
“I’m just an ordinary girl, Max.”
“Not to me.”
My heart melts at the same time he closes his eyes again, and I notice the same flurry of excitement in my belly again.
When did this happen? The point where Max turned from a frenemy to a crush? I know I should move, but I’m stuck transfixed at how beautiful he is. And how peaceful he looks.
I lean over, planting a soft kiss to his head. “Good night, Max,” I whisper softly before moving to get up. It’s then a hand wraps around my wrist. I snap my head back to find Max staring up at me, his face pleading.
“Stay with me.”
I figure this is all crazy and I should get back to my own room, but something makes me stay. Call it some unforeseen force making my feet resemble cement, but I find I cannot move.
“Please,” he begs, and I know now that I can’t say no.
Nodding, I walk over to the other side of the bed and slide in next to him. Max is awkwardly trying to manoeuvre over, but he manages it before pulling me to him. I snuggle into his chest and inhale the sweet aroma of pines, and for some strange reason I swear I can smell nutmeg.
“Good night, Luce,” he breathes into my head before giving me a kiss.
“Good night, Max,” I answer as I swiftly fall into a deep sleep.



  
“I can’t believe your mum and dad are letting me over here without any adult supervision.” I’m sitting on the couch waiting as Theo grabs the remote for the TV and swiftly comes back to sit next to me. He grabs some popcorn and offers me some. “Thanks,” I say, grabbing a handful.
“My parents trust you around me. They know you’re a good girl and won’t take advantage of their young, innocent son.” He smirks at me, causing me to roll my eyes.
“Seriously, please.”
“Oh, but it’s true. Women are the true aggressors now these days. You have to watch them horny vixens.”
I start giggling, almost choking on my popcorn. Theo pats my back. “Horny vixens? I’ve heard it all now.”
“It’s true, Lucy-Lou. Look it up. It’s actually more common than you think. There was a study a little while ago where a whopping seventy-nine percent of males who were sexually assaulted were assaulted by females.” My eyes widen in shock. “It’s true. Google it if you don’t believe me.” He throws some popcorn in his mouth and chews before saying, “About a year back my parents were friends with this couple who used to live about five miles from here. They had a daughter called Sophia, who was about two years older than me. They used to visit for dinner and every time our parents would get drunk together, she would try to pull me into my bedroom and stick her hand down my crotch.”
My eyes widen in horror. “No! What did you do?”
“I told her I wasn’t into her, but every time they came she would try the same thing.”
It makes me sick hearing this knowing he had to go through that. If it were me I don’t think I would be this calm.
“It got to a stage,” he continued, “where I would make excuses to be out of the house whenever they visited. A big proportion of those times I came to see you.” He smiled my way, making my heart skip a beat.
“Why didn’t you tell me this was going on?”
Theo pulls himself up on the sofa more and lifts his hand to touch my face. Very gently, he pulls a strand of my hair away, making my breath quicken. “I didn’t want to worry you, Lucy-Lou. I had too much fun being with you and I didn’t want to taint it by telling you what was going on in my house.”
Closing my eyes, I lean my head into his hand. “I wish you had told me. I’m your friend. Isn’t that what friends are for? To be there for each other and tell each other stuff.”
Theo looks deep into my eyes. “Is that what we are? Friends?”
I swallow hard, not knowing what he means by this. My throat suddenly becomes dry, unable to form words. “O-of course,” I stutter back.
Theo gives me one final look before suddenly—as if we hadn’t had a moment—flits his eyes away, aiming the remote at the TV. The film My Girl starts and that soon ends any sort of conversation. We sit still, occasionally eating popcorn and laughing at the funny scenes.
“This reminds me of you and me,” Theo observes, pointing to Thomas and Vada, who are currently sitting by a tree talking about Vada marrying her teacher. “Except I can’t see you wanting to marry Mr Bingham, somehow.”
I screw up my face. “Eww, that would be totally gross.” Mr Bingham has really greasy hair and regularly picks his nose when he thinks the kids aren’t looking.
“I know, right?”
We turn our attention back to the screen and see when Thomas and Vada share their first kiss.
All of a sudden the air turns thick. Theo turns his head towards me and with a smile, he says, “You’ve never kissed a boy, right?”
My cheeks redden as I twist my hands together.
“Don’t be shy, Lucy-Lou. You can tell me.”
I shake my head.
Theo looks towards the screen and then back at me again—his face pensive. “Do you want to have your first one with me?”
My eyes widen and I see his panic.
“You don’t have to. I’m just suggesting. Maybe you should kiss someone you’re comfortable with.” He closes his eyes and shakes his head. He’s angry at himself. “Shit, forget I said anything.”
For a moment we sit in silence, me watching Theo and Theo watching the screen. All the time I’m staring at him I’m thinking just how nice it would be to know what my first kiss would be like—and I have always thought it would be Theo anyway.
“Okay,” I say, letting out a breath.
Theo snaps his head to me. “Okay what?”
“I want you to be my first kiss.”
His lips turn up into a heart-melting smile. “Seriously?”
“Seriously.”
Theo moves forward and immediately cups my head. I suck in a breath. “Are you sure about this?”
“I’m sure.”
Theo closes the distance between us until our lips are an inch apart. His hot breath clashes with my own and the sweet smell of popcorn from his mouth. He closes the distance and when I taste him for the first time, sparks like no other explode inside my head and my body. Our lips kiss once, twice, and then a third time before I move closer for more.
“Lucy,” he moans, breathing into my mouth. My body ignites again, setting in motion a desperation of something that I’m not sure of. All I know is I want more. Wanting to get even closer, I pull Theo to me, capturing his mouth and kissing him, over and over again. Our tongues dance and our bodies heat.
“Theo,” I groan, needing more. I don’t know what’s come over me. I pull at his shirt, aching to get my hands on his skin. “More,” I moan, pulling at him until he’s fully on top of me. Theo grinds his hips into mine and my eyes roll to the back of my head with the intense heat. I moan out loud.
“Shit, Lucy. What are you doing to me? We should stop before it gets out of hand.”
My head too dizzy with want, I breathe out a no, and that’s when Theo places his hand in between my legs, pressing against my vagina.
“Need more,” I moan again, relishing in his kisses down my neck. He unbuttons my jeans and slides his hand into my jeans …
   
“Lucy! Lucy. Jeez, are you even awake?”
My head’s not with it. All I can think about right now is that dream and how hot Theo made me feel. I grab at him, pulling him to my lips again, moaning when he slides his tongue down my throat.
“Fuck, Lucy, what are you doing?”
“I want you,” I answer, my hand sliding down to his very hard erection.
“Fuck!” he moans, gripping my wrist. “Lucy, open your eyes and look at me.”
I do as he commands and notice that this imaginary Theo has turned into Max. His hair is all tousled and his lips swollen from kissing me.
“We need to stop this before it gets out of hand.”
My eyes widen. It’s the same thing Theo said to me in my dream. I sit bolt upright.
“Lucy, are you okay?”
I violently nod. I don’t know who I’m trying to convince more, him or me. “Yeah, I’m fine.”
“Are you sure about that? You were behaving like an animal a minute ago. Not that I’m complaining, of course.”
I close eyes before turning to meet him. “I’m sorry.”
Max pushes up on the bed before his hand rests on my shoulder. “Hey, don’t be. As you could probably tell I was just as into as you.” He smirks, making my embarrassment lessen.
For a moment I sit and look at our situation. “This is all happening so fast. One minute we hate each other, and the next we’re sleeping in the same bed and kissing each other.”
He starts to rub my shoulder. “If you look at it from my prospective I’ve never hated you. To me you’re the girl who came to the hospital every day for two weeks visiting me and bringing me chocolate. How could I hate someone like that?” He looks down for a moment with a sad expression. “You were the only one who was always there for me.”
I grab his hand. “You have your friends.”
He stares at me. “Yes, but it was you who—against your best instincts at hating me—came to my aid every single day. You were willing to give us a chance again. I’m not sure if the old Max would have been kind enough to do that, but I would hope so. I sounded like a real prick.”
I squeeze his hand. “Stop putting yourself down. You’re you now and that’s what matters. How you behave from here.”
He winces. “How am I doing so far?”
I laugh. “Well, apart from getting drunk off three quarters of a bottle of beer and passing out halfway through a movie, I’d say okay.” I’m not going to mention what he said. I doubt he will even remember.
“Oh shit, I did, didn’t I?”
I hold my thumb and my forefinger up close together and say, “Just a little bit.”
Max laughs and then says, “Are you going to tell me what you dreamt about?”
I stiffen. “What are you talking about?”
“You were grabbing at me, pulling me towards you, moaning and telling me you wanted more. You must have been dreaming. Was it about me?”
My cheeks redden.
“Ah, it was, wasn’t it? Come on, you can tell me,” he quips, nudging my arm. “Was I good?”
Grabbing a pillow, I throw it at his head. “Max, stop it!”
He laughs, grabbing me before pulling me flat onto the bed. Max hovers over me with a smile and for a moment, I’m speechless. How can someone look this gorgeous in the morning? His luscious light brown hair is a mass of wavy curls, his stubble sexy, and his light brown eyes twinkle, foretelling mischief I find I want to explore.
The longer he stares into my eyes the more I’m thrown back into that dream again. He leans forward a little bit, but hesitates to gauge my reaction. When I don’t say anything, Max leans further forward until our lips are touching again. At first he’s gentle, but then I remember what it felt like to have Theo touch me, taste me … feel me. “Max,” I groan, threading my fingers through his hair. Hunger sets in as our kisses turn from gentle to heated in less than a second. I want him closer … to feel him on me. As if sensing my longing, Max tries to manoeuvre himself so he’s virtually on top of me. With his body pressed against mine, we carry on kissing.
“It’ll all be over soon.”
My heart stills and my body becomes rigid. With Max still on top of me it’s like the walls are caving in on me and suddenly I can’t breathe.
“Stop. Max, stop!” I shout, virtually pushing him off me. Immediately, he complies and I shoot off the bed, pacing the floor.
“Shit, Lucy. I’m sorry. What did I do wrong?”
Tears well in my eyes as I think on that question. I turn to Max, shaking my head at him. “Nothing,” I say in frustration. “You did absolutely nothing wrong.” I pace again, the tears eventually falling down my cheeks.
Why’s this happening to me?
Awkwardly, Max gets up from the bed and stalks towards me, grabbing my shoulder. “What happened?”
I shake my head.
“Tell me what you felt.”
I put my hands up. “I don’t know. You were on top of me and it was all fine and then next I felt like I couldn’t breathe.”
Max’s eyes search mine, his forehead crinkling into a worried frown. “Has this happened to you before?”
I look down before I answer. “I’ve never been in that situation before.”
Remembering me telling him I was a virgin, he says, “Oh, right. Of course.” He starts to think before eventually saying, “Have you ever been in a situation where you’ve felt trapped before?”
I shake my head. “No. Never. That’s why I don’t understand it.”
I close my eyes and hear Max sigh before saying, “Oh, Luce, come here.” He gestures with his arms for me to come to him. I do and he tightly wraps his good arm around me while awkwardly hugging me with the other. “You never have to fear with me, okay?”
I nod into his chest.
“I got you, babes.”
I smile as one last tear rolls down my cheek. I smile because I know deep in my gut that it’s true.



  
“My father’s coming to visit today, so you may not want to be here when he does. He’s not the most hospitable man on the planet. He’ll ask a lot of questions and will probably make you feel two feet tall.”
I smile up at Max as I’m eating my toast. It’s been five days since that incident and although Max and I have kissed—and even shared a bed again—we haven’t gotten as far as we did that first night.
“It’s okay. I’m going to see that therapist today anyway. I have an appointment in just over an hour.”
“No lectures today?”
I shake my head. “No, but I have to be in for five hours tomorrow. Yippee.”
Max laughs. “You know—in a sense—I kind of miss not going to school. I mean … I know I can’t remember the last three years, but studying my A Levels are still fresh in my mind. I miss being able to get around without having to rely on people … rely on you.”
Smiling, I get up from my seat and move my plate to the sink. I then walk to Max and kiss him on the lips. “Well, you can be a real pain in the arse, but I’ll put up with you.”
I try to move away, but Max grabs my waist and pulls me to him. “You have no idea how much you drive me crazy, do you?”
Innocently, I say, “I don’t know what you mean.”
“I’m going to miss you today.” For some reason he seems surprised by this revelation.
“Well, we have been virtually with each other twenty-four-seven—with the exception of me going to university and going to the store, of course.” I’ve even given up work for the next few weeks so I can solely concentrate on getting him better.
Max cutely kisses my nose. “It’s been fun.”
“It has. I never thought living with a boy would be.”
Max rears his head back with a frown. “What’s wrong with living with a boy?”
“Oh, you know … the usual. Leaving the toilet seat up, hogging the TV remote, eating and drinking anything that’s put into the fridge within five minutes of placing it there,” I tease. “Then there’s the leaving towels and clothes lying around, so that someone else will deal with it later. Then there’s—”
“Okay, okay, I get your point.” We both laugh as he squeezes me into him. “Are you going to be okay today? At the therapist?”
My smile fades as I nod. “Yeah, I’ll be fine. Funnily enough I’ve been fine these past few days with you.”
“Hey, that’s because you’re with me. You know I’m safe. I can’t let anything happen to my Lucy, now, can I?”
I grab his shoulders, smirking. “Are you my big protector?”
“I’m your big everything.”
I roll my eyes.
“What?” he asks, frowning.
“Nothing,” I quip. I’m not getting into another male vs. female debate with him again. I check my watch. “I better get going. Leave all the stuff in the sink and I’ll deal with it later. Are you going to be okay for a while when I’m out?”
Max kisses the top of my head then lets me go. “I’ll be fine. I’m already getting around much easier these days, so stop worrying.”
I smirk at him before grabbing my coat. “After I’m at the therapist I’m going to the store. Text me if you need anything.”
“I will,” he sings as I’m already walking out.
The walk and subsequent ride on the bus to the therapist was treacherous considering it rained the whole way there. Couple that with the fact it feels like minus fifty degrees out with the wind chill, and it makes Lucy a very dull girl.
Once at High Street Kensington, I quickly get off the bus, practically fighting people who are too impatient to wait to get on. Seriously, some people are so rude.
I check my watch and find that I have over twenty minutes to kill, so I decide to have a look in some shops. Christmas is vastly approaching, so I need some ideas about what to get my aunt and friends. I smile when I think of Max. Being alone with him, conversing with him. It’s like we’ve done it for years. It’s so hard to comprehend that we were anything other than friends now that we’ve spent so much time together. I laugh at the word “friend.” I don’t know what we are right now, but we’ve certainly gone past the friend zone. Sometimes I wonder what will happen in the near future. If Max and I keep on as we are at some point he’s going to want more. He’s not said anything to me yet about sex, but if we get as heated as we were that morning a few days back pretty soon it’ll go further.
That thought excites me, but for some reason I also get a heavy feeling in my chest. Maybe it’s because I’m a virgin and have a fear of the unknown. Maybe it’s because the thought of sleeping with Max after how he used to treat me is what’s brought that feeling on. It’s confusing to say the least—and also another reason to add onto my list of reasons to see this therapist.
Sauntering up and down the aisles, I get to the sales rack and start pushing the hangers aside one by one to take a look. As I’m taking a peak at a sea blue V-neck jumper, someone walks past me and I get a whiff of his aftershave.
Straight away fingers brush my cheek. “You’re so beautiful, Lucy.”
Gasping, I look around me to find that nobody’s there. The smell is somehow overpowering me—so much so, I find my feet move before my brain engages. I need to get out of this shop and it needs to be now. With every step I take, my breaths become more shallow and my chest starts to tighten.
Oh, no. Please, no. Not this again.
I run out of the shop as quickly as I can and take the next corner away from all the busy shoppers. I lean up against the wall, trying to catch my breath.
I close my eyes and take deep breaths. Luckily the tightness seems to pass and my head starts to clear a little. When I open my eyes I stare at the street I’m in and at all the shoppers going by. Not one of them notices me. Everyone is too busy staring down at their phones. In a sense, I’m glad no one spotted my upset.
Closing my eyes again, I lean my head back up against the wall. I don’t understand it. Why have I gone from living a semi-normal life to suddenly getting panic attacks just from smells?
This is ridiculous.
I check my watch and notice that ten minutes have gone by since I came out of the shop. Shit, I need to get going. I’ve gone from being really early to possibly getting to her late.
I practically run the last five minutes down the road to the clinic. When I’m there, I breathlessly tell the receptionist my name and she tells me to take a seat. I check my watch. One minute to spare. I barely have time to sit down when a door opens and a very tall, elegant lady in a black skirt suit appears glancing towards me.
“Lucy Rhodes?”
Grabbing my bag from the floor, I nod.
“Right this way, please,” she says, motioning towards the room she came out from.
I walk through and quickly notice how small the room is compared to what I thought it was going to look like. I also thought it was going to be very clinical—which it is not. Quite the contrary. The walls are a sunshine yellow, the large sofa is a welcoming cream colour, and what I assume is her chair is located very near to the sofa, making it a very intimate affair.
“Not what you expected, I imagine?” she asks, as if reading my mind.
I turn to her, holding my handbag up to my chest like it’s the only comfort I have. “Not really.”
She smiles softly. “I get that a lot.” She then motions with her hand to the sofa. “Please, take a seat and relax. I want you to feel comfortable, Lucy. You’re not under scrutiny here and I won’t expect you to tell me anything you feel uncomfortable telling me. You must consider this a safe space. I’m here to help.”
I offer her a half smile before taking my seat. I am nervous and she must sense those nerves. “I’ve never been to a therapist before. I don’t know what to expect.”
I watch as she takes a seat, grabbing a pen and notepad as she does. “It’s not a test. You tell me what you need to and I listen and take notes. I’ll ask questions, but again, if you’re not comfortable with it then we will move on. Just know that at some point we may need to discuss the areas you are most uncomfortable with. Does that make sense?”
“Yes.”
“Okay, good. Shall we start by telling me what has brought you to see me in the first place and we’ll go from there?” She gives me a reassuring smile. I take a deep breath and begin.
“Almost a month ago I had a panic attack. I had never had one before, so I didn’t know it was a panic attack at first. I thought I was dying.” I softly laugh at that, even though none of this is funny. “Luckily when it happened I was in a hospital. A nurse saw me and knew what was happening. She took me to a room and calmed me down. When she told me it was a panic attack, I couldn’t believe it.”
“Can you remember what caused it?”
I bite my lip as it’s all a fog now.
She spots my hesitation. “What were you doing before the attack came on?”
I shrug my shoulders. “I had just finished visiting my friend in hospital and was walking down the hallway when it just suddenly came on.”
Dr Morose writes something down on her pad before looking up. “Was there anything you saw, smelt, touched that may have triggered this?”
I try to look back, but the more I do, the more the fog closes in.
“Are you having trouble seeing?”
I snap my eyes to her and nod. “It’s almost like a fog. The more I try to look, the foggier it gets.”
“That’s your mind trying to protect you.”
I frown. “From what?”
“This is what we need to find out.” She crosses her legs before continuing. “Okay, let’s start from the beginning. Your mother and father. Are they still around?”
Looking down, I shake my head. “My mother died of cancer when I was two, and my dad died six years ago in a car accident. The car went over a cliff.”
I see the slight hint of empathy from her before she says, “I’m sorry to hear that. It must have been very hard.” She looks down at her notes. “You’re twenty-one now, so you were only fifteen when it happened?”
“Almost sixteen. It happened the day before Christmas.”
“I should imagine this time of year is particularly hard for you then.”
I nod.
“With both your parents gone, who took care of you?”
I smile when I think of my aunt Judith. “My aunt in Brighton did. It was hard for the first couple of months trying to get into another school to continue my A Levels, and also burying my dad right around the Christmas period. I finally managed to move and get started at my new school roundabout mid-January. I lived there until my A Levels were finished and then moved down to London to start university. I want to be a pharmacist one day.”
Dr Morose looks up from her pad, smiling. “A great vocation. Do you think you’ll stay in London?”
I shake my head. “Most probably not. My dad’s house is in Leamington Spa. I inherited it when he died. I didn’t have the heart to sell it, so it’s still there sitting empty. I’m hoping to live there again and open up a pharmacy nearby.” I wince and she notices.
“What’s wrong?”
I shake my head. “I think about it and although I want to do it, something awful sits at the pit of my stomach every time I do.”
“When was the last time you visited?”
“Not since my dad’s funeral.”
“Then it’s completely understandable. You must have some lovely memories there, I should imagine, but it’s also where tragedy struck.”
I nod without answering.
“Let’s just briefly get back to your panic attack.” She looks down at her notes again before looking up. “You said you were in hospital when the first panic attack happened. Did you have an appointment there, or were you visiting someone?”
“I was visiting a friend.” I laugh, causing her to sort of frown in amusement. “That’s another story entirely.”
She smiles. “If you’re comfortable, then tell me.”
So I do. I tell her all about Max and me and how much we hated each other. How he got in an accident and now has amnesia. I even tell her the part where I’m currently living with him until he gets better. She takes it all in, nodding occasionally, but mainly taking notes and letting me speak.
When I’m finished, Dr Morose says, “The brain is a very complex organ.” She takes in a breath. “Did you know there are four different types of amnesia?”
I shake my head.
“There’s retrograde amnesia where you lose existing, previously made memories. Then there’s anterograde, where you can’t form new memories. Then there’s transient global amnesia where you experience memory loss for some hours. Then lastly there’s infantile amnesia, which I think a lot of people have. It’s where they can’t remember the first three to five years of their life.”
“So, Max has a form of retrograde amnesia then?”
“Well, Max has a special circumstance where his amnesia was formed from a head injury. Has Max started to remember anything yet?”
I shake my head. “If he has, he certainly hasn’t said anything.”
She thinks on this before saying, “As I said, the brain is a very complex thing. He may not be remembering anything because of his injury, or it could be in part to do with the way he treated you in the past. Deep down, he maybe harbouring some guilt.”
I nod at that. “It would make sense because the Max I’m seeing now is not the Max I once knew.” I pause for a moment thinking on something. “Could Max’s accident triggered something inside of me and that’s why I had my panic attack?”
“It’s quite possible. How did you cope after your dad died? Did you let yourself grieve?”
I bite my lip. “Not really. I kind of threw myself into my studies straight away.”
She sucks in a breath. “Well, then it’s definitely possible.” She then pauses herself. “You’ve had more than one attack?”
I nod.
“Tell me the circumstances surrounding those.” Her head dips down as she poises her pen at her notepad.
“I’m quite embarrassed about it actually as we were watching the movie It.”
She looks up a moment. “When you say we, you mean …”
“My friends and I. Max had just come out of hospital that morning and we were all round his place chilling out, chatting, eating pizza, drinking beer … that sort of thing. We then all settled down to watch a movie and towards the end I started to panic.”
“Can you remember what part in the movie this was?”
I think back to the part where Beverly’s dad started attacking her. My chest immediately tightens in response, making my breathing quicken.
“Lucy, it’s okay. Take deep breaths. You don’t have to tell me right now. Okay?”
Closing my eyes, I suck in a breath and immediately tears begin to well. When I open them back up, I nod.
“Are you okay?” she asks, a look of concern in her eyes.
“Yes. It’s just … for some reason, I can’t …”
Dr Morose leans forward. “Lucy, it’s okay. We can go back to that at another time. Are you okay to tell me if there were any more?”
“I had one just before I got here. I was in a shop looking at clothes when someone brushed past me and I smelt …” Immediately the smell somehow hits my nostrils. My hand in response grips my chest.
“Lucy,” Dr Morose says, immediately getting up and kneeling down in front of me. “It’s okay. Deep breaths. No one can harm you here, okay? Breathe in deep for four seconds, then breathe out again.”
I do as she tells me, following her actions as she breathes in with me. When I’m calmer, she pats me on the hand.
“Are you feeling better?”
I nod and watch as she gets up and walks over to her desk. Once there she picks up another pad and starts to write something down before walking back over to me and handing me a piece of paper.
“You don’t have to take these, but they’re there if you need them.”
I frown, taking the piece of paper. “What is it?” I ask, looking at what I now know is a prescription for two milligrams of Diazepam. “You’re giving me Valium?” I ask, blinking rapidly.
“It’s a very low dose. It should calm you when you’re in stressful situations.”
I’m about to hand it back to her and tell her I don’t need it, but then I remember what it’s like whenever I have a panic attack, so instead I fold it and place it in my handbag.
“I want you to come and see me again, Lucy,” she begins, walking over to her desk again. She looks down at what must be her diary. “Can you make it Tuesday of next week? At one?”
Tuesday is one of my more tranquil days. I only have two periods that morning. “Yes, Tuesday would be good.”
She sits and scribbles something down. “I’ll put you down for Tuesday, but in the meantime call me if you have one of these attacks again, won’t you?”
Grabbing my bag, I nod. “Thank you. I will.”
“See you on Tuesday then.”
I smile, walking towards the door. “Yes. See you on Tuesday.”



  
It was on the journey back from the shops when I heard the sound of a text from my bag. I had three carrier bags, two in one hand and one in the other. I had to pull off on the side of the pavement to avoid being run into by rushing pedestrians. I need to check it as it may be Max wanting something from the shops. To be honest, I don’t remember leaving the clinic, getting the bus, and walking around the supermarket. Ask me what I got and I bet I can’t tell you everything. I know Heinz beans was definitely in there as Max loves the stuff. He can eat them raw out of the can. Just give him a fork and he’s in there. I can’t help but want to throw up every time he does that.
I know why my head’s not with it all. It’s because of the session with Dr Morose. She seems nice—if not a little abrupt at times, but she certainly seems to know her stuff. I’m just not sure about these tablets. A part of me wants to get them as it may have some kind of psychological effect. If I know they’re there then hopefully the attacks will stop.
Placing the bags carefully on the ground, I lean against the wall of a shop and pull my phone out. I see I have a message from an unknown number. I frown, but open it up. That’s when my heart stops.
Unknown Number: Remember to keep your mouth shut.
With trembling hands, I answer back. Who is this?
I look up from the screen and glance around me to see if anyone’s watching, but I don’t find anything that could raise my suspicion. For a brief moment I stand around, waiting to see if I get a response, but one doesn’t come. Maybe the message isn’t meant for me. Whoever’s sent it has probably just realised they’ve sent it to the wrong person. It must be. Otherwise the message doesn’t make any sense.
Slightly disorientated, I put my phone away, pick up my bags, and make my way back to Max’s place. I’m about five minutes away from his house when a man out of nowhere bashes right into me.
“Hey,” I grumble as he carries on as if nothing’s happened. People are so rude. I resume my walking and get home to find Max sitting on the sofa looking kind of sombre. “Are you okay?” I ask, temporarily putting the shopping down to join him.
He offers a small smile. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just my dad being his usual arsehole self.” He eyes me up and says, “How did you get on with the therapist?”
“She was good. We haven’t gotten down to why I’m having panic attacks, but I know that’s not something that can happen in an instant.”
Max takes my hand. “I know it’s going to be frustrating, but you’ll get there.”
I smile back and nod. “Yeah, I know that too.”
Max’s eyes trail to the bags. “Do you need help with that?”
Shaking my head, I get up. “No, you stay there. I’ll put everything away. Besides, you’ll probably be more of a hindrance than a help,” I tease, winking at him.
“Hey, that’s not fair. True. But not fair.”
I giggle as I grab the bags and start heading for the kitchen. “Do you fancy a cup of tea?”
“A coffee would be good.”
“Coming right up,” I shout back, plonking the carrier bags on top of the counter. I fill the kettle up, put that on, and then I unload all the shopping for the day. One bag is done and then when I get to the bottom of the second bag something red catches my eye. Frowning, I place my hand inside and pull the offending object out. It’s red ribbon.
Be a good girl and this will all be over soon.
I see a vision of my hands being tied together with red ribbon. I’m frightened and all I can feel is pain.
Terrible pain.
The sounds of sobbing fill my ears. I shake my head to make it all stop.
Make it stop! My head screams.
I drop the ribbon, walking backwards until my body hits the kitchen wall. The vision disappears and the only sound now that I can hear is the kettle. I’m in Max’s kitchen. I’m safe.
“Is everything okay in there?” I hear Max shout.
I swallow hard, trying to get my breathing under control. “Yeah … everything’s fine,” I answer back.
I close my eyes. What was that? When I open my eyes back up again, my gaze follows towards the red ribbon that’s now discarded on the floor. I don’t remember buying that. Why would I?
As quickly as I can, I pick the ribbon up and swiftly place it in the bin. I then proceed to put the rest of the shopping away before getting Max his coffee. When I walk into the living room, Max is still where I left him. “Thanks,” he says, with a cheer in his voice. “Are you going to tell me a bit more about your session, or is it top secret?”
He smirks as I take a seat next to him and take a breather. Everything that’s been happening today has been … strange. I don’t tell Max this. However, I do tell him a lot about what was said today at my session.
“So you think you’ll go back?”
I nod. “In fact, I go back next Tuesday.”
“I hope she sheds some light on why you’re having these attacks. At the moment she reckons it may be because of my accident and it triggering your dad’s accident?”
“She said it was quite possible.”
“You know my dad thinks I’m faking this whole amnesia thing just to get out of going back to school?”
My eyes widen in shock. “You’re kidding?”
He shakes his head on an angry laugh. “I kid you not. He even tried to catch me out, trying to ask questions to things I had no clue about. He started bringing up conversations we apparently had on the phone three, four months ago, but I didn’t know what it was all about. When he got frustrated that it wasn’t going anywhere, he huffed and then left. That was after he’d already asked questions about you, though.”
“Me?” I shriek.
“He wants to know who’s looking after me.”
I swallow, nervous. I don’t like the sound of his dad, so the less he knows about me, the better. “What did you tell him?”
“That you’re a hot chick who I’m dying to make my girlfriend. You know … the usual.” He winks at me, making my heart skip a beat.
“You didn’t,” I manage to say.
“No, but it was worth it to see that look on your face.” He chuckles, taking my hand. “I only told him what he needed to know for now. That you’re a friend helping out another friend. Typical of him, though he asked what you got out of this. But that’s the problem with my dad. He thinks no one does something for nothing.”
That hurts a little, but then his dad doesn’t know me. “I expect nothing from you, Max.”
His eyebrow rises up. “Except my body, I hope?”
I elbow him, causing him to laugh.
“Maybe I’m not as sexy as I think.”
“You’re so modest,” I quip back, rolling my eyes.
“And you’re so adorable.”
The room falls silent as our eyes lock with one another. For a moment all we do is sit and stare. That is until Max says, “Can you tell me what else you did today, so I can concentrate on something other than kissing you?”
I think back to the text message and wonder for a moment if I should say anything. But then, I don’t have a clue what it’s about, so it can’t be for me.
“The only other thing I did was go shopping. Very boring for me really.”
He groans, pushing his head back into the sofa.
“What?” I ask, all innocently.
“That’s not helping much at all.”
Biting my lip, I watch Max’s posture as he sits with his eyes closed on the sofa. As he can’t see me, I let my eyes wander the length of his body—and oh, what an impressive body. His legs are long, thick, and taught, his stomach flat, and his chest broad and heaving with every breath he takes. I’m lost in him.
“Who says I want you to?”
Lifting his head, his eyes snap back to me. “What?” His frown is adorable.
“Who says I want you to stop thinking about kissing me?”
I bite my lip again and watch as his eyes wander to my lips. His own curve up into that beautiful smile I’ve come to love lately.
“Lucy Rhodes, are you asking me to kiss you?”
I flutter my eyelashes. “A lady never tells.”
“That means yes then. You’re such a saucy little minx, do you know that?”
For some reason only around you.
“I have no idea what you mean.”
Leaning forward, Max places a finger inside the top of my jumper and pulls me closer to him. I end up practically straddling him by the time he stops pulling. Once I’m snuggled, Max places his hands on my hips and smiles up at me. “This is what I mean. You. Here. Driving me wild.”
Why does he have to talk like that?
“I drive you wild?”
“You say that like it could never happen. There’s something quite beautiful about a woman who doesn’t think she is. Like a full blooming rose that can never see itself. It’s admired by many, but has no idea why.”
I frown, impressed. “That’s very philosophical of you.”
“I try my best,” he retorts as I lean in to kiss him on the lips. At first—and as usual—it’s soft and sensual. But as I remain on top of Max, feeling him beneath me, the euphoria of being in control, my kiss deepens, causing him to moan in my mouth. Feeling braver, I push my groin into his, relishing the feel of his hardness pressing against me.
Max’s hand cups my face, stroking my cheeks as I kiss him harder, deeper. “Fuck, you’re something else, Lucy. Do you know that?”
The sound of his voice makes me light-headed. It’s almost like I’m having an out of body experience. This isn’t like me. I’m not the type of girl who initiates these things. I’m the girl in the shadows.
The girl no one notices.
Yet, here with Max, my walls come tumbling down and I have no idea how or why. All I know is I somehow feel free. Of what, I have no idea.
Threading my fingers through his hair, I grip the strands with my fist, causing him to moan into my mouth. With another thrust of my hips, I trail my hands down from his hair to his chest.
“Fuck, Lucy. You keep doing that I’m going to come in my pants.”
I smile against his mouth, one half screaming what’s wrong with you, whilst the other more domineering half wants to carry on and play.
With a force I can’t stop, my fingernails run down the outline of his pecks through his T-shirt, making Max hiss his pleasure into my mouth. A fire ignites within me, bursting into flames as I trail my hand down to his hardness, cupping it tightly with my hand.
“Lucy, shit. We have to stop.”
“I don’t want to stop,” I answer breathlessly into his mouth.
One by one, I unbutton his jeans, licking his lips with my tongue as I push my hand into his boxer shorts, immediately feeling the pre-cum at the tip of his cock.
“Fuck, Lucy!” Max moans as his hand reaches my jeans. He starts to unbutton them and is just about to reach his hand into my knickers when I fly off his lap like he’s somehow scorched me.
Max looks completely bewildered and downright fucking scared. That makes two of us. “What happened?” Max asks.
“I don’t fucking know!” I shout back, confused, upset, and terrified.
Max places his hand out in front of him. “It’s okay, Lucy.”
Tears threaten to form in my eyes. “No, it’s not okay. What’s wrong with me, Max?”
Looking angry, Max awkwardly buttons up his jeans with one hand and then equally as awkwardly tries to stand up. When he does he hops towards me. Immediately, he takes me into his arms. “Nothing’s wrong with you. You got that?”
“I’m a cock tease.”
He tightens his arm around me. “You’re not a fucking cock tease. Jesus, Lucy. Stop blaming yourself. You wanted it and then you changed your mind. That’s allowed, you know. I don’t expect anything more than you’re willing to give. You got that?”
I nod into his chest, but I still feel like shit. I was so into it and then the minute he started to reciprocate I lost it.
“Listen,” he starts, pulling me away to face him. When I look up at him, Max wipes away a tear and carries on. “Technically you and I have only really known each other for six weeks. You’re a virgin, and to be honest we’ve never even discussed us, have we? That’s if you think there is an us.” He sighs. “What I’m trying to say is that is it any wonder your thoughts are all over the place if you don’t even know where we stand? Does that make sense?”
Smiling, I nod. “Yes, of course it does.”
“Can we sit, because my legs are starting to hurt a little.” He chuckles, but I can tell he’s in some discomfort.
“Of course. Sorry,” I say, leading us both over to the sofa again.
Once we’re both seated, Max takes in a deep breath. “I don’t know what’s happening between us, but what I do know is that I like spending time with you, and I know I’m not interested in any other girl out there. That’s where I stand right now.”
I take in what he’s said for a moment. “That’s all I can expect. I feel the same way too.”
He takes my hand and squeezes. “No rushing. Let’s see where it takes us, yes? If we climb the next step and you’re ready, then we’ll both know, okay?”
I smile, more than happy with that. “That’s more than okay.”



  
“How’s your day been?” Theo asks, smiling awkwardly at me. Everything with us has been awkward lately—ever since that kiss.
“Oh, you know. Same old, same old.”
I fiddle with the arm of my jacket so I don’t have to look at him. “What about you?”
I don’t hear anything for a little while, but then he sighs. “Same, I suppose.” More awkward silence ensues, and I open my mouth to speak when he says, “About the other night…”
Yeah, about the other night. The other night when I was round Theo’s house and spoke about first kisses. The other night when we suggested we should try it and I ended up getting carried away. The other night when we were about to go a lot further than we should have when his dad suddenly came home and caught us.
Yes.
That night.
“It’s fine, we don’t have to talk about it…”
“Don’t you think we do?”
Closing my eyes, I let my head fall to the floor. “It was embarrassing getting caught by your dad like that.”
There’s a gentle tug on my jacket arm, causing me to look up.
“I think we were all embarrassed, but he doesn’t think any different of you. He just thought we were nothing more than friends. However, he did say that now we’ve gone past that friend zone that we should stop seeing each other alone, because he doesn’t want to get into any trouble with your dad. They are friends and we all know how protective your father is over you.”
I look away again. “I got carried away.”
In the corner of my eye, Theo moves closer to me. Placing an arm around my shoulder, he pulls me to him, nudging me. “There was no I in that scenario, Lucy-Lou. We both were just as much into it as the other.”
My eyes widen when I think back to it. “I was like a … like an animal.”
Theo full belly laughs.
I nudge him this time. “Theo, it’s not funny.”
“I’m sorry, but listening to you calling yourself an animal is like Hitler calling himself a choir boy.”
I glance up at him. “Actually, Hitler was a choir boy.”
“Fuck, Lucy, you’re such a sexy little nerd, do you know that?” He smirks, causing me to smirk right back. He then nudges my shoulder with his. “See, that’s better.” He places an arm around me again and kisses the top of my head. We’re so lost in the moment that we don’t realise we have company.
“Oh, would you look at that,” Trent, one of the boys from school along with a couple of others says as they approach us. “Theodore, the bore has scored with his little whor—”
Immediately, Theo shoots up, pointing a finger at Trent. “You say one more fucking word and I will—”
Trent squares up to him. “Will what, Theodore?” I see the look of disgust in his eyes as he looks him up and down. “Get Mummy and Daddy to come down here and sort me out, like they do all your problems?”
I frown. What does that mean?
“Theo?” I ask, needing to know what’s happening.
He doesn’t look at me, but raises his hand in my direction. “Stay out of this, Lucy.”
Trent flits his eyes to me. “Yeah, Lucy. Stay out of it. In fact,” he says, stepping away from Theo and starting to walk to the bench I’m sat on, “how would you like to go out with a real man, Luce? Someone who’s not a mummy and daddy’s boy? Someone who will know how to treat you in the sack.” Trent grabs his crotch in front of me, causing me to look away in disgust. He and the other two boys laugh. “Am I offending the little princess?”
“I told you to stay the fuck away from her!” Theo shouts as he pulls him away from me.
Everything that takes place next is such a blur. Theo punches Trent, then they both start throwing punches until the other two grab Theo. I’m helpless, stuck, unable to know what to do. Then all of a sudden Theo looks up at me before Trent takes his punch. “Lucy … RUN!” One half of me can’t move. How can I leave him? He’s about to get beaten up. The first punch comes and all I hear is a whoosh of air leaving Theo’s lips. Then, out of nowhere one of the boys turns his attention on me, a creepy smirk rising on his lips. “RUN!” he shouts again, and this time I do.
As fast as I can, I sprint for the park’s exit and all the while all I can hear is punch after punch, grunt after grunt. I feel like shit leaving him to get beaten like that. What kind of person does that make me?
When I exit the park, I look around to find the boy has halted in his tracks and starts to run back towards Theo and the other boys. When I turn to see what’s spooked him, I spot a police officer walk down the street. I run up to him. “Please! Help my friend. He’s getting beaten!” I scream, throwing my hands in the direction of the park.
The police officer looks towards me and immediately when he spots my distress he runs towards me. “What is it, miss?”
“My friend! He’s getting beaten in the park. Over there. Quick!”
He runs towards the park and it’s only when he disappears that I realise I’m crying.
What in the hell is happening?
   
“Earth to Lucy. Earth to Lucy,” I hear through a pretend megaphone.
I snap my head to Pixie, who’s currently waving her hand in front of my face. “I’m sorry,” I say, snapping out of it. “I was lost in my own world.”
“So I see,” she responds, sipping her coffee. We had both decided to have coffee after our lecture. It’s Tuesday, a few days after the incident with Max and me, and also the day of my next appointment. Things have been quiet since that day. No more strange texts and occurrences. That was until my dream about this Theo again last night.
“Something’s on your mind. What is it?”
Sighing, I lean forward, placing my elbows on the table and rubbing my hands over my face. “It’s nothing. Just another dream about this Theo again.”
Pixie narrows her eyes, holding her coffee cup. “Hmm … this boy is certainly a mystery. Are you sure you were never friends with someone back at school?”
Frustrated, I nod. “Yes. I never had any friends at school. I just got on with my studies and that was it.”
Pixie takes a sip of her coffee. “What did you dream this time?”
I frown. “That’s the thing. It’s like I’m building a story in my head. A story that can only be imagined if it were real.” I sigh, shaking my head. “I’m not making any fucking sense. I swear, Pixie, I’m losing the fucking plot.”
Pixie sucks in a breath. “Ouch. That’s two F bombs in two consecutive sentences. I think you’ve been hanging around Max too much.”
I close my eyes on a laugh. “Sorry.”
“How is Max, by the way? I haven’t spoken to him in a couple of days.”
I smile, biting my lip. “He’s actually doing really well …”
“Uh-oh, I know that look.”
I frown at her. “What look?”
She places her coffee cup on the table and leans forward. “The, I-heart-Max-Cooper, look. The, oh-my-God-he’s-so-dreamy, look. The, I-wonder-if-he’s-thinking-of-me-right-now, look.”
“No, I’m not!” I practically screech.
“Oh, yes, you are.”
“We’ve been seeing each other every day now for practically two months. What do you expect? Have you seen Max?”
Pixie starts laughing. “Yes, I’ve seen him, and so do a lot of other girls. Just be careful.”
“Last week he told me he wasn’t interested in anyone else.”
Pixie’s mouth hangs open.
“What?”
“It is getting serious, isn’t it? Oh my, Max and Lucy sitting in a tree …”
I throw a napkin at her. “Stop being so juvenile.”
Pixie giggles, picking her coffee mug up. “What time’s your appointment with the shrink?”
I raise an eyebrow at her term of reference. “It’s at one.”
She looks at her watch. “You better get going if you want to get a bus in time.”
I check my watch and see she’s right. Quickly, I take out a ten-pound note and throw it on the table. We get up at the same time and Pixie comes around the table to give me a hug. “Come over some time. I miss our little girly chats.”
I sigh. “Me too. Now that Max is much better I should have more time.”
“Call me when you can, yeah?”
Kissing her on the cheek, I rub her shoulder. “I will.”
We soon part ways and I’m walking down towards the bus stop when I get a text alert on my phone. I quickly get it out to read it.
Unknown Number: What is it with the baggy jumpers and jeans? You never used to dress like that.
I type back, Who is this? and press SEND.
Unknown Number: Am I easily that forgotten? I’m crushed.
I don’t understand. I think you have the wrong number.
Unknown Number: Wrong. Lucy Rhodes, twenty-one years old, originally from Leamington spa, but moved away once her father died in a car accident. Except, you took something with you and have been keeping it secret ever since. Let it stay that way, otherwise I may have to take a trip to Brighton. I hear it can be quite pretty this time of year.
My heart skips a beat. Aunt Judith. With my hands still trembling, I type back a response.
I don’t know what you’re talking about. Leave my aunt alone, otherwise I’ll go to the police.
Unknown Number: Don’t test me, Lucy. Have you forgotten what I’m capable of? Go to no one. Don’t tell anyone. If you do, you will be sorry.
I look up from my phone and somehow I had gotten on a bus without me even realising. I look around me but can’t see anyone paying me any attention. Who could this be? And why is he terrorising me? Whoever this is, is starting to threaten me now, but who do I tell? I have to tell someone.
Wondering if I should cancel my session, my finger hovers over the call button to ring Max. But then this isn’t something I should be explaining over the phone.
My head and my heart are having an all-out war. I’m scared, confused, completely fucking bewildered. I sit there for ages, trying to contemplate what to do when I reach my stop for the therapist. I decide—in the end—that I shouldn’t let whoever this is take over my life just because of a couple of threatening text messages. I take the short walk to the clinic and give my name to the receptionist, all the while my heart’s still beating against my chest.
As I’m sitting waiting I shoot my aunt Judith a message. Everything ok with you? I simply put. Short, sweet, and to the point. Not, oh by the way, have you received any strange messages from anyone lately? Or maybe you feel like someone may be following you? That type of normal message.
What the hell is normal these days?
“Lucy Rhodes,” I hear. I look up to find Dr Morose standing in the doorway staring at me. “Please come through.” She walks in and I soon follow suit, taking the same seat I took last week. Immediately I sit, my fingers straight to my mouth as I start biting my nails. “You seem tense, Lucy. Has something happened?”
Yes, everything’s happened. I’m losing my mind and to top it off I’m receiving messages from someone claiming I know who they are when I don’t have a clue and threatening to visit my aunt if I go to the police.
“I’m having dreams.”
Dr Morose immediately takes a seat opposite me. “What kind of dreams.”
I pull my fingernail away from my mouth. “Dreams about a boy named Theo.”
She jots this down. “And who is Theo?”
I laugh. “You tell me.”
She frowns, obviously confused.
Yeah, that makes two of us.
“I have no idea who this Theo is. I’ve never met him before, but it’s like I do know him. I can’t shake this feeling from me that I’ve lived these moments from my dreams with him, but I know for a fact we’ve never met.”
Dr Morose pauses for a moment, taking it all in. “Okay. Can you let me know when the dreams all started?”
I try and think back to the first one I had. “Actually, it was the day after my panic attack. Could it be linked somehow?”
She nods. “Could very well be linked. Are they bad dreams? Is Theo cruel to you in some way?”
I shake my head and in my gut I feel offended for him. Fuck, I am going crazy. He doesn’t even exist. “On the contrary. He’s kind, caring, thoughtful, attentive. Everything you don’t expect a fifteen-year-old boy to be.”
“So in this dream he’s fifteen?”
I nod.
“Are you young in this dream also?”
“Yes, we’re roughly round the same age—although Theo is a few months older.” I bite my lip, frowning. How do I know this?
Because you’re a freak!
“And what happens in these dreams?”
I shrug my shoulders. “We talk.”
“About?”
“Life, school … the future. He flirts sometimes and I know in the dream that I like it. I have a huge crush on him.”
“In the dream?”
I ponder that for a moment. “Sometimes I find it hard to distinguish between the two. Although I know I don’t know him, he’s as real as you and me sitting talking in this room. I don’t understand it and to be honest it frightens me.”
“In what way?”
“In every way. I know he’s not real, but I feel things for him like he’s a real person. The only other person who makes me feel this way is Max.”
I watch as she scribbles her pen across her notepad. “You and he are getting closer?”
We are getting closer. In a sense too close. Everything’s moving so fast, but it’s like I can’t stop myself. I know I’m a different person when I’m around him.
“We’re … intimate,” I eventually answer with a deep frown.
Dr Morose purses her lips a little. “You don’t look particularly happy about this. Why’s that?”
“I freeze.”
She leans forward. “Tell me a bit more about that.”
I shift in my seat, somewhat uncomfortable. “We … we kiss, and then things get heated. I’m more than into it, but the moment he touches me in a certain area I pull back like he’s scorched me. A couple of weeks ago we were kissing and the moment he got on top I felt like I couldn’t breathe.”
“Did you have a panic attack?”
I shake my head. “No, but the panic was there. I felt like I was trapped … like I couldn’t escape if I wanted to. I know Max would never do that, so why did it feel that way at the time?”
“Have you had these intimacy issues with others?”
I shake my head. “I’m a virgin. I’ve never really even kissed anyone, let alone … that.”
“Is Max pressuring you in any way?”
I violently shake my head. “Oh, no. Nothing like that. He wants me to be the instigator. He’s made it clear that we go at my pace.”
Dr Morose jots this all down and then pauses a moment. “Are you concerned with performance, say? That it will hurt?”
“I suppose so, but isn’t every girl who’s a virgin feeling that way? I don’t hear them running a mile every time they’re touched. Whatever this feeling is it’s all on me. Not Max, not anyone else. Me. I don’t understand it, and quite frankly it’s pissing me off.” I widen my eyes at my outburst. “Sorry.”
Dr Morose smiles. “Don’t be. You’re entitled to be a little frustrated if your actions do not match your thought process. We’ll need to touch on your intimacy issues a little. It may be simply because you’re inexperienced. Max is making the right noises and obviously cares for you. Maybe next time you are alone with him and things get intimate, tell him that you want to go at your pace. That you want to be the one to control everything.”
I huff. “By the way things are I will have to have his hands tied behind his back.”
“One step at a time, Lucy. It’s not a race. Maybe you should take a few days out not to kiss or touch. When it gets to a stage when you want more, you’ll know.”
I smirk at that. “If you had ever met Max then you’d realise just how difficult that will be.”
Dr Morose’s lips curve up into a smile. “That good, huh?”
I giggle. “You have no idea.”



  
Getting back to Max’s house was difficult to say the least. Difficult because all the way there I couldn’t help feeling this dreaded sense that I was being watched the whole time. I know it’s only because of these text messages, but it’s just one thing that adds onto another. First, panic attacks, then—as my therapist calls it—intimacy issues, and now paranoia. I had never mentioned anything about the text messages to Dr Morose. We had moved onto my panic attacks and whether I have been taking the medication. I told her that I had gotten the tablets, but haven’t yet taken any. And funnily enough no more panic attacks. We had ended just over the allotted hour with her suggesting I come in next Tuesday at the same time. I agreed.
Inside Max’s house I clutch onto the keys I’ve just used to get in. “How did it go today?” I ask Max as I settle in. He had been to the hospital today and had a checkup.
He smiles, looking happy. “Good, actually. I should only need a couple more weeks in these casts and then I’m set.” He looks down, frowning at my hand. “What’s that?”
I look down at what he’s staring at. “What?”
He points to my keyring. “Your keyring. What is it?”
I smile, holding it up for him to see. “It’s a diamond-encrusted star.”
“It looks beautiful. Who gave it to you?”
I can see the eager expression on his face to know more, but I frown through my confusion. I close my eyes, shaking my head. “I … I don’t know. Maybe my father?” I offer, as if Max can somehow give me the answers. I look at his face and can see the deep curves of his forehead. He looks … sad, like he feels sorry for me or something. But then as soon as it appears it disappears as a soft smile reaches his face. He touches my hand that’s still holding onto the keys, clasping it in his. “It’s obviously special if you keep a hold of it like you do.”
I smile, thinking of the dream I had of Theo. “It is. I don’t know how, but it is.” I pause a moment as if I’m in some sort of daze, but then I shake myself out of it and turn to look at Max again. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you today,” I say, changing the subject. “I would have liked to have been.”
He grabs my shoulder, squeezing it a little. “Don’t be. Your studies are far more important. Besides, I had Chester today.”
I look around. “No sexy nurse to help you?” I giggle, knowing that Nurse Lane was in her sixties, gap-toothed with a huge wart on her nose. She reminds me of Nanny McPhee. I had told Max that one evening over Thai food and he nearly sprayed the contents of chicken massaman curry from his mouth.
Max’s eyes widen. “No, thank fuck. I told her yesterday that her services were not required today. Although, I could use a wash.”
I get up from my seat. “Tell me what to do and I’ll do it.”
Max shakes his head. “I don’t expect you to bathe me. Besides, I think it’ll end up torturing me,” he continues on a groan.
“You can’t sit in your own muck all day, Max. You need to wash. What do I need to do?”
“What I really want more than anything right now is a bath.”
I take a look at his plastered left leg and right arm, thinking it would be awkward, but possible. “Let’s get you upstairs then. I’ll run a bath and I’m sure you can get in it keeping your left leg and right arm out. All you need to do then is sit back and relax.”
Max groans, pushing his head back into the sofa. “Fuck, that sounds good right about now.”
I grab his hand, trying to pull him up. The conversation about my text messages can come later. For now I just want to live in this moment. “Come on, then. Let’s get you bathed.”
“Yes, Nurse Rhodes.”
I bite my lip. Something about that turns my insides to mush. “No lip from you, Mr Cooper, or Nurse Rhodes will have to punish you.”
Putting his arm around my shoulder, Max smirks. “Oh, dear God, please punish me, Nurse Rhodes. I have been a particularly bad patient today.”
I crinkle my nose. “And smelly,” I joke.
Max’s eyes bug out of his head. “Do I really?”
“No!” I laugh, unable to hold him up for a moment. “I’m only joking. Take a chill pill.”
Max rolls his eyes and I lead him upstairs towards the bathroom. There’s a lot of hopping and it takes a while, but we get there eventually. Once in the bathroom, I start running a bath and proceed to try and take his clothes off. I’m trying ever so hard to be clinical about this, but when I take off his T-shirt and see his hairless, bronzed chest, I can’t help but want to run my hands over those pecks of his. From the loose shorts he has on there is a distinct V. I have this overwhelming desire to get onto my knees and lick that V.
Who am I?
Maybe just the girl I should have always been, it’s just that Max brings her out in me.
“Lucy?” Max asks, because yes, I have stalled in my motions.
“I’m not making this obvious at all, am I?”
Max chuckles, before leaning forward and inhaling the scent of my hair. “You’re doing fine, Luce.”
Steam starts to erupt in the bathroom as we both stand there completely still. My head hangs loose a little, partly in embarrassment, but partly because I don’t want him to think I’m a pervert.
His finger lifts my chin up. When my eyes meet his, Max smiles. “You don’t ever have to hide your feelings away from me, babe. Those feelings are the essence of who you are.”
My eyes are transfixed on his. The blazing brown pools are like swimming in diamonds. I’m lost in his beauty. Completely smitten by him. I bite my lip and Max watches, leaning his head down to kiss me. Our lips touch and it’s like an explosion going off in my head. Could a simple kiss emanate such carnal desires as this? I may be broken, but I can fix anything as long as Max kisses me.
“I better check on the bath,” I say, breathlessly pulling away. Max lets me check the water without saying a word. I put a little more cold in, swishing the water around as I go. As soon as it seems ready for him, I turn it off before focusing my attention back on Max.
“Okay,” I say, my eyes focusing on his shorts.
“They’ve gotta go,” he jokes. I wish I were as uninhibited as him.
I glance up at his smirk before bending down slightly and pulling his shorts down. Immediately I am greeted by a very impressive, very erect cock.
“See? That’s what you do to me. Every. Damn. Time.”
Trying to ignore the fluttering in my stomach, I guide him out of his shorts and very gently ease him into the bath with him holding on to my back. It’s a slow, difficult process, but we manage it. The minute Max sinks into the bath, his head lulls back, his eyes close, and his mouth parts into an, “Ahhhhhh.”
A big smile spreads on my face. “Nice?”
Max opens his eyes up. “You have no idea.” He grabs my hand. “Thank you for this.”
“You’re very welcome.”
I watch him for a moment before I find it’s time to grab a flannel. My perversion levels are increasing by the second.
Picking up the shower gel, I squeeze some onto the flannel and work up a lather onto his chest. Max closes his eyes on a groan and it’s one of the most erotic things I have ever witnessed. I take my time slowly moving the flannel across his chest, up under his arms and around his shoulders. I then move the flannel down across his good leg, before slowly running up again towards his groin. When I move it across his hip, Max’s cock jolts, causing a deep ache inside my stomach. My breath catches and my heart thumps against my chest. Max seems to be zoned out, enjoying everything I have to offer.
I get back to work on his chest, but where I really want to work on is his groin. I have this overwhelming desire to please him—see the look of euphoria on his face knowing it was me that gave it to him.
Feeling braver, I watch Max as I move the flannel down to his cock, running it across his shaft.
“Jesus, Lucy,” Max groans.
I run the flannel over it again, this time down towards his scrotum. I take my time cleaning the area around there—maybe a bit too much time. After a few seconds, Max grabs my wrist. My eyes snap to his.
“Carry on with that and you’re going to make me come.”
“Teach me.”
“What?” Max breathlessly asks.
“Teach me how to make you feel good. I want to make you come.”
Max closes his eyes on a groan again. “Fuck, Lucy.” He lets out a breath before opening his eyes again and fixing them with mine. “Okay, but on one condition.”
“What?”
He smiles, trailing a finger down my cheek. “I make you come too.”
My eyes widen, causing his smile to grow wider. In the end there’s only one decision to make. I nod.
“Okay, what you need to do is wrap your hand around my shaft.”
I discard the flannel, wrapping my small hand around his big cock. It’s veiny, tall, and throbbing, making my breath catch with want.
“That’s it,” he says, his own breaths becoming more laboured. “Now you need to pull back and forth, like this.” Max wraps his hand around mine and guides me. Once we’ve found a rhythm, Max lets go, giving me the reins to take control. I watch as his head rests on the bath, his eyes close, and his mouth parts. He groans and for a brief second I can’t help closing my eyes, letting the feeling of immense pleasure wash over me. I never thought pleasing a man would feel as good as this.
Back and forth, my hand wraps around his cock, and with every thrust of my hand, Max stiffens that little bit more. His mouth parts and his body starts to spasm with pleasure.
“Fuck, Lucy! You’re going to make me come!”
My heart hammers against my chest. Watching this is the most erotic experiences of my life.
“Lucy!” Max shouts as his body tenses, his cock swells, and white shoots out from his cock. I watch in fascination as it spurts up and rests against his stomach.
“Wow!” he breathes, groaning in pleasure. “Give me Nurse Rhodes any day of the week.” He smiles before opening his eyes to look at me.
“Nurse Rhodes was happy to help.”
Max, snapping out of his orgasm, pulls himself up a little. “Now it’s your turn. Stand up,” he orders, and I do as he says. He hooks one finger into the top of my jeans and pulls me towards him. “I want to kiss you … here,” he says, pointing his finger to my pussy. “Can I kiss you there, Luce?”
My breath quickens. I’m so turned on from what I’ve done to him I think I’ll just about let him do anything to me right now. I nod.
“Take your jeans off. Take everything off.”
I hesitate for a moment, but push my inhibitions away, because this is Max. I want him to kiss me. I want him to do lots of things to me. So I start to undress, taking everything off, including my bra. Max watches with interest and his hooded eyes are what make me feel more confident. When I stand there completely naked in front of him, Max waggles his fingers for me to come towards him. I do as he says and then he looks up.
“You’re the most beautiful creature I have ever laid eyes on. Do you know that, Lucy Rhodes?”
Be still, my heart.
I can’t form words right now. All I do is bite my lip.
“I’m going to need you to do all the work here, Lucy. I’m sorry. If you place your leg on the other side of the bath, I can get to you.”
I do as he instructs, scooting up towards his face. I suddenly feel exposed. My legs are spread wide in front of him. He inhales. “You smell fucking delicious.” My cheeks redden and Max notices. “No need to get embarrassed with me, babe. You wait until I start feasting on you and all your embarrassment will fly right out of this bathroom window.” He kisses my inner thigh and then licks across it. I hiss in a breath. “Fucking sexy,” he breathes, pulling my leg towards him. He trails kisses all the way along my inner thigh until he reaches my pussy. When that first lick comes across my clit, my knees buckle and a moan rips from my lips.
“Relax and enjoy, Lucy. This is all for you.”
He pulls my hip back toward his face and immediately starts to lick relentlessly around and over my clit. I thread my fingers through his hair and pull my head back on a moan. I keep my eyes closed, parting my lips, and concentrate on the feeling Max is giving me.
“Max!” I shout, moaning out my pleasure when he puts pressure on my clit. His tongue swirls, heightening this sensation running through my body. My hips jerk forward, seeking out more as Max ups his pace, swirling his tongue around my clit. My grip in his hair tightens and my body starts to tingle. A pressure builds inside me up and up and up until it explodes in a ray of bright, beautiful colours. I scream out his name, my body convulsing in the most pleasurable experience of my life.
“Fuck, that was sexy,” Max breathes, kissing the inside of my thigh again.
For a moment I can’t move. I’m too busy stuck on this wonderful high that Max has given me.
“Was that okay?”
“That was more than okay,” I manage to get out. Max chuckles, causing me to remember what predicament he’s in. “We better get you out of that bath.”
“Can you do it naked?” he asks, a huge smirk on his face.
I take my leg away and pull the plug in the bath. “It’s hard for me. I’m not used to this.”
“You don’t have to shy away from me, Lucy. You have nothing to be shy about. You’re stunning.”
Grabbing a towel, I smile at him. “Time to get you out.” I manage to hook my arms underneath him and pull him up. Max helps with his good arm, but it’s awkward. Once we get him out of the bath, I wrap the towel around him and start drying him down—all the while I can feel his eyes on me.
“You’re going to give me a complex.”
“You’re going to give me a hard-on.”
“You’re so crass.”
“You’re so beautiful.”
How can I argue with that?



  
I manage to dress Max before myself—with Max’s displeasure. As I was dressing he proceeded to tell me how much he preferred my birthday suit. I told him my birthday wasn’t for a couple of months yet. He had rolled his eyes. I laughed.
Then the laughter stopped the moment I received a text message—the light flashing like it was taunting me. With my heart thumping, I grab it and immediately let out a breath when I see it’s from my aunt.
Aunt Judith: I’m fine, honey. How are you doing? Pixie tells me you’re living with a boy. When did that happen?
I smile as I hit REPLY and start typing.
He’s a friend who had an accident. I’m living with him and helping him out whilst he recovers.
I hit SEND and soon after another response comes in.
Aunt Judith: He sounds like more than a friend if you’re living with him. When do I get to meet this mysterious boy?
I laugh at my aunt’s use of the term boy in reference to Max. He is all man and then some.
We’re in early stages, so I’ll let you know. xx
Aunt Judith: Tell him to look after my niece, otherwise he’ll have me to deal with.
I start giggling, causing Max to snap his head to me. “What’s so funny?”
“My aunt,” I reply, showing him the messages. I see him reading them and the moment he takes in the last message. It makes him smile.
“Tell your aunt she has nothing to worry about with me. I’m more than taking care of her … niece.” He looks me up and down with hooded eyes. When he focuses on the area between my legs, he licks his lips. A fire dances in my belly, momentarily halting my speech.
“Yeah … no … I don’t think so.”
He rears back, looking offended. “Am I not looking after you?”
“Yes, but I’m not telling her in that way.”
“What way?” he asks, trying to feign ignorance.
“You know exactly what way, Max Cooper. You’re just digging yourself a hole.”
“I’m in no holes …” He looks at me suggestively. “Not yet anyway.”
My heart constricts when I’m immediately catapulted to that first dream I had with Theo.
“You’re just adorable when you start digging a hole to get out of.”
“What are you talking about? I’m in no holes, thank you very much.”
“Have I said something wrong? Shit, I’ve put my foot in my mouth. Sorry. It was just a joke. I didn’t mean anything—”
I put my hand out to stop him. “No, it’s not that. I know you’re only joking. Well, a little bit.” I giggle.
His frown deepens. “Then what is it?”
I bite my lip. I don’t want to tell Max about Theo just yet as it somehow feels I’m cheating on him. It’s crazy, but the feelings I have for Max are just as strong as the ones for this fictitious boy from my dreams.
God, I really am crazy.
“I’ve been getting these text messages from someone.”
“Who?”
I shrug my shoulders. “I don’t know who he—or even she—is. All I know is they’re not nice. Here,” I say, taking my phone and finding the messages. Once I do, I hand it to him. I watch as Max reads through them all, his frown deepening as he goes. When he looks up, I can tell he’s angry.
“Who is this piece of shit?”
“I seriously have no clue. If I did, I would call them out. You don’t think Chester would do something like this, do you?” I had thought of it considering he and Max are pranksters, and Chester obviously still doesn’t like me very much.
“Chester does a lot of things, but this,” he says, pulling up my phone, “this would be downright out of order—and not to mention dangerous. I’ll speak to him, but I think in the meantime you should go to the police.”
My eyes widen. “Did you read the same messages as me? He threatened my aunt.”
“I know he did, but this sort of shit shouldn’t go unpunished. Whoever this person is needs to be caught and taught a lesson.”
I raise my eyebrow. “Even if it is Chester?”
Max’s lips thin and his jaw ticks. “If it is then I’ll fucking kill him, because that shit’s way out of line.”
“Can you at least find out if it is him before I go to the police? If it is then I can delete them and move on.”
Max takes my hand with a smile. “You’re way too forgiving, Luce. I wouldn’t be.” He kisses my hand. “I’ll contact Chester now and get him to come over. I want to see his face when I ask him. If I’m convinced it isn’t him, then you have to go to the police. Something like that can’t be ignored.”
“I know.”
“Do you promise?” he asks, his face a mask of seriousness.
“I promise.”
“Do you mind grabbing my phone, so I can call him?”
I do as he asks and I watch as Max dials the number and asks Chester to come over right away, that it’s important and he needs to drop everything. As Chester only lives ten minutes away he said he’d get here ASAP.
Around fifteen minutes later we get a knock on the door. I get up to answer it, finding a breathless Chester at the door. “Max wanted to see me—said it was urgent.”
I motion with my hand to let him in and as he walks past he watches my expression with a frown on his face. What he’s looking for, I have no idea.
Chester walks into the living room and I follow soon after. When I appear, Max looks towards me. “Do you want a drink, Chester?”
He shakes his head. “No, I’m fine, thanks. I’m only here because Max needed to see me. I have to get back home soon as my mum’s coming over.”
I nod and go to move when Max says, “Luce, you stay. This concerns you anyway.”
I spin around and see Chester looking confused. “What’s going on?”
Max purses his lips. “Have you been sending text messages to Lucy?”
Chester frowns. “Not recently, no. The last one must have been at least two months ago. Why?”
“An unknown number is sending Lucy threatening messages.”
“And you think it was me?” he asks, his voice rising. “I may be a lot of things, but a fucking lunatic isn’t one of them. I would never send threatening messages. Fuck me, Max. You know me better than that.”
I step forward, placing my hand out in front of me and turning my attention to Max. “Okay, I think we’ve said enough.” I then turn my attention to Chester. “Chester, I’m sorry we called you over here. We just wanted to clear things up. Max suggested I go to the police, but we just wanted to make sure it wasn’t a prank first.”
Chester actually looks a little panicked—as well as annoyed. “I swear to you that I never—”
I put my hand out to stop him. “I know. We just wanted to make sure, that’s all.”
Chester nods and turns to Max. “I don’t know how you think I could do this, man. I thought you knew me better than that.” He turns away, heading for the door. “I’ll see myself out.”
I don’t follow him when he walks himself out. When it slams shut behind him, I jump.
“Well, that went well,” Max starts.
“Can you blame him?”
“So you don’t think it was him?”
I shake my head. “No, I don’t think it was him at all.”
“And you can’t think of anyone from your past or present who may hold a grudge against you?”
I slink down onto the sofa and sigh. “There’s no one. Believe me, I’ve been trying to wrack my brains as to what this could be all about. Every time I just keep coming up empty.”
“Then you have to go to the police. Promise me, Lucy.”
I see the sincerity in his eyes and it makes me smile. “Of course. I promise. I’ll go first thing in the morning before class.”



  
“Why didn’t you tell me you were getting threatening messages?” Pixie asks as we make our way to the police station.
Last night after I promised Max that I’d go to the police I had rung Pixie and explained that I won’t be meeting her in my usual spot early tomorrow morning as I had to go to the police station. When she asked why, I told her and then she said she wanted to come with me. Truth be told, I was grateful for the company.
“I didn’t think they were for me at first until I received all the ones I got yesterday.” I had showed her all the messages and even she said that Chester would never stoop that low. It made me feel even guiltier for asking him. Max told me this morning that he had tried to call Chester, but he’s ignoring him.
“I feel so bad about last night. Max and Chester are such good friends and now it looks as though I’m breaking them apart. Chester’s going to think the worst of me now.”
Pixie pffts. “Don’t be so silly. It was Max’s decision to call him and ask him point-blank whether he was involved, wasn’t it?”
“Yes, but—”
“But nothing. None of this is your fault. Whoever this creep is needs to be found and dealt with appropriately. You’re doing the right thing.”
I bite my lip. “Are you sure? If I do this then I’ll constantly worry about my aunt.”
Just as I say this my phone pings, alerting me of a message. I dig my phone out and look. It’s a photograph and in it is my aunt sitting at her local café drinking coffee.
“Fuck!” I shout, causing Pixie to look over my shoulder.
“Shit, is that your aunt?”
Tears immediately well in my eyes. I nod. “Yes, it’s her. She told me she likes to get a coffee every morning at this local café in Brighton.”
Another ping alerts me to a message.
Unknown Number: What did I tell you about going to the police?
I look up at Pixie. “What am I going to do? I can’t go to the police now. Whoever this is means business and he’s obviously watching me.”
Pixie looks away, biting her lip. We both look around like we’ll find someone watching us. Of course there’s no one in sight. Just regular walkers going about their day.
Suddenly, as if lightning’s struck, Pixie turns to me, grabbing my arm. “I may know someone who knows someone who’s this big tech wizard. Apparently this guy once hacked into the university and downloaded a load of exam papers. If I give him your number he may be able to discreetly find out who this arsehole is.”
Relieved, I grab Pixie’s hand. “Yes, if you can do that, I would be grateful. If I go to the police and something happens to my aunt I will never forgive myself.”
Pixie squeezes my hand back. “Don’t worry. We’ll get through this together. Okay?”
“Thanks.”
It’s later when I’m settling in my class at school that I get another text message. It’s only two words, but enough to let my blood run cold.
Unknown Number: Good girl.
With shaky hands, I turn my phone off and I don’t put it back on until the class is finished. When I do I get a voicemail message come up. It’s from Dr Morose and she wishes for me to call her.
Telling Pixie I’ll be with her in a minute, I find a quiet corner and call my therapist up. She answers after two rings.
“Dr Morose, this is Lucy Rhodes, I’m just calling in response to the message you left.”
“Ah, yes.” She sighs, sounding a little harassed. “Unfortunately someone broke into my clinic last night.”
I gasp. “Oh no! Was anything taken?”
“Not that I can see. My filing cabinet was broken into, but all my notes are still there. My best guess was they were looking for money—or a prescription pad. You’d be surprised how much people are willing to pay for them.”
“I’m so sorry to hear that.”
“It’s one of those things.” She sighs again. “Anyway, the reason I was calling was because I’ve been with the police all morning and as a result I’ve had to cancel a load of my appointments. I’ve been on the phone for the last couple of hours trying to reschedule everyone. Is it possible that I can see you first thing on Wednesday morning instead? At nine o’clock?”
I think on my schedule and remember I don’t have any lessons till eleven that morning. “Nine on Wednesday is fine.”
“That’s perfect. I’ll pencil you in. See you next Wednesday.”
We both say our goodbyes and the moment I hang up a young guy with long hair and a backpack comes marching over to me. “Excuse me, are you Lucy Rhodes?”
I frown, but nod. “Yes.”
He smirks. “You must have a secret admirer. Some dude paid me fifty quid to give this present to you.” He holds out a little black box with a gold ring around the edges.
“Thanks,” I say, unable to figure out what this could be. Would Max do something like this?
“You’re welcome,” he responds, winking before walking off.
As soon as he’s gone, Pixie stalks over to me. “What the hell was that?”
I shrug my shoulders. “I have no clue. He just told me some secret admirer paid him fifty pounds to give me this.” I show her the box.
“What is it?”
“I don’t know.”
“Well, open it then,” she responds all excitedly.
I chuckle before turning my attention to the little black box. I pull the top half up and all I’m greeted with is red ribbon.
I freeze, unable to move my feet. Pixie studies it for a moment before pulling it out. I watch as it unravels, trailing along the floor and flapping majestically in the wind.
“You look so beautiful in red ribbon.”
My throat closes up, my hands begin to shake and my heart accelerates at an unusually fast rate. Colours dance before my eyes as pain clutches at my chest.
“Oh, fuck. Lucy. It’s okay. You’re okay.”
It’s only when I hear Pixie’s voice that I realise I’m hyperventilating. “I can’t … breathe.”
“I know you can’t, babe, but it’s just a panic attack.” I watch as she quickly tucks the red ribbon in her pocket and throws the black box on the floor. Once she’s done, she places both hands on my shoulder. “It’s gone now, Lucy. Look at me, hon. Keep your eyes focused on me. Breathe in slowly and back out again. You can do this.”
No matter how much my mind thinks I’m dying I fight against it, solely concentrating on my breathing. It’s another panic attack, and this one’s worse than the others. It takes a while for me to calm, and only once I am, Pixie leads me over to a bench and sits me down.
“Here, have some water.” Pixie grabs a water bottle from her bag and hands it to me. “That was a bad one.”
I nod, almost spilling the water out of my mouth when I take a sip.
“When did you have your last one?”
I wipe the water from my mouth and hand it back to Pixie. “Thanks. The last one I had was the first day of my therapy session. Someone walked past me and I got a whiff of his aftershave and it set me off.”
Pixie puts the water back in her bag before turning to me. “Do you know who sent you the ribbon?”
I shake my head, but then I remember that time I came home with all the shopping and there was red ribbon in one of the bags. My eyes widen.
“What is it?” Pixie asks, noticing.
“That day I came home from shopping after my first session with the therapist I was unloading it all when I came across some red ribbon. I had no clue how it got there and thought I had bought it without realising, but now I’m not so sure.”
“Did anyone else handle the bags for you at any time? Help you take them off the bus, perhaps?”
I shake my head. “No, I just remember going to the shop and walking back with all the bags. That was the day I received my first text message from this unknown person. I did put the bags down to check my phone, but they were right beside my feet.”
“It could be possible that someone slipped it in there whilst your attention was on your phone.”
I nod. “It could be.” It’s then I remember that rude man bashing into me. “There was this guy who thumped into me. I called out to him, but he never responded. I just thought he was a rude arsehole and never thought much about it after that.”
Pixie sinks into her chair, sighing. “This is seriously fucked up.”
“You’re telling me!” I practically screech.
Pixie leans forward and takes my hand. “I’m sorry. That was insensitive of me.” She then tugs at my hand. “Come. Let’s get you home. You must be exhausted.”
I nod, checking my phone, and notice I have some missed calls and a voicemail message from Max.
“What is it?” Pixie asks, concern in her voice.
“It’s just Max. He’s probably wondering how I got on at the police station this morning.”
I quickly text Max that something’s come up, but will explain everything once I’m home. He messages back asking if I’m okay and I text back saying yes and that I’ll see him within the next hour.
Thankfully the journey home is quick and all the time on the bus Pixie holds my hand and tells me everything’s going to be okay. That she’ll speak to this friend of hers as soon as she gets home and that we’ll find who’s responsible.
Once we get to Max’s house and open the door, Max is there hobbling towards us with a worried frown on his face. “What happened?”
I tell Max everything from the trip to the police station to the guy who handed me a red ribbon. He states again that I must go to the police until I show him the picture of my aunt drinking coffee from this morning.
“I have a friend who knows someone who hacked into the university last year. He may be able to help.”
Max nods towards Pixie. “Good idea. If you can get a contact give it to me and I’ll speak with him. We need to get to the bottom of this.”
“Agreed,” Pixie answers.
“Why don’t you sit down and I’ll make you a cup of tea?” Max asks.
“I can’t ask that of you, Mr Hobbly.” Even though it’s a joke no one laughs.
“I’ll do it!” Pixie says, springing into action. “Both of you sit. I won’t be long.”
Pixie leaves the room and I help Max back to the sofa. He grunts when he sits down. “I’ll be so glad when I can walk properly again. I feel fucking useless at the moment. If I were able-bodied I’d hunt this fucker down and kill him.”
I place a hand on his knee. “Well, it’s just as well you aren’t then really, isn’t it?”
Max smiles. “Poor joke.”
I smile back. “I know. I just don’t want you getting into trouble.”
“The guy who gave you the ribbon, do you know him?”
“No, I’ve never seen him before. I suspect he’s a student as he’s young and had a backpack like everyone else on campus.”
“We need to find him and question him about who gave it to him.”
“Yeah, that may be a good idea. I’ll speak with the provost tomorrow and see if anyone matches the description there. I should imagine a lot considering he had long hair. I think that only rules out a quarter of the people at university.”
“I’m sure if you give him a full description it may help to narrow it down a little. Is there anything else you remember, apart from the backpack and long hair?”
I try to think back to when he handed it to me. I remember he had a gold bracelet hanging on his right wrist. “He wore a gold bracelet.” I think some more. “And he had quite thick eyelashes. His hair was light brown and it was in a ponytail. He wore jeans that had a couple of holes in them and he spoke with a London accent.”
He taps my knee. “That’s good, Lucy. That’s very good. I’m sure someone at that university knows him. If the provost doesn’t, then one or more of the students will.”
“I’ll ask around tomorrow. I’m sure Pixie will too.”
“Pixie will what?” she asks, coming in with the tea.
“Help Lucy find out who this man was who gave her the ribbon. We’re thinking he’s a student there.”
“I didn’t recognise him, but it’s worth a try,” she responds, placing the tea in front of us. We both say thanks. “I have to go as I’ve got a dental appointment in just under an hour, but the moment I’m done I’m going to call my friend about this tech guy, okay?”
I nod, holding out my hand. Pixie takes it. “Thank you … for everything.”
She squeezes it back. “That’s what friends are for, right?” She bends down, kissing me on the cheek before going round to Max and doing the same. When she grabs her coat and bag, she says, “I’ll call you later and let you know what was said.”
“Okay. Enjoy your dentist,” I sing.
Pixie rolls her eyes. “Yeah, right.” With that she walks out the door.
“Are you okay?” Max asks, bringing my attention back to him.
I smile, taking his hand. “I am now.” Max smiles, but I can see from his sombre expression that he’s sad underneath it all. “What’s wrong?”
“Ah, nothing. Just Chester being a prick. He still won’t talk to me.”
Feeling guilty, I look down. “It’s all my fault.”
He tugs my hand to make me look at him. “Hey, I don’t want to hear any of that talk from you. It was my decision to confront him.”
“Yes, but only because I put that idea in your head.”
“Lucy,” he warns. “It had to be done in order to rule him out. He’ll be pissed for a couple of days, but after I offer him yet another apology and a twelve-pack, I’m sure he’ll forgive me.” His lips curve up into a mischievous smile.
“I really don’t want you falling out because of me. If you ever remember the way we used to be then you may end up regretting what you’ve done.”
“Luce, no matter what I remember or not it won’t take away the fact of what we’ve shared since. Sure, we may have been frenemies once, but now we’ve gotten to know each other … we’ve gotten to see what really lies beneath it all. Nothing can change that.”
I really hope he’s right. All I do is smile.
He pauses a moment like he’s trying to think of what to say. “This ribbon,” he begins. “Do you know what it all means?”
“Be a good girl and this will all be over soon.”
I swallow hard, trying to take away the pain shooting in my chest. Why is this voice inside my head? And why does it terrify me?
“I don’t know,” I reply in a croaky voice.
And to be honest, I’m not sure I really want to.



  
“What was that all about last week?” I ask Theo, catching up with him along the road as he’s walking to the bus stop from school. With his battered and bruised face it leaves little to the imagination. His left eye is purple and swollen, he has a few cuts on the side of his face and cheeks, and he has a fat left upper lip, which looks like it’s opened and healed a few times over.
He had been avoiding me these last few days and to be honest, it hurt. I don’t know why he’s turned the other way when I’ve tried to close the distance and talk to him. Theo always has time for his Lucy-Lou.
That’s what he always used to tell me.
“It doesn’t matter,” he replies flippantly. “It’s over now.” He quickens his pace and I try to keep up, but it’s difficult. Theo’s so tall and has much longer legs than me.
“You’ve not called … you’ve not been over to see me. When I went to the park two days ago where we always meet up you weren’t there.”
I watch as he grits his teeth. “I was grounded.”
“What for?” I ask, confused.
“Because I got into a fight and nearly got caught by the police. We all managed to run before he caught up with us, but the evidence was still clear on my face when I got home.”
“You could have told me.”
Suddenly he stops and turns around to face you. “You know, Luce. It’s not all about you.”
He says it with such venom that tears well in my eyes. He notices and I swear he downcasts his eyes in shame. He lets out a sigh.
“Are you mad at me because I ran?”
Theo hisses in a breath. “Is that what you think this is? I’m not mad at you because of that, Luce …”
“Then why?”
“Because I couldn’t protect you. Okay!” He says it so loud people around us start to look. Theo glances around at them and then comes closer, lowering his voice. “How do you think it made me feel when those fuckers came and they started beating on me? I knew once they were done they were going to come after you and there wasn’t a damn fucking thing I could do about it. I felt … helpless. Is that what you want to hear?”
A tear rolls down my cheek and despite loving this boy with all my heart, I am so frickin’ mad at him right now. “You’ve not spoken to me for four days because of your bruised ego?”
He bites the inside of his lip before replying. “Yes.”
I let out an over-exaggerated sigh. “God, you’re such a douche.”
I walk away and roll my eyes at this situation. Now it’s him following me.
“What do you want me to say, huh? You wanted to know the truth and there it is.”
I stop dead in my tracks and turn to him, pointing a finger at his chest. “See, that’s the thing. You’re giving me half-baked truths.”
Theo rounds his shoulders, creaking his neck before looking back at me. “What do you want to know?”
“I want to know what Trent meant about your parents sorting all your problems out.”
He rubs his forehead stressfully with his hand. “Trent and I used to be friends a long time ago, but then we just drifted apart. One night about three months ago I was at a party where Trent turned up. There were a lot of teenagers of all ages drinking, smoking pot … the usual. Anyway, we were all carrying some weed—I had more than many …”
“You smoke pot?”
Theo sighs. “Not now, Lucy-Lou.”
“Sorry.”
“Anyway, the police raided the house and a lot of people got arrested—including me. They confiscated my weed, confiscated Trent’s stash, and took us in. My parents made sure I walked out without so much as a slapped wrist. Trent wasn’t so lucky.”
“So he hates you even though he was carrying drugs too?”
“Yes, but that’s not the point, Luce. I was just as much at fault as he and yet he’s now the one with a record. Do you think that’s fair?”
I see the look of despair on his face and it makes my heart ache. “What’s not fair is you beating yourself up about something that’s beyond your control. Yes, I would be pissed if I were Trent, but at the same time I would look at myself and think what does it really boil down to? Well, it boils down to the fact I was carrying an illegal substance in my pocket and I got caught. Slam dunk.”
Theo’s lip curves up into a smile. “Did you just use a basketball euphemism to emphasise your point?”
I smirk back, giving him a swift nod of my head. “I believe I just did.”
Theo opens up his arms to me. “Come here, you.”
I smile widely and step into his arms, breathing in his musky scent.
“Promise you won’t ever leave me, Lucy-Lou.”
Closing my eyes, I smile into his chest, because I know that’s one vow I can definitely pledge. “I promise.”
   
“I dreamt about him again.”
Dr Morose looks up from her lap. “Theo?”
“Yes. I was mad at him because he got into a fight with a couple of boys and ignored me for a few days. I called him out on it and we argued, but then we spoke for a little while and ended up hugging one another.
“How often do you dream of him?”
I look away, trying to think. “At least once a week—if not more.”
“And he’s definitely not someone you knew from school.”
“Definitely.”
“Did you have any friends at school at all? You must have had at least one.”
I think back to that time and it’s all one messed up blur of school, go home, eat, go to bed. Next day, school, go home, eat, and go to bed. An endless loop on repeat until my dad died and I ended up moving.
“Nope. I led a very boring life.”
Dr Morose narrows her eyes a little like she’s in deep concentration. “So, you can’t tell me one memory of when you were say fourteen, fifteen?”
“Be a good girl and this will all be over soon.”
“Lucy, what just happened?”
I flit my eyes to Dr Morose, my breathing heavy and shallow. “What?”
“You look like you’ve seen a ghost. What just happened there?”
I shake my head. “I don’t know. All this shit’s happening around me and I don’t understand what’s going on. Red ribbon caused me to have a panic attack. Who has a panic attack over a stupid ribbon?”
“When you think of red ribbon, what do you see?”
My hands are tied. The room is dark. Hot breath fans against my skin. “I … I don’t want to do this,” I rasp out, panicking. My heart starts beating against my chest and my palms sweat.
Dr Morose moves over to kneel in front of me. “Lucy, it’s okay. I won’t make you do anything you’re not ready for.”
My chest tightens and tears pool in my eyes. I stare into Dr Morose’s dark brown eyes as if I can get the answers I’m so desperately searching for. “What’s wrong with me?”
She places her hand on mine. “Nothing’s wrong with you at all.” She sighs, looking down before meeting my eyes again. “Have you ever heard of the term repressed memory?”
“That’s when someone suffers something so horrific that they blank it out, right?”
She nods. I’m confused.
“You think that’s what I have?”
“From the sessions we’ve had and the things you told me, yes.”
“How can I find out if that’s true?”
“There are several ways, but hypnotherapy is the most effective method. We can first try some relaxation techniques and see how we go from there.”
Suddenly drained, I close my eyes. “I’m not sure I’m ready for that yet. I’m not sure why, but when I think about doing that it makes me sick to my stomach.” And I do feel sick. Sick and tired of being scared and wondering what the hell’s wrong with me.
“Okay, we’ll leave it there for now, but I want to ask one question. Are you taking the medication I prescribed you?”
I bite my lip. “No, but then I don’t want to feel drowsy on them when I’m at university, or at home studying.”
“Okay, I can understand that. I have given you a very low dose. Maybe next time you’re anxious and you have some spare time at home take the tablet and see what it’s like. Also, I’d like you to keep a diary.”
“A diary?”
“Yes, something to record your everyday experiences. What you see, what you do, and how it all makes you feel.”
A violent flash comes through my mind of me sitting at my little desk at home. I’m writing something, scribbling the words violently, tears streaming down my face.
The longer I go on like this, the more likely he’ll find out. If he does, he will never speak to me again. I don’t know what to do! What can I do? If I tell someone what he does to me then the people I love most are in danger.
Squeezing my eyes shut, I cover them with my hands. Why am I seeing this? I don’t want to see it.
I must have said this out loud as Dr Morose says, “What don’t you want to see, Lucy? What is it that’s plaguing you?”
Movement in my hands tell me I’m shaking like a leaf. My heart starts to accelerate, and my mouth becomes dry. “I’m young, maybe fourteen or fifteen. I’m in my house writing in my diary. I’m crying, shaking. I’m desperate and alone. Someone did something to me.”
“What was it, Lucy?” Dr Morose asks, her voice rising slightly.
“I don’t know!” I shout. I grip my chest. My heart’s thumping over and over again. Ringing starts to sound in my ears. I feel suffocated. “I … I feel like … I’m … dying.”
“You’re not dying, Lucy. You’re having a panic attack. Take slow deep breaths in through your nose and out through your mouth.” Dr Morose is suddenly close to me, coaxing me to follow her instructions.
“I … feel … sick.”
“It’s normal to feel sick. Slow, deep breaths, Lucy. In through the nose and out through the mouth.”
It feels as though this one’s not going anytime soon. My world seems to be collapsing all around itself. Pain riddles through my chest, my body trembles, and my mind races.
Fear.
It threatens to swallow me whole. I’m drowning with nowhere to escape.
“Stay with me, Lucy. You can do this.”
“I … can’t!”
“Yes, you can. Look at me and follow my instructions. We can get through this. I promise.” She again tells me to breathe in and out, nice and slow. It takes a while longer than expected, but when my breathing evens a little more and the room comes into focus, I close my eyes, relishing the relief it gives me.
“That was a particularly bad one.”
“Yes … the worst,” I reply, still breathless.
She taps my hand. “I think we’ll leave it there, but I don’t want you to go home on your own. Can someone come get you?”
I look at my watch and see it’s just after ten. “I have a class in just under an hour.”
“I would prefer it if you went home.”
I know Max would do it in a heartbeat if he were able-bodied. Everyone else is busy. I shake my head. “No one can collect me, but I can order a taxi to take me home, if that makes you feel better.”
Dr Morose smiles softly. “Yes, I would prefer that. You need to feel relaxed now.”
I think of my class and what I’ll miss. I will just need to text Pixie to take some notes down for me.
“I’ll order you a taxi now, and you can wait in reception until it turns up. I’ll get Amanda to get a glass of water for you.”
I watch Dr Morose pick the phone up and start dialling, so I say my thanks before grabbing my bag and heading for the door. “Oh, Lucy?” she asks just as I’m opening the door. I turn to look back at her. “I’ll call you later to schedule our next appointment.”
I simply nod and walk out the door, immediately taking a seat when I do. I’m exhausted as I watch Amanda getting off the phone and I assume getting me my drink. Everything seems to be happening around me lately—and not in a good way. The only great constant in my life right now is Max, and if not Max, Pixie.
A week has gone by since that present incident and in that week, not only has this boy not been found, but Pixie’s friend—who knows this tech guy—says he’s managed to locate the phone. It’s a burner, but apparently whoever’s been using it has only switched it on at times when he’s using it. The person has been in London, but also Brighton the day before I decided to go to the police. We’re at a dead end. The only light at the end of the tunnel is that Max has given this guy some money and told him to keep an eye on it. Next time it gets switched on, we’ll know.
“Here’s your water,” Amanda says, handing me a cool, fresh glass of water.
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. Also, the taxi’s been ordered. He’ll be here in around ten minutes. I’ll let you know once he’s here.”
I smile up at her. “I appreciate that. Thank you.”
Amanda simply nods and quickly scurries behind her desk. Soon after that the next patient gets called in.
For the next few minutes I’m left sitting in my chair, fiddling with my fingers trying to figure out when things went wrong. I know it all stemmed from Max’s accident, but why? Can it simply be untapped trauma from my father’s accident? Dr Morose thinks there may be more to it.
Repressed memories.
Surely not.
But the more I speak with Dr Morose and the more creepy things keep happening, the more I’m beginning to think she may just be right.
Shit, what am I going to do?
What can I do?
“Lucy, your taxi’s waiting downstairs.”
Amanda’s voice snaps me out of my reverie. “Okay, thank you,” I respond, grabbing my bag and heading down the stairs.
I get home around thirty minutes later, having texted Pixie and asked her to take notes. Max is home, looking bored with the remote control placed on his lap. When he spots me walking through the door, he frowns.
“Didn’t you have class this morning?”
“I do, but something happened at the therapist’s today and she suggested I go home and rest,” I explain, placing my bag down and taking off my coat.
Immediately, Max leans forward. “What happened?”
It embarrasses me bringing it up, but I tell him anyway. What’s the point of hiding it? “I had another attack.”
“Jesus, Lucy. Are you okay?”
I smile at his concern. “I am now, but I’m whipped. I’m still a little antsy, so I might just go to bed for a couple of hours. Will you be okay on your own? I don’t really want to talk about it right now.”
Max takes my hand. “Of course I will. I’m more concerned about you.”
I squeeze his hand back. “I’ll be fine. If you need anything, give me a shout.”
“I’ll be fine. I actually have Chester coming round to see me soon.”
That makes me happy. “He’s decided to forgive you.”
He smirks. “I told you a twelve pack would do it. I had someone deliver it to his house. He texted me this morning to tell me he’d received it, so I asked if he’d come over. He should be here soon.”
I release my hand from his and get up. “Okay, I’ll leave you two to it. Don’t leave me napping too long, will you?”
Max shakes his head. “I’ll come get you in a couple of hours.”
“Okay, but just be careful going up the stairs.”
“Yes, Mum.”
We smile at each other before I head up the stairs. Thankfully, Max is having his casts off tomorrow, so I know his mood will improve considerably during today. It’s been hard on him these past few weeks being unable to move much. He’ll be starting on physiotherapy straight away and I know he’s very eager to get started. He misses working out.
When I get to the bedroom, I undress, leaving only my T-shirt and knickers on before walking towards the bathroom and brushing my teeth. When I finish I stare at the Valium tablets. I grab the pack, pushing one of the tablets out onto my hand. I stare at it for a moment before popping it into my mouth and swallowing it dry. I hate having to resort to taking them, but although I’m trying my best to hide it my hands are still shaking from my experience earlier.
I get to bed and slide in at the same time I hear the doorbell go. I’m glad I’m not downstairs. I think Chester wants to see me about as much as I want to see him right now. I hear Max greeting him and some muffled talking, but pretty soon it goes quiet when Max shuts the living room door.
I smile thinking how thoughtful he is to think of me upstairs trying to sleep. I may not have much experience with boys, but this one… well… he makes it all seem so… effortless.



  
“When you and I are older and I start earning some money I’m going to buy you a big, fat ring.”
Theo and I are sitting together on my sofa watching yet another rerun of Friends. My father’s out till late, so I took the opportunity to ask Theo to come over. Thankfully he said yes, and we have been here ever since. He’s now healed from his fight a few weeks back, and has been happier since his curfew was lifted last week. Apparently now his parents want us to spend time round his house—with them in it, of course. I think it’s just a way of keeping Theo out of trouble when we’re out together.
“A big, fat ring, huh? You mean like a friendship ring?”
He shrugs. “Or an eternity ring. One way or another I’m going to buy you one. You deserve it after putting up with me all these years.”
I laugh. “You’re silly.”
“You’re adorable,” he quips back, offering a smile that makes my heart tremble and my knees weak.
“How’s Trent and those other boys been treating you?” I ask, conveniently changing the subject.
Theo’s smile is wiped off his face. He sighs, looking away. “Do we have to talk about them?”
I turn, so I’m facing him more on the sofa. “I worry about you.”
Theo takes my hand, kissing the back of it. “No need to. I can handle them. Besides, we only have a few more months until school’s finished. He and I will be a distant memory to each other once he’s left school. He’s certainly not going to go on and do his A Levels, that’s for sure.” He pulls me to him so I’m straddling his lap. “Anyway.” He smirks. “About that ring.”
Gazing at his lips, I smile back. “Is this before or after you take me all over America?”
He closes one eye and thinks for a moment. “Erm, I think before. Definitely before. Ring first, America next.”
He squeezes my hips and a fire like no other dances through my belly. “Do you ever think we’re treading on thin ice, you and I?”
He frowns. “What do you mean?”
I place my arms around his shoulders, resting them there. “We’ve been friends for so long, but lately …” I say, sweeping my eyes across us, “We’ve been … more.”
Theo smirks, squeezing my hips again. I wish he’d stop doing that. It makes me want to jump his bones—not like I’m not already!
“Define more?” he asks, keeping that damn sexy smirk on his face.
“You know exactly what I mean.” My cheeks flame.
“I want you to explain in detail.”
My breath starts to hitch a little when I think of our encounter a couple of weeks back. “We’d never kissed before that moment at your house a couple of weeks ago. It started off okay, but if your dad hadn’t walked in on us when he did …”
Theo growls a little under his breath and pulls me to his crotch, his hardness digging into me. I should get off his lap, but I’m unable to move.
“You were a little tiger, Lucy-Lou. I never knew there was one in you. I saw a side to you that day and ever since then I’ve been jerking off to it non-stop.”
My cheeks flame again, but not just with embarrassment, but also heat. Theo talking like this is turning me on. Now, all I can think about is Theo pleasuring himself and thinking of me.
“I must admit, I’ve been thinking about it too.”
He raises an eyebrow. “You have?”
I nod.
“Do you play with yourself when you do?”
“Theo,” I complain, wriggling on his lap.
“Come on, babes. I want to know. Please.”
“Yes,” I answer breathlessly.
Theo closes his eyes. “Fuck, that’s hot. Do you rub things up against your clit like this?” Theo pulls at my hips, so I thrust into his groin. We both moan at the feeling it gives us.
“Yes,” I answer into his mouth. His hot breath mingles with mine, and at no will of my own I thrust my hips back and forth over his hardness. “Theo,” I whisper before claiming his mouth with my own. Our mouths dance as I push my groin into him. Over and over again, I dry hump him through our jeans. Not one of us moves to take this further. We’re too lost in the moment to care.
“Fuck, Lucy!” Theo shouts as I move faster and faster over his cock. I’m so out of breath, but I so don’t care. I can feel the intensity of rubbing myself up against him. It’s climbing and climbing and before too long, I scream out his name, falling apart from a massive climax that violently claims me.
“Shit, Luce!” Theo screams as he jerks underneath me. “Fuck!” he bellows as we try and calm our breathing. “I hope you’re happy because I just shot a load in my fucking boxers.” He starts to laugh, causing me to laugh along with him.
“To be honest, I so don’t care right now.” And I don’t. That was the horniest experience of my life.
Theo chuckles. “Neither do I.” He then takes my face in both my hands and lightly kisses me on the lips. “You’re going to be the end of me, babes.”
   
“Lucy … Lucy!”
I hear someone calling my name, but I don’t want to wake from this dream. In fact, all I want to do is feel that same climax I had encountered in it. I could tell from the dream that it was something else, but I want to know what it’s like.
“Lucy,” I hear my name again, so I groan, trying to move away from it. I hear laughter. “Do I have to tickle you to get you up?”
There’s a dip on the bed and fingers lightly press against my cheek. I pull my hand up, covering mine with his. I open my eyes and see Max hovering over me, an amused smile on his lips.
“Sounds as though you were having quite the dream.”
Closing my eyes, I smile. “I was.” I then take his hand and place it over my breast, squeezing his hand over it. I hear his breathing quicken.
“Do you want to recreate it?”
I nod.
“Tell me.”
I don’t want to tell him about Theo. He’s like my dirty little secret. Instead, I say, “You and I were fondling on the sofa and I was dry humping you.” His thumb swipes over my clit and it makes me hum my approval.
“Go on,” he orders.
I pull at his hand, making him slip his fingers in between my knickers. We were rubbing together until we both came.”
“Fuck, Lucy. You’re soaked.”
He starts seductively rubbing my clit, making me open my eyes. “Make love to me,” I plead, my eyes hooded.
His own widen. “Now?”
I nod. I can’t think of anything more I want right now. I’m still high on that dream, wanting and needing more.
Max swallows. He pulls himself up and manages to take his T-shirt off with both hands this time. His arm must be better as he hasn’t winced at all this time. Once that’s discarded, I watch as he pulls his shorts down. He has nothing on underneath, so immediately all I see is his cock spring free. He stands for a moment and watches as I take my knickers down and pull the T-shirt above my head.
“You’re so fucking beautiful, Luce.”
My cheeks turn pink at the compliment and Max notices because his lips curve up into a smile. He stalks forward and when he starts to come onto the bed, my breath hitches. He falls—rather inelegantly onto the bed.
“Way to turn my girlfriend on, huh?”
My heart bursts. He just called me his girlfriend.
Smiling like an idiot, I pull myself up until my face meets his. We start to kiss, slowly, tenderly at first, but then the dream comes back to haunt me, reminding me of how good it all felt. I grab at his shoulder, practically forcing him to come on top of me. We carry on kissing then Max teases my legs open with his. When I feel him in between my legs, his hardness digging into my flesh, I freeze. Suddenly the air has been sucked from the room again.
Max, sensing my distress, immediately gets off me. “Have I hurt you?”
Closing my eyes, I shake my head. “No, Max. It’s not you. It’s never you.” Tears well in my eyes.
“Hey, what’s with the tears? It’s fine, Lucy.”
I sit up in the bed. “No, it’s not fine. How can this be fine? I want to have sex with you and the minute it’s about to happen, I freeze. How is that fine?”
Max pushes a couple of strands behind my ear. “This is what the therapy’s for. You’ll be ready when you’re ready.”
I huff. “And in the meantime you have blue balls.”
Max chuckles. “Listen, if I was the type of man to complain about that then I’m not worth your time. Do you hear? There’s nothing sexy about a woman who’s not ready for sex. Any man should feel the same. The minute a girl says no it’s like you’ve been bitch-slapped on the cock.”
A sudden burst of laughter erupts from my mouth. Despite the situation I’m in, I have to admit that was funny. “Bitch-slapped on the cock.”
Max winces, holding himself down there. “Fucking too right. Ouch.”
I laugh some more, causing Max to smile.
“See, that’s better.”
I sigh. “I don’t know how you put up with me.”
“Hey, I’m the one who hasn’t been able to get around for the last few weeks. I should be the one to say the same about me.”
I grab his hand, making him go silent. “I really want this with us. I do. It’s just every time we go past a certain point …”
“I know,” he responds, gripping my hand back. “You don’t have to explain shit to me. All this fear and anxiety about it is being put on by yourself. We go by you and only your pace. It happens when it happens.”
I climb up the bed, offering him a kiss before settling down on top of his chest. “Do you mind if we cuddle for a while?”
He squeezes me into him more. “I’m a master of cuddling, me. Just lie here and relax,” he whispers, kissing my head. “You have nothing to fear with me, Luce. You know that, don’t you?”
I smile, closing my eyes, and listen to the slow rhythm of his heart. “I do.”



  
Christmas is already close by and although I’m nowhere near ready with all the shopping and everything, I don’t seem to care. Despite Max having his cast off for the last two weeks, neither of us has mentioned about when I’m moving out of his house. We seemed to have formed a comfortable coupling and for now, I’m content with that. We’ve not tried to have sex since the last time, and Max—true to his word—has only gone at a pace I’ve set. If I kiss him, he kisses back. If I pull away he just smiles and tells me everything’s okay.
And I believe him.
That’s why when the mention of the holidays comes up I ask my aunt Judith if she wouldn’t mind another seat at the table. She shrieked, causing me to pull the phone away from my ear. I took that as a yes.
I had been nervous about asking Max, but when I did ask him a few days ago he smiled and said he would be honoured to—that his dad and he weren’t exactly on the best of terms and that all he would have done was gone home and watch him get drunk.
“I know where I’d much rather be,” he said in bed this morning, snuggling up to me just before we had to get up and get ready for our trip to Brighton. “I can never tire of waking up next to you.” He snuggled his head into my neck, kissing me in that sweet spot that would render me his. I, in turn, kissed him until we both had to pull away, breathless and needy. Always needy.
And things since my last panic attack have calmed. The mystery guy who sent me text messages has suddenly disappeared. He hasn’t switched that phone on since. It doesn’t mean we’re not all worrying. We still look over our shoulders every time we go out, and I still make sure I don’t venture out after dark—if I can help it. Most of the time I’m with Pixie or Max whenever we go out anyway. I just wish I knew what it was all about. It must be a misunderstanding. Surely?
“The car’s packed and ready,” Max says, limping back into the kitchen where I’m cleaning up our dishes from breakfast this morning. His physiotherapy had been going really well these past couple of weeks. He’s virtually gotten the full use back in his arm. The only telltale sign is his slight hobble when he walks. Other than that, he’s doing great.
“Okay, I’ll be done with these in a bit.”
He checks his watch. “We better get off if we want to miss the traffic. Everyone will be getting out of the city for the holidays soon.”
I roll my eyes. “Yes, sergeant major.”
I turn my head around to wash the last dish when Max says, “Did you just roll your eyes at me?”
I smirk, placing the dish on the counter and turning. “I may have.”
Max closes the distance between us, wrapping his arms around my waist. He smiles, looking directly down at my lips. “You look sexy in that skirt. I can’t believe you don’t wear them more often.”
For some reason over the last couple of days I had decided to ditch my boring jeans and baggy jumpers and instead go for a nice long floral skirt with a figure-hugging long-sleeved red top—well, it is Christmas, after all.
I don’t know whatever possessed me considering it’s freezing outside—cold enough, they say for snow to maybe come for Christmas. I’m secretly hoping so. This is the first Christmas in a long time where I’m happy—and I don’t feel guilty for being happy.
“Even with the UGGs,” I say, looking down at my pink UGG boots the same time as he.
“Especially with the UGGs. You rock those UGGs like no one has ever rocked UGGs before.”
I pull a funny face. “Ooookayyyy … What have you been smoking this morning?”
He grabs my arse and pushes me to meet his hardness. “Only you.”
I smirk, kissing his mouth. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”
Max kisses me back, long … hard … sensually. “Only girls with the name Lucy Rhodes.”
“I better find all the others then and kill them,” I quip back.
Max hisses in a breath. “I love it when you get possessive.”
I kiss his mouth, playfully biting his bottom lip. “You know if we don’t get going shortly we’ll hit the rush hour traffic.”
“Tease.”
“Doofus.”
“Termite.”
“Poophead.”
Max rears his head back, his eyes widening. “Poophead?”
I shrug my shoulders. “It was all I could come up with.”
“Come on,” he says, tapping my bum. “Let’s get the dishes away and get going.”
We swiftly dry all the dishes and lock up before getting into the car. As soon as I’m outside, I hiss in a breath when the cold rushes up my skirt. “I knew I would regret wearing this skirt.”
Max smiles before opening the passenger door of his Range Rover for me. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep you warm.”
I hop in and wait until he gets in the other side. “Are you sure you’re going to be okay driving?”
“One, it’s an automatic, and two, I only have to use my good leg to press on the pedal. I’ll be fine, and if I’m not we’ll stop off and rest. It’s only a couple of hours drive to Brighton.”
I bite my lip and he notices.
“What?” he asks, with a slight chuckle in his tone.
“I feel bad that I can’t drive.”
Max presses the button to start the car. “Don’t be. I like driving anyway. I’ve missed it all those weeks I was stuck in plaster. I need to get back to normal otherwise I’ll never heal. It feels like I’ve been out of action for years, rather than a couple of months.”
I wait until he’s pulled away from the curb before speaking. “You had a bad accident. It’s bound to take a while. Coupled with the fact you were riding a motorbike. I feel much better knowing we’re in a car right now.”
“Are you saying something about my driving skills?” he teases.
I fake gasp. “Not at all. The accident wasn’t your fault anyway. Has there been any news with that?”
He shakes his head. “Nothing right now. Insurance companies are taking care of it. I’m sure I’ll get payment very soon. It took six weeks for one of the witnesses to send their statement. That’s the only thing that held it all up.”
“I’m just glad it’s all being taken care of. People need to watch their surroundings whilst driving.”
Max leers over my skirt. “Well, if there’s someone like you in the car, then it’s no wonder people get distracted.”
“Max!” I complain, causing him to laugh. “I’m being serious. He could have seriously hurt you.”
“I know, I know,” he replies, patting my leg. “I appreciate your concern, babes.”
Babes.
I love that word from his lips.
Things go silent for a while as we’re still trying to get out of London. Then, just as we think we’re getting through it we get stuck in heavy traffic.
“I told you this would happen.”
I look over at Max, who’s rubbing his hand over his face in frustration. “Are you having a cob on?”
“No,” he snaps back.
I smile, lightly pinching his arm. “You’re so having a cob on, aren’t you? You’re seriously sulking right now.”
He looks out the window when he answers. “I’m not. I just don’t like being stuck in traffic.”
“You’re such a boy.” Just as I say this the traffic starts to move a little. “See, that didn’t take long, Mr Impatient.”
Max sighs. “It wouldn’t have taken any time at all if we had left earlier.”
“It wouldn’t have taken any time if we had left earlier,” I mock back.
“How old are you? Five?”
“How old are you? Five?”
Max shakes his head. “Shut up.”
“No, you shut up.”
“No, you shut up.”
Max looks over at me, offering an unamused smile. When I see his expression I burst out laughing, causing him to do the same.
“Now I can see why we never used to get on,” he jokes.
“It was a love/hate relationship—mostly hate. At times that’s still debatable.”
“Ah, you love me really.”
I smile over at him, but don’t offer any more than that. Love is a word I had always kept close to my chest. Now, having spent all this time with Max I can see how easily it could be to use that word. I had been a lost soul, travelling in limbo, hoping that one day someone will catch me. I just never imagined that the person who’d do that was the boy I once stuck gum in his hair.
For the next hour or so, we’re relatively quiet, only listening to some songs on the radio, but it doesn’t take long for Max to get tired. We pull off at the side of a very quiet road and Max gets out the car to stretch his legs.
“Do you need me to help you stretch?” I offer, bouncing out of the car behind him. The cold hits me as soon as I get out. Jesus, it’s freezing.
“No, I’m fine. You should get back in the car. You’ll freeze to death. I just need to walk up and down a few times just to loosen my muscles. I’ll be fine in a few.”
I don’t argue with him. It’s too damn cold to argue. I never realised just how cosy warm the Range Rover was until I opened the door and got out.
I swiftly get in, closing the door behind me just as fast. I place my hands together, blowing hot air into them to try and get warm. Luckily, Max left the car running, so the heater’s still lovely, toasty warm.
Once the warmth flows through me again, I stare out the window and watch Max as he paces up and down, every now and then stretching his calves a little. He’s wearing a pair of loose fitting jeans, but luckily they don’t hide what I know is an impressive bum underneath them. He’s also neatly wearing a pair of Timberland boots, a navy bomber jacket, and if I hadn’t already died and gone to heaven, a baseball cap. By fuck, does he rock that NYPD red baseball cap. I can’t stop staring.
He looks simply delicious.
Then he turns and catches me staring, smiling his bright smile that would melt hearts and get women pregnant—and then it occurs to me: How long has it taken to go from hating this man’s guts to practically falling in love with him? I don’t know if what I feel is love—I think it’s too soon to say—but I know I feel something strong for him that I haven’t felt for anyone before.
A deep ache forms in the pit of my stomach—an ache I can’t quite ascertain how it formed. I ignore it, smiling back, and watch as Max rolls his shoulders, stretching his arms before getting back in the car.
“Aren’t you cold?” I ask him. It looks as though he’s completely unaffected by it.
“Nah, I’m hard, me.”
I roll me eyes.
“Did you just roll your eyes at me? Again?”
I turn my head to him, offering a flirtatious smile. “I believe I did.”
“If we weren’t in this car I’d take you over my knee and spank you.”
Heat flushes my cheeks at the idea, and I have no clue where that came from. I feel things with Max I never really knew I had in me. Every day is a surprise with him. “Promises, promises,” I quip back.
Max’s eyes widen, making me laugh. “You’re a closeted kinky girl.” He stares at me intently like he’s making love to me. A deep-seated ache forms again, but this time it’s hunger. Pure, unadulterated hunger.
Max looks down at my lips and I lick them in anticipation. “When you look at me like that it makes it really hard not to kiss you,” he whispers, his breathing quickening. Knowing I can affect him just as much as he turns me on even more.
“Kiss me then. Kiss me until I can’t breathe.”
Max leans forward at the same time as me. When our lips join it’s slow, sensuous. I can taste the coffee on his breath from the one he took to go on the journey. His musky smells invades my nostrils, causing them to flare. I want more. So. Much. More.
I snake my hand around his neck, threading my fingers through the soft, wispy strands in his hair. His cap comes loose, falling off, but Max doesn’t seem to care.
Neither do I.
Little by little, the kiss turns ravenous—neither of us pulling away. He wants more. It’s making me want more. Needing to feel more of him, I pull myself up and over to his side of the seat. He pushes his back to let us gain more room. I’m straddling his lap, thrusting my hips over his hardness.
“Fuck, Lucy!” he bellows. “I can feel the heat from your pussy.”
Moaning, I take his mouth again, running my hands across his chest and down his stomach. My body seems to be riding on autopilot.
“I want you.” I breathe heavily into his mouth, completely and utterly drunk on him.
His hands ride down my back. Cupping my hips, he grinds my crotch into his, causing us both to moan.
“Not here,” he says, but I can tell it’s a token effort.
And I don’t want to stop either. “Please,” is all I say, desperation in my voice. I don’t know what’s come over me, but I’m riding with it.
When Max doesn’t stop, or say any more, I reach my hand down, unzipping his jeans. I pull his cock out, fisting it in my hands. I should be scared, but I’m not. All I can think and feel is Max. He groans, causing my need for him to grow higher. I pull my knickers aside and place myself on the tip of his cock.
Max halts me by placing both his hands on the sides of my face, locking his eyes with mine. “Are you sure?”
“I’ve never been so sure in all my life.” I lower myself down on him, little by little, waiting for the pain that may come. I watch an erotic frown form on Max’s face and it makes me want to go further.
I shut my eyes, pushing myself down further. “No,” I say, unable to stop the word from coming out of my mouth.
“You want to stop?”
“No,” I say again, in defiance. A sense of panic rises, but I try and force it down. I need to get past this—whatever the fuck this is.
Max must sense my frustration because he cups my face in his hands again. “Lucy, look at me. Look at me.”
My eyes snap open at his command and immediately I see again why I had started this in the first place. This is Max. I want him. I am in control.
“Stay with me,” he whispers, softly kissing me on the lips. “Stay with me, Lucy. I won’t let you fall.”
Tears well in my eyes as I kiss him back. With renewed strength, I lower myself even further down until I’m completely full with him. There’s no pain, only mild discomfort from having something I’m not used to inside of me.
I start to move on top of him and soon that discomfort fades away. “You’re in control of this, Lucy,” Max encourages. My heart melts for him that little bit more. He knows me—knows my body, my thoughts. He can read me like a book.
Bit by bit, I start a rhythm, unsure of what I’m doing, but riding with it anyway. By the sounds Max is making I seem to be doing okay. It’s all the encouragement I need.
Pretty soon my fears fade away and all I do is concentrate on Max and the way he’s making me feel. I moan, kissing his lips, and my hips ride over him again and again.
“You feel fucking incredible,” he moans, fisting my hair gently in his hands.
That same deep ache in the pit of my stomach forms, bringing with it a new sensation—an almost heightened awareness of my body. It’s climbing higher with each thrust of my hips, causing my face to flush and my body to tingle in anticipation.
“Fuck, Lucy. I’m not sure how much I can hold on. Can I come inside you?”
I moan out a yes, my orgasm climbing. I ride him faster, my breaths coming away violently, my moans echoing around the car. I place my hand on the window for support and carry on my relentless onslaught. All I can think about is chasing my orgasm. Everything else is a blur.
“Max!” I scream, feeling it rising to the tip and violently crashing down on top of me. I scream out and Max grips my hips, digging his fingernails into me as he roars out his own release.
I collapse on top of Max, our breathing heavy and our hearts beating rapidly against our chests. I lean my head on his shoulder and Max wraps his arms tightly around my waist, snuggling his head deep into the crook of my neck. He kisses me there. “No words can describe how intense that was—even if it was in my car.”
Reality quickly comes crashing down on me. “Shit, I’m sorry. I didn’t even think.”
Max pulls me away and kisses my lips. “Don’t ever be sorry for what just happened. You felt you were ready and if it’s in my car, in a lift—hell, in a field by the side of the fucking A23, then I’m game.”
A chuckle escapes me. Max tenderly pushes a strand of hair away from my face. “I know this sounds crazy, but I’m so glad I got amnesia. It meant starting all over again with you. If I could go back—even with all the pain of the crash and everything—I would still do it all over again. If it meant being here with you right now, I would relive that crash a thousand times over.”
My eyes widen. “Okay, a bit drastic, but also strangely romantic at the same time.”
“It may be strange, but I mean every word I say.”
He tenderly strokes my cheek and in that moment by an abandoned side road off the A23, I find myself falling a little bit in love with this boy.
Max kisses my lips before tapping my bum. “As much as I enjoy my cock snugly tucked inside your pussy right now, don’t you think it’s time we should be continuing our journey?”
I flick his nose. “Such a romantic.”
I slide myself off him, swiftly taking back my seat. I watch as Max tucks himself away and does up his jeans. He looks up and around the car. “It seems we’ve really heated up this car.”
I look around with him and see what he’s referring to. The windows are practically white with condensation. “Wow! I can’t see anything out of the windows.”
Max puts the window heater on and it’s not long before it starts to clear. He then puts his seatbelt on, so I do the same. “Are you ready?”
A simple question that requires a simple answer. But when I nod to say that I am, I’m answering a bigger question than Max can ever imagine.



  
Because of our little stop off, we get to my aunt’s house almost an hour later than anticipated. My aunt heard us even before we got out of the car. Her door was open and she was running out with open arms ready to catch me the moment I leapt out.
“Oh, Lucy, it’s so good to see you!” she screeches, taking me in her arms. “I’ve missed you.”
“I’ve missed you too,” I reply, hugging her fiercely back. It had been August since I last saw my aunt, so a long time coming.
When we pull away we both glance towards Max, who’s patiently waiting by his car. “Oh, Aunt Judith, this is Max. Max, this is Aunt Judith.”
“Nice to meet you,” Max says, smiling that same damn cute smile of his. He offers out his hand and she takes it.
“Nice to finally meet you too. I’ve heard lots about you.”
He raises an eyebrow towards me. “All good things, I hope?”
Aunt Judith places her finger on her nose and gives a little wink. “A lady never tells.”
“It’s like that, is it?” he jokes.
“Ah, my aunt’s only teasing you, Max. Of course it’s all been good.”
My aunt’s teasing expression falls away. “I hear you’ve been a rock for my Lucy here and I appreciate that. It’s not been easy hearing that she’s been having such a difficult time lately. I know you’ve been there for her and I truly thank you.”
Max looks as pleased as punch with that. “It’s been an effortless feat. Lucy … she is one special lady. She means the world to me.”
Max has a twinkle in his eyes and for a moment I can’t stop staring at him. My aunt notices, of course, offering a cheeky smile. She then claps her hands, snapping us right out of it. “Right, well. Do you want to get your things and come inside? It feels like minus forty out here.”
“I can see where you get it from,” Max jokes underneath his breath before moving over to the boot and grabbing our bags. My aunt quickly scurries inside, so I help Max take our bags out.
“It is cold, it’s just that you’re like a polar bear, or something. You’re inhumane.”
Max chuckles, pulling out the small cases. “I’m only an animal when I’m around you.” He winks at me and it sets my heart alight. Flirting with Max is so natural and easy. It’s like second nature.
“Round two may be in order later.”
Max groans. “God, Luce, not in your aunt’s house. Did you hear how loud you were in the car?”
I wasn’t … was I?
Max notices my confused frown, so he says, “Yes … you were.” Shutting the boot of the car, he grabs both his and my bag before coming towards me. When he’s right next to me he stops still and leans over to whisper in my ear. “And I loved every fucking second of it.”
He walks off, leaving me a pile of mush out on the pavement by Max’s car. I stare at the Range Rover for a moment, wondering how on earth it is that I chose to lose my virginity in a car of all places. I think back to it—how easy it seemed to be compared to how I thought it would be in my mind. I always imagined it would hurt … a lot. But somehow it didn’t.
Thinking on this, I walk to the house and immediately excuse myself a moment to use the bathroom. Max gives me a knowing look before I quickly walk in. Whilst there, I clean myself up expecting blood, but for some reason there isn’t any. I frown, wondering how that could be, but maybe not all virgins bleed after their first time.
When I’m done, I quickly head up to my room to find that my aunt has already sent Max in there with the cases. The minute I walk in, I find Max looking around my lilac walls, my photos on the wall of me with either my aunt or my dad, before landing on the big, fluffy, pink teddy bear I have sitting neatly on the chair in the corner.
“A pink teddy bear. That’s a first.”
“A boy in my room. That’s a first for me too.”
I see a brief hint of a frown from Max, but it soon disappears. Instead, he swiftly walks over to one of the photos of me and my dad. I watch him pick it up to inspect it. I walk up to him, looking over his shoulder. “That one was taken when I was ten. I was just about to start big school, so my dad decided to take me out to the fair. I got to ride my favourite roller coaster that night—much to my dad’s despair. He told me he sat on the sidelines watching me and felt sick the whole time. When I got off and he saw how happy I was he said that fear melted away. Afterwards, he did one of those shooting games and won me that pink teddy bear.”
Max doesn’t say anything for a while. Just carries on staring. I watch him swallow hard before placing the photo down. He seems … sad.
“Are you okay?” I ask, wondering if he’s thinking of his own dad.
He sucks in a breath and plasters on a fake smile. “I’m fine. Can you show me where the bathroom is?”
I hesitate for a moment, wondering what could be wrong. He doesn’t seem to want to talk about it, so I point to my door. “Outside, first door to your left.”
“Thanks,” he answers, avoiding eye contact with me.
He walks out the door and I stand for a while, wondering what could be the matter. I look at our cases, but decide I’ll unpack later. I want to go see my aunt.
I notice on the way down that the bathroom door is still closed and all is silent. I head to the living room once I’m at the bottom of the stairs and find Aunt Judith sitting at the dining table with three steaming cups of tea and a bowl of sugar in the middle. She points at it.
“I didn’t know whether Max liked sugar in his tea, so I left it out just in case.”
I smile as I take my seat. “Thanks. He doesn’t take sugar. Says he’s sweet enough.”
My aunt raises her eyebrow. “So I see. You said you knew him for a while, so how come it’s taken this long to snag him up?”
I let out a breath. “It’s a long story. We didn’t exactly see eye to eye up until three months ago. Let’s just say that it took him getting into that accident for things to get into perspective.”
I never told my aunt about the amnesia. Too much detail to go into over the phone.
My aunt places a hand on mine, causing me to look her way. “He’s a handsome man. I’m sure your father would approve.”
I offer her a sad smile back, hoping she’s right. If there is a life after death I wonder if he’s watching me and my life choices right now, and if he would approve of them.
“Where is he from anyway? And I’m not complaining at all, but why isn’t he with his parents for Christmas?”
“His mum left the house some years ago and his dad doesn’t seem much of a dad. He lives in Herefordshire, and I know there was some talk of him going there for Christmas, but in the end, Max decided he’d much prefer coming here and meeting you.”
My aunt frowns, placing the mug of tea to her lips. “That’s such a lonely existence. Surely his dad would prefer to have him stay with him?”
I shrug. “It doesn’t sound like it.” I hadn’t met his dad yet, nor did Max fill me with confidence to.
“What a shame,” she says, tutting under her breath. “Oh well, his loss, our gain, huh?”
I smile. “Exactly.”
My aunt suddenly looks up towards the door. “Ah, speak of the devil.”
“I thought my ears were burning,” Max replies from behind me.
“I made you a cup of tea.”
“Thank you.” Max takes a seat beside me and picks his cup up to take a sip. I gaze at him for a moment, wondering if he’s still seems angry or sad. By his smile it seems he’s snapped out of whatever may have been wrong with him.
“Lucy was just telling me about your father.”
Typical of my aunt to have no tact whatsoever. I can’t help rolling my eyes on a smile.
“Ah … yes. My dad.”
“Not your favourite person in the world, I take it?”
Max scoots his chair in further. “What’s that age old saying, you can choose your friends, but you can’t choose your family? That’s about us in a nutshell. We’ve unfortunately never gotten along. He seems to care more about his business and booze than his son.”
My aunt winces. “I’m sorry to hear that.”
Max smiles. “I’m not,” he replies, placing a hand on my back. “I have Lucy now. That’s all the family I need.”



  
“What happened?” I ask Theo. We lie on the grass at the back of his parents’ property, just gazing up at the stars again. We seem to be doing that a lot lately. I guess we both enjoy it as much as the other. I always feel a sense of peace around Theo that I don’t have anywhere else. He makes me feel … calm.
Theo takes in a deep breath, all the while smiling. However, the smile never meets his face.
“School was shit. Mind you, it’s always shit.”
I frown, studying his face. “It seems to have been particularly shit today.”
Laughter fills the night air. This time, it does meet his face.
“It’s nothing, Lucy-Lou. Just my mates being dickheads. When are they never dickheads?”
My frown deepens. I know there’s more to it than what he’s saying. “It wasn’t Trent again, was it? Is he hassling you again?”
Theo quickly cuts me off, placing his hand across mine to stop me. “No, it’s not him. It’s nothing. I can handle them. Tell me about you. I want to hear more about you. Do you still want to wear a sexy white coat?”
I’m worried about him, but I can’t help the smile that lights up my face the minute he brandishes his own megawatt smile.
“Yes, I do. In fact, I’m thinking to take extra online courses, so I can be ahead of others when the time comes.” Theo shakes his head with an amused smile. “What?” I ask, not understanding his reaction.
“You.”
“What?” I ask again.
“You’re always moving so fast. Always trying to stay ahead of the game.” Shaking his head once more, he gazes up at the stars. “If you move faster than the speed of light, you end up living your life in the dark.”
For the first time in my short life, I’m stunned. How does one answer something like that? “I-I,” I stutter, not really knowing how to answer.
Theo stops me with his hand again. “It’s okay, Lucy-Lou. You’re not on trial. It’s just who you are. I’m not saying it’s a bad thing. Of course it’s good to have goals and dreams. But sometimes you have to stop from time to time and realise that life still happens around you. It doesn’t stop just because your attention is elsewhere.”
Something definitely seems wrong. Pushing myself up from my position, I gaze down at Theo. “Am I missing something? Because if I am, please tell me. I don’t mean to be a bad friend … it’s just …”
Theo quickly rises from his position, halting me with just one word. “Stop.”
I look at our hands entwined before looking back up to meet his eyes. He looks … troubled. Pained, even. At times I wish I could read his mind. He’s like a difficult puzzle I’d love to crack.
“You’re not a bad friend, and not one time do I want you to think that. Please … just forget I said anything. I’m … I’m just not feeling too good today. I’m cranky and everything’s just coming out … wrong. I’m sorry. Maybe I should take you home so I don’t put my foot in my mouth again.” Theo immediately gets up like he’s already reached that decision.
“We don’t have to go …”
Theo doesn’t even look at me when he says, “I think it may be best if we do.”
Theo offers me his hand—still without looking in my direction. I timidly take it and watch his reaction the whole time he lifts me up. He’s unmoving, but I know he’s feeling something deep inside that he won’t let me in on. For the first time with Theo I’m scared. Not of him, but of whatever’s bothering him. The whole journey home, Theo is with me, but he’s not actually with me. He leads me to my door, kisses me on the cheek, says good night, and once I start to close my door I notice him walking away—all the while his head is held down as he kicks an imaginary ball along the road. For the first time ever after just having been with Theo, I got to bed that night with the sense of dread in the pit of my stomach.
   
It’s Christmas Day, and everything apart from the little hiccup in my room the first day has gone perfect. Yesterday, we went to Mass and I lit a candle for my dad. I cried because despite loving my dad so much, I haven’t had the balls to visit his grave since he died. I called myself a bad daughter. Max scolded me, telling me that my dad knew he was in my heart, and that was all that matters. It still doesn’t help the guilt come, though.
When we got home from church, my aunt got out the mince pies and sherry. We stayed up for a while talking about life, love, and the upcoming day ahead. I fell asleep as I was being taken up the stairs, despite the fact he should not be carrying me at all. I scolded him. He told me I was worth the pain.
“I got you this,” my aunt says, handing me a present. We’ve just gotten up and had a cup of tea, and already the turkey is cooking in the oven. I’m still sleepy, but excited about spending this day with my aunt and Max. The dream I had last night still replayed over and over in my head. It troubled me that there was something there that I wasn’t quite seeing, and yet I couldn’t quite reach whatever that was.
“Thank you,” I say, taking the rather large box from her. “What is it?” My eyes light up, causing her to laugh.
“Open it and see.”
I do as she asks and when I finally manage to pry the top half off, I gaze inside and see the most beautiful red cashmere cardigan.
“Something to keep you warm for the winter.”
I gaze up from the cardigan and smile. “Thank you, Aunt Judith.” I place it down and hug her before digging my own present out for her. I bought her a figurine of a cat looking up at its paw. On top of it is a butterfly. I thought of Judith the minute I saw it as the cat looked a lot like the one we used to have before he died a couple of years back.
“Oh, wow, he looks like Felix.”
I smile at that. “I thought so too.”
I see a small present in front of me. When I turn I find Max trying to hand me a small wrapped box.
“I got this for you.”
I stare back at him for a moment before taking it from him. “Thanks.”
I gingerly open the box, wondering what it could be. Once I untangle the wrapping paper, I quickly realise it’s a jewellery box. Taking in a breath, I open the box to find the most exquisite white gold ring with five big diamonds on the top. I gasp.
“When you and I are older and I start earning some money I’m going to buy you a big, fat ring.”
The memory of that dream halts me in place.
“Do you not like it?” Max asks, a hint of concern in his voice. “It’s an eternity ring. I saw it and straight away I thought of you, but if you don’t like it, I can always—”
I immediately turn, grabbing his hand. “I don’t like it, Max. I love it. It’s beautiful, but this must have cost you a fortune.”
He squeezes my hand back. “You’re worth every penny.” He then looks down at it. “Can I put it on you? See if it fits.”
I nod and watch as Max takes the ring from the box and places it on my right ring finger. It’s a tiny bit loose, but not enough for it to slide off. I pull my hand up to inspect it in the light. It sparkles, reminding me of the stars on a clear night.
“It’s beautiful, Max. Thank you.” I lean forward, kissing him on the lips.
“Phew, for a minute there I thought you were going to ask my niece to marry you,” my aunt suddenly blurts.
We both laugh together.
“It’s a little soon for that,” he responds.
“As long as we’re on the same page.” She winks back.
Deciding to change the subject quickly, I pick up Max’s present and give it to him. “I got you this.” I’m a little excited about this one as I know Max hasn’t got a necklace and I overheard him telling Chester a while back that he wouldn’t mind getting one for himself for the holiday period. I decided to beat him to it.
When he opens it, his face lights up and I know immediately that I’ve made the right choice. It’s a thick gold French rope and it cost me a pretty penny too. I had dipped into my savings to get it, but I know Max is worth every penny too.
“This is perfect.”
I beam. “I’m so glad.”
“I was actually looking at one just like this yesterday when we were out shopping.”
I remember because I had to pull him away with some excuse that I had to visit a shop before it shut just in case he had any ideas about buying it.
“I know you were.”
He looks up at me with a smirk. “That’s why you pulled me away so fast because you were worried I would go in there and buy it for myself.”
“Bingo,” I reply, laughing.
He gazes back down at the necklace. “Seriously, Luce. It’s beautiful. Thank you.”
Just like you, I think in my head.



  
Two days after our visit to my aunt’s house and we’re back at Max’s already planning our big night out on New Year’s Eve. There’s a buzz in the air—a sense of excitement for the upcoming event. For me I think it may have something to do with the fact I get to kiss Max at midnight in five days’ time.
“I’m off for a session with Dr Morose. Will you be around when I get back?” I ask Max as I’m putting my coat on.
“Chester’s coming over and I don’t think we plan on going anywhere. I’ll text you if that changes.”
“Sure,” I answer, leaning forward to kiss him on the cheek. “Have fun.”
He smiles. “I will. Good luck with the doc.”
“Thanks,” I answer, heading out the door.
I walk swiftly towards the bus stop because it’s still really cold outside. Thankfully I manage to catch a bus quite quickly, but when it gets to the next stop my phone rings. I dig it out of my pocket to see Dr Morose is calling me. I answer the phone.
“Please tell me you’re not on your way yet?”
“I’ve just gotten on the bus. Why?”
I hear her sigh loudly. “I’m so sorry, Lucy, but I’m going to have to cancel. My neighbours just called to tell me they’ve had to take my cat to the vet. It looks like she’s been poisoned.”
I gasp. “Oh no! I’m so sorry to hear that.”
“Thank you. Anyway, I just wanted to know if I could call another time to reschedule.”
“Of course. Just let me know. You concentrate on your cat first. I hope she’ll be okay.”
I hear the slight choke in her voice when she says, “I hope so too.”
We end the call and I immediately have to scramble to get off at the next bus stop. I’m two stops away, so only really means a twenty-minute walk. I decide not to wait for a bus at the other end and instead take a stroll back home.
I reach Max’s house around twenty-five minutes later, placing the key in the lock. I walk through and immediately hear voices. I’m about to call out to Max when I hear my name being mentioned.
“Don’t you think it’s time you ended it now with Lucy?” I hear Chester say. “Tell her what’s been going on and do it when I’m around. I want to watch.”
I frown, nearing the living room door so I can listen more. “I don’t know, man,” Max begins. “You haven’t been with her … spent time with her like I have. There’s something going on and I need to figure out what.”
“All you need to know is that she dissed your arse. You wanted payback and now you can finally get it. You’ve tapped it, now it’s time to deliver the news.”
What news? What is he talking about? My heart starts to accelerate faster. Whatever it is it’s not good. My heart’s being ripped out of my chest. What has Max done?
“Don’t fucking talk about her like that,” Max seethes. “It seemed like a good joke at the fucking time, but now it’s gotten way out of hand.”
“Ah, mate. She’s fucking got to you, hasn’t she? You’re fucking pussy whipped. I should have known this would happen.”
I hear a bit of a commotion and then Max says, “As I’ve said, you haven’t fucking been with her like I have. I know things about her now that I didn’t before. She’s … delicate right now and this will push her over the edge.”
My mouth starts to go dry at the prospect of what this all means. I don’t want to hear any more, but a part of me doesn’t want to run. I’m sick and tired of running away from my problems and fears. It’s time to face them head-on.
I’m not going to be a victim anymore.
I push the door open and two sets of widened eyes stare back at me. I know what they’re wondering.
How much I’ve heard.
Everything. I’ve heard everything.
“Lucy,” Max says, forcing a smile on his face. “I wasn’t expecting you back for ages. What happened?”
Tears gather in my eyes, but I force them down. “I can see that you weren’t expecting me back. My therapist cancelled on me and it’s just as well really, isn’t it? Because I wouldn’t have learnt about what a lying scumbag of a boyfriend I have.”
“Wait … what?” Chester says, stuttering a little. “Therapist. What therapist?” Max knew, Pixie knew, and Sophie knew about my therapy, but Brett and Chester never did. It wasn’t something I wanted to bring up in conversation.
Guilt is written all over Max’s face. “I can explain.”
I start laughing. “Isn’t that always the first line to come out of a lying prick? What have you done, Max? Tell me. I’m all ears.” I see his face contorting, frowning in the most painful way. I can’t ignore the sting of tears as they reach my eyes.
“He lied about the amnesia. It was meant to be a practical joke.”
Max snaps his head to Chester. “Not another word from you. Now, get out.”
Chester is about to argue back, but then he spots how venomous looking he is, so he wisely steps towards the door, bypassing me along the way.
“It was only a joke,” he whisper-hisses under his breath as he passes me.
Only a joke. Of course it was …
Because I have one of those faces.
“Faking amnesia was only a joke?” Through my tears my anger rises to heights I’ve never experienced before.
Max looks down, biting his lip before looking back up at me. “It was meant as a joke at first and then you got sick and I couldn’t bring myself to go through with it. You don’t understand, Luce. I was just so fucking mad.”
Oh, Max. Why have you done this to us?
“I gave everything to you!” I snap, wiping away a lone tear that falls.
“I know!” he shouts back. “Don’t you think I know that? I was prepared to go the distance, but then we started spending time together I got to fall in love with you all over again.”
Sniffling, I wipe my nose and then frown at him. “All over again? What does that mean?”
“You fucking ignored me, Luce! All those years you said nothing. Absolutely fucking nothing to me. When we first met, not an ounce of recognition on your face. It was like I didn’t exist.”
I shake my head, confused. “I don’t understand.”
Max steps forward, closing the distance slightly between us. “I was picked on and bullied something chronic for hanging out with you, but do you know what? I didn’t care because I worshipped the fucking ground you walked on. I would have moved mountains for you, Lucy, but you fucked off without a word and then turn up three years later and don’t even have the decency to acknowledge it was me!”
Walking back, I shake my head. “No, no, no, no,” is all I keep saying over and over again, out loud and in my head.
“Yes, Lucy-Lou. How could you forget us?”
Clutching my chest, pain ripples through me. I look up into Max’s eyes—those same eyes that now hold a mixture of emotions.
Pain.
Anger.
Regret.
Guilt.
Turmoil.
“Theo?” I ask. It’s the only word I can form right now.
“So you do remember me? That makes this even worse.”
Closing my eyes, I inhale sharply as memory after memory invades my mind. Through them is a cloud only filled with pain. I can’t step into that yet. I can’t bear it right now.
“But your name is Max?” I ask, confused.
“Max is my middle name. Oh come, on, Lou, do you really think I would carry on walking around with the name Theodore the Bore after I finished school? They taunted me with it at school just because I preferred to hang around with a girl. Can you believe that? Fuck them all, I thought. You were always worth it all and more. But then you turn up here and it’s like I never existed in your world.”
“That’s because I forgot!”
“How could you forget us?”
Feeling the pain, I clutch my heart further. “I don’t fucking know, okay? Do you really think I would deliberately ignore you? Didn’t you think at the time that maybe something was wrong? I have an area of my life that’s missing. I’ve been ignoring it, telling myself that I was just a boring student at school who had no friends. I was lying to myself and I don’t know why. I don’t fucking know why, Max! If I had answers, don’t you think I would give them to you?”
Max approaches me, holding his arms out. “Lou …”
I step back, snapping my hand in front of him. “Don’t you come near me. And especially don’t call me that name. The boy who used to call me that was sweet, funny, and kind. That boy would have never done this to me.”
“I don’t understand. You obviously remember me now.”
Ignoring the deep ache in my gut, I wipe away my tear before responding. “That’s because I’ve been dreaming of you. I thought they were just dreams, but I realise now they were memories. I never purposefully forgot you. How could I ever do that?”
Max takes another step forward. I can see the guilt and the shame written in his face, but the pain of knowing what he did to me is so raw and intense.
“What was your plan in the end then, Max? Tell me? Did you and Chester talk it all out in the hospital about how you could get sweet revenge on Lucy Rhodes just because I highly deflated that precious ego of yours, huh? Was it the plan to have sex with me and then dump me publicly and shamefully? Even after you knew I was a virgin, did you still want to go through with it?”
“You were not a virgin, Luce.”
It’s like the oxygen inside me gets sucked out all at once. I stumble back, almost hitting the door. Max steps forward to help right me, but I manage it myself, pulling away.
“What?” I ask, completely confused. My head hurts. I don’t understand any of this.
“When we were fifteen we lost our virginity together in the unused barn at the back of my old house. We had been leading up to it for a while and we both thought that even though we were underage that we were ready.”
I close my eyes and flashes of memories come back to taunt me. I can see it—us in the barn on a cold night, Max wrapping a thick blanket around us so I didn’t get cold. The feel of his hands on my skin, how much in love I was and how I knew that would be the most perfect, precious moment I would never forget.
And I forgot it.
How?
How could I forget that night that led me home with a skip in my step and a smile on my face? I had been sore from our lovemaking and I had bled, but I didn’t care. I was head over heels and nothing and no one could take away that feeling from me.
But someone had.
I had.
And I still don’t fucking understand it.
I hear a noise in the room. My head and my heart are having an all-out war. My chest is squeezing with every thought and emotion of that night with Theo. My precious Theo. The boy I remember knowing I would marry someday and have a family with.
A set of arms wraps around me and it’s only then I realise the noises I hear around the room are coming from me. Gut-wrenching pain sears at my heart and in my stomach.
“No,” I mumble into Max’s chest. I squeeze my eyes shut, clutching onto Max’s jumper in the hope it would keep me from falling into a pit of despair. “No,” I repeat, gripping onto his sleeve so tightly that my knuckles must be turning white.
“I’m so, so sorry, Lucy-Lou. I didn’t know you were hurting this much. I didn’t know you had genuinely forgotten me. If I had I would have done things differently. I would have tried to help you.”
“NO!” I scream, pushing him back. I see the look of horror in his eyes when he spots my anger. “You don’t get to try and fix this after what you’ve done.” I double over in pain, clutching at my stomach. “Oh, God, why does it hurt so much?”
“Lucy, please,” Max says, stepping forward to open his arms out.
I put my finger up to stop him. “No, Max. I can’t do this … especially with you.” I suck in a deep breath before continuing. “You were my everything. You always were my everything. It didn’t matter that I had somehow forgotten every moment we shared together. I never did that on purpose. Even with you gone in here,” I say, pointing to my head, “not once did you disappear from here.” I place my hand over my heart and watch in agony as Max’s eyes brim with tears. I step forward, placing that same hand on Max’s heart. “That boy I used to know spent every precious moment of himself with me. He played games with me, watched movies with me, we read together, sang together, and stared up at the stars together. That boy … that precious, sweet boy never once broke my heart. But you did, Max … you did.”
“Lou, I’m so sorry.”
He tries to grab my hand, but I step back. “I can’t do this anymore. I need to leave.”
“Please don’t leave … not like this. I love you, Luce. I have always loved you.”
“Don’t,” I respond, looking away. I can’t even look at him anymore. “Don’t you dare use that on me.” I close my eyes and shake my head. “I need to get away.” I move towards the door. “Don’t follow me.”
I run and continue running until my lungs protest and my legs practically give out. When a bus comes, I catch it, travelling the few miles back to Pixie’s house, and all the while my phone won’t stop ringing. In the end I turn it off just so I don’t annoy anyone on the bus. When I get home, Pixie isn’t around, so I grab a few things and put them in a bag. Despite this unknown fear in the pit of my stomach, I need to find out what happened to me. I need to face my fear head-on.
And I know just the place I need to do it in.
Once I have a few things packed, I leave a note for Pixie.
Pixie,
Too much has happened that I can’t go into detail. In a nutshell, Max faked his amnesia. I need a few days out. I’ll contact you as soon as I am able.
Take care,
Lucy. xx
I place the pen next to the note and take one look around to make sure I’ve gotten everything I need. There’s more stuff at Max’s, but I know for a fact I’m not going back there for them now. I leave, shutting the door behind me and heading onto a journey of the unknown. What I may find terrifies me to my core. But at least this way I’ll know how it is I could have possibly forgotten the one and only boy I had ever truly loved.



  
For a couple of hours I pace the floors, wondering how the fuck this all got to where it has.
Oh, yeah. Because I’m a stupid, fucking ignorant prick, that’s how.
Sure, I had been angry for her for the last three years, and sure I had thought of ways of getting my revenge on the girl who stole my heart when I was just fourteen years of age. They say you never forget your first love. Well, mine was carved so deep into my heart that it made me vengeful. It made me angry, and it made me the jerk I became, all because I was hurt that she had somehow moved on with her life and completely forgotten about the boy she used to stare up at the stars with.
The boy she promised she would never leave behind.
From the moment I met her again three years ago I’ve been holding a grudge so tightly I never saw the wood from the trees. I had been blinded by rage, by her betrayal—or at least what I thought was a betrayal. She’s right. I never thought to try and understand why. I held onto the rage too much to care.
On the day of my accident I had vowed to go to her and finally have it out. But then someone came out in front of me and knocked me off my bike. All the while after that whilst I was lying in hospital in pain I wondered if this was a message from above that Lucy deserved more from me than a simple “having it out.” She practically broke me. It was action that was required.
So with plenty of time on my hands I had hashed out a plan to destroy Lucy. If I could have hash-tagged that shit to make it trend on Twitter, I would have. But I had to keep it a secret. The only person I let in on my plan was Chester. I had moulded Chester so much over the last three years that he’s been hating on Lucy just as much as I had been.
I had made my decision. I was going through with it. And it was all going well until I started to get to know the sweet Lucy-Lou that made me fall in love with her the first time around. I had come to learn quickly that she was just as broken as me, and so I started to question my motives. Yes, I wanted to befriend her at first. I wanted to make her fall for me and eventually end in my bed. Then, I had planned to humiliate her.
How fucking sad and pathetic is that?
I soon realised along the way that something had happened to her. I don’t know what the fuck that is, but I need to know so both of us can move on from this. I don’t know if she’ll ever forgive me, but I have to try.
With that last thought in my mind, I stop my pacing and instead grab my coat and drive towards Pixie’s house. When I get there, I knock on the door and as soon as Pixie answers I can tell straight away that she knows.
“You have a fucking cheek to be here right now, Max. All that time I stood up for you in front of Lucy and you pull this shitty stunt? I don’t know how I can look at you right now. Let alone poor Lucy. Don’t you think she’s been through enough?”
She’s right, but I don’t have time for this right now.
“Where is she?”
She shrugs. “Not that it’s any of your business, but she’s not here. She left a note saying that she needed a few days out. I assume she’s gone to stay with her aunt, but she’s not picking up her phone. I think she may have switched it off.”
I have my phone out before Pixie finishes her sentence. I’m dialling her aunt’s number the moment she does. Judith picks up after two rings. “Judith, It’s Max. Have you heard from Lucy at all?”
“No, should I have? What’s going on?”
Shit, now what do I say?
“I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about. It’s just that I can’t get in touch with her right now. She may have it switched off or run out of battery power.” I look towards Pixie and she’s scowling at me.
I know. I’m a lying arsehole.
“Okay, I’ll try as well. If you hear from her, please let me know.”
I close my eyes. “I’m really sorry. I didn’t want to worry you. I’m sure it’s nothing.”
“I’m glad you called. Let’s keep in touch. Okay?”
Guilt settles in the pit of my stomach. If this kind lady who took me in for Christmas knew what I’ve done to her niece, I’d seriously worry about my man parts.
“Okay,” I simply reply before saying goodbye and hanging up.
“Lucy’s right. You’re a douche-nugget.” Pixie immediately turns and walks into her house, but I follow her inside and close the door. When she turns around to face me, her expression is defiant. Her lips are narrow and her jaw tight.
“I’m all those things and a hell of a lot more. I know. You don’t know the whole story and even when you do, I doubt it will make you think more of me.”
She takes a seat at her dining table and taps the chair opposite. “Sit your arse down and tell me everything.”
So I do. I tell her all about Lucy and me and how we knew each other from school. I tell her about how pissed I was when she completely blanked me that time three years ago when we met again.
“You’re such a stubborn fool, Max. You could have simply asked her and then you would have figured out there was something wrong.”
I rub my forehead through all the stress. “I know that now. I didn’t realise she was secretly suffering inside. Do you really think I would have pulled that stunt if I had known she would eventually have panic attacks and claim that she had forgotten me all this time?”
Pixie sighs, staring at me intently. “Even if that didn’t come into the equation it was still a shitty thing to do.”
“I know,” I reply, sighing. “And I want to deal with that at some point, but right now I’m more worried about Lucy, where she’s gone, and what frame of mind she’s in. What if she has a panic attack and no one’s there to help her? What if someone spots her and takes advantage of the situation?”
Pixie takes her phone out of her back pocket and dials someone. She sits, waits, and then sighs. “It’s still going straight to voicemail. She must have it switched off.”
“If she hasn’t gone to her aunt’s house, then where can she be?”
We both sit for a moment, me with shaky leg syndrome, and Pixie biting her nails.
“If she’s remembering things, or is about to and it’s something horrific, I will never forgive myself if I’m not there for her.”
I look towards Pixie and her eyes light up. “The box.” She snaps her head to me.
“What box?”
“Around three months back, Lucy was helping me with all the junk in my attic. There was a box up there of hers that she hadn’t dealt with. I mentioned it to her and her face at the time looked blank. I didn’t think anything of it at the time, but maybe it means something more to her than she realises.”
I get up from my chair. “Show me where the box is.”
“She’ll kill me if I do that.”
Getting frustrated, I say, “Pixie, there’s no time for this invasion of privacy, loyal bullshit, this is Lucy’s life at stake.”
She stands up, nodding. “You’re right. Okay. Follow me.”
Pixie moves swiftly up the stairs and I follow suit. She pulls down the lever for the attic and we both climb the stairs. It looks neat and tidy up here, all empty boxes folded up and put aside. All but one small one pushed into the corner of the room. I swiftly move towards it, noticing it has “Journals” written on the side.
I don’t hesitate. I rip the Sellotape of the top of the box and look inside. There’s a few photo albums and books, but there’s one particular item of interest sitting right at the bottom. It says, “Lucy Rhodes Diary, Aged 15.”
I flip through the pages, noting all the memories of the times we spent together. You can tell through the pages just how happy she is and how much she looks forward to our future. Then, from one date everything changes. I read those pages like I’m watching a train wreck about to take place and there’s no way I can look away. I read it all, word for word, and when I finish, I close the diary, turn away, and throw up all over the floor.



  
I took a train from Victoria to Leamington Spa, arriving at around two. I then got a taxi to my dad’s house and all the way there I could feel my stomach dropping with each mile taken. What Max did to me is plaguing the back of my mind, but right now at the forefront is how all this could have happened in the first place. How did I have a chunk of my childhood missing and not realise it until now? All this time I just accepted the fact I had no friends, attending school regularly, living a very boring upbringing. I had erased some of my past, but the one thing I found unforgiving is that I erased Theo too.
And despite being shit fucking scared of what’s to come and not knowing why, I push forward for the simple fact I don’t know why.
For the last half hour I have been standing in my old house, taking in the old furnishings, photos, and paintings still on the wall, little pencil marks on the door where my dad used to measure me as I grew up. Tears well my eyes as memories fill my head. This house stored them all this time. Now it’s reminding me of a time that once was. Flashes of my Theo here with me, sitting on the sofa, laughter filling the air, his soft skin under my caress. Even more memories come to me—new ones. Ones that involve my dad and Theo talking, laughing. My dad liked Theo.
So where did it all go wrong?
I walk up the stairs to what was once my dad’s room. I peek inside, inhaling, trying to pick up any remaining scent he may have left behind. But years of this house left standing have turned it musky … un-lived in … unloved.
With more tears filling my eyes, I move towards my room, noting the little creak in the floorboards as I do. Another flash memory comes of me trying to sneak into the house, always having to avoid that creak. It makes a momentary smile rise on my lips.
I walk to my room. The door is closed. I place my hand on the knob, pushing it forward, and my bed comes straight into view. Soft, white sheets, placed on a single wrought iron bed. The walls a sunshine yellow reminding me that I picked that colour during happier times. Times when I had no care in the world. My eyes sweep over my mirror in the corner of my room, then to the painting of a meadow hanging on my wall, before they land on my desk on the far side.
A flash of lightning, followed by thunder crashes into my mind. Even though I know it’s not raining outside I can hear it. I can also see myself at the age of fifteen sitting in my chair. I’m scribbling something furiously in my diary. I’m sobbing. I’m in pain.
The longer I go on like this, the more likely he’ll find out. If he does, he will never speak to me again. I don’t know what to do. What can I do? If I tell someone what he does to me then the people I love most are in danger.
And then, like someone switching on a light, making the fog clear, it hits me.



  
“Jesus fuck, Max. You had no idea?”
It’s been ten minutes since I found out the cause of Lucy’s memory loss. Ten minutes since reading what I did in her diary was so gut-wrenching that I threw up everything I had eaten that day. Ten minutes of not realising that the whole time I was reading it, Pixie was also reading it over my shoulder too.
“Do you really think if I had I would have kept that shit quiet? Shit, Pixie. I may be a lot of things, but covering up something as fucked up as this would make me a monster.”
Pixie places a hand on my shoulder. “I know. Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.” I watch as she bites her lip. “Do you think she knows?”
Burying my head in my hands, I shake my head. “I have no fucking idea.” It’s then it hits me. “The text messages she received. They must have been from—”
Pixie’s eyes widen. “Holy shit, Max. She could be in danger.”
Getting up from my seat, I quickly grab my jacket and turn to Pixie. “I’m heading up there. Keep trying to call her for me. If she picks up tell her I’m on my way.”
She vigorously nods, teary-eyed. “Sure, Max. You just find her … keep her safe.”
“I wasn’t able to do it for her when we were younger, but by fuck will I be there for her now.”
She grabs my arm and squeezes, but doesn’t say any more. She doesn’t need to. Her eyes tell me all I need to know.
Fuck.
How did this shit happen and I never realised? We were so close and yet neither of us really knew each other—not the important shit anyway. I hid things from her about my parents, and then she ended up hiding things from me.
The whole journey there I must have broken a thousand speed limits, but I don’t care. I try calling her number several times, but she still has her phone switched off.
“Lucy, baby, pick up. Please,” I beg, willing it to stop ringing and to hear her sweet voice.
What have I done?
I’m an idiot. I’d spent three years seeking vengeance on a woman for something she had no clue of what she had done. What did I think? I didn’t think shit because I was too fucked up in the head over this girl to see clearly.
I put my foot down even further, checking the mirrors to make sure there are no police around to catch me. Despite my arm hurting, I keep my foot on the pedal and my hands tightly wrapped around the steering wheel. I grip through the ache, determined to get to her. Determined to make sure she’s safe.
As my old childhood village comes into view, my mind is awash with memories of what once was. Lucy and I were so happy back then, but then something changed in her. I saw it, but instead of demanding she tell me what was wrong, I got angry. I thought she was abandoning me, but what she really was abandoning were her memories.
“Fuck!” I shout, hitting the steering wheel with my good hand. I can’t get her words out of my head. What she must have gone through and not being able to tell anyone must have been too much to bear. I feel sick, but most of all I feel anger. Red, hot-blooded anger at what he did to her. When I find him—I will find him.
I will kill him.
I check her house first, but I don’t see any lights on. I knock at the door, waiting a few seconds before walking around the windows. I don’t see her, but I do notice a little suitcase sitting in the doorway by the kitchen.
I jump back in my car, driving to the spot where her dad died. She’s not there either. Then, on a last-ditch effort, I make my way to my old family home. Despite no one living there it’s still my dad’s. I have no clue why he has decided to keep it as we never use the fucking place. Still, he grips onto it like it holds some sort of sentimental family heirloom, when I know differently. If there was a buck to be made—and there is in that house—he would be all over that shit. I never understood why—maybe I will never know.
When I approach the gate to get in I notice it’s already slightly open. Someone must be here. I get out of the car and open the gates, driving through and up to the house. Again, all is quiet. No noise, no lights, no sign of life. I take a walk around the grounds, noting the huge steam coming out my mouth from the cold. If Lucy’s out here she’ll freeze to death.
It’s when I take a walk around the back of the house, I hear it. Her scream. I snap my head to the barn and like a bat out of hell, I race towards it, not caring that my leg is screaming in protest. I hear her scream again and as my adrenaline spikes, my panic rises.
I get to the barn doors, violently pulling them open, and when I witness what I see inside, my heart leaps into my throat.



  
Forty minutes earlier
I had a full-on panic attack right in the middle of my bedroom. Too much hit me all at once and I couldn’t get to grips with what was thrown at me.
When I somehow managed to calm myself I realised I was a shaking puddle of mess all over the floor and I got angry.
Real angry.
Angry that he had done this to me. Angry that he had managed to take away the one good thing I had left in my life. But the person I was angry with the most was me.
I don’t want to be the cowering victim anymore. I don’t want to ignore my fears any longer.
I need to face them.
Grabbing my coat and scarf, I quickly wrap them around me and head out the door. I should call a taxi to come get me, but I’m too hyped on adrenaline to care. Now, with all these fresh memories of a past I had once forgotten I know exactly where to head. For ten minutes I run. I run and run until I can’t feel the cold anymore and my chest heaves with my escaped breathes. I get to the gate of Theo’s old house, noticing that it’s slightly ajar. I push it open a little more and walk through, taking in the big house that once belonged to the only friend I had ever known and loved. I remember as this naive fifteen-year-old girl taking in this house and thinking how lucky Theo was to live in a beautiful Victorian limestone brick house like this. I also remember thinking how much the inside didn’t reflect the outside. Inside everything was modern and chic—only housing the finest of modern furnishings for a man of stature and wealth.
My heart thumps in my chest as I take a walk around the grounds, noting how high the grass had grown. I look down at my UGG boots wading through the dewy grass and when I look up the barn comes into view.
“Oh, Theo,” I say, my eyes filling with tears at the memory of that night. “How could I have forgotten that night?”
How could I have forgotten you?
Without a will of my own, my feet find movement towards the barn, and the farther away from the house I get, the more my nerves seem to calm.
I get to the barn door, noticing it’s shut. I pull up the lever to open it and walk inside. It’s dark, so I use my phone to light up the area, noticing abandoned hay stacked haphazardly all over it.
Laughter fills the air. Mine and Theo’s laugh. I can see it now as clear as day. We were lying on some hay, a blanket underneath us. A couple battery operated candles provided a soft glow to the already romantic setting. Theo brought blankets for our comfort. I had brought condoms. I already knew in my mind that he was the one, feeling no regrets in my decision to lose my virginity with him. I had only been fifteen—too young. But I knew that whether it was then, or we decided to wait until we were sixteen, it still would have been the same decision.
I smile remembering that when we had done the deed, Theo had wrapped his big, strong arms around me and told me he loved me. That night was the happiest moment of my life.
Three days later, however, that all changed—my life never being the same again.
   
I’m walking—well, practically racing—towards Theo’s house, a big smile on my face because I haven’t seen him in a couple of days and miss him. I haven’t called ahead as I thought it would be a nice surprise if I just turned up.
I get to the gate and buzzed for the house. Within a few seconds I’m let inside. I walk quickly to the entrance of the house and knock on the door. I expect Theo, so I’m surprised when his dad answers.
“Oh, Mr Cooper. How are you? Is Theo home?”
Mr Cooper smiles—a crystal glass filled with brown liquid in his hand. “Theo isn’t here right now, but please, come in and wait. He shan’t be long.”
Before I can even respond, Mr Cooper turns and starts to walk inside. I follow, shutting the door behind me and walking towards the kitchen. Once there, he turns to me again.
“What would you like to drink?”
“Just a Coke will do. Thank you.”
“Coming right up.”
He sets his own drink down and gets to work fetching me a Coke from the fridge and pouring it into a glass. “So,” he begins. “You and my boy Theo are somewhat of an item now.” I flush bright red. He initially has his back to me, his focus on my drink in front of him. He turns slightly and when he spots my embarrassment he smirks. “It’s not hard to notice, and I did walk in on you both that one time, remember?”
My cheeks flush again and I look down. He sets the drink in front of me. I quickly pick it up and down half the contents. My mouth’s dry all of a sudden.
“Don’t be shy, kiddo. I’m only teasing. You’ve been friends with my boy for so long it was bound to happen at some point. Your dad and I have even discussed you two on many occasions. We even took a bet on how long it will be before the pair of you get hitched.”
My eyes widen, making him laugh.
“That’s the thing about kids these days. They think their parents are oblivious, when in fact we know more than you probably realise.” He winks at me and gives a little salute with his now empty drink. He walks towards the cabinet and pours himself another. I take a look around my shoulder, wondering where Theo is.
“Did Theo say what time he’d be back?” I ask, wondering if I should make my excuses and leave. I’ve known Mr Cooper for a while, but only through Theo, and what he tells me is never good.
Mr Cooper turns, taking another swig of his drink before glancing down at his watch. “I’m pretty sure he said eight, so only another ten minutes.”
“Is Mrs Cooper not in?” I ask, glancing around again like she’ll somehow pop up.
He doesn’t say anything at first, just stands there smiling. He then sucks in a breath. “She’s away for a few days visiting her parents. They live in the south of France now. Her mother’s gotten suddenly sick, so she wanted to be there.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
He chuckles. “I wouldn’t be. She’s a witch.” And I swear he says, “Just like her daughter,” under his breath, but I don’t ask him to confirm.
I sit uncomfortably for a few more moments, checking the time every few seconds and finishing off my Coke. When I’ve downed the last drop, Mr Cooper points to it. “Fancy another? Or maybe even something stronger?” He smirks as if joking, but something about him is starting to make me feel a little uneasy. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell your dad."
“No, I’m fine, thank you. Maybe I should call Theo,” I say, starting to get down from my stall.
Mr Cooper halts me with his hand. “I’ll call him. Stay right there.”
I watch as he digs his phone out and presses a couple of buttons. He places it to his ear and listens for a moment. “Hmm,” he utters, with a frown. “It’s gone to voicemail. He must be walking and can’t hear the phone dialling. I’m sure he’ll be here soon. In the meantime, do you want to come and have a look at my new painting? It’s in the living room. I just bought it yesterday. I think you’ll love it.”
Eager to get away from this awkwardness, I nod. “Sure.” I get down from the seat and wobble slightly, dizzy.
A hand steadies me. “Careful there. Are you okay?”
I look up at Mr Cooper, noticing he’s starting to blur a little. I nod with a smile. “I’m fine, thank you.”
He takes my arm. “This way.” He leads me out of the kitchen and into the hallway, all the while I’m having to practically lean on him. I feel strange. Really strange. And the more I try to fight it, the more it seems to overwhelm me.
Eventually in what seems like forever, we reach the living room where Mr Cooper points to a huge painting on the wall. It’s of this house.
Mr Cooper watches me as I squint to look at it. “It’s stunning, isn’t it? I had it custom made by a very talented local painter.”
I go to speak, but no words come out. Instead, I stumble and fall.
“Whoa, there.” Mr Cooper says, breaking my fall. He looks down at me with a smile. “Are you feeling okay?”
“I’m dizzy.”
An arm wraps around my legs. “Here, let me take you somewhere more comfortable.”
He carries me somewhere and my head starts to lull. I think at some point I must have passed out, because the next minute I’m on a bed, I’m completely naked, and my hands are tied above my head. I feel a weight on top of me and it takes me a moment to realise it’s Mr Cooper. He’s inside of me, violating me.
“Stop,” I manage to screech, but it’s barely a whisper.
“Shh, Lucy. Be a good girl and this will all be over soon. Such a good girl.” He moans loudly, causing me to close my eyes. I don’t want to feel what he’s doing to me.
Maybe it’s all just a bad dream. Maybe I’ve fainted and now I’m in Theo’s bed having a nightmare.
“I always watched you. You never knew I watched you, but I did. Always teasing me with that pretty smile, long blonde hair, beautiful blue eyes, and tight arse of yours. My son may have gotten to you first, but I get to have a real taste.”
“Please stop.”
Bile starts to rise in my throat as he thrusts his way inside of me over and over again. I think I must black out again as when I wake I’m on my own in the dark. My hands are free, but I still feel them constricted. I take a look through the moonlight shining through the window and see that it’s ribbon. Completely disorientated, I scoot from the bed, frantically trying to find a light switch. I manage to find the cable for a side light and switch it on. I’m naked, the ribbon wrapped around me is red. I look down, noticing that I’m wet down there. I’m also very sore. For a while I can’t get my head around what happened. I halt at the side of the bed confused when I hear the sound of a toilet flushing. A door opens and Mr Cooper emerges with a robe wrapped around him. He spots me and smiles.
“Ah, you’re awake.”
I frown, looking around, and grab the sheet to cover me. I hear him chuckle.
“A bit late for modesty now, Lucy. I’ve seen it all and then some. I didn’t realise you could be quite the vixen.”
Placing my head in my hands, I shake my head. “No, no, no. I came here to see Theo.”
He sits on the bed next to me. “Yes, but then you felt a little woozy, so I placed you in bed, but then you started ripping my clothes off. I tried to say no, but you’re very persuasive, young lady.”
Looking up at his smug, smiling face, I frown. “I’m fifteen.”
“Yes, and already sexually active. What would your father say?”
Flashes come to my head of me being tied up and him on top of me. “You raped me.”
I hear him hiss in a breath. “I would be careful what you say, Lucy. People could get … hurt. Especially the ones closest to you. I would hate to have to see you an orphan. It would mean you’d never get to see Theo again.”
My eyes widen as I stare at him. “What are you saying?”
He smirks, leaning forward before whispering, “I think you know full well what I’m saying. Your father and I have been friends for a long time. Did you know he’s recently been made redundant? I bet he didn’t tell you that, did he? He came to me a couple of days ago looking for a job. I told him I’ll think about it. I can promise you that if you keep our little … indiscretion a secret, I will give your father an extremely well-paying job, you will get to keep on seeing Theo, and everyone will be happy. However, if you don’t,” he says, rising off the bed and shaking his head. He then turns around and with venom in his voice and hatred in his eyes, he says, “There will be consequences. You’ll lose everything, Lucy. You and I both know that can and will happen.” He then looks down at the sheet that is covering me and smiles. “I will leave you to sleep for now. Theo is away with his mother and I told your father that you came here and fell asleep. He knows I’m taking good care of his daughter.” He starts to walk to the door and once he opens it, he turns to me. “Sweet dreams, my little princess.” He blows me a kiss and then walks out the door.
   
I had forgotten that night, but now it’s as clear as day. He had been right about his mother being in the south of France, but omitted the part about Theo having to go with her. His grandmother was sick and he hadn’t had time to tell me.
As memory after memory floods back, pain sears at my heart. I did keep what happened between us a secret. I had gone home the next day and lied to my dad about how I had fallen asleep and that Mr Cooper didn’t want to disturb me, so let me sleep in Theo’s bed. Two days after that I got an email from Theo telling me he was back and that he wanted to see me. I went over there and walked through the open door trying to find where Theo was, but he was nowhere to be seen. Mr Cooper appeared and he led me screaming to that same spare bedroom next to his study. He tied me up with red ribbon and he raped me repeatedly. But that time, I was wide awake throughout the whole thing. Theo wasn’t home at all. He was still in France with his mother. It was a trick to get me to come over. Again, he threatened me, but he also apologised, stating that he couldn’t help himself—that it wouldn’t happen again. I tried to get on with my life. I tried to hide from everyone what that monster did to me, but it was no use. I ended up pushing my father and Theo away—choosing to spend time in my bedroom either studying or writing in my diary. Writing in my diary was the only way I could get all my thoughts and feelings out there. I poured everything into that diary because I felt so alone. I felt so trapped.
Then, a few weeks later on Christmas Eve, I found out I was pregnant. Coincidentally at the same time Theo’s grandmother died and he went back to France with his mother. I told Mr Cooper I needed to see him to tell him something and he told me to come over. When I spilled out that I was pregnant, I thought he was going to arrange for an abortion—throw some money at me to keep me quiet. Instead, he raped me again and beat me so badly in the stomach that I ended up losing the baby. I had gone home that night faking period pains and staying in my bed for hours, shaking. My father knew that something was going on as he would constantly ask me.
He said, “Something’s happened, Lucy. You’re not the same anymore. I’ve seen the drastic change and so has Theo. He’s worried about you too.”
I had cried and cried and my dad held me until I fell asleep. When I woke it was to the sound of knocking on my door just as dawn was breaking. My father had just died.
And so did I.
Everything after that was a fog in my brain that became thicker and thicker until I couldn’t see it anymore—-the pain, the suffering, the memories of what that man did to me.
“You remember now, don’t you?”



  
Closing my eyes, my heart starts to race at that voice. I hadn’t heard it in over six years, but it’s as clear today as it was back then. And it still instilled that crippling sensation of fear within me.
My body trembling, I turn towards the sound. He’s standing by the barn door, a big, long overcoat on that’s no doubt hiding a very expensive suit underneath. He’s aged a little since I last saw him, but he still looks every bit the intimidating monster I knew all those years ago.
He inhales a deep breath and steps into the barn, closing it slightly behind him. I watch him like a hawk to see if he’ll come near me, but for now he’s being careful about where he walks, deliberately avoiding entering my space.
“I kept an eye on you after your father died—saw that you had moved on. I must admit after a couple of years I thought I was safe, but then you came on my radar again when I found out you were the one who was looking after my Theo. He failed to tell me this and I didn’t know why at first. I did some digging and found that you were seeking therapy.”
It then hits me like lightning. “You were the one who broke into her office.”
His lip curves up into a small smile. “I had to find out what you were telling her. I was quite surprised that you were in fact telling her absolutely nothing. She suspected you were repressing a traumatic memory. I laughed at that. Was what we had together that traumatising?”
Despite my fear, I grit my teeth. “You raped me repeatedly, made me lose a baby.”
“Our baby,” he corrects. “Yes, that was most unfortunate. In another world I would have supported you having it, but I was married, and you were only fifteen. I think I may have had a little trouble getting out the fact we had sex when there was evidence of a baby.”
“So why did you do it?”
“I must admit I only planned on that one time, but the sex between you and me was too good to stop. I couldn’t help myself.”
“You mean the rape.”
“What?” he asks, feigning ignorance.
“You mean the rape, not sex. What you did to me wasn’t consensual. I even remember telling you to stop and you didn’t.”
He paces the floor a little and then comes to a stop. “Yes, but you weren’t supposed to remember anything about what happened. I had hoped you would take on the lie that you had fainted and I had simply put you to bed.”
I close my eyes, willing the angry tears not to well. “I heard and felt almost everything. You took my innocence away.”
“I believe it was my son who did that.”
I close my eyes in disgust. “How could you do that to your only son’s girlfriend?”
“I wanted a taste. He got to you first. Besides, Theo was much better suited with a more … prestigious lady, shall we say?”
My mind flashes to that moment when Theo was telling me about this couple his parents used to have dinner parties with. “You mean like Sophia?”
He smiles like he’s impressed. “Ah, so you know about her. Theo wouldn’t give her the time of day. I gave Sophia the go ahead to do whatever was necessary, but he would never budge. He always only had eyes for you. I had to put a stop to that before it got out of hand. I had allowed your friendship, but then after that incident where you two were practically fucking in the media room, I had to do something. I waited too long, because next minute you’re both in the barn fucking like rabbits. Don’t think I never saw you. Three days later when you came over it was like a sign from God. I had been virtually handed you on a plate and I just couldn’t resist having a taste. You can’t begrudge a man that, can you? I wouldn’t normally go back for more, but for some reason you called out to me.”
I sneer at him. “Was it that, or the fact you had me tied to the bed, helpless and at your mercy?”
He smiles and it’s not just any old smile. The type of smile that could give you nightmares. “You could say that, yes. I liked you being vulnerable, and I especially liked you completely at my will. Back then I could have told you to jump, and you would have asked how high. You did exactly what I thought you would do. You stayed away. Theo was hurt, of course, but I kept trying to tell him you weren’t worth it. I think I may have even told him I saw you hanging around with some boy … Trent, I think his name was.”
I dip my head down in sorrow. Surely Theo would have never believed that. I hated Trent just as much as he did. Then again, I did leave without saying goodbye after my father died. What must he have thought of me?
“If you had felt so strongly then why didn’t you simply warn me away? You ruined my childhood, you sick fuck!”
His nostrils flare before he stalks towards me. “Don’t speak to me like that, you little bitch!”
I don’t see the hand coming until it’s too late. I scream, feeling the sting and because it’s so powerful it knocks me to the floor. I barely have enough time to register the pain as he’s on top of me, his hands wrapped tightly around my neck. I manage to scream out one last time.
“I was prepared to let you live, but now that you’re back in my son’s life again, I have no alternative but to end you. Say hello to your father for me.”
All the while I’m choking, my life being taken from me bit by bit, I am met with the most evil black eyes I have ever seen. He smirks as his hands grow tighter around my neck. I struggle to breathe, struggle to get him off me, but he’s too strong. Eventually, I grow weak, my breaths growing shallower and shallower. My hands weaken, and all I can hear is a struggled wheeze coming from my mouth.
But then a sound has Mr Cooper looking over his shoulder. “What the—”
I see the shovel and hear the clunk on Mr Cooper’s head. Immediately his hands release from my neck and he topples on top of me. I gasp, trying with all my might to get him off me.
“It’s okay, Lucy. I got you,” Max says, practically yanking him off me with a look of disgust on his face at him. Immediately, I wrap my arms around him and feel when he strokes my hair. “It’s okay, baby. He can’t hurt you anymore.”
Remembering he’s still here, I look in his direction and see he’s lying motionless on the floor. “Is … is he dead?”
“Chance will be a fine thing. Unfortunately I think he’s just unconscious. I need to call the police, though. There’s no guessing when he may wake up, and besides, the way I’m feeling about him right now it’s best the police get here as soon as possible.” He releases me and cups my face with his hands, looking deep into my eyes. “Are you okay?”
My vision blurs with tears at the enormity of the situation. “I am now.”
Max nods and pulls his phone out, dialling 999. When he tells them where we are and what’s happened, Max looks around the barn and eventually sets his sights on a blanket. He quickly grabs it and wraps it around me before pulling his car keys out of his pocket.
“Here, take these. Go wait in the car and lock the door. I’ll keep an eye on him.”
I shakily agree and Max helps me up. I walk out of the barn and towards Max’s car and all the while I’m trembling like a leaf. I reach his car and manage to get inside, locking it behind me when I do. I don’t know how long I sit there for in a daze struggling to cope with what’s taken place. It’s only when I hear the sounds of distant sirens that I look up and see at least two cars coming over the brow of the hill about half a mile away.
When they enter through the gates, I spring into action, quickly getting out of the car and virtually screaming at them as they scramble out of the police cars. “Please!” I shout, pointing towards the barn. “They’re in there. I’m worried about Max. His father’s dangerous.”
Two policemen and one woman run towards the barn as another female officer walks towards me. I’m shaking, out of breath, and my chest feels like I have a tonne of weight on it.
“Okay, miss. You’re safe now,” she starts, wrapping her hands around my arms. “Can you tell me your name?” When I struggle to get the words out, she says, “Okay, deep breaths.”
I look up at her kind eyes and nod. “Lu-Lucy Rhodes.”
“Okay, Lucy, can you tell me what happened?” As she asks this an ambulance soon arrives, so the police officer quickly directs them to the barn.
“I had forgotten some of my childhood and needed answers, so I came here to find them. When I looked inside the barn, Mr Cooper followed me in. He attacked me, tried to strangle me. He wanted me dead.”
I sob, so she squeezes my arms.
“I’m going to call in another ambulance to come and look at you.” She quickly radios in for another ambulance and motions me over to the police car to sit down. She starts asking me more questions about what happened, and I do my best to tell her everything.
As the second ambulance is arriving, the other paramedics wheel a still unconscious Mr Cooper out, followed by a harassed looking Max. I watch as he runs his hands over his face before running towards me. The female police officer quickly stops him.
“Not so fast, buddy. What’s your name?”
He looks disgruntled when he answers. “I’m Max Cooper, Lucy’s boyfriend.”
Pain tears at my heart when he says this, but I will that pain down. I can’t think about that right now. I open the car door. “It’s okay,” I shout to the lady. “He can come and be with me.” The police officer looks over her shoulder and raises her eyebrow. I nod. “It’s okay.”
She lets him through and Max comes running over at the same time a male paramedic approaches me.
“You need to inspect her neck,” Max urges before the guy can get a word out.
The paramedic nods and tentatively raises his hands to inspect my neck. I stiffen when his hand touches me and wince in pain when he applies pressure.
“Okay, we’re going to need to take you in and examine you properly. Can you walk with me to the ambulance?”
I nod and he leads me gently towards the ambulance.
When he’s seated me down, I look out and see Max there. “I’ll follow you in my car.”
With my throat on fire, all I do is nod with a slight smile.
At the hospital I’m immediately examined more thoroughly by a doctor. He orders blood to be taken and also an MRI of my neck. As I’m kept waiting, Max is allowed in to see me after a lot of insistence by me. When he walks in, he quickly places what looks like a book on the table and runs to my side, grabbing my hand.
“How are you feeling?”
“I’ve been better,” I croak back. “How did you know where I was?”
Squeezing my hand, he closes his eyes before taking a seat next to me. “I know you’re going to hate me for this, but I had to find out what the fuck was going on.” He looks away, takes a deep breath, and says, “I read your diary.”
I look away, horrified. Now he knows probably more than I do. All the sordid details of what his dad did to me couldn’t have been easy to stomach.
“I’m so sorry, Lucy.”
As the sting of fresh tears hit me, he gets up. I glance towards him and watch as he picks up the book he placed down. When I see what he has in his hands, my breath hitches. It’s my diary. He starts turning pages and when he gets to where he wants, he hands it over to me.
“I’m not sure if you ever saw this.”
I take the diary from him, noticing my dad’s messy handwriting next to the last page I ever wrote. The date being the twenty-fourth of December. My heart constricts as I shakily hold the diary in my hands and begin to read.
Lucy,
I’m so sorry I missed what you were going through. I knew you were in pain, but never imagined in a million years that it was this that was causing it. I would like to say that I’m sorry for reading your diary, but I’m not. Now that I know what’s wrong, I’m going to fix it. If you wake up and read this and I’m not there it’s probably because I’m at a police station. Call your aunt Judith. She will know what to do.
I’m going to keep you safe.
I’m going to fix this.
Love,
Dad. xx
I grip my chest and tears begin to wrack my body. Max’s hand wraps around mine in comfort, but nothing can comfort me right now. “He knew,” I whisper, pain evident in my voice. “He knew and he went to find your dad.”
I look into Max’s eyes and I can see his pain. His brow is deep like he’s heavily concentrating on something. His jaw starts to tick and his breathing becomes laboured. He’s about to say something when a nurse walks in.
“Time to take you for your MRI.”
She takes the brakes off my bed and another nurse comes in to help her. As I’m being wheeled away, Max squeezes my hand one last time, and he soon disappears. However, I hear his voice in the distance.
“I’m going to finish what your dad started, Luce. I’m going to fix this.”



  
I stood in that barn for what seemed like an age—my hand tightly wrapped around the shovel, ready to pounce again if he even moved an inch. Throughout the whole time I was standing there I had to hold back the urge to strike him over and over again until he was dead. But that would mean he would never get the justice he deserves. That would mean he would never get to rot in prison.
When at the hospital a police officer told me that my dad was currently conscious and accusing Lucy of trespassing and attacking my father. He made some pretty wild accusations—accusations that the police officer wasn’t willing to provide me. They were waiting for Lucy to have her MRI before they began questioning her.
I never wanted to hit something so badly in all my life. I had the diary clutched in my hands and was eager to hand it over to the police, but first I wanted Lucy to see what her father had written inside it.
I went into her cubicle and showed her and when I saw the look on her face I nearly broke down then and there. My poor Lucy. All this time of secretly hating her, I never knew how much she was suffering inside.
I never told her what my father said as this would only prove to upset her more. So instead, I squeezed her hand, told her I was going to finish what her father started, and now, I’m standing in the hallway after just seeing her being wheeled away.
When I see her disappear, I turn, seeking out the police officer who spoke to me earlier. When I spot him walking out the entrance of the hospital, I quickly run after him. “Excuse me!” I shout, thundering up to him. He turns to look at me and then spots what I have in my hands. “You need to read this before you go questioning Lucy Rhodes. This is her diary of when she was fifteen years old. My dad’s the one who needs questioning. Not her.”
I hand him the diary and storm off before the officer can respond. I jump in the car, racing towards my old house. I don’t know what I’m looking for, but I’ll tear the house down if it means I can provide proof. I don’t know if I’ll find anything, but it’s worth a shot.
I get to my old house within twenty minutes and start frantically looking in all the drawers, overturning mattresses, breaking vases just in case something’s inside. After around twenty minutes of looking everywhere, I go to the room where it all happened, staring at the bed as if it will give me the answers I’m seeking. I close my eyes, pain gripping me at the thought of what she went through in this room. I never ventured in here. None of us really did. It was a spare bedroom that was just considered another room. No guests had ever stayed here as we had so many available bedrooms upstairs.
Knowing I’m determined to punish myself further, I start to walk into the room and approach the bed. That’s when I feel it. A slight creaking under my feet. I look down at the floorboards and start tapping my feet over it, noticing that one of the pieces of wood is loose.
I kneel down and gently try to pry the loose piece up using the tips of my fingers. It eventually comes away and I find a clear zipper bag inside. I pull it out and unravel it to find a pen drive. I swallow hard, knowing that whatever’s on here can’t be good. A part of me wonders whether I should look, but another part knows that I have to.
I run out towards my car and grab my iPad from the glove compartment. I light it up and quickly insert the pen drive. I click on the folder and when I do I’m assaulted with hundreds upon hundreds of images of naked teenage girls. Bile quickly rising in my throat, I look away for a moment before looking back to see what else might be on here. I see there’s video, so with a shaking hand I click on it.
It’s Lucy. She’s lying on the bed in that room, red ribbon tied at the head. She’s naked and looks like she’s sleeping. I quickly see my dad come into view. He’s naked too, approaching her bed. He leans over her. All I can hear are his laboured breaths. When he touches her cheek and starts trailing his hand down towards her breasts, I click off, practically yanking the pen drive out of my iPad.
For a few seconds I grip the damn thing in my hand, feeling sick and disgusted that I have a father like this. How could he? All this time of living with him, I knew he was a monster, but I never knew how deep that monster really is.
My dad.
A pedophile.
Saliva starts to form in my mouth. I want to be sick, but I will it down. Instead, I put the pen drive in my pocket, start the car, and race towards the police station like a bat out of hell.
Once I get there, I fling the door open and race up towards the reception. I practically throw the pen drive at the station officer on duty. “Whoever’s in charge of the Cooper incident that happened tonight needs to see this.”
The officer looks down at the pen drive before looking back up at me. “And you are?”
“Max Cooper.” I shove it across the table. “Please. Someone needs to see this ASAP.”
The officer takes it from me. “Take a seat, please. Someone will be with you shortly.”
I let out a breath. “Thank you.”
I take that seat and wait for what seems like an age. My heart’s thumping in my chest and my hands clam. I wonder for a moment whether I should ring the hospital and tell them to tell Lucy that I’ll see her as soon as I can, but the minute I have my phone out to call, a door opens. I look up to find a senior looking police officer in uniform looking a little green around the gills. He must have seen what was on the pen drive. His eyes immediately land on me.
“Max Cooper?”
Getting up, I nod.
“Please come with me.”
I walk past him and he closes the door behind us. He motions along the hallway.
“Right this way.” He leads me to an interview room and once I’m sat down, he sits opposite me. “I’m Detective Inspector Derek Raymond. Can you tell me how you came into possession of this pen drive?”
“I take it you know everything that happened today?”
He nods.
“After I read Lucy’s diary I got to thinking about what happened to her. I just had this urge to look for something—anything that can help put my dad away for what he did to her. I searched the house and came across a loose floorboard in the bedroom where he …” Hot, angry tears well in my eyes as I look away. I take in a deep breath and look back at the DI. “That’s where I found the pen drive. You’re going to arrest him for this, aren’t you? You can’t let him get away with what he—”
“I can assure you we are going to do everything within our willpower. I’m already trying to get a search warrant for your dad’s premises.”
I wince when he calls him my dad. My father has never, ever been a dad to me. He’s just a sick, vile, disgusting pedophile who deserves to have his dick chopped off.
“Good. One of your officers told me they were going to question Lucy with regards to trespassing and whatever lies my dad spewed from his mouth. I can’t have anyone putting any blame on Lucy. She’s suffered enough as it is.”
“Don’t worry, Mr Cooper. We’ll take it from here.”
“Okay then. Can I go? I want to see Lucy in the hospital. She’s probably wondering where I am.”
The DI’s chair scrapes before getting up. “Of course. One of my officers will keep you posted. In the meantime, where will you be staying?”
I frown. “I haven’t thought that far ahead. I suppose either at Lucy’s dad’s place, or a hotel.”
“Okay. We’ll keep you posted.”
He leads me to the exit door and I walk out of the police station in a daze. I don’t know what the fuck’s going to happen now, and whether Lucy will forgive me, but I do know one thing for certain.
I’ve never been so shit scared in all my life.



  
The next morning I’m released from hospital with Max taking me home. He had come back again last night and told me all the gory details. Apparently I have to go into the police station tomorrow and make a statement. This morning, Mr Cooper was also released from hospital, but immediately placed in handcuffs and taken to the police station for questioning. They’re now searching his house for any further possible evidence.
I just feel numb.
My whole mind and body just feels … unfeeling. I know I should be feeling something, but right now all I can do is sit in my dad’s kitchen and stare out the window as Max fusses around me. He stayed here last night as he otherwise would have had to stay in a hotel. I know for a fact he doesn’t want to stay in his old house anymore—not after learning what went down in there all those years ago. For now, though, I don’t know what he expects of me. I don’t even know what I expect of me.
“Are you warm enough?” Max asks, taking a seat opposite me, his steaming cup of tea clasped in his hand.
“I’m fine,” I reply, pulling my blanket a bit further over my shoulder. I know Max wants to have that conversation. The one that involves where we are. And to be honest, I know we need to have that conversation, but not now. I’m not ready for it yet.
“Lucy,” he starts, and my heart rate picks up. But then his phone starts to ring. He sighs loudly and answers it. I hear what sounds like a male voice on the other end before Max speaks. “No, I never knew anything about that, but then again, I obviously never knew my father.” He grits his teeth as he listens to what’s said, and then he checks his watch. “I can be there in around twenty minutes.” He pauses. “Okay. See you then.” He hangs up the phone, sighing again before he glances in my direction. “They want me to come by the station and answer some questions about my mum.”
I frown up at him. “Your mother?”
Grabbing his coat and car keys, he says, “My dad apparently tried to make claim on her life insurance. I don’t think he got anywhere as currently she’s still classed as missing. They just want to ask a few questions.”
I bite my lip, wanting so much to ask the question, but knowing at the end of the day it’s his dad. “Okay,” I simply answer, trying hard to smile.
“Will you be here when I get back?”
“I want to go and visit my dad’s grave. It’s time I did.”
He points to outside. “Do you want me to give you a lift?”
“No, I want to walk.”
“It’s like three miles away …”
“I want to walk,” I reiterate. To be honest, I’m glad I will be away from Max for a while. Being with him now is too painful.
I feel his eyes on me. I know he’s trying to gauge my feelings, but I have nothing to offer.
“Okay,” he says, making a move to the door. “I will see you later then.”
I don’t look up. I just nod. He seems to hesitate for a beat before he opens the door and shuts it behind him. I soon hear the click of his car door and Max starting it before driving away. I let out a breath and close my eyes. I’m trying so hard to be strong, but ever since I remembered everything it’s like a huge shock to my system. I’m still trying to process all I had forgotten, but at the same time, I don’t want to remember. I know that’s how all this began, but I realise now that my mind all this time was just trying to protect me from the pain. Protect me from knowing all I went through.
Finishing my cup of tea, I wash it out in the sink before grabbing my coat and scarf. I leave the house and take a leisurely stroll to the cemetery where my dad’s buried. With every step my guilt intensifies. I realise now why I never came back to visit him, but it still doesn’t stop the pain from knowing I had left my dad lying in the ground for the last six years with only my aunt as the occasional visitor. She would always ask, and I would always make an excuse. Lord knows what she thought of me, but she would never question it.
Thinking about my aunt, I decide to send her a text. I know Max told her he was looking for me and had sent her a message once he found me, but I had since unanswered her calls. She called twice yesterday and once today, leaving a message after the third call wondering how I am.
I’m fine. I’m staying at my dad’s house, and I’m about to visit his grave. Will explain everything to you later. Love, Lucy. xx
I get a text back almost straight away.
Aunt Judith: I’m worried about you. x
I’m fine. Honestly. I can’t talk now, but will explain everything later.
I quickly place my phone back in my coat pocket and walk along the country roads. It’s cold today, but at least there’s no bitter wind hitting my face. With my hands tightly in my pockets, I pick up my pace to keep warm and by the time I reach the cemetery I’m a little warmer. The vast cemetery sits upon a hill. A bright blue sky highlighting the graves gives an air of tranquility to the site. No one is here, probably because many family members are either working or are too cold to visit.
As I walk through, flashbacks of the day of the funeral come crashing through my mind to haunt me. Pain slices through my chest as if it were yesterday. In a sense—because I had lost some years—it is. A part of me had wondered whether I would be able to remember where his grave is, but now that I’m here I manage to pick it out straight away. As I get closer to his headstone, my heart starts to beat heavily against my chest. I have always worried about how well his grave is maintained and the last time Judith was here was some six or seven months ago.
Sure enough, when I approach I notice some grass and weeds covering over some of the writing. I quickly bend down, pulling the weeds out and throwing them aside. I place my hand on the headstone and straight away the floodgates open.
“Dad, I’m so sorry. I’ve been a terrible daughter to you and I have no excuse other than I was scared. I still am.” I kneel down until my knees hit the damp grass beneath me. I feel them protest with the cold, but I don’t move. It’s almost like I need the punishment for practically abandoning him this whole time.
“I never saw what you put in my diary. A part of me has been wondering since I read it if you ever got to meet with him. If you did, what did you say? What did you do? It bothers me that you died that night unable to tell me that you knew. I’m embarrassed by the whole thing and I know what you’re going to say to that. I have no reason to be. I know I was a victim, but I still somehow feel the shame. I wish I had spoken up long before it got out of hand, but I was so young and scared. When he told me he would hurt you and take Theo from me I believed him.”
I sigh, sweeping the remaining pieces of grass away and stand up. I wipe my tears away and just stand there for a while staring. I’m not sure how long I’m there for before a hand touches my shoulder.
“Lucy,” he calls softly.
I jump and Max apologises.
“It’s okay. I just wasn’t expecting it.”
He smiles at me before glancing down at my dad’s grave. “You know I’ve visited him a couple of times.”
“It’s a couple of times more than I have.” I must admit, I’m surprised he has visited, but don’t voice it out loud.
“Don’t beat yourself about it, Luce. Your dad would understand.”
Closing my eyes, I sigh, trying hard to fight back the tears. “I know.”
“But you still feel it.”
I don’t reply to his statement. He already knows the answer. Instead, I look one last time at my dad’s headstone before turning around to find Max standing on the footpath. “How did you get on at the police station?”
I approach him and together we walk a slow pace back to his car. “The police are looking into the whereabouts of my mother. Apparently she’s not used any bank cards, and there’s no evidence that she travelled anywhere. It’s as if she disappeared into thin air.”
I shake my head on a frown. “Why wasn’t this looked into at the time?”
I watch as his jaw ticks, gritting his teeth. “To be honest neither I nor my dad reported her missing. They argued and then she disappeared. That was that. I remember feeling relieved every day that she never came home. They asked questions regarding strange things that may have happened round the time she disappeared.” He then gives me a sly look with one eye. “I remember a lot about that time because everything that could go wrong went wrong. You closed off on our relationship, my mum and dad were arguing, my nan had recently died, and then your dad did. Before then my mum disappeared. I remember everything. I also remember that my dad had some construction done at the back of the barn. He built a big shed there. I thought it was strange at the time, but never questioned him on it. I told the police this and I saw the way they looked at each other.”
My eyes widen when I realise what this all means. “They think your dad had something to do with your mum’s disappearance?”
As we reach the car and he opens the passenger door for me, I climb inside. “It certainly looks that way,” he replies before closing the door.
I watch as he runs around to the other side and all the while I’m trying to process everything he’s just said. When he gets in he starts the engine and immediately the heater comes on. I welcome the warmth now that I’ve been standing out in the cold for hours.
“You know I always wondered why my dad kept a hold of that place. Maybe it’s because he’s harbouring more secrets than we realise.” For a moment we sit in silence, processing all of this when Max suddenly says, “I’m sorry I never saw what was going on.”
I look across at him. He’s got his head dipped in shame, a deep, worrying frown creasing his forehead.
“How were you ever to know when I never told you?”
“I should have pushed you. I should have tried to get to the bottom of your sudden change in demeanour. Because we had slept together I started to believe that maybe you had regretted it and wished it never happened—”
I cut him off by placing my hand on his. “I never regretted that moment, Max. I may have forgotten it for a while, but that never means I regretted it. I think that thinking about your dad was so painful that thinking of you would have meant thinking of him.”
“Lucy,” he starts, and I can tell he wants to talk about us. I can see by the way he swallows hard like he’s nervous about asking me something.
“I’d like to go home now,” I say softly, interrupting him.
I watch the resigned look on his face as he nods and puts the car in drive. Ten minutes later we’re home and Max helps me out of my coat. I catch a whiff of his scent and all my emotions hit me at once.
Grief.
Pain.
Betrayal.
Anger.
Lust.
Longing.
It all crashes over me like a tidal wave, causing me to act upon it without thinking. I turn to Max, pulling him to me and crashing my lips against his. At first he lets me, but then pulls away. He’s about to say something when I say, “Please, Max. I need this.”
Without hesitation he’s back to my lips, exploring each other’s mouths like we haven’t already done this a hundred times before. I push forward and he backs up and before we know it we’re pushing my bedroom door open and landing on the bed with me on top.
Always me on top.
“Lucy,” he whispers hungrily, but I just want him to shut up. I grab at his shirt collar, pressing my lips to him aggressively. He doesn’t pull away. He just lets me. It makes me angrier. I practically growl into his mouth when my phone ringing interrupts us.
That’s enough to snap me out of it. Out of breath, I pull away, a confused look upon Max’s face. “Lucy?” he asks, a deep frown forming at the top of his nose.
Without a word, I get up, running downstairs for my phone. I look to see who’s calling only to find it’s Pixie.
Saved by the bell.
“Pixie, hi,” I start, sighing into the phone.
“Are you okay? Is everything okay?” She sounds a little frantic.
“I’m fine. Honestly. I have to go to the police tomorrow and make a statement. I’m not sure how long I need to be around for, but I’ll let you know once I can come home.”
“I’m worried about you.”
I smile at Pixie’s concern. “I know you are, but under the circumstances I’m doing okay.”
“How’s Max doing?”
“He’s understandably angry, disillusioned. You name it.”
“This is so fucked up.”
I huff down the phone. “Tell me about it. I’m just glad it’s over. Well, it seems to be. The police are still searching his house to see what else might pop up.”
“He needs to go away for a very long time. Castration would also be good.”
I chuckle a little down the phone. “I can’t say that the thought never crossed my mind.”
“You take care of yourself, Luce. And please keep me informed.”
“You too, Pixie. And I will. Speak soon.”
We say our goodbyes and hang up. Without looking I know Max is in the room with me. I can feel him … smell him. I don’t know what came over me upstairs, but if it had gone any further, it would have been a mistake.
And I think Max realises this.
“You want to be my white knight out to rescue me with your raised sword, but it can’t be done, Max. Knights in shining armours only exist in fairy tales.”
I hear a noise and I know he’s stepping closer. “Lucy—”
I swiftly turn around, halting whatever he’s going to say next. Tears spring in my eyes. “Do you know that all these memories I once repressed and I now have back would have been easier to handle if I just had the one person—just that one person I thought I could trust heart, body, and soul was there to hold my hand?”
Max steps forward, so I put my hand out, stepping back.
“You hurt me, Max. I never knew I was hurting you. I was oblivious to your pain. You could have told me, but you chose to take the coward’s way out. You chose to instead seek revenge in the most despicable way …”
“Lucy, please,” he begs, stepping forward again. I look up, venom in my eyes, but it falters when I see the tears in his. He’s hurting, but I am too. In time I will forgive him, but right now it’s too real. Too … raw.
“Please don’t beg me. Don’t say sorry and don’t try to comfort me.” I spot a tear running down Max’s face and the force of it makes me look away. I don’t take pleasure in this. “You were my first love. My only love. Please go and let me keep the nice memories of a boy that once was. Let me—”
Max quickly steps forward, grabbing my arms. “He’s here, Luce. He’s always been here. He may have lost his way, but Theo is the one who’s with you now. Don’t throw that away.”
I twist my body away from his grip and turn around. “It’s not me who’s throwing it away, Max. It’s you who chose that three months ago after you decided to fake amnesia.” I laugh. “It’s funny, isn’t it? All this time you were faking it when it was me all the time and I didn’t even realise.”
“I’m a fucking idiot. If I could take it all back, I would. I would take it all back from the moment I met you again three years ago.”
“I know you would,” I say, with my back still facing him. “I don’t doubt your choices would be different now if given the chance, but it doesn’t take away from the fact it’s already been done.”
“Tell me what to do and I’ll do it. I can’t lose you again, Lucy-Lou.”
Closing my eyes, I feel the pain tugging tightly on my heart. In another life I would happily take his hand and go with him. I’d go with him anywhere he wanted me to. But things have now changed. He changed, making him a bitter, resentful person. And in turn that changed me too.
“I want you to leave.”
“But the police interview tomorrow …”
I turn to face him. “I’ll make my own arrangements. For now I want to be on my own.” I see the defiance in his eyes, but I’m defiant too. “I can’t be around you, Max. I’m too raw. I need to be on my own for a while.”
“I don’t want to leave you.”
“I know you don’t. But please respect my decision.”
He doesn’t say anything for a while. Just stands there searching for something in my eyes. When he seems to get what he’s after he nods, steps back, and says, “Okay. I’ll go.” He turns, heading for the door, and then stops in front of it. “For now,” he finishes before walking out the door.
For the next few minutes I stand in the kitchen rigid as I hear him upstairs packing. Eventually I hear footsteps coming down the stairs and then he emerges, his hand tightly holding the edge of the door.
“I know what I did was unforgivable, and because of that I respect your wishes. I only wish I could turn back time and change everything I’ve done to you. You may have lost Theo, but he’s always been here, and will continue to be here.” He sighs, closing his eyes. When he opens them again, he says with a croak, “I love you, Lucy.” He lets go of the door and looks down to grab his suitcase. “I have always loved you.”
I grab a hold of the chair in front of me and grip it with all my might. I’m holding onto any tiny amount of resolve I have left as I watch him walk out of the door and then out of the house. It’s only when I hear the door shut that I let out a deep breath and with it a sob wracks my body. My legs crumple beneath me, and down I go.



  
“They’ve found a body.”
My mind trying to focus on what I’ve just heard makes me stutter for a moment. “A-a body?” My heart accelerates at Detective Inspector Raymond’s words. It was the next day and after crying for a full ten minutes on the floor after Max’s departure yesterday, I picked myself up, downed a couple of Diazepam with a glass of red wine, and went to bed. Not the finest moment in my life, but I’m just so sick and tired of feeling. Too many emotions have been rushing through me these last few days that I barely have enough time to catch up with them. Now, sitting in the police station ready to give my statement, I can understand why.
“It was found under the stones Mr Cooper laid six years ago after Mrs Cooper went missing.”
Gasping, I cover my mouth. “And you believe it’s her?”
The inspector narrows his lips a little, deep in thought. “Too early to say at this stage, but it’s currently the focus we’re heading for. Mrs Cooper simply vanished into thin air six years ago. People don’t tend to do that unless they have something to hide. Janette Cooper has no previous convictions to speak of.”
I close my eyes, unable to comprehend what he’s telling me. “If it’s her, do you know what Mr Cooper’s motive would have been for killing her?”
He grabs the pen sitting on the desk and starts fiddling with it. “Again, too early to say. Investigations are ongoing, so I can’t give away too much. We’re of course interviewing Max Cooper today, so I’m sure we will get to the bottom of it. In the meantime we should get your statement.”
I sit there, staring at the wall in shock. Poor Max. What must he be feeling with all of this? My heart aches to know he must be suffering. I feel conflicted. A huge part of me—the one that loves him and is his friend—wants to go to him, offering him comfort and solace. But that nagging part in the back of my head remembers what he did to me. What he and Chester contrived and planned in great detail to play the most horrid practical joke.
“Miss Rhodes?” The inspector presses, causing me to snap out of my trance.
“I’m sorry. I was miles away.”
He brandishes a soft smile. “I know this must be a lot to take in.” He pauses for a moment and then says, “We spoke to Dr Morose yesterday with regards to your therapy sessions. She’s confirmed what you told us about suppressed memories. That must have been quite a shock for you when you realised.”
I remember discussing this with the Inspector and with Dr Morose. I knew this was coming and I knew I would have to talk about it all. I’m just not sure where to start.
“I had years of my life missing and I never even realised. Of course it was all a shock. I had a friend I knew from when I was eleven and despite the fact he was my best and only friend—someone who eventually became my first love—I had completely forgotten about him.”
“Do you believe it was because of what his father did to you?”
Biting my lip, I close my eyes.
“I’m sorry, but I have to ask.”
I open my eyes again and fix them towards the officer. “I know. It’s okay. And yes, I wholeheartedly believe it was because of what his father did to me. Max was nothing but sweet, kind, and caring. He wouldn’t harm a fly.”
The inspector looks in my eyes a moment and then nods. He poises the pen at the piece of blank paper on the desk and says, “Are you able to recall what happened the first time Luis Cooper assaulted you?”
Taking a deep breath, I begin to tell him all about that time I went round to Max’s house expecting to see Max, but he wasn’t in. I told him about being drugged and waking up on the bed. I then told him about the second time and how I became pregnant, how when he found out he assaulted me and it resulted in me losing the baby.
“It was the night my father died. I believe Max handed in my diary?”
The inspector finishes what he’s writing. “Yes, that’s right. We also saw the note your father left you.”
I close my eyes on a sigh, trying hard to fight the tears that want to come. “I guess I will never know whether he made it there or not.”
The room falls silent, making me open my eyes. When I do, the inspector is staring at me, biting his lip. I frown in confusion as to what this could mean. And then he opens his mouth and tells me something that shocks me to my core.
“You should know we are opening an investigation into your father’s death.”



  
I left the police station in a complete daze. Although the inspector didn’t say it out loud I know he somehow suspects that maybe—just maybe—Luis Cooper was responsible for my father’s death.
But how?
I just can’t get my head around it. All this time of thinking it was just a careless accident when in fact it could have been murder. Did he confront Mr Cooper, threaten him? All these questions coupled with the fact I know Max is out there somewhere suffering makes my head and my heart ache. When I get back to the house everything seems too quiet—too empty. I need to clear my head, so I decide to go for a walk. Somehow I end up at my dad’s grave again and speak to him, asking if all this is true. And then afterwards I break down. If only I hadn’t been so weak I could have maybe put all the jigsaw puzzles together myself. I could have remembered everything and read what my dad put in the diary. I would have eventually come up with the idea that maybe it wasn’t an accident after all. It’s only now thinking about it all that it makes sense. If he’s capable of murdering his wife and burying her next to the barn, then he could very well be capable of murdering my dad too.
By the time I get back to the house it’s already dark and no lights are on. When I walk into the kitchen I see that my phone is flashing like a beacon. I drop the keys on the table and walk to it when it suddenly rings. I pick it up, looking at the name flashing at me. It’s Max.
“Max, is everything okay?”
I hear his heavy breathing before he speaks.
“Thank fuck you’ve answered your phone. I was going spare when you wouldn’t pick up. I went to the house and found you weren’t there, so I’ve been driving everywhere I could think of to find you.”
I frown. “Why, what’s wrong?”
“It’s my dad. They charged him with several offences and were in the process of moving him. With help from someone outside he escaped. They don’t know where he is and I believe someone from the police station has been trying to get hold of you. You need to get—”
A hand clutches my phone and pulls it from my ear right at the moment Max tells me to get out of the house.
“I think that’s enough of that, don’t you?” his evil voice commands as I swiftly turn around to see him. I hear Max shouting relentlessly before Mr Cooper ends the call.
I step back, heart beating rapidly against my chest. Mr Cooper stands there in a pair of muddy jeans and equally muddy blue top. His hair is dishevelled and his breathing is harsh. I see something shiny in his hand and when I look my eyes widen at the huge kitchen knife he’s managed to pull from my drawer. He motions with it towards the door.
“We need to leave. People are looking for the pair of us, so we don’t have much time.” When I stand still, refusing to move, Mr Cooper steps forward, grabbing my arm so tightly it makes me yelp. “I said move, bitch!” He tugs on my arm, pulling me towards the kitchen door that leads out back. The cold air hits me when he opens the door and pulls me around the side of the house. Parked there out of sight is a small car he’s either been loaned or stolen. I suspect the latter.
“Where are you taking me?”
His grip’s so tight his nails dig into my skin through my jacket. He yanks on my arm when I don’t move at a pace he wants me to. It almost pulls my arm out of my socket.
“Somewhere we won’t be disturbed for a while,” he grunts back, shoving me in the passenger seat before running around to the driver’s door. He quickly gets in, setting the knife down on his lap. He starts the car and all the while I’m gripping onto the car door like my life depends on it.
Too quickly he’s on the main road and in the direction of the cliffs. My eyes are darting from the road to the knife in Mr Cooper’s lap, wondering if I can somehow grab it or make an escape by jumping out of the car—both of which don’t seem like plausible options right now. He’s driving too fast and the knife’s blade is pointing right at me. It would mean grabbing it that end and possibly not getting it quick enough.
As if reading my mind, he says, “Don’t fucking try anything, little girl. I know exactly what you’re thinking. If you try anything I promise I’ll slit your throat and fuck you whilst you’re bleeding out.”
Swallowing hard at his words, my heart jumps in my throat. I know he’s more than capable. I can see the murderous glint in his eyes. He’s focused—determined, and I have a feeling I’m not going to get out of this alive.
“Did you do it?”
He snaps his head to me for a moment before focusing back on the road. “Do what?”
“Kill your wife?”
He starts to laugh manically, causing the hairs to rise on the back of my neck. He then momentarily glances at me, smiles, and shrugs his shoulders. “What’s the use in hiding it all now, eh? I’m a wanted man and you’ll be dead soon, so who cares, right?”
My heart stops at his words.
“She was always snooping around in my business, suspecting I was having affairs, that sort of thing. She snooped so much that she found my pen drive and confronted me with it. I couldn’t let her ruin everything, so I strangled her and buried her at the back of the shed where Theo wouldn’t see me. I wanted to make sure she was permanently buried, so I made up some excuse for having stones placed on top of her. And it worked … until you came along and opened your big mouth. I would have left you alone if you had just kept it shut. I even poisoned your therapist’s cat to stop you from eventually remembering what we did together.”
My eyes widen in shock. I remember that day so vividly because that was the day I found out about Max’s betrayal. I close my eyes when I think of him. If I die here today I will leave without Max knowing how I really feel. Despite what he did, I love him, and will always love him with all my heart.
Seeking more answers, I swallow my fear and ask, “Did my dad come to you the night he died?”
He stops dead by the cliffs and switches off the engine. I’m now fully aware that I have to keep him talking. The more minutes I’m alive, the more chance of someone finding us. Right now, there’s not a soul here. It’s way too cold and windy out there. On the horizon off the cliffs, all I see is black. Nothing but black.
Like this man’s heart.
“He wanted to kill me—your dad.” He starts to laugh as if remembering it sounds funny. It makes me want to smash his face in. “He came over spitting fire. He even punched me the moment I opened the door. Kind of knocked me off my feet a little, but I managed to gain composure and hit him back. When he realised he wasn’t going to win the fight he ran for the door, shouting that he was going to the police and get me locked up. I of course couldn’t have that, so I followed him in my car. Once we got to the cliff edge, I must admit, I gave him a little nudge. It couldn’t have gone as smoothly.”
He smiles as if he’s triumphant that he’s managed to elude an investigation into my father’s death. I feel sick. Completely and utterly sick to my stomach.
“You killed him,” I whisper under my breath.
“What was that now?”
“You killed him!” I shout, more than loudly, enough for him to hear this time. All this time since I found out about what my father wrote I believed he still had an accident. I had convinced myself he had gotten so upset that he wasn’t thinking straight and turned too violently towards the cliff. And all the time I was wrong.
It was Luis Cooper all along.
“I had to, Lucy. I didn’t relish in it as he was my friend, but it was him or me, and in the end there was no choice.”
Disgusted, I say, “You say you were his friend, but then you raped his daughter. Friends don’t do that. Only sick, disgusting perverts do.”
He smirks. Actually smirks. “I guess I am a pervert then. I have no regrets about what happened between you and me. My only regret was keeping you alive. I must admit, you were a weakness to me. I didn’t want to kill you. When I saw you at your father’s funeral and you looked right through me I knew something wasn’t quite right. I kept an eye on you for a while to make sure you wouldn’t talk. Despite a niggling part of me saying I should dispose of you, I kept you alive simply because underneath it all I liked you. I didn’t like that I liked you, but I suppose my heart won out.”
I close my eyes and grit my teeth. “You have no heart. A person with a heart wouldn’t have done what you did to a fifteen-year-old girl, wouldn’t have done what you did to her father and your so-called friend, and certainly wouldn’t have done it to their son.”
He picks the knife up, sliding his finger along the edge as he inspects it. “I may have wanted you away from Theo, but the crux of the matter is I secretly had my eyes on you. Pure and simple. I am a man who normally gets what he wants and what I wanted was you. I owned you body and soul, Lucy. Still do.”
“You destroyed what your son and I had and you ruined my life. You took everything from me.”
His chest rises and falls with a heavy sigh. “Kids these days. So dramatic.”
“It’s not dramatic. It’s the truth. My father, my best friend. My innocence. You took it all!”
He moves the knife pointing at me, causing me to pull in a breath. “Your innocence was taken long before I came along and you know it. What did you think would happen, huh? You and my son would run off into the sunset together and have lots of babies? It wasn’t happening on my watch. I worked too hard in life to have a son who would end up squandering it all on a girl of … simple means.”
Deep-seated anger rips at my chest. “You may have had money, but what you lacked in your household was love, and my father and I had bags of it. He would have traded the world to make me happy, but then that’s something you will never understand.”
He sighs again before opening his door. “I’m getting bored with this now. Out.”
I watch as he gets out of the car, but I refuse to move. I lock my door, but I know it’s fruitless. He simply unlocks it again and throws the door open.
“Stupid bitch,” he mutters under his breath, pulling me out by the arm, before throwing the car keys onto the seat.
The wind chill hits me, causing me to suck in a breath. It’s freezing, but I’m so pumped on adrenaline now that I don’t care. He pulls me away from the car and towards the cliff edge before releasing me.
“Now, I’ll give you two choices. You can either jump or I stab you to death. Which one do you choose?”
“How about none?” I shout, turning and running as fast as my feet can carry me.
“You fucking cunt! Come back here!” he shouts close behind me, but I don’t turn round to see how close. Before I even realise he has his hand in my hair and is yanking me back to him. Struggling, he slices the knife across my cheek before aiming it at my throat. “Stay still, you fucking bitch!”
Tears well in my eyes and flow onto my cheeks. I can’t tell whether the wetness is my blood or my tears. Either way, I know I’m screwed.
I’m a dead woman.
“Let her fucking go!” I hear a familiar voice say from behind us.
Mr Cooper snaps us both around to face Max, who’s standing about six feet away from us. “She’s a fucking liability, Theo. Always has been. Don’t you realise what you could have had if only you didn’t get your dick wet? All you had to do was follow the rules, marry into money and eventually take on my empire.”
Max screws his mouth up in disgust. “If it makes you into the heartless, evil, sadistic prick like you then I don’t want your fucking empire. I never wanted it. It was you who kept sticking it down my throat every fucking five minutes. You’re a joke. A complete fucking joke.”
Mr Cooper grips his arm around me tighter, causing me to lose my breath. “Don’t you talk to your father like that, you ungrateful little shit. You would be nothing without me!”
Max steps forward, pointing a finger at him. “That’s where you’re wrong. I was everything without you because I had the love of someone who would have walked on hot coals for me if she was made to. I didn’t need money to buy that. She willingly gave that to me, because that’s the type of person she is. Money could never buy that kind of devotion and respect.”
Mr Cooper laughs. “Respect?” he shouts, the knife edging closer towards my neck. “You really don’t think when she saw you that she saw the pound signs in her eyes? She’s no different to any other girl out there.”
“You’re wrong,” he replies, stepping forward.
“Don’t come closer, son. I’ll slit her throat.” He poises the knife right at my neck, causing my eyes to widen. My legs are shaking, my heart beating against my ribcage. If I don’t do something now I’m going to die.
With a surge of adrenaline, I bite down hard on his arm, causing him to scream out. In that brief moment of pain he lets go enough for me to move away from him. Max screams my name and I run away from them both only to be snapped back by the sound of grunting. I turn, finding Max and his dad struggling with the knife. His dad has one hand on the knife and the other wrapped tightly around Max’s arm. They struggle back and forth to gain control, but not one of them backs down. I don’t know how long this goes on for, but then his dad pushes forward, causing Max to stumble a bit. In that area of weakness, Mr Cooper pushes Max so hard that he starts to stumble towards the cliff edge. It all happens so fast that my brain fails to catch up until it’s too late.
“Noooooooooooooo!” I shout, almost falling to my knees.



  
Max falls off the cliff edge.
He’s gone.
He’s dead.
My heart breaks into a million pieces. I can’t breathe. My vision blurs. I clutch onto my chest as pain ripples through me. As I squeeze onto my chest, I wipe the tears from my eyes and hear a strangled cry. It takes a second to realise it’s coming from me.
Alerted to the sound, Mr Cooper turns from staring at the cliff edge, a shocked expression on his face. I doubt he wanted to kill his son. I can see by his pained expression that he never meant that to happen. But soon all that changes when his face turns into a mask of evil. He bears his teeth, his venomous eyes staring holes into mine. The moment he starts towards me, I turn and run towards the car, my chest squeezing with every lost breath. My adrenaline spikes, enabling me to run faster. I reach the car within seconds and quickly lock the doors before grabbing the car keys on the passenger seat. The car starts and it crunches out in protest when I try to put it in gear. I put my foot on the accelerator and when I look up, Mr Cooper’s still running towards me—still has the look of pure evil as he grits his teeth.
The car gains speed with its increased descent down the hill towards the cliff edge. I’m rolling fast, catching up quickly towards Mr Cooper. He jumps on top of the bonnet, bashing the window and shouting at me to open the car. He’s so engrossed in what he’s doing that he fails to realise that the cliff edge is coming up quick. With my heart beating extra levels I never knew existed, I change up a gear, keeping my eyes on him until the very last minute. I suck in a breath, pulling the door open and practically throwing myself out of the seat. The car continues over with Mr Cooper on top of it screaming as he falls. I hear the almighty crash when it hits the bottom into the sea and it’s then my knees give way and I fall onto the ground. My chest heaves as sobs rip through me.
“Max!” I scream, my heart unable to take any more. I bury my head in my hands and cry until my chest heaves in pain.
He’s gone.
I can’t believe he’s gone.
I think about everything that’s happened between us and how I ended it between us. Right now, I don’t care about his betrayal. I don’t care that he hatched a plan with Chester to make me pay for forgetting him. I would take it all back and more if only I could have him here with me now.
Taking my hands away from my face, I look up at the sky, quickly finding the Saiph star that Theo and I had talked about all those years ago.
“Max,” I whisper, frantically wiping my eyes as I concentrate on staring at the star. “I should have told you how I felt. I should have forgiven you. I’m so sorry. Please. I can’t take this anymore.” I grip my heart again as the pain stabs at my chest. I can’t take losing everyone I have ever loved.
My sobs quietening, I sit and shut down. It’s freezing out here, but at this point and time I don’t care. Let me be with my dad and Max. Everything else seems pointless right now.
As I let the cold hit me at all angles, I lie on the grass and stare out into the black. The wind pushes against me and I curl into a ball, closing my eyes. In my dreamlike state I can hear Max calling my name and it makes me smile. I will be with you soon, I think, letting the sound of his voice soothe me.
“Lucy!” I hear him cry again, and this time it sounds louder.
“I love you, Max,” I answer back, my eyes still closed shut.
“Lucy!”
My eyes snap open.
It’s not a dream.
With renewed vigour, I race towards the cliff edge and carefully look down. Max is hanging about five feet from the top, his face a mixture of pain and determination.
“Max!” I scream, unable to know what to do. There’s no one for miles and there’s nothing here I can use to hoist him.
“You thought you had gotten rid of me,” he jokes, trying to laugh, but I know it’s an effort. “I’m getting tired, baby. My arms hurt me like a bitch.”
Panic rising, I look around for something—anything I can use. “Hold on … just a bit longer!” I scream, trying to get my scrambled mind to work. My mouth goes dry. On instinct I grip my neck and that’s when I remember my scarf.
Violently, I pull it off my neck. “Just hold on, Max … a little bit longer.” I frantically get one end and tie as tight a knot around my ankle as I can before dangling my leg off the edge. “Grab onto the scarf!” I scream, digging my hands into the earth so I don’t end up going over with him. With my other foot, I kick into the dirt with the back of my heel until it’s deeply embedded.
“I’m going to pull you over!” he shouts.
“You won’t, Max. I promise. Please, just grab onto the scarf and my leg. Trust me. Please just trust me.”
He listens to me because straight after I feel him pulling on the scarf and then my leg. My body starts to shift towards the cliff, so I hang on even tighter, my fingernails grounding into the dirt and my heel digging into the ground further to make sure we both don’t fall. When he tugs at my leg, I let go of one arm and reach over to grab the back of his jacket. I start to pull, giving him that extra strength he needs to hoist himself over. When I feel he’s near the top, I let both my hands free and grab him, pulling him over until he collapses on top of me, both of us out of breath.
For a few seconds we lie there laughing. I don’t know why we laugh. I guess it’s the adrenaline from being alive after the prospect of facing death.
“If I had known that falling off the edge of a cliff would get me to be on top of you I would have done it ages ago.”
I nudge him in the ribs, causing him to hiss. “This is no time for joking, Max.”
“Sorry. Poor taste.”
“It’s okay. I guess joking right now is better than pain. I’ve used up all my pain right now.”
Max pulls up and looks down at me, brushing his hand across my cheek. “I’m so sorry I was part of that pain.”
I reach my hand up and cup his cheek. He leans into my touch and it makes my heart melt. “I don’t care about that now. It made losing you to bring all that into prospective. You have a lot to make up for what you did, Theo Cooper, but what I can say for now is that I forgive you.”
He closes his eyes, inhaling a breath before kissing my hand. “You don’t know what that means to hear you say that. I’m glad you can forgive me, Lucy, but I doubt I will ever forgive myself.” He rests his forehead on mine for a moment until I shiver. “Come on, let’s get you up from the cold ground. I need to call the police.”
Max gets up from on top of me and holds out his hand. He hoists me up and it’s then I realise that his right arm in hanging strange. “Is your arm okay?”
He looks at it before looking back at me. “It might be broken again. I’m not sure. Either way it hurts like a bitch.”
I then look down and notice that his fingernails are bleeding badly. I gasp, grabbing both his hands. “Oh shit, Max …”
“It’s okay. I’m worried about you right now. That cut on your face may need stitching, and you’ll get hyperthermia if you stay out any longer.”
Max takes his phone out from his pocket and dials 999 to tell them all that’s happened. When it’s over, he comes over to me, placing an arm around my shoulder, and guides me farther away from the cliff edge. As we walk the sea wind eases and my muscles stop ceasing so much from the cold. We find a bench and just sit there, silently waiting for the emergency services to arrive. When they do, one ambulance deals with my cut, whilst the other deals with Max’s arm, his many cuts, plus his fingernails. As we’re being tended to, police officers take our statements and we watch as the cliff becomes a sea of police cars filling up to start the process of trying to get the wreckage and possible body of Luis Cooper. It’ll be hit and miss considering the sea may have carried him away by now.
When all is done, Max and I are both taken to the hospital. Max has an X-ray and it determines that his arm didn’t re-break—thank God, but it is badly sprained from the fall and may take more time to heal. Max is not pleased by that. He was only starting to get better. Having said all that, a bad sprain and a few cuts and bruises are nothing compared to what could have been.
As far as I’m concerned, I end up coming away rather lightly. I have butterfly stitches on my cut and am sent on my merry way. However, I don’t go home. I keep vigil by Max’s bedside until it’s considered that he can go home too. At home, we fall into a stupor and don’t surface until the next afternoon.
On the evening at the house, we both take a well-earned bath and start a fire in the living room. I cook a lasagna from scratch and pour some wine as we sit to eat. Despite the last few days I’m grateful I finally have some closure to all this mess.
And finally when snuggling into his arms as we sip on our wine and take pleasure from the heat of the fire, and the sounds of the fireworks alerting us to a brand-new year, I can safely say—with hand on heart—that I have my Theo back.



  
I’m standing in the mirror staring into it, not being able to comprehend that it’s me staring back. My hair’s pulled up in a bun, my makeup pristine, my cheeks rosy, and lips a vibrant soft pink. Small tendrils cascade, highlighting my cheekbones. I actually have cheekbones?
And my dress … oh my God, this dress is hands down the most beautiful dress I have ever seen. I’m covered in so much white satin and lace I feel like a snow princess.
“You look absolutely beautiful,” Pixie says, sighing when she looks at my reflection in the mirror.
“I’m so nervous,” I confess, my mouth beginning to go dry.
Pixie squeezes my arm before kissing me on the cheek. “Don’t be. You and Max—or should I say Theo—were meant to be together.”
I spot it when she rolls her eyes.
“I’m still pissed at him about that.”
If ever you want to look up the words “hold a grudge” on Google, you’ll find Pixie’s picture somewhere in search results. I don’t think a day has gone by that she doesn’t bring up the fact he lied to pretty much everyone for the last three years. She once asked me how I could have easily forgiven him myself, and my answer simply was, I thought I had lost him forever.
Despite Pixie’s somewhat grudgeful nature she loves Max just as much as I do. She’s also eternally grateful to him considering he’s invested in our little enterprise. Because of him we never had to move out of London. We decided to stay as that is where our new life began. Since graduating from university six months ago, Pixie and I have been running our own chemist. At first it was long hours and tiring, but now we’ve managed to earn enough to hire new staff and things have settled. We’ve also had to get a temporary pharmacist in for a year as after our wedding, Max is whisking me off to America to go touring. For a whole year we’re going to rent a motorbike and move across state to state exploring everywhere we can. It’s costing Max hundreds of thousands, but since he’s sold his father’s business and family home he no longer had to worry about that.
“I resent taking any of his money,” he had said when he sold it. “But the fact I know my father will be turning in his grave knowing I’ve sold his precious company is all the revenge I need.”
And speaking of, the car wreckage was recovered straight away, but Luis Cooper remained missing up until eight days later when his body washed up ashore a couple of miles down the coast. At the time I was just glad it was over and that the police were dropping the whole thing. Better to deal with his death than a mountain of paperwork involving the list of convictions against him.
A soft knock on the door pulls me from my trance. It’s Sophie. “It’s time,” she says, walking through the door to look at me. “You look so beautiful, Lucy. Max is going to be counting down the hours till honeymoon time.” She winks at me, giving me a nudge. Over the years I had grown to love being intimate with Max, but I won’t say it was easy. I still had to have therapy for a while, and although I know I’m fine in that department now, I still have the occasional flashbacks of what his father did to me. Knowing that just makes it so hard—for both of us, but I knew our love would prevail.
And no matter what, it always will.
Closing my eyes, I suck in a deep breath and when I open them I look at Pixie and Sophie’s eager expressions. “I’m ready,” I say, offering my hands to them. They each take one and we all come in for a group hug. I’m happy to say that Sophie’s still with Brett, although they haven’t gone as far as moving down the aisle like Max and me. I don’t think it’ll be too long before they do. As far as Chester’s concerned, he’s the only link missing in our six-people group. We all tried to get back to normal again, but Chester found it particularly hard. Two years ago, he moved to Australia to start a job with a diving company. As far as I know he’s still there.
When we break from our hug, Sophie moves to open the door wide and she waits for me to walk through before she and Pixie follow after. Of course they are my bridesmaids, both donning a beautiful soft lilac chiffon dress.
“Nothing but the best for my girls,” Max had said when we were searching for dresses.
When I get to the door that enters the church, I take in another breath and nod to Pixie when she nudges me. She quickly opens it and when I walk through my breath hitches. Standing at the altar waiting for me is Max. He’s wearing the most immaculate blue and grey tuxedo and yellow tie. His soft brown curls gelled back make his eyes pop. When he spots me moving towards him, his eyes grow hooded, sparking a surge of sexual energy to pulse through me. Those eyes. They’ve been the death of me a thousand times over.
His best man, Brian, stands near to him, his hands clasped together as he smiles widely at me.
Right here.
This right here is where I need to be. I have been engaged to Max for just under a year and not once did I regret saying yes. Walking down the aisle now towards my future husband only ends up cementing that decision.
When I approach him, he lifts my veil, kissing me on the cheek and leaning in to whisper in my ear. “You look absolutely beautiful, Lucy-Lou.”
Once he pulls away, I say, “You don’t look too shabby yourself.”
He smirks widely, causing me to smile, but we’re soon interrupted by the clearing of the priest’s throat. We say our vows and once the confetti is thrown outside we venture into a waiting Rolls Royce to take us to our reception.
“There was once a time I thought we’d never get here,” Max begins as he grabs my hand and settles in for the journey.
“What do you mean?” I ask, on a frown.
“I always knew I would end up marrying you. Even when we met again and I was a complete and utter dick to you I knew we would one day get married. I just thought it would happen when we were sixty or something.”
I start laughing, causing Max to join with me. “Can you imagine us bickering and playing practical jokes until we’re sixty?”
He kisses my hand before pulling me towards him and nibbling the side of my neck. “The first ever day you put on your white overcoat and I would have been a goner, so I doubt very much it would have gotten that far.”
I raise my eyebrow at him. I always thought he was joking about the white overcoat all those years ago when we were teens, but the first time I tried it on to start work I ended up getting in late because Max wouldn’t let me leave until we had sex with me wearing it.
“You have a serious fetish, Mr Cooper.”
He nibbles my neck again, causing me to giggle.
“And I don’t care who knows it.” He pulls away and snuggles me into his side. I place my head on his shoulder and sigh my contentment.
“I never want this moment to end.”
He kisses my head. “It never will, baby. I promise you that.”
I smile, snuggling my head into his shoulder before closing my eyes. I’m the happiest woman alive because I know without a shadow of a doubt that I’m with a man who will do everything he can—even if it means moving mountains—to keep that promise.



  
Thank you so much for reading Amnesia.
I really hope you enjoyed it. ;)
Turn the page to find excerpts from a couple of my other books, and acknowledgements to follow after.



  
Available for Purchase.
I stand over my father’s grave, wiping the tears that threaten to fall onto the soil beneath my feet. I’m wearing a black dress, which is cut just above the knee, and on my feet is a pair of brand new, black and red Louboutin high heels. I scream class, but I am also the perfect image of a daughter in deep distress over her father’s untimely death.
And what an untimely death it was.
I clutch my chest, heaving sobs of grief as I bend down to lay new flowers at his grave. I have been coming here every single day, bringing new flowers to replace the old ones. I pick up yesterday’s flowers and toss them aside as I trace the line of my father’s name on his headstone.
Here lies Richard Valentine, loving father to two daughters. Born 26th January 1970, Died 15th July 2016.
That was three weeks ago. His body was found buried in Virginia Water in Surrey—only nineteen miles or so from where I live. He was buried deep, but a storm sixteen days ago unearthed his decaying body. He had a stab wound in his back which was determined to be the cause of his death. It was murder, of course, and it is only now that the police are investigating.
At first, they thought he had run away—possibly met a girl, got swept off his feet, and was living by the beach, sipping cocktails with a buxom blonde. My sister kept on the case, though. She tried to tell them that it wasn’t like him to just disappear without at least keeping in touch. I vouched for her to the police, but I also reminded her of that time when he disappeared for a year without a trace and came back just as suddenly as he had left. I knew the real reason why, but I didn’t divulge it to my sister or to the police. That little secret was between Daddy and me alone. The two police officers gave each other that look… The one that says, “Yeah, there’s no foul play here.” They just thought he had found the girl of his dreams and was busy acting the part of the doting boyfriend to his new plaything.
As I think on this, I stroke his grave tenderly and sweep away the leaves that have fallen from the nearby trees. I need to make sure that it is clean and tidy before kneeling down at his grave and throwing my arms over the gravestone. With my arms shielding me from anyone who may be watching, I take in a long, deep breath. A smirk rises on my face as I utter the words, “You always loved it when I threw my arms around you, didn’t you?” I sigh, scooting up to get closer to his headstone before spitting on his grave.
“I hope you’re enjoying your time in Hell, Daddy.”



  
Available for Purchase.
No amount of physical or emotional scars left behind could ever actually reveal true heartache. The evil from which they were formed cuts so deeply into your bones that it seeps into your bloodstream and pumps through your veins until it’s ringing in your ears. The scars never truly show themselves… Never reveal the brunt of their true force. While they are a symbol of survival, they are also reminders of things we would much rather forget—of pain that cannot be shed.
I have become an orphan … left to pick up the pieces of a broken heart which can never be fixed. I am incurably and irreparably hopeless.
Time stood still the day my family was ripped away from me. I lost myself—my very identity. I was chosen to live. I was chosen to carry with me the burden of being the one who survived. I was left with the question which haunts me endlessly:
Why me?
Why me?
Why me?
And now, I lie in a small room. Four walls are what welcome me day after day. No sharp objects, no ropes… Not a thing I could use if I wanted to end it all. He took me. That’s why I’m here. He will never let me decide my own fate. He will never let me choose my own destiny.
He will never let me go.
It was he who chose me. It was he who had been stalking me for the last nine months. And it was he who pulled me from the car on that fateful day—two, maybe three weeks ago. He won’t leave me in peace… He will never leave me in peace.
He is forever waiting in the wings, watching me. I am his, he tells me. As long as I have breath in my lungs, I will always be his. He rules my head, my body, and my heart. But the most frightening thought of all is that … pretty soon … he will rule my soul as well.
With that last thought, I clutch the duvet to my chest.
I would have expected to be alone with my family gone, but he’s certainly made sure that my situation could have been worse.
Far worse.
I get fed three times a day, provided with refreshments on a regular basis, and a little later, I get treated to hearing his voice over a speaker in the corner of my room. He talks to me. He wants me to tell him about my life, my fears, my longings, and my dreams.
He has not once entered my room, but now, I long for it. I long for the contact so much that my insides burn. I am relieved to hear his voice, but now his voice alone is not enough.
I want more.
I need to see him. Need to be with him… I need to touch him. I crave the contact. To feel skin on skin.
He has started to invade my dreams so much that I cry out during the night. He knows they’re about him; he tells me so. I talk in my sleep, apparently, and he likes that. He also tells me that he likes the sound of my voice. For some reason, that makes me smile. I have no idea why.
He abducted me and is holding me prisoner against my will. I didn’t ask for this. He forced me. So, why do I long for him the way that I do? Why do I seek out his company? It wouldn’t make any sense to a normal person… I guess that means I’m not normal.
Despite it all, I still feel that frisson of excitement every time I hear his voice. I still smile the minute I hear the thumping of the speaker. And my heart still beats a million miles an hour every time I hear the sound of his velvety voice.
Six days ago, I began asking him to come visit me, and I’ve repeated my request every day thereafter. All I hear from him is the same response: “It isn’t time yet.” 
“Why isn’t it time yet?” I would ask.
“For now, I can’t say. I just need you to trust me… To realize that this is for your own good.”
His response both frustrates and angers me. It’s been that way for days, but today things suddenly changed. I have become desperate for his contact, so I altered my request.
“I want you to come to my room… I need you to come to my room… I’m desperate for you to touch me… To hold me like you did that night in the little house… Please make it happen, J. Please?” All has been silent from that moment on. I have been sitting here, feeling my heart beating erratically for the last hour—ever since I pleaded with him.
My heart aches.
My body quivers.
My mind races.
My pulse speeds up more when I hear a noise coming from my door. Maybe he is just coming to feed me, but I know from the patterns to which I’ve grown accustomed that it’s too early for that. He has taken my watch from me, so I have no concept of actual time, but I have gotten used to relying upon my internal clock. And my clock is telling me that it is too early to be fed, so what could it be?
I gasp when I hear the tapping. That sound—the sound of footsteps—taunts me.
I clutch the sheets even more tightly to me once I realize the noise is getting louder. There is nothing I can do but sit and wait to see what will happen next.
Silence falls, and I watch the door like a hawk. I stare at the handle, which, for now, remains still. I swear that it, too, is taunting me. I swear it knows of my trepidation and is deliberately staying still just to tease me.
I hold my breath—biding my time—as I sit here, rigidly clutching the bedclothes. It feels like hours, but it’s only been mere seconds since the total silence began.
And then, it’s happening. I gasp again, clutching the sheets more tightly still as the handle on the door moves down, and the door pushes forward. For a fraction of a second, nothing happens. Total silence fills the room again as the creaking door comes to a stop. My heart starts hammering in my chest, and my body trembles as anxiety ripples through my insides and prickles my skin.
Nothing is there apart from the door—which is now ajar—and the slight shadow of his body as the light shines on the bedroom wall.
I remain seated, waiting in earnest to see what will happen next. Involuntarily, a sharp intake of breath floods my lungs and pains my chest when I see the shadow of one foot moving forward … then two. My eyes widen as I tighten my grip with both hands this time. My breath escapes in little wisps as the shadow increases its density. I gasp as I see a foot … followed by a hand.
And then…
He emerges.
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