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        Every love story is beautiful, but ours is my favourite.
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      The thrum of voices carries through the intimidating expanse of the courtroom. The ceiling is as high as the Shard and boasts beautiful, ancient-looking patterns which all lead up to the dome in the centre. The judges with their silly wigs murmur amongst themselves as the girl, who once thought of herself as strong, now sits in the very back row—out of sight and feeling extremely vulnerable for the first time in a long time. Her eyes dart to the back of the man’s head as she takes the chance to watch him now that he’s not watching her. If he starts to look around, she plans to duck behind the people in front of her. She doesn’t want to make eye contact with him or see him any more than she has to. She’s had enough of him to last a lifetime. She can’t help but notice, however, that his hair has been cut, and from what she can see, he’s lost quite a lot of weight. His shoulders aren’t as broad as she remembers either. In fact, she is certain that she can see his bones sticking out from his prison suit.

      A knocking sound along with an apology from a giggling female makes her lose focus. She darts her eyes to the offending couple who is busy laughing amongst themselves, presumably joking about whatever has just transpired.

      Then she remembers that she hasn’t been watching him. Her eyes dart back to where he is seated, and when they do, her breath catches.

      He is staring right at her.

      All colour drains from her face, and her heartbeat accelerates, hitting hard against her chest. Her hands are clammy, and her breathing has become erratic. For the few seconds that they continue to stare at each other, she desperately wants to look away, but finds she is unable to do so.

      He smirks that evil smirk she came to know during their last years together. She always thought that his smirk somehow meant that he was on her side, but now she knows he was secretly mocking her. Panic sets in. She berates herself. She’s stronger than this. She’s been through a lot worse, so this should be a picnic.

      The noise of a door opening catches her attention, and raised voices lower to a whisper. “All rise,” says the usher as some who are already standing in the aisle take their positions next to their seats, whilst others rise from their chairs. For a moment, she watches as the judge walks through, but then her gaze wanders back in his direction. He’s still smirking at her, but knowing he’ll get caught, he faces forward, his attention now appropriately focused on the judge.

      She fights the recurring impulse to leave. Her own better judgement has been telling her from the beginning that she shouldn’t be here, but she wanted to hear what her psychiatrist would say if she forced herself to stay. That was the only thing on her mind when she left on the train this morning.

      The judge saunters onto his platform and swiftly sits down. “You may be seated,” the usher shouts before quickly walking out of sight.

      A creak from a chair is heard from the next row as a man tries to get comfortable in his seat. She notes then how hard the seats actually are, and she too shifts in her seat, swapping one leg for the other as she crosses them. Her heart has calmed, but she can still feel his presence all over the room, and despite the fact that he can’t be wearing any, she can still smell his aftershave. As it stings the back of her throat, memories drift through her mind—unpleasant memories of the time she was taken. It has been years, but she still thinks of them as if they had happened only yesterday. They continue to burn a hole in her mind and cement themselves deep within.

      A small shudder passes through her, and the man sitting next to her notices and briefly looks her way. At first, his face is impassive, but then recognition sets in. Scared he may say something, she deliberately looks away, shifting her focus to the front of the room. The judge sifts through some papers and then clears his throat. That’s when the man sitting next to her decides to turn and face front. Her heart calms again, and she releases a deep breath.

      “Mr Devenport, do you have your witness?”

      “I do, Your Honour.”

      “Then, proceed.”

      “Your Honour, the court would like to call Dr Sophie Richards to the stand.”

      Excitement bubbles in the air as Dr Richards rises from her seat and walks towards the witness box. There, she sits and a Bible is immediately pushed in front of her. She places her hand on the Bible and picks up a piece of paper, which is lying upon the wooden edge of the box she’s sitting in.

      “I, Dr Sophie Richards, swear by almighty God to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.”

      The judge thanks Dr Richards, and she, in turn, briefly smiles in his direction. The prosecutor then stands, and all eyes rest on him. “Dr Richards, can you tell me how long you have been practicing psychiatry?”

      She leans forward towards the microphone. “Fifteen years.”

      “And in those fifteen years, have you ever come across a case of abduction and confinement like the one Miss Jackson endured?”

      “Objection!” The defence attorney shouts. “Calls for speculation.”

      She still sits in the back, heart hammering. The prosecution has been pushing the idea that she wanted to be taken—that she lived there of her own free will.

      The judge offers the defence an annoyed narrowing of his eyes. “Overruled.”

      Her heart calms. The judge is on her side. Everyone who has been following this case is on her side. She was only fifteen when she was taken—a child.

      “My apologies, Dr Richards. Please answer the question.”

      Dr Richards also looks pissed by the defence’s interference. Of course she would after months of sessions with Ray Jackson. She had been the one and only person who had heard just about every minute detail of what occurred over a period of almost three years.

      Her arms still throb from the burns she sustained a few days ago, but she ignores them for now. Her focus is solely on her psychiatrist.

      “I have had a couple of patients who also fit a similar bill. I believe that’s why I was chosen to treat Miss Jackson.”

      The prosecuting lawyer waves his hand. “So, you’ve had experience in the field?”

      Dr Richards nods her head. “Yes.”

      “And, in your terms, what symptoms was Miss Jackson displaying when she was found and eventually brought home?”

      Dr Richards feels that horrible pang in the pit of her stomach. She had felt that even before she had met poor Ray. The stories Ray told had horrified her. The manipulation of the man in court today went beyond anything she had ever encountered.

      “She was having nightmares, displaying signs of PTSD, and she had started having panic attacks.”

      “This obviously came after she had been found and was told the truth about her mother being alive?”

      She leans forward and says, “Correct.”

      “In fact, would it be fair to say that during the time she was with the defendant, she was—for the most part—content?”

      Dr Richards winces at the term, and the prosecuting solicitor offers a smile of apology. “I wouldn’t say content. I would say that she learned to accept the life she thought she had. She was led to believe that she was on her own and had no one other than Mr Winters to care for her.” At the mere mention of his name, she turns to look at the man who had caused Ray Jackson so many nightmares. The psychiatrist in her wanted nothing more than to pick his brains apart piece by piece to see what lies inside. But, without a shadow of a doubt, she knows that whatever she might find in there would end up giving her nightmares as well … because Liam Winters is nothing less than a monster.
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      “Aren’t you going to answer that?”

      I look up from my ringing phone at the bartender and my friend, Brett. He has one eyebrow raised as he points to my phone. “That’s the second time it’s rung. It could be important.”

      I watch as Brett places one hand on his hip before flexing in a model pose. Despite being bisexual, he’s still totally camp. I always get a rise out of that.

      “It’s my mum. She fusses over me.”

      Brett offers me a knowing look. One which I am all too familiar with. “Can you blame her after what you’ve both been through?”

      Guilt tears at my insides. I was kind of hoping he wouldn’t bring it up, but I guess I deserve it. Knowing I have no other choice now, I pick my phone up. Brett rewards me with a smile before leaving me to it.

      “Hey, Mum,” I whisper softly.

      “Thank God! Ray, I’ve been worried about you. Where are you?”

      “Mum, how many times do I have to remind you not to call me that anymore?”

      I hear her sigh. “I’m sorry. It’s just quite a lot to get used to.”

      “I know, but you have to start. What if you call me that name in public? People will start asking questions.” Bending my head down, I whisper as much as I can so as not to gain attention.

      “You’re right. I’ll try.”

      “Thanks.”

      “So, where are you? Don’t you want to go out somewhere special? It is, after all, your eighteenth.”

      “It’s okay. I don’t feel like doing anything special. I’m just with Brett for a couple of drinks. I’ll be back in about an hour. I’ll bring Chinese,” I say with a smile in my voice.

      I hear her laughter. “Well, I can’t say no to that.” And then, in a more serious tone, she says, “Just be careful, okay?”

      Knowing full well what she’s referring to, I close my eyes. “I’m always careful. I’ll be back before you know it. I promise.”

      There’s a slight pause before she answers, making me wonder if I should ask her if she’s still there. “Okay. I’ll be waiting. Happy Birthday, baby—who’s not a baby anymore.”

      I chuckle slightly. “Thanks, Mum. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Bye, sweetie.”

      After I say goodbye, I hang up. Then I spend God only knows how long staring at my phone like something important will suddenly pop out at me. It’s been months since Liam, but I still can’t shake the feeling that he will never give up. Scrap that. I know he will never give up.

      “Is it me, or did you just come from a funeral rather than a birthday celebration?” I look up to Brett’s smiling blue eyes. My lips curve up. “That’s better.” He then saunters over to me, pouring another brandy and coke. “Listen, because you’re depressing me to fuck right now, I’m proposing a dare. Well, more of a bet, but it’s a dare too.” I start shaking my head, but then he cuts me off. “Now, now, prissy. Don’t spoil my fun. You’ll love it. Honestly.” He then grabs another glass and starts pouring a whiskey neat. “These two drinks are on the house.”

      Pointing at the whiskey, I frown. “But I don’t drink that stuff. You know I don’t.”

      He smiles at me wickedly, showing me the cute little dimples in his cheeks. “This one isn’t for you, hon. It’s for him … over there.” Brett points over to the corner of the bar, so I follow his finger, and my eyes land on the booth at the end where a man is sitting alone. I’d say he’s in his mid-twenties. He has cropped dark hair, which is slightly wavy at the top. It looks soft—so soft that I have this urge to run my fingers through the strands just to find out how soft they really are. It’s too dark to tell the colour of his eyes, but I imagine they’re as intense and brooding as his face. Running a hand over his stubble, which can’t be more than an a day or two old, he stares intently at the computer screen in front of him before picking up his book. I squint to read the title. To my surprise, it’s one of my favourites—Watchers by Dean Koontz. I look on as he reads something, and his eyes widen slightly before he licks his completely perfect lips. I would kill to have his lips. They’re full, pouty, and appear to be very kissable. He drops the book back down onto the table for a moment, leans forward, and starts typing something on the screen. It’s strange. As I look at him, he seems defined—preppy even—but there’s also a hidden depth to him. His eyes hold great intelligence, but his dress tells a different story. He’s very casual, wearing only a pair of jeans and a white t-shirt, which shows off just how toned he is underneath. I can see far enough under the table to know that he’s also wearing Nike trainers. It makes him look even sexier somehow.

      For a moment, I can’t take my eyes off of him, but then I realise I haven’t said anything for a full thirty seconds or more. Reluctantly, I turn back to a smirking Brett. I shrug my shoulders. “So, go give it to him then. Say hi.”

      Brett chuckles before pushing the drinks my way. “That guy over there is as straight as a two bob note, so I’m not going to give it to him. You are.” Brett then leans forward, mischief dancing in his eyes. “I bet you ten pounds you can’t make him kiss you within fifteen minutes of conversation.”

      I start laughing, thinking he’s joking. But then I look at him and stop dead. “You’re being totally serious, aren’t you? What are we? Thirteen?” I shake my head. “N’uh. Not doing it.”

      “Okay, twenty. I’ll give you twenty.” I hesitate at that, and then he pulls a begging face, pouting with his puppy dog eyes. “Oh, come on, Sasha. Live a little. I’m so fucking bored. I feel like pulling my brain out. It’s Sunday night—one of my quietest nights. I need some sort of entertainment.”

      My eyes widen. “Okay!” I shout, taking one foot off the stool. I then smile and pick up the drinks. “I’ll do it. At least then, my mum and I can get a free Chinese.”

      Brett points his finger at me. “That’s if you can do it. Something tells me you ain’t ever gonna pull this one off.”

      This is a stupid, immature bet, but there are twenty pounds at stake. I’m not one to pass that up. Besides, Brett seems to think I don’t have it in me, and that just makes me want to prove him wrong. Unfortunately, I am rather stubborn like that—a trait my mum says I get from her.

      Taking in a deep breath, I train my eyes on this sexy stranger. When I place one foot in front of the other, I hear Brett laughing softly. If I wasn’t holding two drinks right now, he would totally be getting at least a one-fingered salute.

      I step forward again and watch as this stranger reads without a care. He hasn’t noticed me yet, but the closer I get, the more obvious it becomes that someone’s approaching him. When I step closer, I notice a couple of things I didn’t before because the table had been blocking my view. He has a black leather jacket and helmet.

      Hmm … a biker who wears Nike trainers. Now this should be interesting!

      When I step closer, he shifts a little in his seat, and I stop dead in my tracks. Am I mad for doing this? Yes, totally fucking bonkers. But Ray Jackson has never been one to shy away from a bet once the deal’s been accepted. So, with renewed energy, I step forward again, and that’s when the inevitable happens. He looks up. My breath catches as his brows furrow in wonderment. He must be trying to figure out what the hell I’m up to.

      Knowing I can’t go back now, I bite the bullet, and with renewed confidence, I sit down next to him, causing him to shove up further. “I need you to help me with something,” I begin.

      He smiles, taking my breath away. “And what exactly is it that I can help you with, lassie?”

      Oh. My. God.

      He has the sexiest Scottish accent I have ever heard. It’s rough, but not too rough. Slow and sensuous, but manly. Definitely manly. He could give Sean Connery a run for his money.

      Trying to ignore the excitable flurries in my stomach, I lean forward to whisper, “Don’t look, but you know the guy standing behind the bar?”

      He quirks his mouth. “You mean the barman?”

      I almost roll my eyes at my own stupidity. “Yes, the barman.” He goes to look, so I whisper-hiss, “Don’t look, or else he’ll know I’m talking about him.”

      He lightly chuckles. Jesus, even that’s sexy. “Okay, what about him?”

      My shoulders sag as I breathe out. I must be mad. “It’s my birthday—”

      “Happy birthday,” he interrupts.

      “Thanks,” I say quickly. “Brett—”

      “The barman?”

      I sigh. “Yes. Brett the barman.” My God, this is like pulling teeth. I see when he smirks at my Brett the Barman comment. My slight irritation soon melts away with that smirk. My eyes lock on his, and for a moment, I’ve lost my words. He has the most beautiful deep-set brown eyes I have ever had the pleasure of looking into. They’re like these two light brown diamond orbs with speckles of green. Mesmerising.

      “You were saying,” he says, snapping me out of it. I can tell it’s obvious to him that he’s having a significant effect on me.

      I really need to get a grip!

      So, I do just that, shaking my head as I clear my throat. “Yes, I was saying. Brett wanted to do a birthday bet, and the bet is that I can’t make you kiss me within fifteen minutes of conversation. If I win and you do, he’ll give me twenty quid—thus allowing me free Chinese food for my birthday.”

      He looks at me for a moment, but doesn’t say anything. Instantly, a pang of regret forms in my stomach. I shouldn’t have done this. Approaching strangers is the last thing I should be doing, and asking him to kiss me within a few minutes of talking is just plain nuts. I shouldn’t be so careless—especially after Liam—but for some reason, this stranger makes me feel instantly at ease. I know it sounds nuts, but it’s the way I feel. I mean, what are the chances of me meeting two Liams in my lifetime?

      Even so, I’m about to tell him to forget the whole thing when he looks down at his watch. “You only have twelve minutes, so you better make it good.”

      Not understanding what he means, I frown. “Make what good?”

      Leaning his elbow on the table, he clasps his fingers together. “Your wee speech that will make me want to kiss you in,” he pauses to look at his watch again, “eleven minutes.”

      Instant irritation rushes to my cheeks. He may be sexy, but he’s too damn arrogant about it. “You know what? Forget it. I may be a lot of things, but undignified isn’t one of them.” I push his drink towards him. “Here’s a free drink, courtesy of Brett the Barman.”

      I’m about to move away when he suddenly clasps his hands to my cheeks and pulls me towards him. Without a thought, he presses his full lips to mine, sweeping his tongue out against my lips to coax my mouth open. I can taste the whiskey on his breath, but instead of feeling disgusted by it, it only heightens my desire for him. I have been kissed before, but it’s been forced and left me feeling degraded and empty inside. This man is kissing me like I’m the most beautiful woman in the world, and I don’t even have a clue as to what his name is. The kiss is needy, but it’s also sensuous, slow, and passionate. The feel of his tongue dancing with mine makes my head spin and my legs shake.

      He slows a moment, so I think he’s about to stop, but when I try to break away, he pulls me closer, wrapping an arm around my waist and squeezing me to him. I let out a breathy moan, and he reacts by taking my mouth in the most passionate, spell-binding kiss I’ve ever experienced. For a few moments, I’m completely lost—completely swept up by this man whom I have only just met five or six minutes ago. The feel of his chest against mine sends my pulse racing. His hands are big and strong, and his mouth reminds me of the taste of my favourite chocolate. Warm, inviting, moist, and soft. I could kiss him for hours.

      But just as I’m really getting into it, he suddenly breaks away and leans his forehead against mine. His breathing is so heavy that I can see my blonde tendrils moving in time with each breath he takes, and I feel as they lightly brush across my face in the process. I watch as he swallows hard before saying, “You didn’t need to convince me, fuck all. I wanted to kiss you from the moment you walked up to me and opened that cute, feisty mouth of yours.” I bite my lip and try to suppress my smile. “You win, sweetheart.”

      I think my heart just skipped a beat. I’m so screwed.

      Trying to compose myself, I clear my throat. “Thank you.”

      “Oh, believe me, the pleasure was all mine.”

      And then it hits me. I hope he doesn’t think I do this all the time. “Erm,” I say, scratching my head, “just so you know, I don’t make a habit of doing this.”

      He smirks. “I can see that.”

      Suddenly, I feel offended. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Still smirking, he starts shaking his head. “Oh, no, lassie. Don’t start that insecure bullshit with me. There really is no need for it. I didn’t mean it as you evidently think I did. I just meant that I can already tell that you don’t normally approach men in pubs. You may be new at this, but that kiss?” he breathily whispers, shaking his head. “Let’s just say your lips seem like they were made for kissing.” I smirk at that and he notices. “What?”

      “To me, it seems like you’ve done this hundreds of times.”

      With a cheeky grin, he leans forward. “I don’t know whether to take that as a compliment or not.”

      “Well, I certainly didn’t mean it in a nasty way.”

      “Compliment it is then,” he says, leaning back. “I’ve certainly never done this before.” He gives me a look, and when he spots my smirk, he asks, “Can I know your name? Since we’ve kissed, I feel I deserve at least that much.”

      I could seriously listen to his voice for hours!

      “It’s Sasha.”

      Holding out his hand, he smiles. “Nice to meet you, Sasha. The name’s Easton.”

      “That’s an unusual name.”

      He half-laughs like he’s heard that a thousand times. “That’s my family all over.”

      “Got a lot of them? Family, I mean.”

      “I’m one of six. I have four brothers and one sister. She lives in America with her husband, so I don’t get to see her that often. All my brothers are up in Scotland.”

      “Whereabouts?”

      Glancing sideways at me, he smirks. “You ask a lot of questions.”

      I shrug, looking away for a moment. “I’m just a curious person I guess.”

      “That’s good. Curiosity is always a good thing.”

      I smile. “I thought it killed the cat.”

      He chuckles at that. “It does in some cases. But mostly, it’s good to be curious. How else can one learn new things?”

      “I guess.”

      “Edinburgh,” he blurts.

      “What?”

      He laughs again, sending my pulse rocketing. This man is something else.

      “Where I’m from and where most of my family lives now.”

      “So, what brings you here?”

      “A new job. But that’s enough about me. All I know about you is your name.” With a firm grip, he picks up his drink and takes a gulp. I watch his Adam’s apple bob as the drink slides down. I suddenly have this overwhelming urge to stick out my tongue and lick that Adam’s apple.

      Knowing I have to say something, I simply shrug. “There’s not much to tell really.” And I really don’t want to tell what there is. I was abducted at the age of fifteen and haven’t been back from that ordeal for very long. It’s a big part of my life that I don’t wish to get into—especially with a man I met just ten minutes ago.

      Placing his drink back down, he eyes me peculiarly. “Well, I know it’s your birthday today, and I assume by what you’re drinking that you’re of legal age. I’m guessing around twenty, twenty-two at a push.”

      I guess with what I’ve been through, I do look older. It’s hardly surprising really. But then again, I don’t know this guy, and I’ll probably never see him again. “You’re in the ballpark,” I answer, deciding to leave it at that.

      Shaking his head, he smirks. “You’re not giving anything away, are you?”

      I shake my head, confirming. “You’ll just have to go home tonight guessing.”

      Leaning forward, his eyes wander down from my eyes towards my lips before meeting my eyes again. I think my knickers have caught fire.

      “I have no doubt you’ll be in my dreams tonight, lass.” My breath hitches, and when I don’t respond, he says, “I want to kiss you again.”

      Mushy brain. All my body can scream through it is, “Yes!” I must have said it out loud because the moment I think the word, Easton leans forward. I feel the moment that his lips press against mine.

      Warm.

      Wet.

      Inviting.

      Intoxicating.

      I’m completely lost within these lips of his. When he finally pulls away, we’re both breathless. Easton closes his eyes as he leans his forehead against mine. “I want to taste more of you, but there’s no way I’m keeping you away from your mum. If it wasn’t for that, I would take you back to my place where I’d make sure the only word capable of leaving your lips is my name.”

      Wow.

      “Very sure of yourself, aren’t you?” He may be the sexiest man alive, but he’s also the cockiest.

      “Tell me you wouldn’t have wanted that. Tell me you don’t want it now.”

      “Wanting something and acting upon it are two different things. I may want to go with you, but I won’t.”

      “Because you’re having Chinese with your mum?”

      I shake my head. “It’s not just that. I don’t even know you.”

      “You seem to know a damn sight more about me than I do about you, lass.”

      I nod my head on a laugh. “I suppose that’s true.” I know I need to leave, but this is the first time in a long time that I have felt really good. I don’t want to lose this feeling. “I’d better go,” I say despite my own wishes to the contrary.

      “Back to your mum for Chinese?”

      I capture his eyes and smile. “Yes. Back to my mum’s for Chinese.”

      “Can I at least get your number before you go?” I bite my lip, and he notices. “Forget it. You’re obviously uncomfortable with that.” He doesn’t say it in a nasty way, though. He simply sounds matter-of-fact about it.

      Before my brain engages, I run off my mobile number. As I’m saying it, Easton gets out his phone and starts typing it in. I wait until he’s finished, and when he is, I hear my phone ping.

      “I’ve sent you a wee message.” He winks after that, making my heart flutter.

      “Okay. I’ll be sure to read it once I leave for my Chinese.”

      He nods. “Make sure you do.”

      Finally gaining the courage to get up, I say, “Enjoy your book. The dog dies in the end.” With that said, I leave Easton and walk back to the bar where Brett’s eagerly waiting with a holy fuck look on his face.

      When I sit down, he slaps a twenty on the table. “I didn’t think you had it in you.” I watch him shake his head before turning to look back at Easton. He’s smirking, and then he too starts shaking his head. He looks down, types something, and I again hear my phone ping. I don’t get it out of my pocket, though. I’m dying to know what it says, but I don’t want to look too keen.

      Eventually, I tear myself away from Easton’s stare and look back at Brett. “Thanks for the money,” I say, picking it up and putting it in my pocket. “I’m sure my mum will be thankful too once I bring her some food.”

      “Tell her I said hi.”

      “Will do,” I answer, swigging the rest of my drink down. “See you around, Brett the Barman.” I slide off my chair and start walking.

      “Brett the what?” he asks.

      Chuckling, I wave my hand behind me. I don’t want to look around because if I do, the temptation to look at that man who I can only describe as divinity incarnate would be all too consuming. “See you tomorrow, babes.”

      “I’ll text you in the morning, hon.”
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      I order up the Chinese food and wait patiently for it to be cooked. As I do, the temptation to read those two text messages becomes too much. I pull out my phone and read what he had to say:

      

      Humid seal of soft affections,

      Tend ‘rest pledge of future bliss,

      Dearest tie of young connections,

      Love’s first snow-drop, virgin kiss.

      

      Whoa … what the?!

      My mind is awash with confusion. I have no idea how to feel about this. On the one hand, it seems forward, maybe even presumptuous. On the other hand, I can’t help the fire dancing in my belly from the mere thought of that kiss.

      Needing to know more, I copy and paste the poem into Google. I start laughing as the results come up. Of course. The man who wrote it was Robert Burns, a Scottish poet. And the poem itself is called “To a Kiss.” It’s hardly surprising that he’s chosen the poem of a fellow Scot, but what really intrigues me is the indication that more lies beneath the surface than I would have thought based upon our initial encounter. He has this bad boy biker thing going on, but he’s also intelligent, considering his choice to spend his recreational bar time reading a book while keeping his laptop at hand. Add his knowledge of poetry to the mix, and I’d definitely wager that he’s a well-educated man.

      I’m still smiling from his last text when I remember he followed with another after. I click on it immediately and read what else he has to say. I’m thinking it may be another verse of a poem, so I’m surprised by what I find instead.

      That was unfair. If we weren’t in a packed pub, I’d skelp your bahookie! ;)

      I laugh out loud at his choice of words. I have no idea what they mean, but they sound funny. Again, I have to use Google to help me understand. Apparently, a skelp on the bahookie is Scottish slang for a smack on the bottom.

      He really is a cocky bastard.

      I suppose he thinks it’s okay to say such bold words since he put a cute wink emoticon at the end of them. I’m tempted to text back, but at the same time, I wonder what is to be gained by it? I know it’s much too soon to enter into any relationship—no matter the capacity. I never thought I could simply meet someone and have such a strong initial reaction to him.

      I sit there for another couple of minutes, allowing my thumb to hover over the reply button. Should I reply or not? Just as I’m debating this, I hear a voice shout, “Number thirty-two!”

      Realising it’s my number, I snap my head up and make my way to the counter, stuffing my phone into my bag as I walk. I guess texting back will have to wait for now.

      A guy with a Mohican hair style smiles at me from behind the counter as I approach. He places a bag down on the counter, and the smell immediately hits me, causing my stomach to growl in impatient anticipation.

      “That’ll be thirteen-thirty, please, love.”

      I hand him over the twenty, pleased that I will be getting over six pounds back. With that, maybe I can buy myself a drink after school tomorrow. I have a feeling I’ll need it once I’m done.

      Once I get the change, I thank Mohican guy and make my ten-minute journey home. It’s only a little after eight, but it’s already relatively quiet considering it’s a Sunday night. The people I do see are going about their evenings with their heads down, texting or scrolling through their phones. I, unfortunately, don’t have that luxury. With Liam after me, I’m constantly looking over my shoulder. I worry that every footstep, laugh, voice, and unidentified noise I hear on the street will turn out to be him. I hate living in fear of what tomorrow will bring, but at the same time, I can never let my guard down.

      When I reach the door to my house, I haven’t even got the key in when my mum answers, screeching, “Happy birthday” and raising a bottle of champagne up in a celebratory salute.

      “Ooh, you’ve got the Chinese! Lovely. I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”

      Guilt instantly courses through me. “Sorry I didn’t get back sooner.”

      “Don’t be silly,” she replies, taking the bag from me and walking in. “It’s your birthday—the one day you get to decide on whatever it is you want to do.” I follow her into the living room where she sets the bag down on the table. She sighs, looking a little sad. “I just wish I could have done something special for you. Taken you away somewhere nice. Is it still your dream to go to Tuscany?”

      “Number one, this is special. Number two, we both know there is no way we could have been away for my birthday with school starting tomorrow. And, number three, I would still love to go to Tuscany, but I have a new favourite now.”

      As my mum unties the wrapping from the champagne, she looks up at me with a curious smile. “Oh, yeah? Where would that be? America? Australia? Paris, maybe?” she asks with a giggle.

      “Edinburgh.”

      “Edinburgh?” my mum asks just as the cork pops, hitting the lampshade and dropping to the floor. Instantly, champagne comes pouring out of the newly opened bottle. Quick in her movements, my mum grabs a glass and manages to salvage potential spillage. “Nice save,” I say to her.

      “Waste not, want not,” she says with a smirk. She pours some into another glass and hands it to me. “Happy Birthday, sweetheart. I’m so glad you’re here with me for it.”

      I know what she means without needing to hear the words. “I am too. And thank you for this.”

      She looks down at the table. “As I said, I only wish it were more.” I’m about to complain that what she’s done is enough when she says, “Come. Sit, eat, and tell me all about your interest in Edinburgh.”

      I sit down, and my mum retrieves all the boxes of food from the bag. “There’s not much to say. I just spoke to someone at the pub tonight. He’s here starting a new job, but he’s originally from Edinburgh.” Thinking about it now, I realise I forgot to ask him what line of work he’s in.

      “He?” she asks with a gleam in her eye.

      “Yes, he,” I reply back, smirking.

      “Does he at least have a name?”

      “Easton.”

      She frowns. “That’s an unusual name.”

      “That’s what I said to him.” My mum hands me my box, and I take it from her hand.

      “And what did he say to that?”

      “That unusual was his family all over.”

      “Hmm,” she muses. “It sounds as though you had quite a conversation.

      And them some!

      I know my mum’s fishing, but I’m not going to give anything away. Nonchalantly, I shrug it off like it meant nothing—even though it means everything. “It was nothing really. Just a very brief conversation with a guy I met at the bar.”

      She gives me an I’m not buying it look. “Yes, it was so nothing that all of a sudden you now want to go to Edinburgh after a very brief conversation with a man in a pub.”

      Well, when she puts it like that…

      “I suppose it’s just one of those situations where you simply don’t think of an idea until someone brings it up in conversation. Do you see where I’m coming from?” I ask, popping a chicken ball in my mouth.

      “I do,” she replies with that same smirk on her face.

      “Edinburgh is a lot more doable than Tuscany, that’s for sure. Either a very short plane ride or the train would suffice.”

      “Maybe one day.”

      Nodding, I take a sip of my champagne. “Yep. Maybe one day.”
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      “Eat your food.”

      I stare out of the one tiny window I have in my room. Outside, the sun shines, offering what I can only imagine is a beautiful summer’s day. I don’t know how long I’ve been here. Two, maybe three months. I stopped counting after about five or six weeks. “I don’t want to eat it. I want to go home.”

      Liam visibly sighs his frustration. “I already told you. Your mum’s not home anymore. She died. I just didn’t want you there to deal with all the shit you would have had to put up with afterwards. I’m protecting you.”

      My eyes widen. “By keeping me prisoner?”

      He gives me a sideways glance. “It’s for your own good.” With his hand, he moves closer, and I instinctively move away. He edges forward towards my plate and with a flick of his finger, he pulls up my plate before moving his finger away. It thuds back down onto the tray. “Eat,” he commands again. “You’ve lost too much weight.”

      “What do you expect?” I bite back. “You drugged me, took me here, and now you won’t let me leave. Of course I’m not going to feel like eating.” With an exasperated breath, I ask, “What do you want with me?”

      His hand moves forward again, and I think he’s going to demand I eat again, but instead, he surprises me by stroking my hair. I flinch, pulling away. “I’m not going to hurt you, Ray. All I want to do is take care of you. I’m all you have left.”

      Not wanting to believe him, I say, “My mum is who I have left. She’s all I need.”

      Liam closes his eyes before wiping a bead of sweat from his brow. It’s a hot day today, and the lack of air conditioning is killing me. If it wasn’t for the fact that I have my own bathroom and plenty of water, I’m sure I would have died by now.

      Once he opens his eyes back up, he fixes his cold blue irises on me. I can’t say Liam’s an unattractive man. In fact, when he came into my mother’s life, I was all for them dating. With his megawatt smile, clean-cut image, spiky blond hair, and light blue eyes, he seemed like the perfect gentleman. Mum seemed to be into him, and they were friends for a long time before they started going out. It was just three weeks into that when he took me.

      And I still haven’t found out why.

      “I already told you. Your mum’s dead. She died the day I came to collect you from school. I’m just trying to protect you from dealing with everything that comes after. Wouldn’t you rather be here with me than stuck in some foster home with God only knows who? That’s what would have happened. You’re only fifteen. They would have put you in care.”

      I shake my head. “I need to get out of this room, Liam. It’s driving me crazy.”

      He exhales, offering me a gentle smile. “One day when the dust settles, and the authorities stop looking for you, you can. Until then, I have to keep you safely locked up here. We can’t risk you being caught and taken away from me. I may be all you have left, but you’re all I have left too.” He takes a look around my vast room. “You have everything you need. Books, DVD’s, your favourite music—lots of stuff to keep you entertained. I thought of everything for you.”

      My eyes follow where his go. I may be stuck here, but the room is at least clean and comfortable. It’s big too, but sometimes, I feel like it’s so small that the walls are caving in on me.

      “I know that, but I need fresh air. I’m fifteen, and I’ve done nothing wrong. I should be out at my age—not locked up like I’ve committed a crime.”

      Liam sighs again, his broad shoulders rising and falling. “I understand your frustration, Ray, but I assure you it’s only for a little while longer.” He looks at my pained expression, and his face softens again. “Look, I know how bored you get here. Why don’t you eat your food? It’s your favourite, a Quarter Pounder with cheese from McDonald’s. After you’ve eaten, maybe I can go rent a movie, and we’ll watch it down here together. What do you say?”

      My eyes roam to the burger sitting on the plate and the McDonald’s bag next to it. My stomach starts to growl in anticipation. “Are there chips in there?”

      Liam chuckles. “There certainly are.”

      “Okay,” I reply, leaning forward to grab my plate.

      Grabbing my head, Liam lands a kiss on my temple before getting up. “That’s my girl. I’ll go have a look for some movies while you finish up, okay? I’ll be back soon.”

      All I offer is a nod, but it seems to greatly please him. He turns, walks towards the door, and pulls the handle. Once he walks through, he turns to see me eating the burger. He smiles again. “I’m so glad I found you,” he says before shutting the door. The instant I hear the door bolt, I jump.

      

      Shooting up in my bed, I gasp and feel as sweat drips down my breast bone. In a panic, my eyes scan the room. I’m home.

      I let out a deep breath, allowing my panic to subside. It was only a dream. I’m not in that room anymore. I’m where I belong. Where I’ve always belonged.

      Tension in my hands causes pins and needles, so I start shaking it out before wiping my hands over my face. It’s still dark in my room, making me wonder what time it is. My eyes glance over to my phone where I light it up. It’s a little after three. In four hours time, I have to get up for school. I groan, settling myself back down onto the pillow. I attempt to shut my eyes, but no matter how much I try to block out the images, Liam is still there, invading my thoughts. I shift, my body heating as I turn over. Already, I’m uncomfortable again, and I’ve only just moved.

      I sigh, turning over yet again and resigning myself to the fact that I won’t be able to get back to sleep tonight. Maybe I should read. It might help. As I stare up at my phone, the green light shines, letting me know it’s fully charged. The thought makes me think about Easton and his text messages. I never did respond. Maybe I will tomorrow. I smile, thinking about our encounter last night. It’s definitely better than those I had with Liam.

      As I go over it all in my head, my eyes begin to droop, and surprisingly enough, I fall asleep after all. What’s not surprising is that I fell asleep with the image of a brooding, intense Scot with the most beautiful eyes I have ever seen foremost in my mind.
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      Today is D-day, and I’m looking forward to it like a hole in my head. For me, it’s a sense of pride. I’m eighteen now, and although the girls at this school aren’t going to be much more than two or three years younger, we will be worlds apart from each other. It’s not a huge difference for someone who’s, say, twenty-one to interact with someone who’s twenty-five, but I’m eighteen, and it is a lot for me to be mixing with fifteen-year-olds. I will probably have more in common with the teachers than I will with the students.

      With a sigh, I sit down and look at my calendar. I’ve worked it out so that I will only have to be at school for around a hundred and seventy days or so until my exams. That’s not a lot. Once I have those done, the world will be my oyster. It just makes me angry that Liam’s put me in this position in the first place.

      An involuntary shudder courses down my spine when I think about him. For over two years, he taught me to think that no one existed but him. Almost three years of knowing that what was happening was wrong, but being told lies. All the time, he filled my head with lies, lies, and more lies. He lied about my mother being dead and how the world outside our bubble didn’t give a shit about me. He lied every time he tried to convince me that it was just the two of us. That was all he wanted me to know. That ended eight months ago, and since then, I’ve had to endure countless therapy sessions and interviews with therapists who want to study the phenomenon of Stockholm Syndrome first-hand.

      I refuse to acknowledge that I suffer from that disorder. I don’t want to believe that I ever loved that man. But, at the same time, I can’t deny the fact that my heart was broken for a while after I escaped. I cried for two weeks solid after I came back. Sure, I look back at that time now and shudder. I consider myself mad for ever letting that man seep into my soul the way that he did. At the time, however, it felt like my world had ended. He was all I knew for three full years of my young life.

      With yesterday’s date marked off my calendar, I take a brief look at my watch and see that I only have thirty-two minutes before I need to get to school. Luckily, the school’s only a twenty-minute walk away, but I will need to leave now, so I won’t be late. Assembly starts at nine sharp.

      Picking up my rucksack, I straighten my black pleated school skirt and give myself a once over in the mirror. It’s not the best uniform in the world, but I’ll admit it’s not the worst. With a button down white shirt, black and red tie, and a black and red blazer, it all matches well.

      A knock sounding at my door makes me jump. “Are you decent, Ray?”

      I smile, almost rolling my eyes. No matter how many times I tell her to call me Sasha now, she still can’t help calling me Ray.

      “You can come in,” I answer back.

      The door pushes open, and my mum stands there, giving me the once over herself. “You’re looking very smart.”

      I smile. “Thanks.”

      “Do you fancy some breakfast? I’ve just put some toast on.”

      At the thought of putting food in my stomach, I grimace. “No thanks, Mum. I don’t really feel like food right now.”

      She steps forward, offering me a hand on my shoulder. “I know how difficult this must be for you, but it’s only for a short while. Just cling on to that.”

      I nod my head. “I know,” I answer with a brief sigh followed by a smile. With a quick look around the room, I make sure I have everything before turning back to my mum. “I’d better be off. I don’t want to be late on my first day.”

      With her arms out, my mum pulls me in for a quick embrace. “I’m proud of you. Just know that, okay? And I’ll get home as quick as I can from work. I’ll want to know all the goss.”

      I chuckle. “Sure thing.”

      My feet feel like weights as I make my way out of my room and towards the front door. Halfway through my journey, I receive a text message from Brett.

      Keep your chin up today. Just keep reminding yourself that you’re legal to drink. They still have at least two years to go before they can make fools of themselves. ;)

      I have to giggle at that. It is just the thing I need to kick myself out of my funk. I text back my thanks and promise to call him when I’m done. With renewed energy, I make my way to the school with five minutes to spare.

      When I arrive, the school seems to be in a state of organised chaos. School girls are chirping amongst themselves as the teachers hurriedly make their way through the crowds. Some of the younger ones have parents with them, but most don’t. Already, I feel awkward and out of place. As the chaos calms down a little, I see a line form toward the assembly hall. I already know this from the visit I had here a couple of months ago.

      One by one, they all move in, and soon, one of the teachers, who I recognise as Mrs Caterham, appears and starts glancing around all the heads. She will be my form tutor for the duration. As if sensing my stare, Mrs Caterham looks my way and immediately walks towards me.

      “Sasha, how are you feeling? Nervous?”

      I incline my head. “I must admit, I am.”

      “It’s only natural, but I’m sure you’ll be fine. Assembly first, and then I’ll take you all to your classroom. There are only nineteen pupils in your class. We figured you’d be better suited with as few students as possible.” She smiles, gesturing me towards the front of the line, and all the while, I don’t know whether to feel irked or pleased by what she’s just said.

      As I get in front of the line towards the assembly hall, a young girl with a bright smile and pigtails joins right behind me. She beams when I glance at her.

      “Hi,” she says in a bright, chirpy voice. Already, I want to go home. “My name’s Samantha. What’s yours?”

      “Sasha,” I say, offering her no more than that.

      She giggles. “Oh, my God! We could be like name twins! Both names begin with an S. How about Samansha?” She goes off into a fit of giggles at her own joke. “That sounds totally cool!” she screams.

      Can the floor swallow me up now?

      Only offering her a smile, I turn back to face the hallway when I feel a hand tap my shoulder. When I turn, she’s still got that same smile plastered on her face. “I hope you don’t mind me saying so, but you look more like a teacher than a student. You look like you should be like twenty or something.”

      All I can say is, “I get that all the time.”

      She squeals, making my eardrums hurt. I squint, naturally trying to move away from the pain of her shrill voice. “Ooh, I bet you can get into clubs so easily! You wouldn’t even need a fake ID. You’re so lucky.”

      “Oh, yes,” I respond with sarcasm. “I’m the luckiest girl in the world.”

      She’s about to respond when Mrs Caterham interrupts, shouting for us to get in line. Once satisfied, she nods towards me, so I start walking towards the next row of seats that are available in one of the middle rows. Shuffling up to the far end, I take my seat. Once settled, I look up and sense someone looking at me. When I turn, I see it’s Pigtails, flashing me a massive smile.

      “You’re new here.”

      I nod. “That I am.”

      “What school were you at before?”

      Nonchalantly, I utter, “Northside.”

      She frowns. “I’ve not heard of that one.”

      “That’s because it’s further up north. Near to Scotland.” I smile when I think of Scotland. I’ve yet to text Easton back. Despite knowing I shouldn’t be fooling around with men so soon after Liam, I can’t help the need I have inside me to contact him. He’s been making all the right moves since. It’s me who’s trying to pull away.

      “You don’t have a Scottish accent,” Samantha observes.

      “I’m not originally from Scotland. I’m from London. Just been living up there for a few years. Since my mum’s breakup, we decided to start a brand new life down in Bournemouth.” Mostly lies, but it is true that I was in London for a while before Liam took me. After my escape, my mum and I were given new identities and a new start in a place where, hopefully, Liam will never find me. And, he will look. Unfortunately, I know all too well that he won’t rest until he finds me. Sometimes, it’s that thought which keeps me awake at night.

      “I would love to live in London. My mum’s like, ‘You don’t want to live there—too many people.’ I love it, though. I guess it’s an age thing. I bet you loved it in London. Are you planning on moving back once you finish school?”

      Questions. Too many that I both can’t and won’t answer. I shrug my shoulders, answering with a maybe and hoping that she’ll leave it at that. Of course, she doesn’t. She opens her mouth to ask another question, but thankfully, I’m saved by the teacher on stage shouting at everyone to be quiet.

      “Good morning, ladies.”

      “Good morning,” everyone answers.

      “We start a brand new year with some old faces, but also with some new ones.” She smiles, looking over to the eight year students. Luckily, she doesn’t look at me. “Now, most of you here will notice that we’ve had a few upgrades since July. Most are cosmetic, but there has been the addition of a new IT room with lots of brand new Mac laptops.” Everyone’s ooh’s and ahh’s make the teacher smile. “But also, as many of you already know, Mrs McClusky, the previous headmaster, retired in July, so we have a new addition to our growing family here at Lady Penelope’s. Please all welcome our new headmaster, Mr Lockhart.” Everyone cheers as the teacher motions towards the back of the room.

      And in he steps.

      At first, I think I’m seeing things. Maybe this is a dream. It must be. In an effort to wake myself up, I pinch my forearm hard, noticing that my skin’s puckering and turning white under my nails.

      It hurts.

      I’m not waking up.

      Feeling my panic rise, I look up, watching as he takes the place of the other teacher. His eyes are focused on the crowd, and there’s a smile on his face. I hear the collective gasps and talk of the girls as he takes his spot. They’ve all noticed how young he looks and how good looking he is. How his lips curve up into a sexy, brooding smile. The very same lips I was sucking face with just last night.

      Easton.

      Feeling all the eyes upon him, Easton pulls a little on his tie before clearing his throat. “Good morning, ladies,” he says with that all too familiar Scottish accent. I can hear the dreamy sighs from all the females in the room.

      My face heats. Luckily, he hasn’t noticed me yet, and I don’t want him to. This will be just as embarrassing for him as it is for me. The heat in the room suddenly triples as my hands feel clammy, and my stomach coils. The last thing I need in a room full of people is a panic attack, but the more I try to calm my ever-beating heart, the more it bounces against my ribcage. Easton starts talking, but all I can hear is, “Blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah.”

      I’m going to be sick.

      I can feel it crawling up my oesophagus, ready for me to purge. I know I can’t move because he’ll see me, but I also know I can’t stay.

      With my panic reaching new levels, I grab my things and without looking in his direction, I get up from my seat and try to sneak out from the side—away from prying eyes. I can feel everyone looking at me as I practically spring for the door. Easton hesitates mid-sentence, noticing of course that a student has just up and left before assembly has ended. I know I’m most probably going to get into trouble for this, but I also know that if I don’t find a toilet, this situation is going to become even more embarrassing than it already is.

      Once outside, I know I can’t keep it in any longer. I rush towards the small garden area in the middle of the courtyard and throw up. I know I only have bile in my stomach, but it keeps coming.

      “Oh, dear God. Sasha, are you okay?”

      Mrs Caterham rushes over to me, offering a hand over my shoulder. As I heave out one last time, I manage to nod. “I’m really sorry about the garden.”

      I feel her squeeze my shoulder. “Don’t be. You’re much more important than that.”

      “Can I get some water to wash it away or something?” I ask, wiping my mouth.

      “Never mind that. Come with me to the toilets and we’ll get you cleaned up.”

      Nodding my head, I let her lead me through the courtyard and into a dimly lit grey hallway. I know this school was supposed to have had some upgrades, but this portion is far from upgraded.

      As if reading my mind, Mrs Caterham says, “One of the rooms on the list that never got painted in time.” She shakes her head, tutting as if remembering something unpleasant about it.

      She steadily leads me into the toilets, quickly grabbing some tissue and handing it to me. “Thanks,” I say, wiping my mouth.

      She smiles, looking like she feels pity for me. I hate that look. “When you’re ready, come outside. I’ll go fetch you some water.”

      All I offer is a nod. I watch her leave, and when she does, I welcome the instant silence of the room. I step towards the mirror and look at myself. I look a lot older than I did this morning. Haggard, even. My luminous blonde hair looks dull and lifeless. Even my light blue eyes look darker than normal.

      Shit. Of all the situations I could have landed myself in! What are the odds that the man of my dreams would turn out to be my head teacher?

      With a shake of my head, I blow my nose and splash some cold water on my face. I didn’t bother putting on any makeup this morning as I was too rushed, and now I really wish I had. My mum always tells me I don’t need it. I guess it’s just a thing for me. Liam never let me wear any, so I guess that’s partly why I do.

      Grabbing some more tissue, I pat my face down, feeling a little more refreshed. I fish through my bag, picking out a mint and pop it in before taking a deep breath. I take one last look in the mirror. I look better than I did, but I’m still haggard. I guess it’ll have to do.

      Once I open the door, Mrs Caterham’s standing there with a bottle of water ready for me. “Here,” she says, laying it in my outstretched hand. “Do you feel better?”

      I nod. “Yes. Sorry again about that. It just came on so suddenly.”

      She frowns a moment. “Do you often get that? Sickness, I mean?”

      Knowing what she’s implying, I shake my head. “Oh, no. Maybe it was just something I ate last night.”

      “Would you like to go home? I know it’s your first day, but you can’t be here if you’re sick.”

      I shake my head on a smile. “Of course not. I’ll be fine. Really.” She has no way of knowing the real reason why I was sick. Even I can’t totally believe I got to first base with the head teacher of all people last night. Not to mention the fact that he wanted us to go to fourth base, and we might done so if not for my need to get home to my mum.

      Mrs Caterham places her hand on my arm and with a warm smile says the words that bring my nausea back with full force.

      “That’s good because Mr Lockhart wants to see you.”
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      As I stand outside Easton’s office, my throat feels dry. My heart’s hammering so loudly that I swear he must be able to hear it from out here. With a deep breath, I knock on his door.

      “Come in!” he shouts.

      For a moment, I hesitate, my hand locked tightly around the handle. After a couple of seconds go by, I hear him shout again. I know I can’t hold out here much longer, so I push through, holding my breath as I walk in. He doesn’t look up at first, and I’m not sure if it’s because he doesn’t realise it’s me, or because he does and doesn’t want to believe it’s true.

      Once I close the door behind me, he finally looks up. A breath leaves his body before his posture becomes rigid. “Fuck!” is all he says at first. Closing his eyes, he looks down, shaking his head. “I didn’t want it to be true.”

      So, it was the latter.

      I don’t know what I could possibly say in return to make this situation any better. I doubt nothing ever could. So, instead, I stand, swallowing the bile in my throat as Easton seems to struggle with what to say or do next.

      Finally, though, he looks up. And I see it there. Hurt. Disappointment. Maybe even resentment.

      “You never said anything in the bar last night.”

      Why does it seem like he’s blaming me for this? It makes my nerves fall slightly. “You don’t seriously believe that’s a conversation piece I want to be having with a guy I’ve just met, do you? ‘Oh, I’m eighteen, but tomorrow I’ll be starting school to do my final GCSE year with a bunch of fifteen-year-olds.’ I know that wouldn’t have gone down well.”

      His lips form a thin line, frustration ebbing on that beautiful face of his. “You told me you were older. Twenty-one or something.”

      I shake my head. “No, you told me I looked around that age. I just didn’t correct you.”

      With a defeated sigh, he slinks back in his chair, rubbing both hands over his face. He takes in another deep breath before locking those beautiful eyes of his with mine. “And here I was worried that the only problem I had this morning was that the bonny lass I met at a bar last night hadn’t texted me back.” He gestures towards his phone, and in that moment, I can’t help but smile.

      “You think I’m beautiful?” I ask, feeling euphoric all of a sudden. At least I know what bonny means.

      I get the unimpressed look back again. “Focus, Sasha.”

      “Sorry,” I answer. But then it hits me. He knows my name. Of course he does. That means he knows who I am and my history.

      The walls close in, threatening to take me under. He’s the head teacher of the school. It’s his job to know more about me than I probably do.

      Shit. What now?

      I’d thought knowing he was the headmaster of my new school was bad enough, but this somehow seems worse.

      “We could get into big trouble for what happened last night. It could cost you your last year and me my career. Do you realise that? I’m the youngest headmaster in the whole of the UK. I’ve even been in the papers about it. I can’t lose this. Not after all my hard work.”

      Suddenly, my own selfish wants and needs feel insignificant in comparison. In a slight panic, I approach his desk, tapping my fingers along the edge.

      “Listen, Easton … I mean, Mr Lockhart. You just need to forget last night ever happened. Okay?”

      With that said, he looks up. “Can you?”

      All my breath leaves my body. I know I will never be able to get that image out of my head. It’s all that I’ve been able to think about ever since. It’s been on constant replay. I just can’t grasp why he asked me that. Surely, he doesn’t feel it too—this spark between us?

      It doesn’t matter anyway. None of it does. No matter what my body tells me, I can’t think of Easton in the same way again.

      “It doesn’t matter what we think. What matters is where we go from here on out.”

      He sighs again. “You’re right. We have to forget everything that happened last night.”

      “We have no other choice.” He nods in agreement. “I promise I won’t cause any problems for you. The last thing I want is for you to get into trouble. I’ll stay away from you. It’s as simple as that.”

      Shaking his head, Easton silently laughs. “Of all the women in the world, you had to end up being my newest pupil, didn’t you?”

      I shrug my shoulders. “Sod’s law, I guess. And you ended up having to be my new head teacher. You can’t odds it, can you?!”

      He chuckles slightly—a little of the obvious weight leaving his body. “I certainly could not have predicted this; it’s quite literally the last thing I expected.”

      Feeling I should leave, I motion with my thumb towards the door. “Maybe I should go.”

      “Are you feeling better?” he asks.

      “What?” I respond with a frown.

      “Back there. The teacher said you were sick.”

      I let out a nervous laugh. “Err, I guess a lot of it was to do with who appeared in assembly this morning.”

      “I thought as much.”

      “I do feel better, though. Well, not about this, but … well … you know what I mean.”

      He smirks. “Yes, of course.”

      As our eyes lock, the room falls silent. For a moment, I can’t seem to take my eyes away from him, and I know that’s the worst possible position I should be putting myself in.

      “I’m going to go.”

      Without another word, I turn and walk towards the door. But just as I touch the handle, I hear his voice.

      “Why didn’t you text back last night?”

      My heart skips at his question. Turning, I ask, “Does it matter now? Under the circumstances, I mean.”

      He shrugs. “I guess not. Just curious. Forget I said anything.” He throws a file onto his IN tray, and for a split second, I wonder if it’s mine.

      When I look back, Easton’s leisurely reclining back into his chair, his hands are clasped together, and he’s smiling at me.

      I think my knickers just caught fire again. Seriously, that smile should be illegal—especially since I know I can’t have him.

      When I don’t make a move to leave, he smirks. “Is there something else you need to talk with me about?”

      I blink a couple of times before shaking myself out of my stupor. “No, nothing. I’ll get going to class. Nothing more needs to be said.” When he nods and gets back to his paperwork, I turn and am about to turn the handle when I suddenly stop and look up at the door. “I was going to text you back. I guess I just found it hard to know how best to respond to the beautiful man I met last night.”

      Without looking back to gauge his reaction, I leave, closing the door quickly behind me. As I do, I lean up against his door and let out a deep breath.

      “Are you okay?”

      The voice makes me jump. I didn’t even realise Mrs Caterham was still here waiting for me. “I’m fine, thank you. Just a little overwhelmed. Mr Lockhart’s very nice.”

      Her eyes light up at the mention of his name. “Yes, he is,” she answers, obviously flustered.

      I shouldn’t feel jealousy. In fact, I have no right to feel anything at all where he’s concerned. It doesn’t help the little pang I feel in the pit of my stomach, though.

      “I better get you to class,” she says, breaking my thoughts. “You have English first period, and you’ve already missed ten minutes.”

      Oh, great.

      I know I’ll have all the students’ eyes boring into me the moment I enter the room. I want nothing more than to lie low, keep my head down, study, and pass my exams. That’s all I intend to do.

      Mrs Caterham leads me to my classroom. As I’d expected, the moment we enter, the teacher stops talking, and everyone looks my way.

      “Ms Bowles, this is Sasha Blakely, our new student.”

      Ms Bowles smiles towards me as everyone else just continues to stare. “Good morning, Sasha. How nice to meet you. Please, sit. We were just discussing poetry from the eighteenth century.”

      I smile back, making my way to an empty seat next to Pigtails. I’m just grateful that the teacher didn’t make me stand up in front of the class and properly introduce myself.

      “Love poets from the eighteenth century,” Samantha whispers to me.

      “Thanks,” I reply, taking out my notepad and pencil case.

      “Now, who can give me a name of a poet from the eighteenth century?” Ms Bowles looks around the room, but no one puts their hands up. Internally, I smile, because I already know of one.

      “Sasha, how about you? Do you know of any?”

      My head snaps to Ms Bowles, and everyone in the room looks at me. Of course she had to pick on the new girl. “Erm,” I say, chastising myself for sounding like a babbling buffoon. “Robert Burns,” I finally respond with a little more confidence this time.

      “Very good.” She looks around the room. “Anyone else?” Everyone’s quiet. “Come on, ladies. How about William Blake? Lord Byron? John Keats?” She looks at everyone’s blank expressions. I’ve heard of all of them, but the rest obviously haven’t. She visibly sighs. “We will need to change that right now.” She walks towards her desk and picks up a book on poets through the ages and walks towards me. “Open your books to page two hundred and one.” She places mine on my desk, and I thank her. She smiles, walking back towards the front.

      In a effort to keep up, I quickly turn the pages until I reach number two hundred and one, and I notice it’s all about eighteenth century poets.

      “Today, we’re going to learn about these famous poets, what made them choose to write poetry, and what went on in their minds when they wrote. Was it pleasure, pain, happiness, loss? Once we have read through the book, I want you to pick a poet and then a poem which you will read for the class week after next. Unfortunately, I won’t be here next week as I’m having an operation on my knee, so we will have continue with it then. In the meantime, I would also like for you to try your own hand at poetry.” Everyone groans, causing Ms Bowles to smile. “Don’t worry. You’ll have plenty of time before that assignment.”
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      After my first day at school, all I want to do is get home, get dressed in my normal clothes, and head for the pub. So, that’s exactly what I do.

      After texting Brett the Barman, I leave home at four on the dot and make my way to the bar. I have to laugh when I think of Brett being called that. The trouble is that the more I think about it, the less I seem to be able to call him anything else.

      It’s all Easton’s fault. That’s what I keep telling myself anyway.

      As I make the twenty-minute journey on foot, I can’t help this overwhelming sense that someone’s watching me. Call it paranoia, but it’s there. A part of me thinks that with Liam out there somewhere, I’m bound to have this sense all the time.

      I don’t like living like this, but I’m worried that the moment I let my guard down, he’ll be there. It’s just Sod’s law. I also know that if I keep thinking he’s out there—searching for me—then it will eventually drive me crazy. He already made me his prisoner once. I’m not going to let him do that to me ever again.

      On a sigh, I round the corner of the quiet street that my friend’s bar is on and walk inside. I immediately notice Brett, and as if sensing my stare, he looks up, offering me a wink before nudging his head in the direction of the corner of the bar. I follow the direction of his eyes and find Easton sitting in his usual booth. His head is down, and he’s scribbling something.

      Morbid curiosity drives me towards him. When I take a closer look, I find him sketching with a pencil. It looks to be a castle on top of a hill. “Is that Edinburgh Castle?” I blurt, forgetting about the fact that I’ve just spied on him. I see the moment he jumps, and I watch as a small sigh escapes his beautiful lips. “Sorry,” I say, biting my lip. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      He looks up, smiling when he sees me, and I hate the fact that it makes my heart skip a beat when he does. “That’s okay. I must have been in a world of my own.”

      “I didn’t know you sketched,” I respond, changing the subject.

      He shrugs like it means nothing. By the way that he draws, it certainly doesn’t look like nothing to me. His lines are beautifully focused, and his shadowy areas are perfectly placed. I can just imagine myself outside that castle, waiting to get inside of it.

      “It’s a hobby of mine. Just something I like to do from time to time.” He places his pencil down before swiftly putting his sketch away in his bag. “So, how was your first day?”

      “It was okay for a first day, I suppose. It all feels weird, though. After not having had a structure for three years, it’s kind of hard to get back into it. I know I will, though.”

      I cringe a little, wondering if he’ll bring up why I was away for three years. “You’re bound to feel like that for a while. It certainly doesn’t help when you have students so much younger than you in the same lessons.”

      I’m about to answer that it doesn’t when I hear a voice from behind me. “Is that you, Sasha?”

      I turn and see Mrs Caterham behind me, and for a moment, I wonder what she’s doing here. Then, she passes me, sitting right opposite Easton, and I understand. My eyes glance over to him, and I see the moment he looks uncomfortable. It makes me feel uncomfortable too. Isn’t she married? If so, what is she doing here with Easton?

      “How was your first day today?” she asks, looking up.

      Knowing I have to answer, I say, “It was good, thanks. I came in to meet my friend,” I say, waving my hand towards Brett, “when I saw Mr Lockhart sitting here. I just thought I’d say hi.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. You know both you and Mr Lockhart are in the same boat as far as being new is concerned, so whatever it is you need, just let me know.” She looks at Easton. “Both of you.” She then looks back to me. “I’m here to help.”

      That’s my cue to leave.

      “Thank you,” I say, starting to turn. “I’d better get back to my friend. It was nice seeing you.”

      Mrs Caterham starts laughing. “It really feels strange to find one of my students in a pub legally.” She continues to laugh as my face turns bright red.

      I need that drink now more than ever.

      I quickly scurry off, noticing Easton looking apologetically in my direction. Why he feels the need to, I have no idea.

      “You look like you need a double.”

      I look up at Brett, huffing. “How about a triple?”

      “Ouch. That bad, huh?” He motions with his head over to their table. “Didn’t take him long to move on, did it? Who’s that woman he’s with anyway? It seems like you two know each other.”

      As Brett grabs a glass and pours me a brandy, I lean forward, allowing my hand to shield me from Easton and Mrs Caterham. “That’s my form teacher.”

      Brett starts laughing. “Okay. So how does she know hot Scottish biker boy?”

      Closing my eyes, I sigh before meeting Brett’s expectant eyes. “He’s my headmaster.”

      “Your what?” he chokes loudly.

      “Yep. You inadvertently bet me to kiss my own headmaster.”

      Brett starts laughing so loudly that the whole bar turns their heads to look our way. “Shh,” I hiss, trying to calm him down.

      “Sorry,” he replies, trying to breathe.

      As he tries to catch his breath, I down my whole drink in one go. From wanting nothing more than to escape to this pub, I now find I need to escape from it.

      When Brett finally calms down and sees how upset I look, his face softens. “Sorry, babes. I didn’t realise. I bet that was a shock when you saw him this morning.”

      And then some!

      I huff again.

      “I just feel really awkward,” I admit. I kissed him only last night, then I find out he’s my headmaster, and now I find him here having a drink with Mrs Caterham.

      As if on cue, Easton approaches the bar and looks awkwardly at me before glancing at Brett. “A glass of white wine and a pint of Foster’s, please.”

      Brett nods. “Coming right up.”

      “I’m going to go,” I shout, so Brett can hear. “Call me later, okay?”

      Understanding, Brett just nods, giving me a two-finger salute from his forehead. “Will do, babes.”

      I can see Easton out of the corner of my eye. It’s like he wants to say something but doesn’t quite know what or how. I don’t give him a chance to converse. What is there to say anyway? It is what it is.

      Once I open the pub doors, I walk out, taking in a huge, deep breath as I do. I’m about to start walking when I hear the sound of the doors opening.

      “Sasha,” Easton calls. I know it’s him before I even turn around. I hear him running up behind me and when I turn, he still has this awkward look on his face. “She just wanted to go over some of the curriculum,” he says.

      “Why are you telling me this?” He has to know that he doesn’t owe me an explanation.

      I watch as he sighs, and his beautiful deep brown eyes momentarily look away. “I don’t know,” he replies, looking back to me. “I just felt like I needed to.”

      “Okay.” That’s all I say. What else can I say?

      “You seem upset.”

      I frown. “I do?”

      He steps forward, closing the distance between us, and the thought of him being near takes my breath away. Of course, Easton notices. “Are you going to be honest with me?” Glancing down, I notice his Nike trainers and it makes me smile for a moment. “What are you smiling at?”

      I snap my head up noticing the curious look on his face. “I don’t know. It just looks strange. You’re wearing the classic white t-shirt, jeans, and leather jacket for your bike, but then you totally throw it off with those Nike trainers.”

      Easton laughs. “Am I completely dashing your dreams of the classic bad-boy biker with leather jacket and boots?”

      I nod, laughing. “Totally killing it,” I respond, but I’m only joking. Easton could walk out with nothing but a tutu on and he’d still be the sexiest man alive.

      The moment of light-heartedness is short-lived as his eyes dart back towards the bar doors. “You better go back. She’ll be wondering where you are.”

      He nods, looking sad, and then he turns to leave. “Easton,” I shout, my heart hammering in my chest. He turns, looking expectantly at me. “I know I shouldn’t be upset.” I can’t seem to get the words out.

      “But you are?”

      I smile, nodding. “I have no excuse.”

      He shrugs, smiling. “I wanted complete honesty.” His beautiful, boyish face lights up before he turns to start walking back to the bar. “See you tomorrow, Sasha.”

      I watch as he disappears through the doors before sighing. I can’t believe I admitted how I felt, but then, he did ask. It makes me wonder for a moment why he asked. There’s nothing that can be done about it whether I feel something for him or not. Was I upset when I saw them together? Yes. Was I jealous, thinking I should have been the one there? Yes. I admit all of that and more. But, at the end of the day, he’s still my head teacher. He’s as completely forbidden to me as I am to him. We both know we can never cross that line, and yet, here I am, confessing to him that it bothers me that he was having a drink with another woman.

      It’s stupid. I know it’s stupid. I met him only yesterday, and yet the thought of seeing him again tomorrow fills my stomach with butterflies. Then again, is that so strange? Easton is about the most beautiful man I have ever seen after all. I’ve never felt such lust for anyone in my life. And his text messages…

      I just have to stay away. I need to avoid him at all costs—as much as possible anyway. As I walk home, I start to wonder. Will this be one of those things that’s more easily said than done?
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      “What question are you on now?”

      Looking up from my science exam paper, I frown at Liam. “I’m pretty certain an invigilator doesn’t ask the person sitting exams questions as they’re doing them.”

      His eyes flit away from the car magazine he’s reading, and when he catches my smile, he smiles back. In quick succession, he discards the magazine, throwing it haphazardly on the bed. The pages fly open, but then settle. “I’m bored,” he states matter-of-factly.

      I can’t help the frustration in my voice when I answer, “And how do you think I feel? Trapped here every day, never seeing daylight? It’s been six months now, Liam.” I exhale, giving away how angry I feel.

      “I’ve told you time and time again the reason why you can’t leave your room just yet. You’re still only fifteen. If they catch you they’ll take you away from me.” He rushes over, kneeling down in front of me before taking my hand. I see his own anger and frustration fade when he spots how sad I look. “When I was your age I was put into foster care and was abused by my so-called carers. I don’t want to see the same thing happen to you. I couldn’t bear it.” Kissing my hand, he takes a lock of hair and places it behind my ear with a gentle smile. “I promised myself when your mother passed that I would never let anything happen to you. I know I’m doing wrong, and I know I could get punished, but I swear that all of this,” he says, his eyes scanning the room, “is for your own protection.”

      I see the sincerity in his eyes, and it makes my heart melt a little. Every night, I cry over my mother’s passing, and every day, I take it out on Liam. “Why didn’t you ever tell me you were abused?” I ask, a deep, worrying frown forming at my brow.

      Looking down at his feet, he sighs before glancing back up again. “It’s not something you want to advertise.”

      “Didn’t you tell the police what happened?”

      He huffed, shaking his head in disgust. “And what do you think they would have done? I was an orphan—a troublesome kid—and the family I was staying with were church going pillars of the community. Who do you really think they would have believed?”

      With my free hand, I place it over his. “I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

      Liam fixes me with his glassy eyes, and it’s only then that I see the first hint of vulnerability in them. I was so angry when I first got here. Angry at Liam and then at the world when I started to believe that what he said was true about my mum. Over these past months, I have started to accept my fate a little more—slowly, but surely. Now, after revealing what he has, I can’t help but feel a little appreciative of what he’s given me. Yes, I know I’m still a prisoner, but I would much rather have this than the life he had after becoming an orphan. At least Liam looks after me. I’m fed and given plenty of books to read. Just the other day, he bought me a brand new Kindle and loaded it with tons of books. He also promised to give me more if I asked. It’s only the first generation Kindle, but it’s enough to get through the boredom. I never thought I would say this, but I miss school. I miss learning and reading. That’s why I’ve asked Liam to teach me like I’m still at school. He’s bought me some GCSE books and downloaded and printed some exam papers, so I’m getting the benefit of some sort of education. I’m still learning, and that’s important to me. I was supposed to do my GCSE exams in a month’s time, but I guess doing them here will suffice for now, and at least I’m safe.

      “Now can you understand why I keep you down here? No child should ever go through what I had to.”

      My eyes start to flood with unshed tears. I nod my head. “Of course I do. I just wish I had more freedom around the house. Maybe even let out into the garden for some sunlight.”

      He grips my hand tightly in his. “I promise you that I will give you all of that. Let’s just wait until you get nearer to your birthday. It’s not long now. I know just the present to get you as well. I promise you it’ll be the best sixteenth anyone has ever had.” His face lights up, making my own light up with it.

      “Really?” I ask, feeling a flutter of excitement in my belly.

      He nods. “Yes. Really.” Getting up, he points to my exam paper. “Now, let’s get this test over and done with, so we can mark it and get something to eat. I’m starving.”

      I turn to face my desk more, laughing as I do. “Okay then. I only have six more questions, and I’ll be done.”

      “Thank God for that,” he jibes, picking up the magazine and sitting back down on the bed.

      I watch as he starts to flick through the pages again and smile before turning back and concentrating on the task at hand. Only six more questions to go.

      

      A banging sound breaks me out of my trance. Shuddering at my memory, I frown when whatever that sound was comes to the forefront of my mind. I had been sitting in the library at school for the last two hours, trying to catch up on everything I’ve missed. I asked my teacher to throw everything at me, and it certainly is everything which she has thrown. Though I am a glutton for punishment, it has really helped to keep my mind from wandering to Easton, and that’s worth all the hard work in the world. I often find myself thinking about him when I’m alone. I don’t want to, but my mind wanders there anyway.

      Hearing that sound again—a thumping sound if I’m not mistaken—my heart starts thundering against my chest. I start to think all sorts of unsavoury things, but mostly I’m wondering if it’s Liam. I wonder if he’s found me and is planning to take me away again and trap me in that bedroom he said was mine.

      Shuddering at the thought, I quickly gather all of my paperwork as well as my science, English, and history books, and I roughly shove them into my backpack. I zip it up as quickly as I can. All the while, I have my eyes trained on the door like he will appear at any moment.

      With my heart rate reaching new levels, I rise out of my seat and cringe as the sound of the chair’s legs scrape against the linoleum flooring. The high-pitched squeak across the floor has my heart hammering even faster. I hate that he has reduced me to this. I live in constant fear that one day he’ll find me—that each day will be the day he does. I used to love that man, but ever since I’ve been treated for brainwashing, I’ve come to live with this fear of him that sometimes cripples me. I don’t tell my mum as she would worry about me, but this is my life, and this will continue to be my life as long as he’s out there somewhere.

      So, I run. I run as fast as my feet can carry me outside of the library and into the courtyard of the school. I’m gripping my bag in front of me like it is the only thing that can keep me safe. I look to the left, and then to the right, before sprinting down the end of the courtyard that leads to the exit of the school. I’m so frightened that I’m close to tears. I can either hear footsteps behind me, or the sound of it is in my head. Whatever it is, I don’t want to stick around long enough to know whether it’s just me going crazy.

      As I run, I hear another sound. I turn, trying to find the source—to see if it’s him—when I collide into a solid body. I scream, dropping my bag at the floor. It’s him. Finally, he’s found me. This will be the day where my free life ends.

      “Sasha, it’s me, Easton. Sasha, calm down, it’s me. Look at me.”

      I feel a set of hands grip each arm, but at first I’m too paralysed with fear to realise that I’m safe.

      “Sasha, please … you’re frightening me. What happened to you?”

      His soothing voice makes me look up, and it’s only then that I realise that it’s really him. “He’s here,” I say, not making any sense.

      Immediately, on alert, he looks up, his eyes are wide and darting around the courtyard. “Who’s here, Sasha, and where?”

      “I– I–” I start stammering, not knowing what to say. As my heart rate starts to calm a little, I realise how stupid I’m being. I’ve never shown anyone how frightened I am before.

      “Sasha, you’re okay. Talk to me,” he urges. His eyes focus on me, but also on the area around us.

      “I feel stupid now, but I could have sworn someone was here. I guess it was nothing, but at the time, I—”

      “Go to my office, and lock the door behind you. I’ll be back as soon as I can. I’ll knock five times. Got it?”

      “Easton, it’s okay. I’m sure it was nothing.”

      I feel him grip my arms tighter. “Sasha, go to my office now, and don’t open the door until I get back.”

      I see the determination in his eyes, so I nod my head. I feel him release his grip on my arms, and when I start walking, he watches me until I disappear into the hallway. I take a quick glance around me before running to his door. The hallway’s so quiet one could hear a pin drop. I doubt anyone is still here apart from me and Easton. Shit, I called him Easton instead of Mr Lockhart. If anyone had seen us, it would have looked suspicious.

      Chastising myself, I make it into his office as quickly as possible and lock the door behind me as instructed. My heart’s still hammering against my chest, but it’s easing with every breath I take.

      I take a seat, slowly trying to catch my breath, and by the time I hear the five knocks on the door along with Easton’s voice letting me know he’s the one knocking, I start to feel really stupid.

      Opening the door, I find him looking into my eyes like he’s trying to gauge my feelings. “I’m okay,” I answer, knowing that that is what he’s looking for.

      He steps in, closes the door, and hands me back my backpack, which I had totally forgotten all about. “That bag’s way too heavy,” he says in a chastising tone.

      “I have a lot to catch up on.”

      “Do you live far?”

      I frown, wondering why he’s asking. “No. It’s only a twenty-minute walk.”

      “I’ll walk you. I would take you on my bike, but I only have one helmet on me.”

      For the first time in the last ten minutes, I feel the need to laugh. “It’s okay, Easton. I can walk myself.”

      “Not with that much weight. Also, you looked like something scared the shit out of you back there.”

      “You didn’t see anyone, did you? I knew I was going crazy.”

      “Sasha,” he says, walking the distance towards me, “just because I couldn’t find anyone other than us here doesn’t mean you’re going crazy.”

      Closing my eyes, I sigh. I suddenly feel exposed. “I’m sorry,” I answer, breathing out slowly.

      “What have you got to feel sorry for, lass? You looked scared shitless back there.”

      Looking up, I smirk. “My hero,” I say, chuckling. I notice the curve of his lips rise up in a breathtaking smile. “Do you dig the whole ‘damsel in distress’ thing, Mr Lockhart?”

      Shaking his head, he moves away from me and sits down on the edge of his desk. “I dig a lot of things, Sasha, but seeing a damsel in distress isn’t one of them. I take no joy in seeing you look the way you did. I’ve never seen someone so scared.”

      My smile soon fades. I hate that he’s seen me so open … so exposed to my fear. “It was nothing.”

      “It didn’t look like nothing.”

      Feeling flustered, I say, “Can we drop it? Please?”

      He visibly sighs, before answering. “Okay, but you can’t blame a man for worrying about you.”

      Deciding to change the subject, I look down at his feet and smile. “No Nikes today.” I look back up from his black loafer, tie ups, and find him smiling back.

      “Not when I’m working, no.”

      “Only when you kiss girls in bars.” Immediately, I close my eyes. I got carried away and became lost in the moment. It doesn’t take much when I’m in his presence. “I’m sorry, that was inappropriate of me.”

      He starts chuckling. “No offence taken.” He looks at my bag and then back up at me. “Do you need to carry on with some work? You can do it across the desk from me. I won’t disturb you.”

      I do need to do some more work, but there’s no way in Hell I would be able to sit across the desk of the most handsome man on earth and concentrate on work.

      I shake my head. “No, it’s okay. I’m finished for today. What about you?”

      “I was only hanging around because you were still here. I can’t leave the premises if there are still students milling around.”

      My mouth slightly parts. “You were only here because of me?” Now I feel guilty.

      “Don’t give me that look, Sasha. There’s nothing to feel guilty about. I’m doing my job. Someone has to stay behind and it was me who volunteered today. I could have gone home, but I chose to stay. Besides, I’m still fairly new here—still very much trying to find my feet.”

      I can’t help the smile that rises. “When you’re not wearing Nikes.”

      Smiling, Easton crosses his arms in front of him. “You know, I’m starting to think you have some sort of foot fetish.”

      I gasp, not hiding my shock. “Don’t be silly.” I feel my face flush with embarrassment. I don’t have a foot fetish. I have an Easton fetish. That’s the difference.

      Laughter erupts in the room, but as soon as our eyes lock, the laughter stops. My heart starts to pick up, but for different reasons this time. His eyes are the most hypnotic eyes I have ever seen. I could seriously get lost staring into those deep brown eyes of his.

      I don’t know if I’m imagining things, but Easton doesn’t turn away. It’s like some unseen force is locking us together. I can’t look away, and it seems he can’t either.

      Does he feel it? Or am I just imagining things? Maybe this crush of mine is playing tricks with my head. He and I both know that from the moment we both walked into this school that first morning that we were both strictly off limits.

      It’s the clearing of his throat and his eyes averting mine that breaks the spell. “Come on. Let’s get you home.”

      Yes. It’s probably best that I do. Being in the same room is not only doing crazy shit to my heart and my stomach. It’s also doing crazy shit to my libido. I honestly didn’t realise I had one until Easton walked into my life.

      “What are you thinking about?” Easton asks, hoisting my bag over his shoulder as we take the walk towards my house.

      I smile because I know I can’t tell him the wicked thoughts I have over him. It’ll make me look like a silly school girl with a crush. I know that’s what I am, but I do have some dignity.

      “How’s your family back in Scotland? Have you seen any of them since being here?”

      “Hmm,” he answers, scrutinising me. “That’s not what you were thinking about at all, but okay. I haven’t seen any of my family. Well, apart from my twin brother. He likes to turn up unannounced at times. What a pain in the arse.”

      “You have a twin?” I ask, surprised.

      “I told you I was one of five brothers.”

      “Yes, but you never told me one of them was your twin. Do you look the same?” If there’s two of him roaming the earth, then I’m done for.

      “We look the same, but we don’t share the same personality.”

      “In what way?” I ask, feeling curious.

      I watch him think on an answer before responding. “He’s … how do you say? Into the ladies.”

      I smirk. “And you’re not?” He fixes me with a look that makes me laugh.

      “I am into ladies, but not as much as my brother. He’ll sleep with anything with a pulse.”

      I smirk. “And you don’t, I suppose? Are you just picky?” I start laughing when I see his expression.

      “I don’t think I like your tone, young lady.”

      My God, that accent does things to my insides. If that wasn’t bad enough, he then smiles. My face immediately heats in response.

      “I’m only teasing,” I offer, trying to get my breathing under control.

      “I know,” he answers, smirking. “I love ladies, but I’m not the kind of person to sleep with just anyone. I have to have a connection with them first at least. Take them out on a couple of dates beforehand, maybe.”

      As we walk, I briefly look at him, and remember that first night we met when he wanted to take me back to his place. As if sensing why I’m looking, he says, “You were the exception, of course.” He clears his throat, looking away. Is he embarrassed?

      “You don’t have to get embarrassed about telling me. I remember I let something slip to you only the other day.” I bite my lip remembering that afternoon outside of the pub. I often wondered if admitting I was jealous was the right thing to do, but in the end, I thought that if nothing could ever come of us, there was no reason to be dishonest. “It’s actually rather refreshing to be honest, don’t you think? We can’t go beyond the student/teacher relationship, so why not? At least there’s no game playing. There’s some books I’ve read—and I’ve read a lot of them—and whenever there’s a romance involved they’re always playing games with each other. I often wondered why people even bothered to date if it’s that complicated.” I look across at Easton and notice his amused expression. “Sorry. Am I waffling?”

      He shakes his head. “No, not at all. I was just thinking how hard it is to see you as an eighteen-year-old girl. You seem so mature for your age.”

      I think about all the times I used to have a teenage hissy fit with Liam and it makes me laugh. “Oh, I’m not sure about that, but I’m learning. Every day I’m learning.”

      “And every day you will continue to learn. No one is an expert. I think about all the books I’ve read, and places I’ve explored, but there are still so many more books to read and places to explore.”

      Wanting to know more, I ask, “What places have you explored?”

      His eyes flit towards me with a smile. “On my twenty-first birthday, I climbed Kilimanjaro—”

      “Wow,” I say, interrupting him a moment.

      “Don’t say wow yet. You don’t know what’s coming.” He has a slight twinkle in his eyes as he says it.

      “What?” I playfully nudge him to say more.

      “The whole time, I had the skitters. To make matters worse, on the fourth day, my big toenail on my right foot turned black, and the entire toenail just fell off. To this day, it has never grown back.”

      My eyes widen. “God, that sounds awful! Is your toe okay?”

      He nods with a devilish smile. “Yes, it’s fine now. Sometimes, it gets a bit stiff, but at least I didn’t lose it.”

      “Do you regret doing it?”

      He shakes his head. “Oh, no. I wouldn’t have changed a thing.”

      “That’s good,” I answer on a sigh. “One more question, though.”

      “What?” he asks, turning his head towards me with his right eyebrow raised.

      “What are the skitters?”

      Throwing his head back, he howls with laughter. I watch—utterly transfixed by his innate beauty. His laughter is the sexiest sound I’ve ever heard.

      “Have I said something funny?” He’s still laughing as I watch with a huge grin on my face.

      “Not at all,” he finally answers between laughs. “It’s just that I sometimes forget my audience. ‘Skitters’ is the Scottish term for diarrhoea.”

      “I kind of thought it was something like that, but I didn’t want to embarrass myself by just assuming.”

      “Believe me when I say that there is nothing more embarrassing than having the skitters at fifteen thousand feet in front of a bunch of people you’ve never met before.”

      I chuckle. “Oh, I bet.” After a second I ask, “Where else have you explored?” He fixes me with that look again. “What?”

      “You do really ask a lot of questions, don’t you?”

      I shrug, and before I can even stop myself, I say, “I guess only having one person to talk to for years does—” I stop myself mid-sentence. I certainly didn’t mean to say that. Normally, I’m so cautious when it comes to that life. I was a different person back then, and I don’t care to revisit that time or who I was during it.

      Closing my eyes, I open them to find Easton looking at me expectantly. I can tell he’s a little shocked, but also intrigued. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.” My body stiffens at the unwanted memories.

      “Oh no, young lass, you’re not going to do that to me.”

      Perplexed, I turn to gaze at him questioningly. “Do what?”

      “Clamp down on me like that.” I see the determination in his face when he says, “Come on. Tell me. What’s your favourite book?”

      I shake my head, completely dumbfounded. “What?” I ask with a chuckle.

      “You ask me lots of questions. It’s only fair that I get to do the same. Come on. What’s your favourite book?”

      Smirking at him, I say, “Watchers.”

      “The same book I was reading the night you met me?”

      I nod. “The very same one.”

      “Okay. Favourite food?”

      I can’t help smiling at his earnest face. He really is trying here.

      And I can’t help but fall that little bit more for Mr Lockhart.

      “Does chips dipped in strawberry milkshake count?” Easton pulls a disgusted face making me laugh.

      “You do what?”

      “Dip chips in strawberry milkshake. Have you never tried it?”

      “Ugh, no. And why would I ever put myself through that?”

      “Well, if you don’t know what it tastes like then how can you mock it?”

      He stays silent for a moment before turning to face me. “That is true. I’ll give you that.”

      “Whenever you’re in, give it a try. I guarantee you’ll never look back.”

      His face is unsure as he stares back. “I’m not sure about that, but I promise you I’ll try.”

      “So, what’s your favourite book?”

      He thinks on it for a moment. “It’s hard to pinpoint a particular book, but I can pinpoint a particular author. James Patterson.”

      I’m surprised, but mostly because I remember reading every single one of his books when I was in captivity. “You like your action packed, police thrillers, huh?”

      “There are many of them.”

      “There definitely is. He’s a prolific writer. I seriously don’t know how he does it.”

      “Ah, you can do just about anything if you set your mind to it.”

      “Did you always know you wanted to be a teacher?” I can guess by the look on his face that he wasn’t expecting that question. He certainly has to think a little while before an answer is forthcoming.

      “I guess I did. It was either teaching, or being an artist, and I know which one will definitely work out.”

      My reprimanding look doesn’t go unnoticed. “If you were given the choice, what would you rather do?”

      “It’s not so much about what I’d rather do; it’s more about what is realistic.”

      “So, you’re saying that there are no artists out there?”

      “I’m saying that there are a lot more failed artists out there than successful ones.”

      My lips thin as I gaze back at him. “That’s doesn’t answer my question.”

      He starts laughing. “You drive a hard bargain.”

      I nod my head and smile. “I also said—in so many words—that honesty was the best policy. If not for my sake, be honest with yourself. If you had the chance, which one would you choose?”

      I already know the answer, but I can tell he’s not keen to utter the words out loud. It’s almost as if by saying them, he’ll be revealing his vulnerability.

      “I would be an artist. To be very honest, it’s been a dream of mine to own a gallery back in Edinburgh one day.”

      When I smile brightly back at Easton, he cocks his head, obviously intrigued. “I’m going to repeat something a very wise man said to me once.”

      “Oh yeah?” he asks. I can tell he’s hanging on to my every word. “Yes. He once said that you could do just about anything if you set your mind to it.”

      Smirking, he answers, “Touché.”

      Looking up to the flat where I live, I place my hands in my coat pockets. It’s suddenly gotten very cold now that I know the warmth of Easton will be gone once I walk upstairs. “This is me.”

      He looks up a moment before glancing back down at me. “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

      He then hands me my rucksack and turns to leave. The thought of him going brings a slight fluttering feeling to my stomach. I want to hold onto this moment a little longer. I know I can’t pursue him in that way, but I also can’t help the words that come flying out of my mouth.

      “Unless you’d like to come in for a quick cup of tea? It’s cold out, and it’s the least I can offer you for walking me home.”

      I close my eyes as he starts to turn back. I’m stupid. I know I’m being stupid. He’s going to rebuff me and I’m going to look like a silly school girl with a crush. When I open my eyes again, Easton’s standing before me, and his eyes are searching mine. “Sorry. I know I keep saying that, but I am. I know I shouldn’t be inviting you—”

      “A cup of tea would be lovely,” he says, smiling as he walks past me towards the entrance of the block of flats. Not knowing what to do at first, I stand there staring like an idiot. It’s only when he turns at the front door and says, “So are you going to let me in?” that I start moving.

      “Oh,” I say, a little out of sorts as I fumble with my keys. I can feel him watching me as I place the key in the lock and let us in. Instead of it making me feel awkward, all I feel is heat. Pure, red-blooded, intoxicating heat. I know this is a very bad idea, but my body is doing all the talking right now.

      And my body wants Easton.

      Shaking my head of my errant thoughts, I take the stairs to the second floor. We have a lift, but I often use the stairs. It’s only a couple of flights, after all.

      Once inside, Easton takes in the surroundings, no doubt noticing how snug the place is. There’s only my mother and I, so it’s more than adequate enough for just the two of us.

      “Make yourself at home. I’ll be just a minute.” Easton nods his head as I make my way through the hallway and into my room. I feel conscious now I’m home, and especially so with my uniform on. It’s stupid as I know nothing can happen between us, but I feel it’s somehow wrong of me to be wearing it in front of him. Like we’re doing something considered taboo.

      As quick as a flash, I strip out of my uniform and change into a snug pair of jeans and an I heart New York t-shirt. I walk through finding Easton sat at the dining table still looking around the place. As if sensing I’m there, his eyes flit to me, and I notice the slight perusal he makes of my attire.

      “You love New York, huh?” he asks, with a sexy grin.

      “I’ve never been, but would love to go. It’s on my bucket list.”

      I sit down next to him as he says, “What else is on there?”

      My eyes move from his as embarrassment reddens my cheeks. He nudges me. “Come on. You can tell me. I can keep a secret.”

      Looking back, I see the eagerness in his eyes to learn more. Why he’s so interested in me, I have no idea. He should be out with women his own age rather than sitting with this eighteen-year-old that’s hardly had a chance to live life.

      Something in him calls to me, though. It’s like he makes me feel that it’s okay to think and feel what I do—that I should never feel ashamed or embarrassed of anything. It’s hardly any wonder that he’s managed to climb the ranks so quickly.

      “I want to explore New York, kiss on top of the Empire State Building, honeymoon in Mauritius and go snorkelling with my husband in the crystal clear waters. I want to drink champagne on the London Eye, swim with dolphins in Mexico, Eat Paella in Spain, run through a field of sunflowers in Tuscany, go parasailing in Florida, walk along the Great Wall of China, feed koala bears in Australia, and most of all, I want to do it all with the man I love.”

      I take a deep breath and it’s only when I see the expression of Easton’s face that I clear my throat, my cheeks reddening again with embarrassment. “You’re probably wondering why you asked,” I say, chuckling a little. When he doesn’t answer at first, I look back at him and he’s wearing that same expression. It’s hard to tell what it is he’s feeling. Is it shock? Bewilderment?

      Suddenly, as if realising he should talk, Easton clears his throat. “You’re a romantic at heart.” He fixes me with his eyes, and I almost melt under the intensity of stare. He’s utterly hypnotic.

      In an attempt at feeling less affected by him, I shrug my shoulders. “I guess I’ve had a long time to think about it. I just want to feel free more than anything else. Freedom is a great feeling. As long as I have that, I’m okay.”

      Easton smiles. It’s a knowing smile. He doesn’t have to say anything to me to know he understands where I’m coming from. Three years of near constant captivity does that to you.

      Realising my manners, I get up from my seat. “I’m so sorry. I haven’t even asked you. Do you take sugar in your tea?”

      Easton’s crooked smile makes my stomach flip. “No, thank you. I’m sweet enough as it is,” he jokes.

      “You’re telling me,” I mutter under my breath.

      “What was that?” he calls from the living room as I disappear into the kitchen.

      “I said I’d be as quick as I could be,” I shout back, shaking my head. I never in a millions years imagined I would be stood here making Easton a cup of tea.

      As the kettle boils, I make quick check of the time. It’s almost five, which means my mum will be back in an hour. I’m thinking Easton won’t want to meet my mum. It could get complicated rather quickly. I’m sure once he has his tea he’ll be off. He must have better things to do anyway.

      As the tea’s stewing, I grab some Custard Creams, Bourban’s, and Rich Tea biscuits, displaying them as best I can on a plate. I grab a tray, placing everything on it before making my way out to Easton. He’s still in the same spot, eagerly waiting on his cup of tea.

      “Here it is,” I say, quickly placing everything down on the table. I’m scared I’ll drop everything if I hold onto it any longer. Just being in the same room with this man does things to me it shouldn’t.

      “Thank you,” he answers, grabbing a Custard Cream and dunking it into his tea.

      “Ah, you’re a dunker, I see.”

      “A what now?” he asks with the last remnants of his biscuit.

      I giggle. “You’re a dunker,” I explain, pointing towards his cup of tea. “You like to dunk your biscuits.”

      “Oh, yes,” he answers with his deep, roguish, Scottish accent.

      Oh my!

      “Do you dunk?”

      My eyes widen. “Do I what?” I ask, thinking he said something else.

      He laughs, like he’s just realised why I’m shocked. “Do you dunk your biscuits?”

      “Oh,” I answer, chuckling with embarrassment. Maybe I heard what I thought I did because it’s subconsciously what I want to hear. “Yes. I dunk too.”

      “Especially chips in strawberry milkshake.”

      “Definitely chips in strawberry milkshake,” I reply with a nod.

      He shakes his head like he still can’t believe I do that. “What?” I ask, trying to look offended. “Like you never have any strange quirks. I bet you eat haggis.” I shiver at the thought.

      “Have you ever tried haggis?” His eyebrow quirks in amusement.

      “No, actually.”

      “Never knock something unless you’ve tried it.”

      Knowing I practically said the same thing to him about my chips and strawberry milkshake fetish, I answer, “Touché.”

      He smiles at that. It’s a full-blown, beaming, melt-your-heart smile. In the brief silence, my heart rate kicks up a notch. The way he looks at me… My goodness, it’s no wonder all the women—young and old—in my school are lusting after him.

      “If you could have any super power, what would it be?” Totally out of the left field, but it was the quickest thing I could think to ask to get rid of this tension I feel between us. It’s probably just me and this stupid school girl crush I have on him, but I think I feel something more between us.

      At first it looks as though Easton’s taken aback by my question. It was completely thrown in there. But like a super trooper, he looks away, a little crinkle forming on his forehead as he’s deep in thought.

      “I think I would like to be invisible. You could play lots of tricks on people and get lots of enjoyment out of it.”

      I imagine for a moment what that would be like and giggle in thought. You certainly could have fun. Simply hiding objects that were once there, or moving things in the air and scaring the shit out of people. It would be hilarious.

      “What about you?”

      Snapping from my thoughts, I say, “I would like to teleport. Can you imagine the places you could visit without having to pay for plane fares?”

      He smiles knowingly. “Like Mauritius of New York.”

      I nod my head. “Exactly.”

      “You wouldn’t want to read people’s minds, for instance?”

      I vehemently shake my head, although—thinking about it—I would love to know what Easton was thinking right about now. “No way. Can you imagine if you could? You’d have no friends and the world would be a very lonely place.”

      Easton sips his tea, and then says, “I highly doubt that. I’m sure no-one would say anything bad about you.”

      There he goes again. And this time, I can’t seem to look away when he locks those intense eyes on mine.

      “It’s lovely,” he suddenly says.

      “What?”

      He holds his mug up. “The tea.”

      “Oh.” I chuckle at myself. “Thanks.”

      Talking with Easton has become my new favourite past-time. In fact, I’m so engrossed in our conversation, that I completely forget the time until I hear a noise outside and realise it’s my mum back from work.

      “Oh shit.” My heart rate picks up. I’m so nervous and frankly worried for Easton.

      “What’s the matter?” Easton asks, looking towards the door.

      “It’s my mum. She’s home from work. Now she’s going to see you here and ask you loads of questions. Sorry.”
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      He shrugs it off like it’s nothing. “I’m looking forward to meeting the woman who raised such an extra-ordinary woman.”

      My tongue gets stuck in my mouth as I gaze at him. Doesn’t he realise the things that come out of his mouth make my insides turn to mush? Jeez, I’m never going to sleep tonight.

      “Sasha?” My mum calls as she walks through. At least she remembered my new name.

      “Hi, Mum!” I shout back and watch as she walks through, shutting the door behind her. She hasn’t looked our way yet, but when she does I know there will be questions. Lots of them. I’ve never ever brought a boy home before, so I’m extra nervous about how she’ll react. After everything that’s happened she’s extremely protective over me. And I can hardly blame her.

      “God, work was shit tod—” she turns, noticing Easton sitting beside me with a grin on his face. “Oh my,” she says, stumbling over her words.

      Yep. She’s caught the Easton bug too.

      Like the pro that he is, Easton stands up and extends his hand out to her. “Hi, Ms Blakely. So nice to meet you. I’m Easton.”

      She frowns a moment as she shakes his hand, and then instant recognition crosses her face. “Oh, the man from the bar,” she sings in a teasing tone. It must have been his accent that gave it away.

      Easton starts laughing and then turns to me. “So your mum knows about the man from the bar, huh?”

      My cheeks immediately heat making Easton grin even further. Yeah, thanks for making me feel awkward, buddy. I shake my head on a laugh and say, “Yes, my mum knows about the man from the bar.”

      “Ah, but does she know who Brett the barman is?”

      I start chuckling, as my mother asks. “Brett the barman?”

      “It’s a private joke,” I explain. “Easton has—of course—met Brett too.”

      My mum’s cheeks are rosy from the cold as she rubs her hands together. “I do love Brett. Great sense for fashion. I suppose these asexual men are these days.”

      I start laughing hard. “I think you mean bisexual. There’s no way Brett is asexual.” I think about all the times I’ve caught him ogling men and women alike. It’s been mostly men, though.

      “He’s bisexual?” Easton asks, giving me a knowing look. “I thought he was gay.”

      “He is bisexual,” I answer, “but I think he prefers men over women as a general rule.” I swear I spot a touch of aggravation on Easton’s face. Surely he’s not jealous? “We’re just friends,” I blurt before remembering that Easton might not care, and I really don’t have to explain myself.

      A beautiful smile touches Easton’s lips lighting my face in flames. I think he can sense that we’re playing this honesty game again, but why we’re doing it still, I have no idea.

      My mum, not missing a beat says, “So, Easton, do you have any designs on my daughter?”

      “Mum!” I screech, making Easton laugh.

      “There’s no beating around the bush with you, is there, Ms Blakely?”

      After setting her handbag down and taking off her coat, my mum joins us at the table with a smile. “Not when it comes to my daughter. And, please, call me Laura. Ms Blakely makes me feel old.”

      Easton, seeming unfazed by her question, answers, “I think your daughter is extremely special. She’s intelligent, witty, thoughtful, and fun to be around. I enjoy every moment we spend together. I can’t think of anywhere else I’d rather be.”

      I sit, dumbfounded as Easton smiles at me. I can tell my mum’s watching the exchange between us.

      “That’s enough for me,” my mum says, breaking my trance. I know he didn’t answer the question, but how can he? If she knew who he really is, then I doubt she’d be as cosy about him being here as she seems to be now.

      When I see my mother getting up, I remember to ask. “Sorry, Mum. Do you want a cup of tea?”

      She shakes her head. “No, I’m fine. In fact, I think I’ll start on dinner. I’m starving.”

      I start to get up. “I can start on dinner. You’ve been at work all day.”

      “No,” she answers, cutting me off. “Stay and talk with Easton.” She turns her head to him. “You’ll be staying for dinner, won’t you?”

      Easton looks to me first before smiling up at my mother. “It would be an honour.”

      “Great!” she chimes, offering me a wink. I shake my head, knowing what that wink means. She approves and obviously wants to keep Easton and I together.

      Once she disappears into the kitchen, I turn to Easton. “I’m sorry about that.”

      He chuckles. “No need to be. I already love your mother. Straight to the point and no messing.”

      I shake my head on a laugh. “I know, but that can’t have been easy for you. She still knows you as the guy I met at the bar rather than as my head teacher. If she knew—”

      “Sasha, don’t sweat it. We’re friends. We’re not doing anything wrong.”

      I want to ask, “Aren’t we?” but the words get stuck in my mouth. I’m enjoying this time with him, and I don’t want it to become awkward. So, instead, I smile, excuse myself, and ask my mother if she needs any help in the kitchen.

      “You told me he was handsome, but that guy … wow. He looks too good to be true.”

      If only she knew.

      “Yeah, he’s quite the catch.”

      She squints at me not missing a thing. “Why do I detect a “but” in there somewhere? Is he really too good to be true? What’s wrong with him? Does he pick his nose or something?”

      I start laughing. “No, he’s perfect. Really perfect. I’m just taking my time with him. For now we’re friends.” I hate lying to my mum, but it’s as close to the truth I can get.

      “Friends, huh?” she asks, not missing a thing. “The way you two look at each other isn’t friend territory. I saw that in the way he looked at you when he found out Brett liked women too. But,” she says, coming closer to me, placing a hand on my shoulder. “I can understand your hesitancy. You want to make sure and I think it’s a very wise and mature choice for someone your age. When I was eighteen, I dove in head first and asked questions later.”

      Shrugging my shoulders, I look away. “I really like him,” I explain, being honest. “I just want to—”

      “I know,” Mum says softly, interrupting me. “You’re just protecting your heart. I think I would too over a man who looks as gorgeous as he.” When I shake my head on a laugh, she starts giggling before she shoos me. “Now get, I have food to cook. I take it that Easton isn’t allergic to anything? Does he like chicken?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know, but I’ll go ask.”

      I find out that Easton does like chicken. I also find out that he’s allergic to shellfish. “Ugh,” I say in distaste. “We don’t eat that muck in our house, so you’re safe.”

      He starts to laugh as I wander back to the kitchen to tell my mum. I think to myself as I’m trailing back and forth how strange a situation this is. I’m getting my knickers in a twist over Easton and I, and the position we’re in, and yet he always looks as cool as a cucumber.

      “Would you like a drink of anything?” I ask, before I sit. “We have beer and wine.”

      Easton shakes his head on a smile. “No, thanks. I have to ride the motorbike home.”

      “Of course. Sorry,” I answer chastising myself. I certainly don’t want Easton injuring himself.

      “You seem tense,” he observes.

      I start to laugh. “I guess I don’t know how to act. I just find this whole thing bizarre.”

      “Do you want me to go?”

      “No,” I answer, a little too enthusiastically. I see his eyes widening making me smile. I relax my shoulders on a sigh. “I would like you to stay.”

      “Good,” he replies, getting up. “I’m just going to ask your mum if she needs help.”

      I watch as he wanders towards the kitchen, and I can’t help but stare at one particular area of his anatomy as he walks. My goodness his arse looks squeezable.

      As he disappears from sight, I shake my head and wait for him to come back, but he never does. I hear conversation and after a few minutes there’s lots of laughter and even music playing. Too curious for my own good, I get up as the lyrics of “Stamina” by Shia play in my ears, and walk towards the kitchen. There I find boiling potatoes on the stove and Easton cutting up some carrots.

      “Do you want a drink?” My mum asks.

      Shaking my head from my stupor, I walk towards the fridge. “I’ll just grab some water. Are you sure you don’t want anything, Easton?”

      He turns, brandishing a wolfish grin. “I’m okay, thanks.”

      Once he turns to get back to his job at hand, my mum looks over to me raising her eyebrow in amusement. I know that look. She likes him.

      With my water in hand, I ask one more time if I’m needed in the kitchen, but I’m quickly shooed out by both of them this time. I leave to take my spot in the living room, but every now and then I hear laughter coming from the kitchen. As time goes on, I start to smell the food and it makes my stomach growl.

      “Dinner’s ready,” my mum sings emerging from the kitchen with a couple of plates. Easton follows after with a plate of his own.

      As I take my seat at the table, I look down at the chicken, boiled potatoes, carrots and gravy, and my mouth starts to salivate. “This looks delicious.” I inhale the smell and close my eyes.

      “Easton knows how to cook. He gave me some great pointers on how to season everything.”

      Easton shrugs as he picks his knife and fork up. “I always loved cooking at home. My mum loves cooking too, but no one ever bothered to help her in the family. I guess I was the only one who was interested.”

      “I bet you mum misses you,” I say between bites.

      “I think she misses my cooking more,” he jokes.

      “Oh, I bet that’s not true,” my mum says, smiling. “I bet she misses you like crazy. Have you visited since being here?”

      He shakes his head on a bite of food. “Not yet, but I’m planning to for Christmas. My brother visits from time to time, but other than that I haven’t seen them since I left a couple of months ago.”

      “I think it’s so brave of you,” my mum says, making both Easton and I look her way. “You’re so young and on your own. You’ve moved halfway across the country to a place where you have no family and friends. I think it’s extremely courageous.”

      My mother’s right. I had never thought about that until now. Surely he must have felt terribly lonely when he got here. Maybe he still is.

      “It was an opportunity not to be missed. I’m the kind of person who likes to—”

      “Carpe diem,” my mother replies on a smile.

      Easton chuckles. “Exactly. Never live life with regret. I would rather seize the chance and realise it wasn’t for me than wonder for the rest of my life if I had lost an opportunity.”

      “That’s a great way to look at it,” I muse. “I suppose it’s too soon to tell whether your decision to come here was a good one or not.” I tilt my head slightly waiting for his answer.

      “So far I’m enjoying it. I’ve met some really nice people.”

      “What do you do?” My mum asks, making me stop chewing. My heart sinks when his eyes flit to me first before answering.

      “I’m in teaching,” he answers, not elaborating.

      “What a fantastic vocation. What do you teach?”

      He shrugs. I can tell this conversation’s getting him uncomfortable. “All sorts really, but I’m a big fan of poetry.”

      “Sasha’s dabbled from time to time. She has a flare with words.” My mum smiles, but I’m just relieved that she’s off the subject of what Easton does for a living.

      “I would like to see them one day,” he answers, fixing his eyes on mine again.

      “It’s nothing great. Just a couple of poems.” I avert my eyes because it’s getting harder and harder not to lean over and kiss this man.

      “You’re so modest,” my mother chimes on a chuckle. “They’re brilliant. I keep telling her to write more, but she won’t listen to me.”

      My face heats at the compliment and I notice Easton smiling. “She should. You should always do what you’re good at.”

      He smirks sending my pulse through the roof again. Luckily, my mum starts asking questions about Edinburgh, and for a while the conversation was flowing even well after dinner. It’s only when Easton checks the time on his watch that I do the same. It’s after nine. Shit, where has the time gone?

      “I best go,” he says, getting up. “Thank you so much for dinner, Laura. The food and the company were second to none.”

      My mother and I both get up together. “It was my pleasure, Easton. You must come for dinner again some time.”

      “I will hold you to that,” he jokes, making my mother chuckle. She looks from Easton to me, and then excuses herself. “Take care, Easton. I’m sure Sasha won’t mind seeing you out.” She winks at me before leaving the front room.

      Once out of earshot, I say, “I’m sorry about that. Again. My mother obviously has no filter.”

      Laughing, Easton makes his way towards the door. “That’s okay. I think your mum’s brilliant.”

      I think you’re brilliant.

      With his hand on the door, he turns opening it before looking back at me. “I had a really nice time tonight. Thank you.”

      “No, thank you. The food was amazing. I think I need to come round yours for dinner from now on.”

      Closing my eyes, I only realise what I’ve just said. “Shit. Sorry. It looks like I have no filter too.”

      Easton starts laughing. “You have to stop beating yourself up over everything you say. You’re being honest. I like that. If I’m being honest, there is nothing I would like more than to have you come to my place for dinner. But—”

      “That can never happen,” I say, answering for him.

      He sighs. I’m sure I see disappointment in his eyes. “Unfortunately not.”

      Easton smiles sadly before suddenly leaning in and kissing me on the cheek. It’s so unexpected that I catch my breath. Easton notices, lingering close to my cheek a bit longer than he should. Everything about him from the feel of his breath on my skin to his smell is making me lose my mind. In that split second, I know that if I turn my head towards him, I’ll lose myself. I can’t get close to this man—no matter how badly my heart and my body want to.

      “See you tomorrow, Easton,” I finally manage to say, breaking whatever this is between us. I know the moment he pulls away, the knowing soft smile encasing his lips.

      “See you tomorrow, Sasha. Sweet dreams.”

      He soon disappears through the door and as I shut it behind him and lean against it, I think to myself, if I dream of him, then I know they would be the sweetest dreams I have ever had on earth.
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      “You’re looking prettier and prettier every day that I see you—you know that?”

      I’ve been stuck down here for months. I’m bored, confused, lonely, and afraid. I’m afraid that I’ll never see the light of day again.

      “When can I go out?”

      Liam visibly sighs as he places a strand of hair behind my ear. He’s affectionate and takes care of me, I’ll give him that. He’s never once crossed the line on any level. He’s never raised a hand to me or tried to touch me in any way that would make me feel uncomfortable. He may have a girlfriend, but I’ve never heard him entertaining anyone upstairs. The only noise I sometimes hear is the slight mumbling of the TV. Most of the time, he’s here with me, keeping me company and constantly telling me how beautiful I am.

      “I’ve told you so many times, Ray. You can’t go out yet. It’s not safe. You’re not sixteen yet. If the social services find you, they’ll take you away from me and put you in a home. Do you really want that?”

      No matter how many times he tells me it never fails to make me shudder. “Of course not.” Like always, I feel hot tears pool my eyes. “I miss Mum.”

      Liam’s face softens as he pulls me in for a hug. “I know you do, sweetheart, but she’s gone now. I’m all you’ve got. She would hate me if she knew I wasn’t looking after you. This way, I keep you safe. No one can get to you while you’re with me. Okay?”

      I nod into his shoulder, sniffling. “Okay.”

      Pulling away, his lips turn up into a bright smile. “Let’s talk about your birthday instead. It’s coming up in a couple of months and I want to do something special for you. It’s not every day you turn sixteen.” I wipe my tears and smile. “See? That’s miles better. I much prefer to see you smile. You look so beautiful when you smile.”

      I’m surprised when I feel the heat rushing to my cheeks. I don’t know what this feeling is, but I kind of like it when Liam pays me compliments.

      “Can I go out then?”

      “On your birthday?” he asks. I nod my head. Liam looks away for a moment in deep thought. “I tell you what,” he says, looking back at me. “The weather should be better then. If it is, how about I do us a barbecue in the garden, and afterwards you can eat cake. I may even let you drink some champagne. It is, after all, a special occasion.”

      Nothing but happiness shrouds me. The thought of going outside—even if it is just in the garden—fills me with such excitement that it makes my heart pound. “You’d do that for me?”

      Liam frowns as if what I said was ludicrous. “Of course I would, Ray. Don’t you know by now that I would give you the moon and stars if you asked me to? Just, at the moment, we need to be careful. Stay down here and maybe—if you’re good—I’ll start letting you upstairs in a couple of weeks.”

      My heart pounds again at the thought. “Do you really mean that?”

      He smiles brightly at the look on my face. “Of course I really mean that.”

      “Thank you!” I scream, throwing my arms around his shoulders as he laughs. I hug him tight and pull away momentarily to press my lips to his. I continue to laugh, but when I pull away, Liam looks stunned. Panic starts to rise inside me. “Did I do something wrong?”

      A slight sigh leaves his lips, then a small smile forms. “No, Ray. You’ve done nothing wrong at all.”

      I sense his unease at me kissing him, but I don’t know why. A part of me wonders why he wouldn’t. He constantly tells me how beautiful I am. Sometimes, when I lie in bed, I find myself wondering about kissing and sex. I’ve never done any of those things before—unless you can count the quick peck I gave Danny Briars behind the bike shed at school when I was twelve a kiss. I think it’s simply because I’m all alone down here and sometimes my imagination runs wild. I often even wonder at times what it would be like to kiss Liam. Like properly kiss him. He’s handsome enough.

      “You look kind of mad, I guess,” I answer, trying to explain myself.

      Taking my hand, he pulls me in for a hug. “I’m not mad at you. How can I ever be mad at you? You’re all I live for, Ray. You’re the most precious person in the world to me. I’ll never let anything happen to you. I’m here to love you, take care of you, and protect you. How can I ever be mad?”

      Words I wish didn’t mean so much warm my heart. I know he’s much older than me and I shouldn’t want to be near him, but I can’t help the feeling he gives me whenever we’re close.

      Closing my eyes, I inhale the musky cologne on his neck. “So, a couple of weeks I can go upstairs?”

      I feel his head nod. “Yes, a couple of weeks. Let me just make things right first. I need to make sure no one sees you and tries to take you from me. You don’t want that, do you?”

      I shake my head. “No. I don’t want that. I don’t want that at all.”

      

      I manage a full week of avoiding Easton at all costs. I find myself wondering if he’s doing the same thing because he’s not approached me in the hall or texted me on the phone. It’s been hard as my mum has been badgering me with questions about him. It’s getting more and more difficult to explain what we are together. My mum’s not stupid. She said she saw the chemistry, but I still maintain that no matter what, we’re friends. I don’t know who’s bullshitting who the most.

      It’s Friday and it can’t come soon enough. I have English last period and I’m dying to get it over with. We’re reading poetry today, one that we’ve been told to pick from either our favourite poet, or one that means something to us. I came prepared and psyched myself up for reading it in front of the teacher and students. What I didn’t come prepared for when I walked into the classroom was to find Easton standing by the chalk board erasing whatever the past teacher has written.

      I freeze, staring at him at the doorway and when he turns to find me standing there, my breath hitches at the sight of him. He’s wearing black slacks with a crisp white shirt tucked in neatly, showing his ever so beautiful waist and hips. My eyes can’t help roam the rest of him, thinking how much I’ve missed him. His mass of wavy brown curls are haphazardly misplaced all over his head, but it does absolutely nothing to take away his sex appeal. In fact, it very much adds to it. I’m so jealous of the chalk board right now. If only it were me he was wiping down with those expertly flexed muscles on his forearm.

      As he catches my stare, he smiles, motioning for me to come into the classroom. For a second I freeze, unable to walk. I’m so taken by him that I’ve forgotten how to put one foot in front of the other. Jeez, this man’s making my head crazy. It’s only when I sit down that it dawns on me that he’s here and my English teacher isn’t. I soon find out why once the class is filled up and all the girls are as silent as a mouse. They’re not normally this quiet, but I know why. They’re too busy staring at him and wondering what he looks like naked.

      I’m doing exactly the same.

      “I suppose you’re all wondering why I’m here today instead of Miss Bowles. Unfortunately, she has the flu, so I will be taking her place for a few days. I understand that she’s asked you to pick a poem to read—something that means something to you.”

      My heart rate picks up when he raises the point about the poem having meaning for us. The poem I chose does mean something to me, but it’ll totally give the game away if I share it. A part of me starts to wonder whether I should try to pick another poem. It never occurred to me that this might happen. Then again, why would it?

      Jeez, things really can’t get much more complicated. I’m trying to avoid this man at all costs, and yet it’s like the universe is playing some kind of sick, twisted game with me.

      “My God, isn’t he just so … dreamy,” Samantha whispers next to me. “I swear that man gets sexier every time I see him.”

      I nod my head, but then a clearing of someone’s throat alerts me to the fact that the room’s gone quiet. I look forward to find Easton staring in our direction.

      “Samantha, care to share to the rest of the class what you said to Sasha? It was obviously important enough to disrupt the class.”

      Samantha vehemently shakes her head whilst I sit there squirming in my seat. He’s dead sexy when he’s commanding like that. A part of me wonders if he’s like that in the bedroom.

      “Miss Blakely. Miss Blakely!” I hear again. Easton had obviously been calling to me, but I had been too busy dreaming about all the things that this man can do between the sheets.

      “Sorry,” I offer. “I was miles away.”

      He sits his pert butt on the edge of the desk and rests a hand on one of the thighs I have been dreaming of licking all over on way too many occasions. When he waves his hand across the room, I finally snap out of my lust-induced stupor.

      “Care to tell everyone what you were discussing.”

      I think everyone thought I would say no. By the looks on their faces, they certainly weren’t expecting what I was about to say next. “Samantha was just commenting on how much sexier you get with each passing day.”

      The classroom erupts with laughter as an embarrassed Samantha sinks down in her chair. “She agreed with me!” she shouts.

      “Oh, I won’t deny that. Just keeping it real.”

      I can tell Easton wants to smirk, but he’s holding it down. “Okay,” he finally says. “Class, quieten down.” He waits for the girls to stop giggling before saying, “Maybe Samantha would like to go first. I assume you have your poem ready?”

      Samantha faffs about in her seat, frantically going through all the papers on her desk. She’s still rosy cheeked after my confession. Once she has what she’s after she stands up and makes her way to the front, but not before calling me a snitch.

      A giggle erupts, but I do my best not to laugh out loud. I can tell Easton secretly wants to look my way, but he’s doing his level best to act natural.

      In no time at all, Samantha reads a poem called The Lady of Shallot, and for a brief couple of minutes Easton decides he wants to discuss the poem. This happens with five other girls that get called up, and then all of a sudden my name is called.

      “Would you like to read yours now?”

      No, not really, I think, as I grab my piece of paper and make my way to the front of the class. I’m about to spill to the whole class just how much I like Easton, but only Easton will know.

      Clearing my throat, I fidget a little and I feel the heat rising to my cheeks as everyone stares at me—including Easton.

      “I’ve decided to read a poem by Robert Burns today. It’s called ‘To a Kiss.’” I briefly glance at Easton and notice that he stiffens a little when I do.

      I close my eyes trying to gather momentum. It’s only a stupid poem.

      Who am I kidding?

      When I open my eyes, I decide to just get it over and done with. It’ll be said within a minute. So, I begin.

      

      “Humid seal of soft affections,

      Tend'rest pledge of future bliss,

      Dearest tie of young connections,

      Love's first snow-drop, virgin kiss.

      

      Speaking silence, dumb confession,

      Passion's birth, and infants' play,

      Dove-like fondness, chaste concession,

      Glowing dawn of brighter day.

      

      Sorrowing joy, adieu's last action,

      Ling'ring lips, -- no more to join!

      What words can ever speak affection,

      Thrilling and sincere as thine!”

      

      I blink a couple of times before looking up. The classroom’s still silent. Deathly silent. I notice it’s because Easton should have said something, but he hasn’t. I look towards him and he’s staring at me. That heat. It’s his eyes. They seem to creep inside me and burn my soul. I can’t gauge what it is he’s thinking, but I know there’s emotion there somewhere. Whether it’s anger, happiness, or disappointment, I’m not sure, but I know there’s something there.

      When the silence goes on a little longer than it should, Easton shifts slightly, smiling towards the class before saying, “Thank you, Sasha. That was most enlightening.”

      Enlightening? Now I know there’s something wrong.

      Without saying a word, I take my seat and the next girl is called up. As attention is on her, Samantha nudges me. “What was that all about?”

      I shrug, trying to make light of it, but my head and my heart are having an all out war with one another. I’ve never felt the need to leave a room as much as I do now. Well, technically, that’s wrong, but this is a different circumstance.

      “I think it’s because he heard me swearing in the hallway the other day and told me off. He’s been acting weird around me since. I don’t think he likes students swearing. Who cares, anyway?” I shrug again, trying to make myself look as cool as a cucumber when inside my insides are on fire.

      Samantha giggles a little and that gains the attention of Easton. He looks towards us with a stern expression and that’s when I keep my head down for the rest of the class.

      At the end of the class, I leave and Easton doesn’t say a word to me. In fact, he doesn’t even look at me. I’ve pissed him off, and I suppose I don’t blame him. It was juvenile of me to choose the poem, but in my defence I didn’t realise he was going to be taking Miss Bowles’ class.

      I end up going home from school in a worse mood than I was in when I arrived earlier. I get showered, changed, and dutifully sit down to do my homework. I get a text from my mum who says she’ll be home late tonight, and to not worry about cooking her anything. I text back fine, and wonder what it is that’s keeping her out late. I hope it’s a date, as my mum deserves a bit of fun and happiness in her life. For three years she devoted her life to finding me. That can’t have been easy on her. It must have also been terribly lonely.

      Faced with wondering what to do with myself, I decide to text Brett the barman to see if he’s working tonight. He is. Of course he is. He’s never away from that bar. Knowing he’s there, I text back that I’m coming for a couple of drinks and something to eat before dolling myself up a bit more. I don’t know why I feel the need to put make-up on tonight. I certainly don’t want to impress anyone—and the man I do want to impress probably hates me right about now.

      I know for a fact that if I stay in, I’ll stew on it all night. So, I grab my bag, coat, and keys, then leave.
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      I arrive at the bar and the first thing I notice is Easton sitting in the far corner with a couple of other guys. Great. This is all I need. He’s starting to become a regular here as much as I am. I had no idea he’d be here tonight, and I certainly wouldn’t have come if I knew he would be.

      “Chicken curry,” Brett shouts as I walk through the doors and up to the bar. He places the curry in front of me, and the smell hits me instantly, making me salivate.

      “You’re a life-saver. I’m starving.” I take my seat at the bar and purposefully avoid looking over to my left. He must have noticed I’m here by now, but I’m certainly not going to confirm that fact.

      “I thought you’d be hungry. That’s why I took the liberty of ordering for you.” Brett then places a gin and tonic on the counter for me. He looks colourful today in a bright pink shirt and white tight fitting jeans. His wavy black hair is gelled back making the colour of his blue eyes stand out. He looks rather dashing tonight making me wonder if he has a date.

      “You’re definitely husband material, you know that?” He chuckles as I place a piece of chicken in my mouth.

      “I don’t think I would make a good husband for any girl—especially if I fancy everyone she does,” he jokes.

      “Don’t be silly,” I jibe back. “Some women would love that.”

      “I love cock,” he says, matter-of-factly.

      I chuckle. “I know you do.”

      “But I also love pussy too.”

      I pull a disgusted face. “Okay, can we not discuss this particular topic whilst I’m eating?”

      “Ooh!” he sings. “Obviously, going to an all-girls school is making one posh.”

      “Shut up,” I say, smirking back at him.

      “How is it going there anyway?” he asks, seriously.

      I shrug. “It’s okay. I’m trying to keep my head down and do my work. The sooner I can get my GCSE’s the better.”

      I spot Brett looking in a certain direction before glancing back at me. “And how’s it going with the Head?”

      I sigh. “It’s … complicated. I would rather not discuss it, to be honest.”

      I can see he’s about to ask another question, but a customer takes his attention away. I’m glad of the reprieve. Despite the fact I know Easton’s there with friends, I don’t want to acknowledge it. I can feel him though. I can hear him, smell him. It’s like my senses come alive whenever he’s in the room.

      I quickly finish my curry, and I’m halfway through my gin and tonic when Brett manages to find a minute to come talk with me again.

      “How was it?” he asked, clearing my plate away.

      “Gorgeous, as ever.”

      His icy blue eyes dance over my face and purple buttoned tight top that’s showing quite a bit of cleavage. “Talking of gorgeous, you’ve definitely decided to go all out tonight. Is it for someone special?”

      I notice his eyes wander in the direction of where Easton is. I shake my head on a laugh. “No. Of course not.”

      Brett’s lips curve up into a smirk. “Girl, I know that’s bullshit, but I won’t keep on. Want another drink?” he asks, pointing towards my glass.

      I nod. “Yeah. Why not? It’s Friday, and it’s been a pretty shitty day.”

      “Care to discuss it?”

      I watch as Brett grabs another glass and fills it with gin. “Not really. It’s nothing I can’t handle. I just could have done without something happening. It’s—”

      “Complicated,” Brett answers for me.

      “Exactly.”

      When Brett puts my new drink down and takes my old one away, he leans forward and whispers, “He’s staring at you.”

      For a fleeting second my head nearly snaps in that direction, but then I told myself I wouldn’t look. “Really?” I whisper back, trying to seem unfazed, but failing miserably.

      Brett starts laughing. “Girl, you have it bad.”

      I sneer back. “Go suck on a pretzel.”

      Brett laughs even harder, so much so he starts grabbing hold of his belly. “Oh, baby. Believe me when I say I’ll be sucking on more than a pretzel later.”

      “So that’s the reason why you’re all dolled up, is it? Got a date?”

      He nods, with a twinkle in his eyes. “His name’s Coulder.”

      “Coulder?” I ask. “What kind of name is that?”

      “Hush, I like it.”

      I shrug. “Well, as long as he’s not colder on my friend, than it’s all good.”

      “Ha, ha, you think you’re funny. But thank you for looking out for me.”

      I put my drink up in salute. “It’s what friends are for after all.”

      Brett gives me a bright smile before turning to deal with another customer. It’s starting to get busy, so when his helper, Daniel, walks in I can almost feel his sigh of relief.

      “Thank fuck,” he mutters under his breath. I start to giggle. I don’t know why. I think it may be the alcohol.

      As all of the Friday office workers begin to move in, and I find myself on my own more and more, it gets much harder to avoid looking in Easton’s direction. Again, I can feel him. It’s like his eyes are burning into the back of my head. I have no way of knowing whether he’s looking unless I do. For a few minutes, I stare straight ahead, until it starts to become unbearable. I have to know. Is he looking?

      I turn my head.

      Yes, he’s looking. In fact, he’s staring at me with an intensity that sends my heart skipping again. I have to look away, but at first I can’t seem to take my eyes off of him. Someone in the bar erupts with cheers and that’s when our eye contact breaks. It’s someone’s birthday and there’s a group out celebrating. The man who had been cheering looks my way. He smiles and naturally I smile back, but then he takes that as an invitation to come over to me.

      Great.

      “Hi,” he says, taking a seat next to me without asking.

      “Hi,” I say back.

      “My name’s Simon.”

      “Sasha,” I say back and shake his hand.

      He points at my drink. “Fancy another drink?”

      I shake my head. “No, thanks. I’m good.” I pause a moment and then say, “Out celebrating?”

      He nods with a smile. It’s a nice smile. He’s not necessarily what I would call handsome. He is, but he’s not my type. He’s quite skinny and I like my men to have a bit of meat on their bones. His hair’s nice. It’s blond and very clean—shiny even. Maybe under normal circumstances I would have agreed to him buying me a drink, but since the day I met Easton in the bar, there’s only one person I want to buy me a drink. He’s close and yet so far away.

      Oh, yeah, and he hates me right now.

      “It’s a colleague’s birthday.”

      I smirk at him. “So I see.”

      I catch him lingering at my lips before he meets my eyes. “My God, you’re beautiful. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      I pull my head back slightly on a laugh. “Straight in for the kill.”

      “No messing when it comes to what I want, and what I want right now is sitting right next to me looking like the angel that fell from heaven.”

      I roll my eyes on a laugh. “I would seriously start to rethink those pick up lines, Simon. They were outdone years ago.”

      “Seriously?” he asks, laughing along with me. “I was certain they would work like a charm.”

      I shake my head as he comes in closer. “Sorry, buddy.”

      “Are you sure I can’t tempt you with a drink?”

      A lock of my hair falls forward and I flinch a little when his hand comes up to place it behind my ear. “Sorry, but I have to place that lock behind your ear. You have the most beautiful eyes and your hair’s just hiding them.”

      “Sasha. A word, please.”

      My head snaps to Easton who’s standing beside us with a look of murder on his face. How long he’s been there, I don’t know, but I suddenly can’t breathe.

      “Who are you?” Simon asks with an angry frown.

      “I’m none of your business.” He turns to me again and with more urgency, he says, “A word. Now.” Grabbing my hand, he hauls me out from my seat and practically drags me out into the cold. “Put this on,” he orders, offering me my coat.

      “Easton, what’s going on?” I ask, as I place my coat on. He then offers me a crash helmet.

      “Put this on,” he barks.

      Oh shit, he’s mad. I don’t know why. Maybe he’s still pissed about earlier and now wants to have it out with me somewhere private. He could take me to the woods and murder me and no one would know.

      “Where did you get this helmet from?” I ask, a little miffed at his sudden rage.

      “My friend lent it to me for a while. Just put it on and get on the bike.”

      I watch as he places his helmet on his head and throws his leg over a beautiful, expensive looking Harley Davidson. For a moment, I stand there, dumbfounded. What is he playing at?

      When I don’t move, he glances my way. “Sasha, get your helmet on now and climb on.”

      “I haven’t even paid Brett for my food and drink. You’ve just dragged me out here without a word and now you’re taking me where? What’s going on?”

      I hear him sigh from his helmet. “I’ve sorted out payment with Brett myself. Humour me, please and get on the bike before I lose my shit.”

      My eyes widen at his sudden outburst, but something tells me in those eyes that he’s desperate for me to go with him. I nod my head, clipping the helmet in place before climbing on behind him. It’s only when he quickly moves that I realise I am on the back of a bike for the first time in all my life, but not only that, it’s with Easton.

      My head teacher.

      But also the man I have a serious crush on that grows day by day. A man who—right now—is angry at me because I read out that Robert Burns poem. The poem that he texted a verse to that first night we met. The first night we kissed.

      My head and my heart are awash with emotions as we zoom around cars and past trees from the busy streets and onto more country roads. I don’t have a clue where we’re going, but I know I can trust him. I have an inkling that he wants to go somewhere private so that he can shout at me for what I did today, but at the present time, all I can think about is the fact that although the ice cold air is hitting my cheeks, the warm glow of Easton’s body is making it all worth it. My arms are wrapped around him tightly, holding onto him for fear that if I loosen my grip, he will somehow disappear.

      Just as I’m getting used to being on the bike, Easton suddenly swerves off the road and down this country lane where he stops. With nothing but the bike’s headlights to illuminate the area, I get off, taking in my surroundings. All I can see around me are trees, and all I can hear are the faint sounds of cars going by off the main road. A billow of steam escapes my mouth and evaporates into the air when I take my helmet off and turn to find Easton doing the same.

      “What was that?” I ask, gripping the handle of my temporary helmet in my hand.

      I watch in silence, my heart hammering against my chest as Easton places his helmet on the seat of his bike and turns to me with what I can only describe as a pained look across his face. “Easton?” I ask again as my stomach begins doing summersaults. “Why did you—”

      I have no time to finish that sentence. It takes less than a second for him to cross the path between us and even less than that to cup my face in his hands before his lips crash against my own.

      At first, I can’t move. My breath has been sucked up by this man I have been dreaming of kissing ever since the first time I saw him. But then he moans, and my body becomes limp in his arms. The helmet I had been holding crashes to the ground, but neither one of us cares. He encases me, wrapping those same arms around my waist and pulling me in closer as my tongue starts a leisurely dance with his. I’m on fire with his kiss. The feel of his warm body pressed against mine has my head spinning, my heart racing, and my body humming with desire.

      Wanting more, I thread my fingers through his hair, gripping the strands tightly in my hands. I hear his growl, and in response, I moan—my breath a whisper against his lips. I feel the hot air from his mouth on my own as well as the slight taste of beer on his tongue. It’s intoxicating.

      “Fuck,” he says, pulling away and causing me to groan when I sense the loss of his mouth. He stays still, but his arms are wrapped around me as he places his forehead against my own. I see both of our steamy breaths hitting one another as we try to calm our beating hearts.

      “I keep trying, Sasha. By fuck, I keep trying to keep my distance … and failing miserably. Today, when you read that poem, and then that fucker tried to chat you up, I just lost it.”

      My heart bursts at his words. “You’re not angry with me?”

      Cupping my head in his hands, he pulls my face away, frowning. “Why would I be angry with you?”

      “For reading that poem. Afterwards, you never commented. In fact, you wouldn’t even look at me. I thought you were upset with me for choosing that particular one.”

      Closing his eyes, he shakes his head. “How could I be? I wasn’t even supposed to be there. After you read it out loud, it took everything I had in me to not drag you out of the classroom and kiss you stupid.”

      A huge smile lifts my lips. “Really?”

      He chuckles a little before his face turns deadly serious again. “I didn’t like that man talking to you. In fact, I just saw red. I’m sorry.”

      Grabbing his coat, I tug him a little. “You did go slightly caveman in there,” I tease.

      I see his smile. “I did, didn’t I?”

      I bite my lip before admitting, “I kinda liked it.”

      Easton raises an eyebrow. “You did, huh?”

      I nod. “Yes. It did things to me.”

      With a twinkle in his eye, Easton asks, “What things? You know what? On second thought, don’t answer that question. I’m already having a hard time not going caveman on you again and dragging you back to my place.”

      Heat. Pure heat radiates throughout my whole body at the thought that Easton wants me just as I want him.

      But.

      And there’s always a but.

      We can’t be.

      As if noticing my shift in mood, Easton nods. “I know. It can never happen.” I watch as he closes his eyes and shakes his head. He looks like he’s in pain. When he opens them back up again, he fixes me with those deep brown eyes and says, “You and I, we are like two sides of a coin. Inextricably drawn together, but also pushed in opposite directions.”

      Suddenly, I can’t breathe.

      And as much as I am falling hard for this man, I have to admit a need to be sensible. It would be so easy to give in to what I feel for him and ask him to take me back to his place, throw caution to the wind, and be done with it. That said, it’s really not so easy because the consequences could—and likely would—be dire for both of us if we ever got caught.

      “We have to try and keep apart—for both of our sakes.”

      Placing his head on mine again, he grips my hair in his hands and nods. “I know. I don’t fucking like it, but I know.”

      “We have Halloween half-term coming up soon. Maybe that will be good for us? A break from each other may help.” I know on my behalf that it’s an out and out lie, but it’s all I can come up with for now.

      “You’re right,” he says, letting go of my hair and stepping back. The loss of his contact is a shock to my system. I watch as he bends down retrieving the helmet before offering it to me. “Here, let me take you home. Unless, you need to be somewhere else?”

      Sadly, I shake my head. The only place I want to be is with Easton, but I know that if I admit that this night could end up completely different to how it should end.

      The sensible end.

      With us going our separate ways.

      “Don’t you have friends waiting for you at the pub?”

      He smirks. The playful Easton is back. “Yes, but they’ll understand.”

      “You can take me back there and I can make my own way home. You should get back to your friends.”

      Grabbing the helmet that’s in my hands, he places it on my head and fastens it up for me before tapping my head. “As I said, they’ll understand.” Ever so casually, he strolls back to his bike and I watch his beautifully pert bottom in his Levi jeans. I sigh. Right now, I feel ever so jealous of Levi.

      “Are you coming?”

      Snapping my head up, I realise that he’s now sitting on his bike waiting for me as I stare unashamedly. He notices of course. I can tell by the current smirk on his face.

      “Oh, yes,” I answer, practically running towards him.

      I climb on behind him and grip on tight to him as he starts the bike. I hear the roar of the engine before he says, “Hold on tight.” His back wheel spins and dust bellows in the air as we race away. Adrenaline spikes and I find myself squealing in joy as we hit the main road and zoom past a BMW.

      “You like it?” he shouts from in front of me.

      “I love it!” I scream making him laugh.

      As we practically fly back to my home, I finally take in everything around me. I feel the wind against my face and I can’t help but close my eyes as I hear the thrum of the bike beneath me. The streets are busy filled with people and taxi’s taking passengers to restaurants and bars, excitement filled in the air at the welcome of the weekend. Me. I know I will be spending my weekend with that kiss in the back of my mind, but right now I’m concentrating on the thrill of this incredible ride, with this incredible man who I currently have my arms wrapped around.

      Without thinking, I squeeze my body into him that little bit more and I see when Easton slightly turns his head. “Are you okay back there?”

      I can’t help the huge grin on my face when I reply. “Oh, this is more than okay?”

      “One you can tick off your bucket list, huh?”

      “Oh yeah!” I scream back, making him laugh.

      Too soon, he’s turning into the car park outside my block of flats and coming to a stop. Disappointment and sadness soon shrouds the elation I felt seconds ago.

      I don’t want this to end.

      Regretfully, I lift my leg over and immediately take the helmet off. “Tell your friend thanks for the loan of the helmet.”

      Easton lifts his own off and grabs mine from me. “I will.”

      I can feel the sudden change in both our moods. It’s a horrible feeling compared to how I felt just seconds ago in his arms. “And thank you for that incredible experience. I loved it.”

      He smiles, securing the extra helmet on his handlebar. “You’re welcome. Anytime.”

      I still at the word “anytime” and so does he. Neither of us says anything, but I know—as far as I’m concerned—I’m desperate to. I want to scream that I want his mouth on mine, his body pressed against me, skin on skin. I want him on me, inside me, at one with me. Anything I can get from him I want.

      But, alas, I can’t say a damn thing. Instead, I smile, say goodnight, and turn to walk back to my flat. I don’t turn around and Easton doesn’t hang around either. As soon as he spots me walk through the door, he speeds away.

      And I can’t help wondering if it’s my heart that’s waving right along with him.
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      When I walk back in the flat, it’s my mother’s laughter I hear before I see them. She’s sat at the dining table, a glass of white wine in hand as she converses—very intimately I may add—with a man I have never seen before. He notices me first, looking up when I walk through the door and smiling a bright smile. As if sensing I’m there, my mum turns to see me, her face flushing like she’s been caught doing something naughty.

      “Sasha!” she sings, immediately rising from her chair and rushing over to me. “Come and meet Eric.” She slings her arm through mine and guides me towards Eric. As soon as I’m within reaching distance, he gets up from his chair, straightening his suit out a little before extending his hand.

      “Nice to meet you, Sasha. I’ve heard so much about you.”

      I look to my mum. I’ve heard nothing about him. “Nice to meet you too,” I say, shaking his hand.

      My mum looks at my attire and beams. “Have you been on a date with that nice, young man again?”

      My heart drops, but my smile stays in place. “I have—of sorts—but it wasn’t a date.”

      “Pffft,” she answers, waving her hand in front of me as she sits down beside Eric again. “I’ve seen the way you two look at each other. There’s no denying something’s there.”

      Eric—seeing the expression on my face—says, “Laura, don’t embarrass the girl.”

      “Sorry,” she chuckles, placing a hand on top of Eric’s. From the way they are with each other, I can tell whatever this is has been happening for a while now. Why my mother hasn’t told me I have no idea.

      “Have you eaten?” My mum eyes me, waiting for my answer.

      I nod. “I had something to eat with Brett.” Thinking they would like some privacy, I point to my room. “I’ll go.”

      “Don’t be silly,” my mum says. “Come. Sit with us. Would you like a glass of wine?”

      I shake my head as I take a seat opposite them. “No, thanks, Mum. I’m good.”

      “Laura tells me you’re doing your final GCSE year.”

      My eyes trail back to Eric who’s smiling eagerly at me, awaiting my answer. He seems around my mum’s age, good looking with cropped blond hair and bright blue eyes. He has a strong jaw that reminds me of Easton, but in no way does this guy hold a candle to Easton.

      I don’t think anyone ever could in my eyes.

      “Yes. My mum and I both thought it was better than doing it at college.”

      He nods his head in agreement, and despite this guy seeming pleasant enough I can’t help feel guarded after my experience with Liam. This is how it all started. He was suddenly Mum’s friend, suddenly in our house for regular dinners, fixing things, and generally inserting himself into our lives. I never paid much attention to the fact he was secretly plotting to take me. I mean, why in the hell would I? I know it’s irrational to think this guy may be a raving sociopath like Liam. The odds of having two of them in my lifetime are virtually nil. I still can’t help feel it, though.

      “I agree,” he says, grabbing my mother’s hand and squeezing it. I look to where their hands are clasped and curiosity gets the better of me. My mum can see it in my eyes. I want to know.

      “How long has this been going on?” I point to their hands and both Eric and my mum look at one another, smiling.

      When my mum looks back to me, she smiles again, but this time it’s a nervous smile. “We’ve known each other for a few years, but it’s only really in the last six months that we’ve gotten closer,” she admits.

      My frown doesn’t go unnoticed. My mum already knows what I’m thinking without saying it out loud. “I know what you’re thinking,” she starts, leaning forward. “I should have told you, and I’m sorry about that. It’s just,” she clutches onto Eric’s hand, and he smiles at her encouragingly, “he was there from the beginning, and he has been there ever since. He followed me here from London and to me that spoke volumes. After Liam,” she exhales a loud sigh, and I can’t help but clamp up at the mention of his name, “it was hard for me to trust anyone.”

      I feel my skin heat, and my heart starts an all out war in my chest. My mum has never brought Liam up, so I’m more than a little uncomfortable that she chose to do so now—in front of a man who is a stranger to me.

      I feel the weight of Eric’s stare, but it’s only when he speaks that I turn to look at him. “I think maybe I should go.” I feel his discomfort too. It’s when my mum nods her head that I speak up.

      “No, it’s okay, Eric. Please stay. I want to ask you both something anyway.” Their expressions eager, I carry on. “So I take it you two are in a relationship?” They both answer yes. I turn directly looking at Eric. “How do you feel about my mum?”

      Eric—seeming unfazed—smiles, but my mum stiffens. “I love her. In fact—if I’m honest—I’ve loved her from the first moment I laid eyes on her. I was there when Liam happened, so I kept my distance thinking she wasn’t interested in me. But I was there for her. I will always be there for her.”

      Despite my initial wariness, I can tell from his eyes that what he says is true. He seems sincere, and I have no doubt from the way he looks at her that he cares deeply. I can also see from the look in my mother’s eyes that what Eric just said greatly pleases her.

      Rising from my chair, I smile. I have what I’m after, but I have no desire to stay any longer than I have to. It’s not my mother’s or Eric’s fault, but having Liam brought up in conversation has somehow killed my mood.

      “I got what I’m after.” I extend my hand out to him. “It was nice meeting you, Eric. Please don’t think I’m being rude by suddenly leaving. I’m just tired.”

      His hand comes out at the same time that he rises from his seat too. “Not at all, Sasha. I’m glad to have met you. Maybe we can all go out for dinner sometime?”

      There’s hope in his eyes, so I don’t want to disappoint. “That would be nice.”

      Eric smiles brightly and so does my mum. I know that whatever I think of Eric is important to her. I can also feel that she notices my slight unease, but only Liam is to blame for this. Liam is always to blame for everything.

      I say my goodnights to them and venture into my room to stew. From what I can gather, Eric seems genuine and my mum obviously trusts him. I know she’ll think I’ll be mad at her for letting him follow her when we moved, but how can I after what I’m doing behind her back with Easton.

      Easton.

      I can’t say nothing’s happening between us as that would a lie.

      Getting undressed, I slip into my PJ’s and try to get lost in a book. It’s no use, though as the thought of Liam has entered my head and won’t let go.

      It’s an hour later that I hear the inevitable knock on my door. I knew my mum would be worried and come looking for me once Eric left.

      “Come in,” I shout, lowering my book down onto my lap. The door—which is already ajar—is pushed open and my mum’s head peeps through. “Is Eric gone?”

      She nods, walking over to my bed and sitting down at the edge. “Yes. About that—”

      “It’s okay,” I smile, reassuringly. “I get it.”

      Her eyes widen slightly. “I expected you to be mad at me. You have every right to be. We were supposed to vanish from thin air, move here and start a new life. I should never have told Eric where we were going.”

      Leaning forward, I place my hand over hers. “Mum, it’s fine. I trust you and your judgement.”

      “What like you trusted me over Liam?” I wince at her mentioning him. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. We both didn’t see him coming. Why would we? But you trust Eric, right? It sounds as though you’re pretty tight. You never mentioned him before.”

      She grimaces a little. “I’m sorry about that too.”

      “Well, tell me now. I’m all ears.”

      She sighs, her eyes glancing around my dimly lit rose coloured bedroom, before landing back to me. “I met Eric before Liam. We worked together in my old firm in Richmond. We were friends, but he kept his distance a little once Liam came into the picture …” She trails off a little like what she’s going to say next will be hard. I swallow myself knowing I probably won’t like it, but I have to know more.

      “After what happened, Eric instantly inserted himself into my life. I wasn’t interested in romance. What mother would be after their daughter had been abducted? He was there for me from the very beginning and continued to be there. He actively searched for you just as hard as I did. He never once gave up in those three years and for that I’m forever grateful to him.”

      Squeezing her hand, I say, “I hope you’re not in a relationship with him because you feel you owe him something?” I doubt that is the case, but I had to ask.

      “Oh no,” she answers, on a smile. “If I’m honest I was always attracted to Eric. I guess it was because Liam popped up first and was more dominant in his approach. Eric has always been shy. I took that shyness to mean that he liked me, but that it would never go beyond the friend mark.”

      I had to hand it to Eric. I don’t know the man, but I’m happy my mum had someone there for her. With no other family, I’m the only one she has.

      “I’m glad you had someone there for you.”

      My mum looked down, a sudden tear slipping down her cheek. “He was. But who was there for you?”

      “Hey,” I answer, nudging her hand as she sniffles. “I may not have had anyone in person, but it certainly sounds as though I had you and Eric there in spirit. And that is—above all else—what matters. You had Eric there when you needed someone the most. He was there through all the bad times, and for that reason alone, how can I blame you for not letting him follow you? If you’re happy, then I’m happy. It’s time you let someone in your life. I’m just glad you let your heart open up enough to entertain the idea.”

      My mum—not missing a beat—looks at me sceptically. “Is that why you’re hesitant with Easton? Does he scare you?”

      More than you’ll ever know. But not for the reasons she’s asking.

      “I like Easton. Really like Easton,” I admit. “It’s just things are a tad complicated right now. I’m right into my GCSE’s and I don’t want any distractions.”

      Way too late for that.

      My mum smiles brightly. “You’re so sensible, do you know that?” We both laugh together and then she says more seriously, “But I get why you are. This is your year. After everything you’ve been through you deserve this year. It still annoys me that you should be going to university by now. Well, that’s if you ever want to.”

      She looks across at my desk at the same time I do. I had been dabbling lately in a little project. I was making bracelets and blinging different objects. My next project will be my phone. I don’t think it will get me anywhere, but I enjoy doing it. When I’m creating all I think about is that. It’s a relief from the reality that the world brings at times.

      “Those bracelets are beautiful,” my mum says, rising from the bed and picking the one I had recently finished. One that had multicoloured thread and beads that read “Believe.” She then picked up the one beside it that was similar, but read “Aim Big.”

      “You can have one if you want.”

      My mum snaps her head my way. “Really?”

      “Yes. Pick one.”

      She looks down at them, but aims the one that reads “Believe” high in the air. “I think this one, because I never stopped believing that I would one day find you.”

      For a moment no words are shed. Just unshed tears. I smile encouragingly at my mum as she places it on her wrist and admires it. “It looks good on you.”

      She walks back to my bed, but doesn’t sit. “That’s because you made it.” She looks down to my book, then back up to me. “I’ll let you get some sleep. Goodnight, Sasha.”

      “Goodnight, Mum.”

      She walks to the door and before she leaves, I say, “Oh, Mum.” She turns around, awaiting whatever it is I want to say. “I’m happy for you.” That’s all I say, but I know it’ll mean so much to her.

      My mum doesn’t say anything. Just smiles, nods and slightly closes the door behind her. I know once she’s away from that door the tears of relief and of sorrow will come. I know because it does for me too.

      I lay in bed that night going over my life before and after Liam, knowing full well that nightmares would come, but happy in the knowledge that they weren’t real.

      But no matter how hard I try to convince myself that they aren’t, they still seem so … vivid.
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      I wake to find Liam hovering over my bed, a big, beaming smile across his face. He’s freshly shaven, his hair tidily gelled back, and he’s wearing a brand new blue polo shirt and jeans. His new aftershave hits my nostrils making them flare for more. He smells nice.

      “Happy Birthday!” he sings, pulling a beautifully wrapped red present from behind his back. It’s a small present, long, oblong, and has a pretty gold bow and ribbons on the top.

      His happiness is infectious as I pull myself up, stretch, and yawn. “Thank you,” I answer, a smile gracing my lips as I take the present from his grip.

      “I hope you like it.” Liam sits next to me on the bed, looking anxious and excitable as I rip the wrapping paper away from the obvious jewellery box. “I knew it was for you the moment I saw it.”

      The silence is deafening as I prise open the box to reveal a beautiful silver necklace with a figure eight design. On the top of the eight is my name and at the bottom is Liam’s. My heart races at the thought he’s gotten me something so intimate. So … romantic. Until now, I was certain his feelings for me were platonic. Now, I’m not so sure.

      “Liam, it’s—”

      “You hate it, don’t you?” he says, slapping his leg in anger. “I’ve taken it too far. I knew I shouldn’t have. I just thought that with you and me … we’re all we have left. It’s a symbol of our everlasting relationship.” He closes his eyes. “I can take it back.”

      “No,” I say, quickly. Now that he’s explained it more I understand the logic. It’s not a romantic gesture after all.

      I offer it to him. “I love it, Liam. Please put it on for me.”

      Finally, he looks at me, his face smiling and his eyes twinkling. “Really? You don’t hate it?”

      I shake my head. “No. I love it. Please put it on.”

      He eagerly takes the necklace from me and manoeuvres around me so that he can place it around my neck. I feel it drop after he fastens it, my hand gently cupping around the edges of the eight.

      I feel the weight lift from my bed as Liam comes into view and inspects the necklace. I see the curve of his lips as his eyes meet mine. “I knew it would look beautiful on you.”

      “Thank you,” I say again.

      “That’s not all,” he says, practically dancing on the spot. “I have a surprise for you, but you must close your eyes.”

      He’s so charged up right now that it’s rousing me up more and more. “Okay,” I say, throwing the covers off me and revealing my pink Garfield onesie. Don’t judge.

      Liam helps lift me out of bed before requesting that I close my eyes. I do, and then I feel his hand grasp onto mine as he very carefully leads me away from my bed. I have no idea where we’re going, but when he tells me stairs are coming up and that I must be careful that my heart suddenly leaps into my chest. I’m desperate to open my eyes—to finally see where I’ve been for the last seven months, but I hold them shut for fear that Liam will take me back to my room.

      With every step up, my heart beats faster and my grip on Liam’s hand tighter as he eventually leads me to God knows where. It’s only when I feel the breeze for the first time in months that I can’t help but open my eyes. A gasp leaves my lips alerting Liam to the fact that I can see. But it blinds me. Too long I have been kept in a room without seeing sunlight. Now it’s bursting through the patio doors taking away my chance to see freedom. But I don’t care.

      Closing my eyes again, I lift my chin to the sun, inhaling its warmth and the fragrance of the summer air. It’s almost autumn, but there aren’t any signs of it today.

      Feeling the heat against my cold skin makes me shiver. Liam’s hand is soon there, wrapping an arm around my waist and pulling me to him. “Cold?” he asks. I detect an air of intrigue and maybe fear in his voice.

      I open my eyes, trying my hardest to look at Liam, but the lure of the outside is pulling my attention away from him. I squint at first, and then it all starts coming into focus. The patio doors are wide open, and its curtains are swinging in the gentle morning breeze. Outside, the birds sing the most beautiful tunes as the sun rises high in the sky. Through the doors is a patio area with a table and two intimate chairs sitting close to one another. On the table are two plates, a pot of tea, scones, butter, jam, and biscuits. All sorts of delectable food—food which my belly growls for. Beyond the table is an area of freshly cut green grass. So fresh that I can still smell the aroma hitting my nostrils. I breathe in taking all of it. I want more.

      So much more.

      “Do you like?” Liam asks, breaking me from my trance.

      “Like it?” I almost screech, jumping up and down. “I love it!” Throwing my arms around Liam, I take him in for an appreciative hug. “Thank you, thank you, thank you! You don’t know how much this means to me.” I squeeze him to me and feel when he squeezes back, chuckling against my hair.

      “You’re so welcome, sweetheart. Your happiness is my happiness.”

      I pull away, fresh tears brimming in my eyes and it’s in that moment my euphoria is so intense that I lean forward, kissing Liam fully on the lips. Seven months I have been put away. Seven months of hating Liam, being grateful of Liam, rejecting Liam, loving Liam, all because he’s kept me prisoner—for my own good—inside four walls with nothing but books, music, and Liam for company. Seven months of never seeing the outside world, hearing the birds chirp, feeling the breeze hit my face—nothing.

      Now, however—now I’m feeling everything and it’s like a sensory overload. It washes over me, crashing into my chest like a tsunami. My emotions are running high and all running high on one person.

      Liam.

      Today he’s shown me the freedom I crave for. The freedom I have been dreaming of the whole time I’ve been trapped here. The beholden feeling I have is so intense that my body reacted before my brain kicked into gear.

      “Thank you,” I say again, my lips brushing against his. I push my tongue forward, the intense euphoria kicking into something else. Something more primal. My belly clenches and my nipples perk wanting the feel of his hands on them.

      “Ray,” Liam warns, trying to pull his head back. At first I don’t hear him, as nothing but adrenaline courses through my veins. I grab his head, pulling him towards my lips again, and pushing my tongue forward.

      “Ray, that’s enough,” he says, pulling my arms off of him. He’s breathless and angry, but he also looks … I don’t know how he looks exactly. At the moment, I don’t really care because as the euphoria dies, all that is left in its place is his rejection.

      I see the irritation on his face and for a moment, I step back, frightened that he’ll reject me further. Sudden anger enters my belly when I realise how stupid I am.

      Liam, looking up spots the hurt on my face and that’s when his own anger softens. “Don’t be upset.” He steps forward, but I step back. “Ray, please. I didn’t mean …” He lets out an exasperated sigh as he runs his hands through his hair. “This morning was supposed to make you happy, and now I’ve ruined it. I didn’t mean to push you away, Ray. It was just … unexpected. Please forgive me. I don’t know what I’d do if you were angry with me.”

      I watch as he looks away, cursing under his breath as he does. In that moment, my own anger fades. He’s tried so hard to make this special and now I’ve ruined it. It was not his fault I kissed him.

      I step forward, taking his hand. “It should be me that apologises. I shouldn’t have done that and I’m sorry. You’ve gone to a lot of trouble for my birthday and I really appreciate it. I guess I got carried away.”

      A small smile curves up on his lips as his head lifts up to meet mine. “You’re not angry?” I shake my head. “I made scones.”

      I start laughing. “So I can see. Can I try one? I’m really hungry.”

      Liam chuckles as he pulls me towards the table. “Me too. Let’s eat.”

      

      The approach of Halloween is finally here. Today is the last day of school before we break up for half term, and for me it can’t come soon enough. It’s Friday, so again, English is my last lesson for the afternoon. I’m late and rushing, practically jogging towards the classroom. Despite the coldness of the day, I feel a bead of sweat run down my back making me shudder. I shake it off, round the last corner before I get to my class when I go crashing into the chest of none other than Easton.

      Of course it would be him. It always is!

      My folder and all its contents go crashing down onto the floor. “Sorry,” I offer, bending down to pick them up. I check the time and can see the lesson started five minutes ago. “Shit, I’m so late.” It was my period that made me late. I thought it had finished yesterday, but apparently not.

      “Here, let me help you.”

      I don’t look as he bends down and helps collect the papers for me. If I do look, my heart will burst. Despite keeping our distance, I still long for him in ways I know I shouldn’t. I still dream of him and all of the things I know his hands are capable of doing to me. It’s amazing to me that almost two full months have gone by since we met at that pub. In some ways, it feels like it was only yesterday, but in others, it feels like it’s been an eternity.

      “Thanks,” I say, taking the papers from his hands.

      Then, I do it. I look at him, and it’s like all the oxygen in my lungs escapes in one heart-stopping second. A set of whiskey-coloured eyes dances across my face like an elegant swan. His hair is a mass of wavy brown curls, and one of them gently swoops down onto his forehead and rests just above his right eye. His strong jaw is just now starting to reflect the consequences of being separated from his razor.

      And his smell. Oh, my God! He smells of cedar and pine, which make my nostrils flare for more. In essence, he smells of man.

      “You’re late,” he purrs as his eyes narrow and scan my face. I wish he would stop looking at me like that. It makes me want to jump his bones.

      “I know. I had a bathroom emergency.” I don’t know why I told him that. Other than the fact that it happened to be the truth, it was just the first thing that came to me.

      “Skitters?” he asks, his eyebrow arching in a playful manner.

      “No!” I screech back. Now I know what that word means I’m horrified.

      Easton chuckles slightly under his breath and starts to move away. “Better get to class. Have a nice break, Sasha.”

      I watch as he walks away like he hasn’t a care in the world. Meanwhile, my heart feels like it’s going to escape my ribcage. Even after he’s disappeared I’m standing in the empty hallway cocking my head as I watch his arse. It’s only when I hear cheering coming from a nearby class and then the teacher’s shrill voice shouting at them to be quiet that my legs start to move.

      My panicked run commences as I make the very short journey towards the end of the hall and into the English classroom. Everyone looks up, including the teacher making my face flame with embarrassment.

      “Sasha, so nice of you to join us,” Ms Bowles snaps sarcastically. I know she hates tardiness because she makes it her case and point every time someone is even seconds late.

      “I’m so sorry I’m late. I had an emergency.”

      I scurry towards my seat and sit down, practically throwing all the paperwork I have in my arms down onto the desk and leaving my satchel pressed against my foot.

      “See me after class.” Her eyes narrow at me, so I nod my head. It’s not my fault my period decided to pop up again. In my confusion, I try to remember if I took my pill this morning. I’m pretty certain I did. I had been taking them regularly since I was seventeen.

      Since after Liam.

      Inwardly, I shiver thinking about him. He is the reason why I’m here. I’ve taken up too much of my time on Liam, now it was my turn.

      Needing to make sure I did in fact take my pill this morning, I hesitantly reach down to my bag, open the zip and peek inside. I ruffle around trying to find the packet, my hand feeling like it’s searching through a ten foot box. Why is it that bags feel a lot bigger on the inside? Shaking my head, my hand eventually comes across the packet. As quick as I can I check it and see that I didn’t forget. I feel the rush of relief come over me. It’s not like me to be forgetful—especially over something as important as this. I guess it must be the stress of school and upcoming exams.

      “Sasha, are you with us?” It seems my teacher has it in for me this afternoon.

      Clearing my throat, I quickly zip up my bag and scoot up higher, so my full attention is now on the teacher. “Yes, Ms Bowles.”

      “Good, because I’m setting you all homework.”

      Everyone groans, especially one girl named Casey. Her mum is some big, hotshot lawyer—a fact she never lets us forget. She seems to thinks it will buy her popularity points that it hasn’t so far. No doubt taking a cue from her mother, she pleads, “Oh, come on, Miss. It’s Halloween!”

      “Only for one day,” she quips, glaring at her. “You have a whole week off. That is plenty of time to read a book. You haven’t even heard what I have to say yet, and you’re already complaining. For those who already read, this project will be a doddle for you. For those of you who aren’t well-read, this is a chance for you to become well-read. I want you to choose a book. It can be any book that interests you as long as it’s not explicit in nature.”

      “So, no Fifty Shades of Grey?” a girl named Mandy shouts, causing everyone to laugh.

      “Especially no Fifty Shades of Grey.” She turns to head back round to her desk, but not before I see a hint of a smile on her face.

      Yeah, she’s read it.

      “As I was saying.” Ms Bowles approaches her desk, turns to lean her hands at the edge, but doesn’t sit. “You may choose any book you wish that takes your interest. I expect you to read it by the time you have your first English class on Tuesday once you’re back from school. Don’t skim, because we will be discussing, and questions will be asked. I have read a lot of books in my time, so don’t try to cheat.” She dips her head, narrowing her eyes before saying, “I will know.”

      Groaning commences, but I’m secretly smiling. To some this is homework, but for me reading is a pleasure. I read almost every night as it is, so this will be easy-peasy. Now, all I have to do is choose a book to read—one that can be discussed in class. I must admit, I do like my erotic romances, so that’s definitely out. This will definitely require some thought.

      “Also, I want you to bring the book in, so no downloading onto those Kandle devices. I don’t like them.”

      “You mean Kindle, Ms Bowles.” I snicker under my breath and all the other girls follow suit.

      Ms Bowles waves her hand in the air like my correction of her is irrelevant. “Whatever the thing’s called. I much prefer something I can look at, turn over, and flip through pages if I wish. Also, there’s nothing better than a new book smell.”

      “What if some can’t afford to buy a brand new book?” Samantha asks. I turn to her nodding my head. She has a valid point.

      “Get one from the library, or pick one up from the charity shop. There are lots of books out there that can be picked up for free or very cheap. I would also recommend a website. It’s called Book Swap dot com. You can advertise a book you’re willing to trade for another.”

      I mark this down as the website sounds interesting. I have built quite a collection of books that are stored in boxes in my closet. Maybe someone would want to read something in there in exchange for something I’d enjoy. I’ll need to think about what that might be.

      After another thirty minutes, the lesson finally ends. All the girls disperse as quickly as possible, the excitable chatter about the half-term holiday at the forefront of their minds.

      “What was it that made you late this morning?” Ms Bowles asks, approaching my desk.

      I look up watching as she folds her arms in front of her. “I went to the bathroom just before lunch was over and found that I was bleeding. I didn’t have anything with me, so I had to nip to the shop down the road real quick. If it wasn’t for that I wouldn’t have been late. I’m sorry about that.”

      She averts her eyes, clearing her throat. “Well, okay then. I think I can let you off this once. In future, please be prepared for any eventuality.”

      “Thank you,” I say, getting up and gathering my things. I pause a moment as she turns to walk back to her desk. “I don’t want sympathy, so thank you for not treating me any different to anyone else.” She turns around, so I carry on. “All I can say is I am here because I really want to be here. I’m trying hard, and will continue to do so. I will make sure that an occurrence like that won’t happen again.”

      A small sliver of a smile creeps up on her face. “Of course. I can see from the results of essays and tests that you’ve handed in that you’re giving this one hundred percent. In fact, I was going to tell you about this once the new term started, but I may as well tell you now. There is an English Language London Board exam coming up in January. I was hoping you would be interested in sitting this early? You have a chance to sit this in May or June like everyone else, but if you pass this in January, then you won’t have to sit it again when the final exam comes. If you don’t get a good enough grade, then you always have that second chance.”

      My heart lights up. My first GCSE grade could be in my hands at the beginning of next year. Why wouldn’t I jump at the chance? “I would love to sit it earlier.”

      She smiles before walking around her desk and sitting down. “I thought as much. I will get all the information for you for when you start back next term.”

      “Thank you so much, Ms Bowles. I really appreciate that.”

      “It’s my pleasure, Sasha. Have a good break.”

      That was me being dismissed, but despite my earlier mishap, I am smiling now. All I’ve ever wanted was to sit my exams so that I could have those GCSE marks in my hand. Now finally I can at least obtain one—and as early as just over two months time.
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      As my smile barely left my lips, I leave the classroom both glad and disappointed that I didn’t see Easton on my travels. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with my time off, but tonight I will definitely be browsing that website Ms Bowles recommended.

      As I round the last corner which leads out into the playground, I hear the sounds of girls giggling.

      “Hey, Pigtails, how about we cut your hair? Then we can play a game of pin the tail on the little piggy wiggy!”

      All the girls start laughing, but I’m not. My eyes flit in the direction of the bullies when they land on a very timid, very frightened Samantha.

      “Leave me alone. I’ve done nothing to you,” she shouts, holding onto her folder in front of her.

      The main girl, Lynn—who just happens to be the tallest in our class—walks up to her flicking her pigtails in front of her face. “You’re doing everything to me. Just by existing.”

      “That’s enough!” I shout, marching up to the girls. I notice the sneer on Lynn’s face as I approach. I have been keeping my head down and concentrating solely on my schoolwork since being here, but what I can’t abide by—or ignore—is someone being bullied.

      “Who the fuck do you think you’re talking to?”

      Not caring for her language or intimidation techniques, I waltz up to her until we’re a mere two feet apart. “What is your reasoning for picking on Samantha? Jealousy, perhaps? It normally is when people like you bully.”

      She snorts like what I’ve just said disgusts her. She may have an extra inch or two in height on me, but she doesn’t scare me.

      “Why would I be jealous of her?” She tilts her chin in Samantha’s direction. “She’s nothing but a little squirt.”

      Her minions giggle nervously, but I step forward, now inches from her face. “You think you’re so hard, don’t you? Do you like intimidating a girl when she has no one to defend her? Does it make you feel big, huh? How about you try and pick on me? I’m black belt champion in Tae Kwon Do. Do you want to test the theory of just how tough you really are against me?”

      I notice her swallow hard before nervously looking towards her friends. They’re all silent—all watching our little exchange.

      Lynn—noticing she must say something—looks around once more, screws up her face in disgust before saying, “You’re not worth my time. Come on, ladies,” she says, moving away from me. “We have better places to be.”

      I watch as they walk off, shaking my head as they do. Bullies are such cowards. When they’re out of earshot, I turn to Samantha whose mouth is slightly parted. “Are you okay?”

      “Y– yes,” she stutters, finding her feet and moving towards me. “That was amazing. Thank you.”

      I start walking for the exit and Samantha follows suit. “You’re welcome.”

      “Do you really have a black belt in Tae Kwon Do?”

      Turning my head towards her, I smirk. “Nope.”

      She starts laughing and it’s so infectious that I end up joining in. “That’s amazeballs!” she shouts, laughing again. “Hey, can I get you an ice cream to say thanks? I know a great place down Park Road.”

      I shake my head, still walking in the direction of home. “No, thanks. I appreciate it though.”

      I notice she’s stopped walking, so I turn to find her standing on the pavement, a sad frown on her face. “Oh, okay,” she answers. “I guess I’ll see you after half-term.”

      I watch as she walks away, my eyes closing with guilt as she does. I hitch up my backpack further up my shoulder and sigh. I don’t want to get to know any of these students, but I also can’t let her walk away knowing how sad she looked. The guilt will plague me for days.

      “Hey,” I say, shaking my head knowing that I may or may not regret this later. I watch as she turns, her face looking brighter. “Actually, I could really go for an ice cream right now.”

      Her face lights up. I smile, walking towards her, and she links her arm through mine. A bold move on her behalf, but I don’t shrug her off. Instead, we start a steady pace towards Park Road.

      “You don’t mix with people that much, do you?”

      I can see in the corner of my eye that she’s scrutinising me, like she’s trying to work something out.

      “I’m not a social person, I guess. I just want to get this last year of school over and done with so I can figure out what I’m going to do next.”

      Samantha fusses over her bag until she eventually pulls out some gum. “Do you want some?” I shake my head, and Samantha deposits the gum into her mouth, chewing loudly. “Do you know what you want to do when you leave school?”

      I think back to the time I used to read a lot at Liam’s because there was little else to do. I remembered thinking then that becoming a literary editor would be an awesome job. You’d get paid for reading—something I love.

      “I think I’d go on to do an A level in English. It’s my favourite subject.”

      “Mine too,” she beams. When I don’t offer any more she says, “I want to be a trapeze artist.”

      I stop dead in my tracks and at first she doesn’t even notice. Her arm slips from mine and she casually strolls forward, humming Fifth Harmony’s “Worth It.” It’s a good full two seconds at least before she turns her head, notices I’m not there and swivels on her heels to find me.

      “What?” she asks. “Have you seen someone you don’t like? An ex-boyfriend, perhaps?” Her eyes light up at the very idea.

      “Were you joking about the trapeze artist comment?” She shakes her head. “Wow.”

      Tilting her head, she frowns. “Is there something wrong with being a trapeze artist?”

      “No,” I shout, a chuckling slightly. “It’s just not something you hear every day.”

      She shrugs and we then carry on our walk. “My aunt was one—until she retired last year. I used to hang out when they practiced and watched wide-eyed and awestruck. My aunt asked if I wanted to learn and of course, who wouldn’t? I jumped at the chance. I was seven back then. Haven’t looked back since. As soon as I’m done with school I’m going to join the circus and travel the world.”

      I nod my head, impressed. “Power to you, girl.”

      She beams at my comment. “Thanks.”

      We reach the ice cream shop where I opt for vanilla and chocolate sauce. I sit with Samantha for the duration, chatting, and although she’s very young she was not bad company at all. At the end, I thanked her, and she gave me her number just in case I ever wanted to chat or hook up with her during the week. I was just thankful that she never asked too many personal questions.

      When at home, I immediately get to work switching my laptop on and surfing this website that Ms Bowles had suggested we look up. I sign up and as soon as I put in my location it tells me of all the nearby locations of people also looking to swap books. I scroll through each one, but none catch my eye. Not until I get to someone with the username Nike1991 who is looking to swap a book by James Patterson for any by Dean Koontz.

      I bite my lip thinking of Easton, but it can’t be him. It would be way too much a coincidence. Besides, I know Easton told me he lived fifteen miles out, whether this location is only a ten minute walk away from me.

      Shaking my head, I get on with the task at hand. Whomever he or she is, I have plenty of Dean Koontz to choose from, and I doubt Ms Bowles can really complain about a thriller.

      I shrug my shoulders. What harm can it do? I hit the button to get in touch with Nike1991 and immediately an email style template pops up.

      

      To: Nike1991

      From: FriendsFan18

      

      Hi,

      

      I have plenty of Dean Koontz books if you’re interested in a swap? I will list the ones I have below:

      

      Watchers

      Strangers

      The whole Odd series

      Velocity

      The Whispering Room

      Final Hour

      The City

      77 Shadow Street

      Life Expectancy

      Sole Survivor

      

      I take another couple of minutes to look around, but nothing else catches my eye. I’m actually about to give up and shut my browser when I get a ping alerting me to a message.

      

      To: FriendsFan18

      From: Nike1991

      

      Wow, you have a lot of Dean Koontz books. I take it that you’re a fan? In any case, yes, I am interested in a swap, but may I ask that you pick whichever is your favourite? I trust your judgment, considering you have so many. I have read a couple, but it’s been a while, so I’m sure I’ll enjoy whatever you choose.

      

      Thanks.

      

      I respond immediately.

      

      To: Nike1991

      From: FriendsFan18

      

      Yes, you can definitely say I’m a fan, and I will certainly pick one out for you. The same happens to be true of me where James Patterson is concerned. I look forward to reading your choice as well. Where and when would you like to meet so we can exchange?

      

      I wait a few minutes to see if he or she will respond. A couple of minutes later, I hear the ping.

      

      To: FriendsFan18

      From: Nike1991

      

      How about tomorrow at 6pm? I live at 32 Barrington Way. You can come and make the swap there.

      

      I look on Google to find where Barrington Way is, and it’s where I suspected it would be. It’s not a far walk for me at all, and it’s in a nice area. I spend a moment pondering the wisdom of just showing up at a stranger’s house, but whoever it is is trusting me, so why shouldn’t I go? I can always run if I don’t like the look of the person. With that in mind, I reply.

      

      To: Nike1991

      From: FriendsFan18

      

      That’s perfect. See you then.
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      Two months have gone by since my sixteenth birthday, and in these past two months I have been living on a cloud. Since that beautiful morning eating scones and drinking tea in the garden with Liam, he has let me roam free inside the house. He worries, though. I know he does. I think he still thinks someone’s going to take me away from him. I keep trying to placate him. I’m not going anywhere, because my life is with him now. I still witness the deep frown on his face every time I walk around the house. It’s almost as if he thinks I will run away. Seriously, where could I go? I have no one left but him. He is my family now.

      “What are you thinking?”

      We’re sitting on the sofa, my legs are sprawled across his lap, and my arms are resting above my head as we watch Ronin. I’ve seen the film before, so my attention is elsewhere. My attention is always elsewhere lately. I’m sixteen, stuck in a house with nowhere to go, and my hormones are going crazy. With no other stimulation other than books, the TV, and Liam, I’m quite frankly going insane from the need for something … more. Lately, that focus has been on Liam. Ever since he rejected me on my birthday, I haven’t been able to think about anything else. Call it pride, but it’s been bruised in a big way, and since then I have been thinking of nothing but kissing Liam again. I don’t know why I feel so attracted to him. I often wonder if it wasn’t for the fact that he’s the only man I know—the only man full stop—would I still feel this insane attraction I have for him? Would it be as platonic as his feelings obviously are? I probably wouldn’t think about it that much, but lately, Liam—inadvertently—has been doing things which have made my desire for him grow. It’s only little things. The way he brushes my hair away from my face when a tendril drifts down to kiss my cheek. The way he grabs my hand, threading his fingers through it, making me feel like the most important woman in his world. The things he says—the ways in which he makes me feel beautiful, cherished, and wanted. Such little things mean so much to me.

      Like now, the distraction is the fact he’s lazily trailing a finger up and down my shin. It’s not in a romantic way—more to do with the fact we’re so relaxed and I know Liam loves to fidget. He can’t keep still unless he’s doing something with his hands. I know this must be relaxing him as much as it is me, but the problem is it’s not only relaxing me. It’s sending unwanted shivers and tingles up my spine. It’s making my heart race, my belly dance, and my nipples tighten underneath my t-shirt.

      “I really don’t think you want to know what it is I’m thinking,” I answer quite flatly because although I know I’m being immature about this, I still can’t help being flippant.

      His leisurely trail on his fingers on my shin cease as I’m met with a pair of cool blue eyes. “I always want to know what it is you’re thinking.” He turns slightly towards me and says, “Why do I detect some animosity towards me?”

      I sigh, pulling my legs away from his lap. I notice Liam watching as I take them away. “Do you not know what you’re doing?”

      Now it’s his time to sigh. “I read that women are like this.” He turns his head away, scooting himself up.

      “Like what?”

      He looks my way, smirking. “They expect men to be psychic. I don’t know what it is you’re feeling unless you tell me. Despite what you may think, I am definitely not psychic.”

      I puff out an exasperated breath. “It’s not about being psychic. It’s about gauging people’s feelings and reactions to the things that you do.”

      Getting up, Liam runs his fingers through his hair. I can tell he’s getting frustrated. “What is it that I’m doing?” He turns in my direction, his eyes looking straight into mine. “Tell me so I can understand.”

      I stand up to face him, so that I don’t feel like a vulnerable, timid, little mouse. I’m in no way taller than Liam, but at least this way I don’t feel so small. I notice him watching me as his Adam’s apple bobs with a nervous swallow. Why is he nervous? I can sense it in him—feel the way his chest slightly trembles with the beating of his heart.

      “You touch me and yet expect me not to react to it.” I look him dead in the eye when I say, “There. Is that clear enough for you? You rejected me two months ago, but since then you’ve touched me, caressed me, held my hand, and cared for me. You do all this, and yet you expect me not to have a reaction?”

      His cool eyes soften at my words. Taking another step closer, he places his hands on my shoulders. “I’m not rejecting you. I just don’t want to hurt you. I don’t want us entering into something you might regret later. You’re so young and I’m almost twice your age. I’m protecting you, but you have to understand that there is a level of self-preservation. I’m protecting my heart too. I want you. You have to know that. But, I want to make sure that this is—”

      I don’t let him finish what he started. I tiptoe up, kissing his soft lips and capturing the next words that were going to come out of his mouth. All I heard were the words “I want you.” Everything else has paled into existence.

      I manage to coax his mouth open, manage to slide my tongue into his mouth. At first we kiss tenderly, lovingly, but when I moan, grabbing his hair with my fists, Liam suddenly pulls away, breathless.

      He notices my frown and says, “I’m not as strong as you think, Ray. I’m a man and I have needs.”

      “So do I,” I answer, trying to pull his mouth to me. Again, he halts me and I can’t help the frustrated growl that leaves my lips.

      “Ray, stop. You seriously don’t know what you’re doing. If you push this then I’m going to want more. Do you understand?”

      His angry eyes bore into mine, but I can also see the hidden lust that’s desperate to scratch the surface. I want to let that lust out.

      “I want you—to be my first.”

      Closing his eyes, Liam shakes his head. “You don’t know what you’re saying. It’s the hormones talking.”

      “As long as you have me here living with you then of course I’m going to want more. You say you have needs. I have needs too.”

      “But it’s not just about needs, is it, Ray? You have to feel something for a person. I’ve never had sex with someone that I have no connection with. I’m not that type of person.”

      Hurt fills my stomach and threatens to fill my eyes. “Are you saying you have no feelings for me?”

      “Fuck no,” he answers, pulling away in anger. He starts to pace the floor before finally stopping and looking at me. “At first when I took you it was me trying to protect you—nothing more. But over these past few months I have learnt to care deeply for you.” He dips his head sheepishly down to the floor. “I have learnt to love you.” He looks back up trying to gauge my reaction, but all I can feel is my heart rapidly beating against my chest. He loves me?

      “If I knew for certain this was what you wanted—that you felt the same way too—then of course I would be your first. In fact, nothing would make me happier. I just can’t enter into something you’re not one hundred percent into.”

      I take leisurely strides up to him. Nothing is said at first. Just the silent drumming of my heart can be heard. Liam watches me all the way, and I can tell by the look in his eyes that everything he’s said is the truth. It just makes me want him more.

      Once I reach him, I place my hands against his chest and lean up to kiss him again on the mouth. “I want you,” I say, breathlessly. “I want you in the way you want me. I too, have had lots of time to think over these past few months. My feelings for you have grown as much as yours have for me. I’m one hundred percent certain I want this, Liam. Please.”

      I can’t believe I actually begged, but I see the moment his shoulders sag as if in relief. He smiles brightly, taking me into his arms for a hug. “You don’t know how happy I am to hear you say that.” He pulls back, grinning from ear to ear. I can’t help the smile I beam back at him. “If you’re certain then I need to be prepared. Can you wait here until I get back from the shop?”

      I nod, knowing that he’s going out to buy condoms. He looks at me sceptically and then says, “If you change your mind by the time I get back, that’s okay.”

      I shake my head, smiling at him. “I won’t.”

      

      I look back on my days with Liam as if it were a distant dream—or even nightmare. I wasn’t myself. I know I wasn’t. I felt and did things the normal me would never have done. I can’t explain what it is, but I know that the night I lost my virginity to Liam Winters, was the night I lost a piece of myself. I just didn’t realise it back then. The first time hurt. There’s just no way on earth that it would have been pleasurable. Liam told me it would get better and it did. He wanted to please me. I can still look back and realise that to be true, but he was also the master manipulator. Everything he said and did had an agenda. I know that now, but I was just too wrapped up in everything Liam to care.

      Brett the Barman: Are you coming in tonight? I’ll give you a drink on the house. ;)

      I smile at Brett’s text message and shoot him one back. I’ll be in at around 7. I need to go somewhere first xx

      I hit SEND and start to get myself ready. It seems my bleeding was a false alarm yesterday, so I feel a lot better now that it’s definitely over. I check the time. It’s already five, so I need to get my skates on.

      Placing my hair up in a bun, I start applying some light makeup. A bit of smoky eyes and red lips will do the job perfectly tonight. Once I’m finished, I put on a bit of rouge for my cheeks and inspect myself in the mirror when I’m done. I’m dressed in my favourite pair of jeans—jeans which show my bum off better than any jeans I’ve ever owned. I think everyone can safely say they own a pair just like it—their favourite pair. As a top, I have a dark green long-sleeved jumper that’s opened up at the top to hang down on one shoulder. Everyone that I meet says I suit green, so green is what I’ll wear tonight. As I look at myself in the mirror, I nod. I think I’ll pass. I feel sexy and comfortable, and I believe that’s what’s most important. Screw whatever anyone else may think.

      As I grab my bag, coat, and Dean Koontz’s book, Life Expectancy, I walk out into the living room to find my mother sitting down enjoying a glass of wine. She looks up, smiling when she sees my get up.

      “Off anywhere nice?”

      I shrug. “Just to the bar to meet Brett. Nothing special.” I notice that she’s wearing a nice red dress. “You look lovely, Mum. Going anywhere nice yourself?”

      Her face flushes before she looks down a moment. “Just on a date with Eric.”

      I smile. “Have fun.”

      “Thanks.” I get up to leave when she says, “Erm, Ray … I mean, Sasha?”

      I spin on my heels to face her, noticing that her face has flushed even more red than before. “How can I say this? I may not be home tonight.”

      A huge grin pops up on my face. “Ooh, look at you. Go, Mum!” I shout, punching the air.

      She waves her hand in front of me. “Oh, stop.” Her smile fades when she says, “I’ve been thinking of cancelling. I don’t like leaving you here on your own.”

      Walking back towards her, I sit on the edge of the sofa. “We can’t be prisoners our whole lives, Mum. At some point we need to let go and move on. I certainly don’t want you stopping your life because that arsehole is out there somewhere.” She looks away uncertain. “Go,” I say, when she doesn’t respond. “Have fun, have sex, and knock his socks off. I’ll be fine here on my own. I’ll make sure I lock up. I promise.”

      She looks up then—worry in her eyes. “Will you text me once you’re home, so I can at least breathe a little easier?”

      I nod my head. “Of course.” She hesitates again, so I say, “Please, Mum. Go. I’ll be fine. I really do promise you.”

      I can’t promise her anything, but I notice the slight relief of her face when I said it and that was what I was after. “I must get going. Remember, have fun. I’ll text you later.” I get up and start walking towards the door. “Love you,” I shout as I open the door.

      “Love you too, sweetie. Enjoy your night.”

      I put my coat on and smile. “I’m sure I will.”

      I shut the door behind me and start a leisurely stroll towards the address. I take my phone and headphones out, bringing up Spotify, so I can listen to my updated playlist. As I place the buds in my ears, I hit the shuffle button and wait to see what comes up first. I smile and shake my head when I hear “I Will Wait for You” by Mumford & Sons. Someone up there has a sense of humour, because no matter how hard I try and stay away from Easton, or stop thinking about Easton, the universe has some other idea.

      I take my steps slowly, glancing at the time every now and then. It’s ten to six, so I’m on schedule. I breathe a sigh of relief when the song eventually ends and a more upbeat “This is How We Do It” by Montell Jordan plays through the buds. I almost bob my head to it as I stroll, not realising my pace has quickened. It’s only when I round the corner to reach Barrington Way that I realise I’m now here.

      I check the time. It’s now four minutes to six. It shouldn’t matter that I’m a little early.

      Pulling the buds out of my ears, I close the Spotify app down on my phone before placing everything back into my bag. I check the house nearest to me and notice that I’m only five houses away from number thirty-two. I carry on walking and when I eventually get to the gate of house number thirty-two, I swing it open, noticing a small yard with a big bike which is covered in sheeting. I can’t see what bike it is, but it’s definitely the shape of a bike.

      I close the gate behind me, walk the short distance to the door, knock, and then step back. I need to keep my distance just in case whoever answers is an axe murderer or something. I check behind me and notice I can make it if I need to run.

      I tut under my breath. It’s only because of Liam that I’m now paranoid that everyone out there has some kind of warped hidden agenda. I know I should be careful, but this is crazy.

      My eyes keep to the door and I wonder after a couple of seconds if I should knock again, but then the door opens, and when it does, all my senses come alive. He stands at the doorway looking as shocked as I feel. His hair a wayward mass of brown curls, his eyes narrow and intense as he stares at my own. I’ve often wondered when he looks into my eyes whether he can see it. The desire I hold deeply within me for him.

      His face looks unshaven today, but it doesn’t make him look any less appealing. In fact, quite the opposite. I doubt anything can make this man look less appealing. He’s wearing jeans which ride low on his ever-so beautiful hips, and despite the cold, he has also donned a loose, white V-necked t-shirt. However, it’s not loose enough to hide the fact that underneath are abs which would make The Rock feel jealous. As I stand, still staring, I fail to realise at first that he’s smirking at me, because as he does, he manoeuvres himself closer to the doorway. Lifting up his arm to rest on the rim, my eyes travel to the area around his hips. His t-shirt’s risen up, exposing the tanned flesh of his stomach. Oh, my. Words fail me. I may be only eighteen, but I’m not completely inexperienced to appreciate the male form.

      And oh, what form Mr Lockhart has. I’m dumbfounded. My lips can’t seem to manifest words. I know I need to speak, but speech is the last thing on my mind right now.

      “I– I–” Shit, I need to get a grip! Why has talking all of a sudden become so difficult? I manage—in my brief form of lunacy—to lift my eyes away from his stomach and land them on his sexy, endearing face. He’s still smirking, but this time one eyebrow is raised in question. I really wish he’d stop looking at me like that. I don’t see him do it with anyone else.

      A part of me celebrates that fact, but another part of me knows it has no right to feel that way.

      “You’re Nike1991?” I finally manage to ask.

      “And you’re FriendsFan18.”

      Looking down at his feet, I notice he only has socks on. “No Nikes today I see.” I look up to him, smirking. I feel my composure coming back. It’s in small doses, but at least I’m now coherent when I speak.

      “I don’t make it a habit of wearing shoes inside my house.”

      Averting my eyes, I realise I’m still making no sense whatsoever. Of course he wouldn’t wear his Nikes inside his house. It’s only then I realise that I am actually at Mr Lockhart’s house. I’ve often wondered what his house would look like. I doubt very much that he’ll let me in, and I wouldn’t blame him.

      “Would you like to come in? I must admit, I’m starting a get cold.”

      Just as he said that my eyes wander to his erect nipples through his t-shirt. Of course they would. Why wouldn’t they wander there?! Jeez, I need a cold shower. It’s minus freezing my arse off, but I can’t help the feeling that I need to pull on my collar as I’m getting overheated just by staring at him.

      Easton smirks, but steps aside to let me pass and when he does, the most fabulous smell hits my nostrils. “Wow, what is that?” I ask, almost pushing my way past him into his house.

      I hear him chuckle as I walk through and it’s only when I hear the door shut and Easton in front of me asking for my coat that I realise I’m all alone with him.

      In his house.

      As my mind takes all this in, my eyes wander around the lightly lit hallway of Easton’s new home. For a man, he’s made it look awfully homey. Two mirrors and a painting of lily of the valley adorn the sunshine walls of the hallway. A coat hanger sits beside the door with a red umbrella at the foot of it. As I take off my coat, I notice an open door to what looks to be the living room, but it’s from there where the beautiful smell seems to be coming from.

      “I’m cooking chicken parmigiana, and I have enough for two.”

      As I hand him my coat, he quirks an eyebrow as he places it on the hanger. I’m only just getting over the shock that it’s Easton—never mind the fact he’s just asked me to stay for dinner.

      There is no doubt in my mind that I should say no. Setting my better judgment aside, however, I must admit that the way in which he asked me wasn’t that of a man trying to get into the pants of a would-be lover. So, if he can keep it cool, then so can I. Besides, the food smells too good to miss.

      “I would love try some.”

      “Good.” He fixes me with a big grin before gesturing with his hand for me to walk through. “After you.”

      One foot manages to move in front of the other as I pass through the door leading into the most massive kitchen come dining come living area. No one would have realised that beyond the cosy hallway would be this Tardis of a room.

      “Wow,” I say, taking in the modern decor. White and black seem to be the theme of the kitchen with a beautiful sparking granite worktop. I can see something’s boiling on the hob and underneath that I can only guess is the parmigiana cooking in the oven. It makes my mouth water.

      “I almost forgot. Your book,” Easton says, quickly springing into action and fetching a book from the coffee table. He gives it to me, I say my thanks, and I place it in my bag.

      My eyes wander from the kitchen to the living area. Mainly white walls are the theme in here, but I can see that Easton has been making his mark on the place. One wall features a beautiful fireplace dressed in a warm terracotta colour. Figurines reminiscent of the ancient Egyptians line the top of the fireplace, but the thing which really pops out is the breathtaking sketch which is hanging above the mantle. It’s a large sketch of what is clearly Edinburgh Castle.

      “You decided to go bigger then?” I ask, pointing to the intricate sketch. It’s obvious to me that Easton’s not a fan of painting—just sketching. The fact that it’s a sketch doesn’t make it any less beautiful, though. I’d even go so far as to say that it couldn’t look any better had it been painted. The way it is now has its own unique and striking beauty. One can see every darkened line etched into the hillside, every straight line which leads to the top where the castle is situated, and every hollow window of the castle. It makes me wish that I could be there in person to see inside of it. Easton most definitely has talent.

      Easton looks at the sketch, and for the first time, I see a hint of embarrassment briefly cross his face. “I just thought it would be nice to have something up there to remind me of home.”

      “It’s fantastic.”

      “You think?”

      I chuckle slightly at Easton’s vulnerability. He has always struck me as a confident man, but beneath his strong shield is someone who is just as vulnerable as the rest of us. Clearly, he is frightened that no one will like his work. He needn’t be. Each of the two sketches I’ve seen so far have been stunning to look at.

      “You have a talent. You should explore it more often.”

      Placing his hands into his jeans pockets, he shrugs. “I guess I have a lot of ladies keeping me busy lately, so I don’t get to sketch as often as I would like. I was crazy busy when I first started, but I’m hoping things are beginning to settle.”

      It’s then I remember that he’s not where he said he lived. “You moved.”

      He bites his lip a little and for a fraction of a second I wonder what his teeth would feel like grazing over my nipple. A shudder ripples through me at the thought. My concentration levels are shit next to this man.

      “I wanted to be a bit closer to the school, so I wouldn’t have to get up so early in the morning.”

      I chuckle slightly, realising why he was biting his lip. “You’re not a morning person, I take it?”

      Moving towards the kitchen to tend to dinner, he laughs at my comment. “No. I’ve never been a morning person.” He picks a knife up and starts poking at some potatoes. “When I was in school, I was the only person my mum found difficult to rouse in the morning.”

      A brief thought wanders through my mind about whether something different may rouse him in the morning. My tongue perhaps?

      Clearing my head of all erotic thoughts, I concentrate on the conversation. “I bet you used to drive your mum nuts.” We both chuckle at the comment.

      “Yeah, just a little.” He then points to the fridge. “I have beer, but do you fancy some wine? You can have beer if you want, but something tells me you aren’t a beer kind of girl.”

      I quirk my eyebrow. “Really? What kind of girl do I strike you as?”

      He sucks in a breath as he turns his head away in thought. When he’s figured out what to say, he fixes me with those whiskey brown eyes of his. “Someone a bit more refined. You seem to like a lady to me.”

      “And ladies don’t drink beer?” I tease.

      “I’m not doing very well here, am I?”

      I start laughing. “I know what you’re trying to say, but maybe I wouldn’t go saying that to other ladies. They may not appreciate your talk.”

      “My talk, huh?”

      I roll my eyes. “You know.”

      He starts laughing before moving towards the fridge. “Anyway, as I was saying. Drink?”

      I nod my head on a smile. “Yes, please. Wine would be lovely.”

      He hits me with a knowing smile, but doesn’t say anything further on the matter. I watch as he takes out an expensive looking bottle of white wine from the fridge and starts pouring it into a glass. Once all done, he picks his beer up and my glass, handing it to me.

      “Cheers,” he says, holding out his beer.

      We clink glasses. “Cheers.”

      “I’m intrigued,” he begins. “What book did you bring me in the end?”

      Remembering why I’m there in the first place, I pick my bag up and start rummaging through. I find the book and hand it to him.

      “Life Expectancy,” he says out loud.

      “It’s the next best book to Watchers.”

      He looks up from the book. “Why didn’t you bring me that?”

      I bite my lip. “I guess I couldn’t part with it. Besides, now I know it’s you, and you’ve already read it.”

      I watch as he turns the book over and reads the back of it. “It looks good.”

      “It is good.”

      Placing it down on the counter, he says, “I’ll look forward to reading it then.” He then gestures towards the living room. “Make yourself comfortable. I just need to check on the chicken. The potatoes are almost ready.”

      My mouth starts to salivate at the thought. “I’m so looking forward to this.”

      He smirks. “Wait until you’ve tried it first.”

      He then makes his way to the kitchen and starts his prep on getting everything ready, allowing me time to pick my glass of wine up again and wander through into the living area. I walk around the cosy cream sofas that all point towards this massive TV. It must be at least fifty inches. I sip my wine as my eyes wander around the decor, taking everything in. The crisp cool drink slides down my throat making me look at the glass with appreciation. The wine tastes lovely.

      In the corner of the living area is a bookshelf with copious amounts of James Patterson, David Baldacci, John Grisham, Dan Brown, and Clive Cussler. Easton certainly likes his thrillers.

      “I see you’re admiring my books.” I jump, squealing and almost spill my wine everywhere. “Sorry, did I scare you?”

      “Yes,” I say laughing. “Don’t ever sneak up on people like that. You scared the bejusus out of me.”

      He places his hand on his heart. “I’m sorry. Do you forgive me?”

      How can I say no to that face?

      “Of course. Just don’t do it again,” I smirk, letting him know I’m teasing.

      “Dinner’s up in five. You can take a seat at the table now, if you want.”

      Easton quickly darts back into the kitchen and I walk towards the dining table situated behind his sofa. I take my seat and watch in silence as Easton works the kitchen like a pro. I don’t speak, because I know I may hinder him as he works. Besides, high concentration on the task is etched into the beautiful face of his. I certainly don’t want to disturb that.

      Within no time, Easton has the plates filled with food and is bringing them over to the table. As soon as he places mine in front of me, my mouth begins to water in expectation, and I can feel my taste buds preparing to explode from desire alone. The cheese over the chicken is just nicely browned. Beside that are a few potatoes and broccoli.

      “This smells delicious. I can’t wait to tuck in.”

      He smiles as he takes a napkin and places it on his lap. “Don’t stand on ceremony then. Tuck in there.”

      I waste no time, picking my knife and fork up I start to collect a bit of everything before popping it into my mouth. As I do, my eyes close. I’ve had chicken parmigiana a couple of times, but none of them has been as mouth-watering as this.

      I let the explosion of different spices along with the taste of chicken, cheese, potato, and broccoli mix together in my mouth.

      “So, what do you think?”

      Opening my eyes, I find Easton sat opposite me eagerly awaiting my response.

      I finish chewing before saying, “It’s beautiful. You really are a good cook.”

      “Thanks,” he replies, popping a bit of broccoli in his mouth. “I think that’s why my brother sometimes visits.”

      “Because he misses your food?” He nods. “That’s quite sweet.”

      Easton huffs out a laugh. “My brother is a lot of things, but sweet isn’t one of them.”

      Thinking on this, I ask, “What was it like growing up with such a big family?”

      All I’ve ever known is my mother and I. Big families are alien to me. I often wonder what it would have been like to have a younger brother or sister. I know my mum was planning on having more kids with my dad, but then tragedy struck.

      Easton finishes chewing before saying, “It certainly has its ups and downs I must say. We lived in a big enough house, but I had to share with my twin, and that was fraught with tension.” I start laughing and he notices. “What’s so funny?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. I’ve always had this picture in my head that twins always got on, finished each other’s sentences, that sort of thing.”

      He shakes his head. “Not my brother and I, no. We may look and sound the same, but that’s as far as it goes for him and I.”

      “What does he do for a living?”

      “He’s a freelance fitness instructor. He goes wherever he’s needed and gets paid. He enjoys it because he’s never in one place at any particular time. He can accept or refuse the jobs he has, and he gets paid well because,” he rolls his eyes, “for some reason, he’s popular.”

      I want to say that if he looks like him then no wonder, but I hold my tongue. “Is that the reason why he visits you a lot?”

      He nods. “Yeah, that and he misses my food. He also says he likes the girls down here, but of course he would say that. I sometimes wonder if he’ll ever settle down.”

      “Ah, he’s young,” I say, shrugging it off. “I’m assuming you’re both still in your twenties?”

      “We’ll be twenty-eight in January.”

      “That’s still young. Maybe once he’s in his thirties, he’ll settle down.”

      He looks at me quizzically. “Is that when you plan to settle down?”

      I look away in thought. “I never put much thought to that. I do want it all—the house, marriage, kids, etcetera, but I would never put a time on it. You can’t place a timescale on love. It’s either the right time or the wrong time to find someone. I think I would like to think that someday I will meet Mr Right and settle down. If that’s tomorrow, or in twenty years time, so be it.”

      Easton nods his head with a smile. “That’s a good way of looking at it.”

      “I know some say you should wait a few years, kiss a few frogs before you find your prince, but if I met my prince now, then why should I let the fact I’m so young get in the way? I think that’s why your brother is still free and single. He just hasn’t met the right girl yet. I think once he does, he’ll know.”

      Easton chuckles. “I feel sorry for the girl that happens to.” He starts laughing, so I know he’s joking.

      “I’m sure your brother would love you saying that about him.”

      “Ah, he doesn’t care. He is what he is and isn’t ashamed of that. I kind of admire him for that.”

      “It’s the right attitude to have. Sometimes you can get too wrapped up in what other people are thinking that you kind of lose yourself along the way.”

      I think of Liam and everything I did for him to appease him. When I lived with him, I was constantly worrying about how my thoughts and actions would affect him. It wasn’t healthy, but at the time I didn’t realise this.

      “You’ve gone to that dark place again.”

      Snapping out of my thoughts, I set my gaze on Easton. “Is it that obvious?”

      “Your whole face changes. Gone is the smile that lights up your face. You look … lost.”

      I finish chewing a bit of food before saying, “Is this the part where you tell me some sort of joke so I can snap out of it?”

      He frowns ever so slightly, a tiny crinkle forming on his forehead. “On the contrary. This is the part where I let you know that you can tell me anything. I won’t judge.”

      I think about all the times I endured with Liam. All the times I felt safe with him when in fact I was far from it. I never like revisiting that place. I feel I can trust Easton. I’m just not sure I can say those words. To me, those words make me seem like a feeble, stupid, and naïve teenage girl.

      “You’re hesitating. I really don’t want to make you feel uncomfortable.”

      I flit my eyes back to Easton. “It’s not that. You must know all about me anyway. It would have been in my file. It’s just that reliving it and saying the words out loud. It’s hard. Knowing how stupid I was back then is a difficult pill to swallow.”

      Easton, placing his fork down, leans over the table a little. “How can you say that you were stupid? You were fifteen when it happened. A child.” I close my eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m upsetting you and that’s the last thing I want. Forget I said anything.”

      I watch as he tucks back into his food. I know my discomfort has made him uncomfortable. I’m not used to saying the words out loud to my mother—let alone Easton. The man I have a huge crush on.

      “I lost my innocence to that man—and I lost it to him willingly.” I watch as Easton stops chewing and looks up to me. I swallow hard before saying, “I don’t like all the doors to be shut when inside a room. It makes me claustrophobic. I have nightmares—sometimes bad enough that I wake up during them and I feel like I’m suffocating. Everywhere I go, I’m looking over my shoulder, because I know it’s never a question of if he will find me. It’s a question of when.”

      Easton, seemingly lost for words for a moment, picks his fork up and before he starts eating again, says with determination, “As long as I’m around, I will never let that happen. Do you believe me?”

      I see the conviction on his face and it makes me smile. “Yes. I believe every word of it.” I know he will never be able to protect me from that monster, but I do find comfort in his words. Despite the fact that he is my headmaster, I know I have his back. He’s becoming the friend I never really had. Well, apart from Brett, of course, but he’s like my dorky older brother. Easton—on the other hand—is a completely different kettle of fish. I certainly don’t lust after Brett the way I do Easton.

      “Good,” he says, then points to my food. “Eat. It’s getting cold.”

      “Yes, sir,” I reply, picking my knife and fork up. It earns me a drop dead gorgeous smirk from Easton and suddenly my insides turn to mush. Eating is now the last thing on my mind.

      We eat for the next few minutes in silence, and when the plates are clear, Easton gets up to put them away.

      “Here, let me wash them,” I say, getting up with him.

      He shakes his head. “No. Sit. I’ll get some more wine and we can talk. I’ll leave the dishes for later.”

      A small flurry of excitement fills my belly at the prospect of staying here a little longer. I check my watch and see that it’s almost eight already. Where has the time gone?

      It’s then I remember that my mum asked me to text her, so I quickly grab my phone and shoot her a message.

      I’m with Easton having a couple of drinks. Have fun on your date xx

      Straight after I get a call from Brett. Shit. I had forgotten all about going to the bar tonight. I get up and quickly walk out into the hallway and shut the door behind me. When I answer, I hear him say, “Girl, you better have a good excuse for not turning up tonight. Even you can never turn up a night of one of my Sex on the Beach cocktails.”

      I start chuckling before saying, “I’m so sorry, Brett. Something came up. I bumped into Easton and we’ve just had something to eat.”

      “You’re gonna bump uglies with him, aren’t you?”

      “Brett, stop!” I shout, laughing. “It’s not like that between us.”

      I hear him huff. “Yeah, you just keep telling yourself that.”

      “I enjoy his company. That’s all. I’m really sorry I didn’t come by. I mean that.”

      A deep sigh resonates down the phone. “I know. I just want you to be careful, okay? I don’t care how innocent you’re both thinking this is. If you two are caught, then it’s game over—for both of you.”

      God, I hate it when he’s right. I don’t like it. Neither does my belly. The sick feeling I now have is an all too reminder of this.

      “I’ll stay for one more drink just so it doesn’t look like I’m being impolite, and then I’ll go home. Okay?”

      “You don’t have to explain shit to me, sugar lips. I just want you to be safe.”

      That sick feeling in my stomach is replaced by a warm feeling in my heart. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t mention it. Love you, girl. Send me a message later to let me know you got home safe. Okay?”

      I smile. “Okay. Love you too. Bye.”

      I hang up, take a deep breath and walk back in to find Easton sat on the sofa, a smile on his face and two fresh drinks on the coffee table. I walk towards him and thank him for the top up before sitting down.

      “Everything okay?” he asks with a worried frown.

      “Everything’s fine.” I pick up my wine and take a sip. It’s getting better and better with every mouthful. “It’s Brett. I was supposed to be going to the bar tonight.”

      “Shit. Sorry. If you want to go now, I won’t be offended.”

      “No, it’s okay,” I say, chuckling. “It wasn’t a planned evening or anything. Brett shot me a text to let me know he was working and I said that I would go round for a drink once I had finished dropping the book to you. Well, that was before I knew it was you and you seduced me with your cooking.” When I realise how bad that sounds my face flames.

      “Seduced you with my cooking, huh? That’s a first.”

      “Well, there’s a first for everything,” I answer, trying to make light of what I’ve said.

      “That there is.” He picks his beer up, winking at me before taking a slug.

      My knees start trembling as my mind conjures up thoughts—thoughts I should never be having.

      “Listen,” Easton suddenly says, placing his beer bottle down, “I’ve been meaning to apologise to you for kissing you a few weeks ago. I’ve been kicking myself ever since. The last thing I want is for you to have the impression that I do things like that on a regular basis.”

      That’s the last thing I think. “If I thought that about you, then I wouldn’t have agreed to stay for dinner, and I certainly wouldn’t have agreed to stay behind for a drink. However, I do think that once I have this drink I should be on my merry way.”

      He nods, as if agreeing. “That’s only fair.” He looks away for a moment and I can’t help wondering if he’s still cursing himself for what he did.

      “And another thing.” I watch as his gaze turns to me, and I swallow hard before saying, “If I didn’t want you to kiss me, then I would have stopped you, so please don’t beat yourself up about it. I was invested in that kiss just as much as you were.”

      At first he doesn’t say anything. We just continue staring at each other, because suddenly the thought of looking away terrifies me.

      I can’t fall for him. I can’t let myself get sucked under again. I know Easton’s different, but after what happened with Liam, I don’t know whether to trust my feelings ever again. I know that it’s no way to live. No girl of my age should ever be worrying about such matters, but it’s there, niggling inside my brain until my head starts to hurt with it.

      But my heart doesn’t want to listen. Back then with Liam it was my body that reacted to him. He set the scene perfectly that I bounced off everything he said or did. I was his perfect puppet to manipulate and mould as he saw fit. I know Easton is nothing like Liam.

      So why am I so afraid?

      I ask that same question over and over again when it comes to Easton.

      “Do you sometimes get the feeling we’re being pushed together by some unseen force?” I surprise myself by asking.

      Easton laughs before taking another swig. “It does seem that way, huh?”

      The room temperature seems to heat up a notch. In my effort to cool myself, I take another sip—or rather gulp—of wine, but it only acts to make me feel hotter.

      “Can I use your bathroom, please?” It’s not because I need to use it. I just need an escape from this feeling to reach out and grab him.

      “Upstairs, first door you come to.”

      Nodding my head, I get up and take the stairs to the landing. It’s there that it gets confusing. There seems to be two doors together. I’m about to shout down which one, when I think to just look through. I go to the first door to the right and push through. Immediately I know it’s not a bathroom, because I’m met with the biggest bed I’ve ever seen. It’s dark, but the curtains are open and the lights from the street outside are enough to illuminate the expanse of the room.

      Unable to help myself, I step further into the room when something in the corner of my eye catches my attention. I turn my gaze away from the bed and see straight away what it is that’s hanging on the wall opposite Easton’s bed. It’s dark, but the light seems to be reflecting on it in such a way that I can’t seem to take my eyes off of it.

      I walk further, my gaze unmoving from this masterpiece in front of me. Her eyes, they look lost, but also hopeful. Her hair is a mass of waves cascading gently onto her face. She’s smiling, seeming to look deeply into someone’s eyes. Her head is cocked slightly to one side as she stares.

      A single tear starts to stream down my face, but I make no attempt at wiping it away. I can’t. I’m frozen. Frozen by the set of eyes now staring at me.

      “Sasha, are you,” Easton steps through the door and obviously spots me, “okay?” he finishes asking, but I don’t look at him. I see from the corner of my eye that he’s walking towards me. “I can explain,” he urges. I hear the panic in his voice—hear the dismay at what I’ve found and what this could all imply. And the reason he’s so frightened and so panicked is because in this sketch—in this beautifully sorrowful, but happy sketch…

      Is me.

      Slowly, I turn to face him. I can’t see him fully, but I can see enough to know how shit scared he looks.

      “I know you think this looks bad. I swear I’m not a stalker or anything. I can explain. I sketched this the night that we met, and it’s the only sketch I’ve felt I’ve put my heart and soul into.”

      “You remembered my face.”

      He stops dead for a moment, and no words are spoken until he says, “I remembered everything about you.”

      It takes a second to walk the short distance to him. I know every thought in my brain should be screaming at me to stop this. It will only cause me heartbreak if I don’t. But right now, it’s not my mind making the decisions. It’s my heart.

      I take his face into my hands and kiss him deeply. I know I’ve taken Easton by surprise because at first he stiffens. He was probably expecting me to be somehow grossed out—or even creeped out by the fact he has a sketch of me in his bedroom—but when I look at that sketch, I see nothing creepy about it at all. He seems to have captured everything good and bad about me. My past with Liam, but my happy present with Easton.

      I know I should not be kissing my head teacher, but the knowledge that he thinks of me—even just enough to draw me—is what pushes me on further. I know what I’m doing is dangerous. I know I’m crossing a major line here, but by fuck is it worth it!

      His warm lips open up to me, allowing access to dip my tongue in deep. No holds barred, I practically bare my soul to this man through our kiss. His low soft moans have me begging for more—begging to reach out, touch him, caress him … make love to him.

      “We need to stop this,” he says after slightly pulling away, but immediately after he’s grabbing my head, back to my lips kissing me like the world will end unless we keep going.

      “I can’t stop,” I reply, gripping his soft, luscious hair in between my fingers.

      “I can’t stop either,” he admits.

      “I don’t want to stop.”

      “I don’t want to stop either.”

      He claims my mouth again, but this time it’s more primal. “Easton,” I whisper between kisses. We’re suddenly on the move, getting closer and closer to the edge of his bed.

      This is the time when I should stop. We’re about to go beyond that point of no return. My heart—on the other hand—has other ideas. It knows that this somehow feels right. Despite the lines we’re crossing and the trouble this could cause us, I feel it deep within my soul that here—right here with Easton—is where I’m supposed to be.

      I feel him tugging at my top when he says, “Tell me to stop, Sasha. Tell me this is wrong.”

      In one fell swoop, I curl my fingers underneath the seam of my top and hurl it over my head, exposing my heaving chest and red satin bra. “I don’t want to,” I whisper. I notice that Easton’s eyes are hooded with want as he scans my near naked frame. He looks up, closing the distance between us and capturing my mouth again.

      “Shit, Sasha, I’ve been dreaming of this moment ever since I met you in the bar.”

      His confession has my heart hammering even harder against my chest. “I want to feel you inside of me.” I graze my teeth against his lips, and revel in the heated hiss he releases against my mouth.

      I’m on fire with want. My knickers soaked with desire. I start to unbutton his jeans as Easton pulls his t-shirt off and discards it on the floor. At first I can’t move. He’s like a work of art before me. Every portion of his skin looks smooth and silky to the touch. Needing to find out, I raise my hands and caress over his pecks. I lean forward gently kissing each one and trailing my tongue along his nipples. His hand runs through my hair, wrapping up in a tight fist. The animal in me runs my nails over his chest and again I relish in the hiss he offers me.

      “Sasha, I need you.”

      I lift my head up, capturing his mouth again as I start frantically pulling his jeans down. As much as we want to continue kissing, we have to part momentarily to take our jeans off. When discarded, we both take a couple of seconds to look at each other. Me with only my red bra and knickers, and Easton with only a snug pair of Calvin Klein boxer shorts. His skin, flawless, his stature like a king. If ever someone wanted to create the perfect man it would have Easton as their idea. He’s simply perfection.

      As we take the brief moment to stare at each other, I unhook my bra letting it fall to the floor. My breasts are swollen and my nipples pert, eager to feel his hands on me.

      Easton’s hooded eyes look down a second before he walks towards me, claiming my mouth again. Our tongues are hot and heavy, meshing together in a frenzy. My hands are all over his back, tracing the contours of his torso, as Easton squeezes my hips. In an instant, we’re lying on the bed, Easton snug between my legs. I feel his hardness digging into my groin and I can’t help the flex of my hips towards him seeking more. Damn this pesky underwear between us.

      Easton groans into my mouth, but pulls away dipping his head to take my nipple into his mouth. I gasp out loud, moaning as he swirls his tongue like a pro. I’m getting wetter and wetter, my desire becoming unbearable.

      “Easton, please,” I beg, needing to feel him inside of me.

      He’s so quick, I don’t even have time to register the fact that he’s taken his boxer shorts off and is hooking his fingers underneath my knickers. He starts pulling and I lift my hips up to help them slide off. He’s looking at my bare pussy—the pussy I shaved this morning. I take a small moment to celebrate that fact before he positions himself between my legs.

      “You’re going to be the end of me, Sasha,” he whispers, kissing my deeply again, swirling that delectable tongue with mine. I can feel his hardness digging into my groin again and it’s making my head spin. My pussy throbs with want unable to think about anything or anyone else but being here. Right here underneath this man.

      Again, I move my hips up grinding myself against his erection. “I need to feel you inside me, Easton. Please.”

      “Fuck,” he breathes, lifting himself up. Before I even take a breath he’s inside me. I’m so wet that he pushes right to the tilt, groaning and panting into my mouth. “Shit, Sasha. Condom. I forgot a condom. I can’t think clearly.”

      I hadn’t even thought of that either. I was so immersed in Easton that thinking about something as simple and vital as a condom never even crossed my mind.

      “It’s okay,” I answer. “I’m on the pill.”

      “Even still, I should have known better. I’m sorry.”

      I lift my head up and kiss him. “Don’t ever be sorry.”

      The street lights illuminating the room shows me that he has his eyes closed. His breathing is deep, fanning me like a warm air. I’m filled deep by him—chest against chest and skin against skin. At the tender age of eighteen, I’ve not had much knowledge of life’s love, but I do know this. I feel it down to my marrow with Easton.

      “I don’t want to think about tomorrow,” he confesses.

      Cupping my hand on his cheek, I nudge him to open his eyes. When he does, I say, “Then don’t.”

      That was all the encouragement he needed to start moving. Mutual moans escape our lips as the first stroke turns into two, then three, then four. After the fourth, Easton’s movements quicken, and his breath is heavy against my face. One hand guides underneath my head, his fingers fisting my hair as he manipulates my head. He kisses me deep, then pulls away gently pulling my head to the side so he can kiss and nibble my neck. His body strong, his movements graceful as he grinds into me over and over again. My stomach clenches and expands to my arms and legs. I’m not sure what’s happening, but I can feel it coursing through my whole body.

      “Easton!” I cry, my body stiffening and then trembling. I can’t control this feeling—this feeling of no control. It’s like something’s taken over my body and is holding prisoner on some king of precipice. I remain rigid, desperate for this feeling to let go, and it’s only when it does that I realise—for the first time in my whole life, I’ve experienced an orgasm through sex. I’ve experimented with myself, but that felt nothing like this.

      I cry out his name again, wanting him to stop, but at the same time not wanting him to stop. Tears pool my eyes. I have absolutely no idea why. This feeling … it’s so intense. So potent.

      His movements quicken, and my once limp body through orgasm becomes rigid again. It builds and builds until again, I’m crashing.

      What the fuck’s happening to me?

      “Sasha, fuck, I’m going to come. I can’t hold it in any longer. You’re squeezing the fuck out of my dick and I can’t… Fuck!” he screams before grunting and then he stops.

      At first, I just lie there, feeling completely dumbfounded. I have heard that women can have multiple orgasms, but it just never occurred to me that I could experience that myself.

      I stay still with Easton’s head resting in the crook of my neck. I lift my hand up and start running my fingers through the soft strands of his hair. He is holding perfectly still, and his breathing becomes less and less laboured with each exhale.

      For quite some time, neither of us speaks, and at first I think it’s because we’re giving each other some time to process what I consider to be the most amazing experience of my life. I have no idea how Easton feels, but it was—hands down—the single most surreal and incomparably pleasurable experience I have ever had.

      The silence continues a bit longer than I’d anticipated, however, allowing fear and doubt to creep into my mind.

      Is he regretting it now that the passion is over? Does he want me to leave, but doesn’t quite know how to tell me?

      I search for answers in the dark, but I am unable to find any. I wonder if I should move or at least say something to get him to move. Such actions would certainly help me to make my escape, and if he wants me gone, then I certainly don’t want to be here any longer than necessary.

      I’m about to ask him if I can use his bathroom when he shocks me by saying, “I don’t think I can let you go now.” My hand freezes in his hair, and at that point, he raises his head and looks down into my eyes. “I’ve been trying so hard to avoid getting involved with you, Sasha, but after this—after tonight—it’s now quite impossible for me to ignore what it is I feel.” He then sighs. “But it’s not just me in this equation. Every time I feel the selfish need to keep you to myself, I have to remind myself that you will get hurt in this just as much as I will.”

      I know exactly how that feels because it’s the same thing I keep reminding myself of every day.

      I lean my head up, kissing him. A soft kiss that conveys my message just as much as my words. “I know,” I answer. “It’s the same thought I keep wanting to run and hide from.” I know we both have the same question on our minds, but I’m the one to utter it first. “So, what do we do?”

      Easton sighs, before pulling out of me and resting his body to the side of the bed. I turn, facing him, allowing a few seconds to stare into those dazzling eyes of his. I can’t see them, but the light is shining in such a way that they look like twinkling stars.

      “We have two choices.” I manoeuvre myself to get more comfortable and listen for what he says next. “We can either stop this now and try and wait it out for seven months, or we can carry on like this and try to be careful. And we’d have to be very careful.”

      I bite my lips and confess, “I’m not a fan of option one.”

      “I’m not a fan of option one either. But, if you told me that was the only one I would respect that decision. I would wait for you, because some people are just worth the wait.”

      Lifting my hand up to stroke his arm, I smile. “I feel the same. I just know that waiting will suck. It’ll feel like a prison sentence.” I shudder at the thought. I’ve already experienced a prison.

      “Oh no, lassie, come back to me. You’re not going there when you’re here with me like this.” He bops my nose like I’m a child. “This right here is happy time. No prisons. No feeling trapped. You should never have to feel trapped with me, Sasha. It’s not entirely your decision, but it isn’t entirely mine either. We’re in this together. And together, we will make a choice.”

      I scoot over to him, wrapping my arms around his torso and snuggling into his chest. “I don’t know what’s for the best,” I express honestly.

      “Me neither, Sasha.” He squeezes me in tightly and kisses my head. “Me neither.”
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      The car window is open, and the sounds of other passing cars rush through my ears. I smile, closing my eyes taking everything in. Kids are squealing in a nearby park, a dog is barking, and then a plane roars above my head. It’s a beautiful late autumn day—an unusual occurrence this time of year. The sun is shining overhead bringing an out of season warmth to the day.

      I am now seventeen and have been for just over a month. Liam and I are in a full-blown relationship, and I have been left to roam free inside the house. In the last six months I have been able to leave the house, but with strict instructions not to gain attention. Liam did a wrong thing and could still be punished. I—of course—don’t want to see that happen. He had protected me over the last two years, so I won’t let him get into trouble because of me.

      It sometimes feels strange to me how quickly I have adapted to this way of life. I’m only seventeen and practically married. Liam and I live together, share a bed together, and do almost everything together. When he sees my smile, he smiles. It’s almost as if we bounce off of one another. My moods affect him, and vice-versa. I assume it’s exactly like that when you’re married?

      Anyway, each day I get to spend outside I cherish. I still sometimes hate Liam for keeping me locked up for so long, but I understand why he did it. Today would normally be a good day, as it’s Saturday and he’s taking me shopping. What’s not good about it is I’m over a week late for my period and need to buy a pregnancy test. I haven’t told Liam this. I don’t want to unless I have to. To be honest I don’t want a baby. I’m way too young to be a mother. I pictured myself going through school and getting myself a job and a house first before starting a family. A couple of times Liam ran out of condoms and I mentioned the idea of going on the pill. He had said it would be difficult for me to get without mentioning my name and that I would be fine. He would pull out and that would solve the no condom issue. Unfortunately when the time came he didn’t pull out. When I questioned him he had said that it had been too good that he couldn’t help himself.

      “How about a new set of pyjamas for the winter? Your old ones need throwing out already.”

      I glance over at Liam sitting behind the wheel, his eyes carefully fixed on the road. “That would be nice. Maybe Primani will sell some decent ones.” He starts to chuckle. “What?”

      “It makes me laugh when you call it Primani.”

      I shrug my shoulders. “I think everyone calls it that.”

      He takes a quick look my way before turning back to the road. “I tell you what. We’ll take a look in that new mall off Queen’s Street. I believe there’s a Primani in there.” He winks at me.

      I swallow before saying, “I’ll need to go to the chemist for some lady things.”

      He scrunches his nose up. “Okay, I’ll probably go look in Top Man, or something while you sort that out.”

      My heart starts to calm a little as I smile at him. “I thought you may say that.” I chuckle a little setting him off before carrying on my stare out the window. When I feel a hand wrap around my own, I turn towards Liam who’s smiling.

      “You know I love you, right? That I’d do just about anything for you?”

      I nod my head with a small smile. “I don’t doubt that.”

      Satisfied with my answer, he looks back at the road. “Good. I’m glad you realise that. I would be lost without you.”

      “Well, I’m not going anywhere.”

      He glances my way before saying, “Promise.”

      I laugh again at his childlike vulnerability. “I promise.”Despite the fact I had nowhere else to go, I practically owed Liam my life.

      “We’re here,” he sings, pulling into the underground parking lot.

      We park up and first port of call is Primark. I get my Hello Kitty PJ’s which I personally think I’ll rock with them on. Liam just shakes his head with an amused smile, but buys me the PJ’s anyway. When we’re at the counter and he’s paying, I say, “I hate that I have to rely on you to buy me things.”

      He turns, noticing my sad face and places his hand against my cheek. “I took on the responsibility to take care of you and that will never change. I make great money on my construction business—more than enough to buy you a hundred more of these,” he says, lifting up the PJ’s with a chuckle. “Besides, I love spending money on you.”

      “I know,” I reply, grabbing his hand and squeezing it. “I still don’t like it.”

      He sighs when he notices he’s not getting anywhere. “Listen, I’ll tell you what. How would you like to work for me? I can give you my office and let you take on some accountancy work, bit by bit. I know you’re good with numbers.”

      “Really?” I ask, a huge smile on my face.

      Liam laughs, shaking his head. “Yes, really. There’s not much now, but I have a huge project starting the week after next and will need some help then. In fact, the timing’s perfect.”

      I squeeze his hand again. “Thank you, Liam. I won’t let you down.”

      Lightly grazing his thumb over my cheek, he says, “I know you won’t.”

      “Next!” a woman behind the counter bellows.

      

      Later on, we part ways and I head into the local pharmacy with enough money to buy the pregnancy test. I’m nervous as hell as I walk up and down the aisles trying to find where they’re at.

      “Can I help you?”

      I turn noticing a lady in a white coat. She has a tag that reads, “Melissa Jacobs, Pharmacist.”

      I bite my lip wondering if I should say anything. I have to, though. I can’t put this off much longer. “Erm, I’m looking for a …” I stumble on my words a little as I place a strand of hair behind my ear. She smiles at me encouragingly and that’s when I go for it. “A pregnancy test.”

      She glances at me and I can tell by the look on her face that she knows I’m very young—too young to be a mother anyway. “Follow me,” she says, smiling. I do so dutifully and we head down the next aisle. Once there, she bends down. “As you can see we have numerous amounts of tests, but they’re all virtually the same and will give the same result. This one has two in them, so you may want to take that just to make sure, but just so you know it very rarely gives a false positive result.” She picks it up, handing it to me.

      “Thanks,” I reply. I take a quick peek down at the pregnancy test, but notice that she’s still standing there. She’s frowning like she’s trying to make something out.

      When she notices I’m staring back, she says, “I’m so sorry, I don’t mean to stare. It’s just that you look really familiar. I’m sure I’ve seen your face somewhere.”

      I frown wondering how that could be when I remember that I was once abducted. My face could have been all over the news because the police are looking for me. The same police that will arrest Liam if they find out.

      Purposefully, I look away and laugh nervously. “I kind of get that a lot,” I answer, trying to sway the conversation away.

      She smiles, but I can tell she’s not buying it. “Do you want to buy that?” I nod, glad to be finally getting away. “Follow me, then.”

      I pay for the test all the while I can feel the pharmacist’s eyes on me. Once I get my change and the receipt, I rush out of the store and bump straight into Liam.

      “Whoa, there, tiger. Why the rush?”

      He smiles, grabbing my shoulders and when he searches my face, I decide it’s best not to spook him about the lady in the shop. He may want to lock me away again if he finds out.

      “I was just eager to come find you, that’s all.”

      This pleases Liam greatly. All thoughts that I may be in distress are gone at those very words. “You’re seriously the best thing that’s ever happened to me, Ray.” He takes my hand. “Come, let’s get you home.”

      I follow Liam away from the pharmacy, but not before noticing that the pharmacist is still looking in my direction. My heart starts to beat as I clutch onto the bag that holds the pregnancy test.

      All the way home, not only is the test burning a hole in my pocket, but the thought of that pharmacist knowing something makes the little hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

      

      When I wake the next morning, the sunshine hurts my eyes. I feel achy, but it’s a good ache, which reminds me of my time spent with Easton. After we both wake up, we continue to lie there for a while, simply chatting and enjoying each other’s company. Eventually, I realise I need to text my mum and Brett. I do both, hoping that they won’t ask too many questions. I had to be honest about where I’ve been and where I am. I just hope my mum never finds out who Easton truly is. The only way she will is if she visits the school, and I know there aren’t going to be any times to merit that. Even the teachers have said that I’m an adult now. Parent-teacher meetings are fine for students under sixteen, but not for an adult. There is one coming up shortly, but I have already been told it will only involve me.

      When I open my eyes, taking in the sunshine walls, I smile. Easton is silent, so I look across thinking he’s not there when I spot him still asleep. Of course. He’s already told me he’s not a morning person. That fact coupled with the other fact that we wore each other out a further two times last night doesn’t help either.

      For a moment, I stay still watching his sleeping frame. He’s lying on his stomach, his face to the side, his long, thick eyelashes kissing the tops of his cheeks. He’s neither smiling nor frowning. Just being. I like that. Just being. Easton and I were “just being” last night.

      One hand rests by his side while the other hand sits snugly underneath his head. He looks serene. So serene that for a moment I wonder if he’s still breathing. I’ve never seen someone look so dead when asleep before. I ponder that for a moment. Can you be dead asleep? If so, that is Easton right now.

      Coffee is definitely the name of the game. I could sit and stare at Easton all morning, but at some point coffee needs to come first. And before that, a bathroom break. Definitely a bathroom break.

      I sneak out of bed, careful not to wake Easton up, but it looks as though I needn’t be careful. He’s unmoving. The only sign that he’s alive is the slight rising of his back as he breathes.

      I walk towards the bathroom. The same bathroom I should have walked into last night. In hindsight, I am glad I went wrong. Otherwise, what happened between us may never have happened.

      Who am I kidding?

      I chuckle slightly as I walk into this bathroom. Straight away you can tell a single man lives here. Everything’s for men. Shower gel for men, deodorant for men, and shaving foam for men.

      After relieving myself, I take the journey downstairs completely naked. I’m not one for going bare, but I can see the benefit from it when being in the same house as a hunk. Already I’m needy, my thighs clenching in anticipation of what will happen this morning once Easton wakes up.

      I make it into the kitchen and realise then that all the dishes from last night are still discarded in his sink. I go through all his cupboards searching for mugs for the coffee before putting some water in the kettle and putting it on to boil. Once that’s in place, I start to work on the dishes.

      I make light work washing one dish, then two, gently humming Love Finds its Own Way by Gladys Knight and the Pips. Lost in my own world until I hear his voice.

      “Well, that’s a sight to behold. A woman in the kitchen washing the dishes as naked as the day she was born.”

      I smirk, turning to show him my schmexy smile when my eyes land on Easton. Only, it’s not Easton. He certainly looks the same. The same eyes, the same nose, the same endearing sexy smile, but it’s the hair that gives him away. It’s shorter than Easton’s and not so wavy.

      It’s his brother.

      I scream—or rather squeal—before turning around and trying my best to cover myself. Soap suds that were once all over my hands are now smacked over my breasts and my nether regions as I try my hardest to conceal myself.

      “Sorry,” he says, still smirking. “I didn’t think my wee brother had company.” His eyes unashamedly peruse my body.

      “Is there any chance you can hand me a towel or something?”

      He starts tutting and shaking his head. “Now that would be a terrible tragedy, Miss …”

      “Sasha. My name’s Sasha.”

      “Miss Sasha.”

      He winks at me at the same time that Easton appears obviously wondering what all the commotion is about. He spots his brother before he spots me.

      “Grayson, what are you doing here so—” It’s then his eyes turn to me, and he spots my nakedness. “Shit,” he shouts before taking off his shirt and hurriedly walking towards me. Concealing my body, he helps me put his shirt on while Grayson’s just standing there with a shit-eating grin on his face.

      “I’m sorry,” Easton mouths before turning to his brother.

      “What are you doing here?”

      He cocks his head to one side before saying, “I thought I would pop by for breakfast. I was hoping for one of your omelettes, but I got an even nicer surprise than that in your kitchen.” He inclines his head towards me, winking again. My face flushes instantly.

      Can the earth swallow me up now?

      “Grayson,” Easton warns.

      Grayson waves him off. “I know, I know.” He looks at me one last time before saying, “When did this happen?”

      I hear Easton clear his throat before saying, “We met a while ago, but it’s only really since last night.”

      Grayson’s head is pointed towards Easton, but he quirks his eyebrow in my direction. “Last night, eh? You never told me about this? Why?”

      I swallow hard as Easton starts making himself busy by putting coffee in the mugs. “We may be twins, but we’re not joined at the hip, Grayson. I don’t have to tell you everything.”

      I watch Grayson place a hand on his heart. “I’m crushed.” He then eyes me suspiciously. He knows something’s up. He can feel it. I can feel it.

      And this is exactly what Easton and I were frightened of. People finding out. People asking questions. We don’t have to answer to anyone, but in another sense, we have to.

      “Excuse me,” I say, clutching Easton’s shirt to me as I start to walk away. With every step I take towards the stairs I can feel Grayson’s eyes on me. I can tell he’s trying to figure me out. Is Easton having a woman stay the night that unbelievable?

      When I disappear completely, I hear whispered voices, but I don’t hang around to hear what’s being said. I don’t want to come between Easton and his brother. Family time is precious. I had hoped to stay a couple more hours at least, but I think I need to make my excuses and leave.

      I dress hurriedly before climbing down the stairs to retrieve my bag and say goodbye, but what I hear makes my ears prick up.

      ‘I warned you going there would be dangerous, brother. You should have listened to me.”

      “Shh,” I hear Easton hiss. “Listen, I’m not seeking her out or anything. We just seem to somehow—I don’t know—bump into each other all the time.”

      “Yeah,” Grayson huffs. “I’m sure that’s a coincidence.”

      I close my eyes when I feel the stab of his words. I’m not like that at all, but he doesn’t know that.

      “Don’t you fucking dare, Grayson. You might be my brother, but you’re not brother enough for a fucking Glasgow kiss. You hear me?”

      “Oh, come on, Easton. Listen to yourself. You trusted Catherine and look where that got you.”

      Catherine? Who’s Catherine?

      “Catherine was different. I know it.”

      I hear Grayson sigh before saying, “Catherine almost made you lose your fucking job. This girl is no different.”

      I can’t listen to any more. I come down the stairs, fully aware that I’ll be face to face with them even if I can’t see them anywhere just yet. I feel a breeze and notice that the back door is open. They must be outside in the garden, so they can chat privately. Unfortunately, though, I heard every word.

      Sneaking around, I grab my handbag, phone, and shoes before slipping out quickly and quietly. I have no clue who this Catherine is, but something deep inside me says this is trouble. Trouble as in the kind he and I could get into if we are ever found out.

      My heart sinks at the thought that he may have done this before with another student. Easton doesn’t seem the type, but that doesn’t mean shit in the grand scheme of things. I thought I had trusted Liam once. Look where that got me?

      Cursing myself for being so stupid, I take the walk of shame home, ignoring the calls that I hear once a couple of minutes away from home. If it’s Easton, I don’t really want to talk to him right now.

      I get to my block of flats, virtually pulling the doors off its hinges in anger before taking the stairs up to our flat. Tiredness overwhelms me by the time I reach the door. I’m so fully immersed in my own thoughts that I forget that my mother may be home.

      She’s not in. But then I didn’t think she would be. Knowing she will be worried, I give her a quick call, telling her that I’m home and that I’m safe. She sounds happy—carefree. Just how I had felt this morning when I had first woken up.

      It’s after I’ve had a shower and I’m drying my hair that I hear the doorbell ring. I walk, towel wrapped round me as I look through the peephole. It’s Easton.

      Closing my eyes I take a deep breath before answering. He looks fraught and out of breath like he ran here rather than biked it.

      He takes one look at the towel wrapped around me and then averts his eyes over my shoulder. “Can I come in? I think we need to talk.”

      I sigh, opening the door wider to let him through. He walks in, closing the door behind him before looking around the place. “Your mum not in?” I shake my head and start walking towards my room. I don’t look around to see if he’s following. I already know he’s there.

      Once I reach my room, Easton closes the door. I suck in a breath. “Please open the door.”

      He sees the panic in my face and immediately complies.

      “Closed doors aren’t your thing, huh?”

      I shake my head. “Just inside a bedroom.”

      He nods, his eyes showing his concern for me. “I see.” He takes a little look around my room before meeting my eyes. “I guess you overheard me and my brother?” I nod. “I didn’t mean for you to find out this way.”

      “Who’s Catherine?” I don’t want to beat around the bush. He has a past I wasn’t made aware of. A past—it seems—which is dangerously close to the situation Easton and I have gotten into.

      “May I?” he asks, pointing towards my bed. I nod my head, but I remain standing. “Almost three years ago I got myself a teaching job at a local school in Edinburgh. It was a girls' school just like yours. There was this young girl there. Only fourteen at the time. Catherine.” He looks up to meet my eyes when he says this. I’m not sure what he’s going to say next, but I feel sick at the prospect.

      “She was like any other student at first. Quiet, courteous, and always handed her homework in on time. Then one day about three months in to working there she asked me to help her with her English homework after school. I agreed to stay behind for half hour to help go through some notes. Everything seemed normal and when we left she went her way and I went mine.” He sighs like the memory still haunts him. “The next day she came in wearing makeup and had her skirt hitched higher than normal. She was all smiles in the lesson and I just thought that maybe she had gotten herself a boyfriend and that was the reason for the makeup and her jovial mood.

      “After a couple of days I realised it wasn’t the boyfriend. It was me. She started winking at me, flirting outrageously with me in class and in front of the students. Then came the secret love notes that she would leave for me in my classroom. I told the headmistress what was happening and between us we asked Catherine to stay behind one day so that we could talk to her about how inappropriate her behaviour was. She was embarrassed, but told us that she wouldn’t do it again. I went away thinking that was the end of it.”

      Calmer I say, “But it wasn’t?” He shakes his head, looking downtrodden. I immediately sit next to him offering my comfort. I realise now that his situation with this Catherine was nothing like ours.

      “The school had a break in, but nothing was taken. The police were called and fingerprints were lifted, but none could be matched to their database. All the teachers thought it strange that someone managed to break in, but despite there being computers and camera equipment there, none of it was taken.” He sighs again, running a hand over his unshaven face. “I started to receive text messages, phone calls at the dead of night with no one on the other end. Then letters started coming through my door. Explicit letters detailing a fictitious sex scene between me and this girl. They were never signed, but I knew it was Catherine. I told her to stop. That I would go to the police, but the letters and phone calls continued.”

      “Did you go to the police?”

      He nods his head. “I was about to when they showed up at my door claiming that I had sexually assaulted her.”

      Gasping, I throw my hand over my mouth. “Oh God, Easton. I’m so sorry. What happened?”

      “I explained to them what had been going on and that I believed she was the one responsible for the break in at school. All the letters and phone records were taken. I told them to take everything as long as I could prove my innocence. They asked me where I was when the alleged assault took place and luckily for me I was at an art event in Glasgow. Miles away from where she said it happened. I had witnesses that said I had been there until two in the morning, and hotel bills to prove I stayed there the night.”

      I shake my head in disbelief. Silly girl. “What happened next?”

      “The school suspended me until further enquiries were made. I was devastated, but I knew this was the normal procedure. No matter what, though, news of what had happened got around and the parents started calling the school, wondering what kind of monster had been teaching their teenage daughters.”

      “That sounds awful. I’m so sorry.” I place my hand over his, offering him comfort. Immediately he threads his fingers through mine, still looking down.

      “The police looked into everything and obviously found that I was innocent and dropped the investigation into me. Soon after they arrested Catherine and found her prints matched those of the ones the police lifted. They also found her prints all over my personal file at the school. When they dug deeper they found she had done this before. Her parents were dubious, but they didn’t want to disbelieve their daughter.”

      “Understandable,” I sigh.

      He squeezes my hand slightly. “Of course. Any parent would believe their child if such an accusation was made. They apologised to me, but I told them that they should never have to apologise for believing what their daughter said. I was just glad that it was all cleared up.” He sighs again, closing his eyes. “But, something like that never leaves you. Despite being cleared, I noticed I got strange looks from the parents when they picked their daughters up from school. They would clutch onto them as if I were some sort of predator. All the kids had nothing but great things to say about me, but they still didn’t trust me. A month after that, I handed in my resignation.”

      Placing my free hand against his cheek, I pull his face towards mine and kiss him lightly on the lips. “I’m so sorry you had to go through all that. It sounds like torture.”

      “It was,” he agrees.

      “What happened to the girl? Catherine.”

      “She was arrested and charged with criminal damages for breaking the lock at the school. The school dropped the charges, but expelled her from school. I don’t know what happened afterwards. I left, got myself another teaching job and started my life over again. Luckily it never tainted my record, but being so close to where it happened took its toll. That’s why I opted to try for a teaching position elsewhere. The school told me about this head teacher job, said I was ready and would be perfect for it. I must admit, I had my reservations. I didn’t want to go back to another all-girls school, but here, at least I am head teacher. I’m not actually teaching the girls in a classroom this time.”

      I slouch my shoulders a little when I come back to the here and now. I sigh. “No wonder your brother is so worried about you. He’s frightened I’m going to be another Catherine.”

      Easton snaps his head to me, nudging at my hand. “You’re nothing like Catherine. In fact, it’s been me pursuing you more than the other way around. You’ve been very adult about the whole thing. This is all on me.”

      I shake my head. “No, this is all on us. We’re both adults, and we both made the decision to enter into something that could have dire consequences.” I close my eyes and wonder what the hell to do. “I was so euphoric when I woke up this morning. My only thought was that I hoped to have coffee with you and repeat what happened between us last night.”

      Easton’s eyes light up like that thought sounds perfect. “And then Grayson happened.” He rolls those same twinkling eyes. “Perfect timing.”

      I nudge his shoulder with my own. “Your brother loves you and is looking out for you. I completely understand why he’s feeling a bit of animosity towards me. He doesn’t know me from Adam. As far as he’s concerned, I could be another Catherine.”

      He shakes his head like this angers him. “As I said before, you’re nothing like her.” He squeezes my hand again. “I’m sorry about what happened. I would have told you, but I didn’t realise my brother would turn up and blurt what he said like that for you to hear.”

      I graze my finger lightly across his knuckles. “And I’m sorry I ran. A bit childish, I know, but despite what I heard I also knew your brother wouldn’t want me around.”

      “That’s not his decision to make.”

      I nod my head with a smile. “I know, but I would never want to get in the way of your family. You all must have gone through hell. You most of all, but your family would have been suffering along with you. It must have been troubling times for them too.” With a huge knot in my stomach, I surprise Easton by releasing his hand and standing up. I feel his eyes on me as I tighten the towel that’s still around me and lean my butt against my desk. His eyes are questioning me before I say, “I think we have to stop this before someone finds out.”

      Easton rises from the bed and steps towards me. He stops inches away from my body and cups my face in his hands. I close my eyes for a moment, but when I open them his whiskey coloured eyes are boring into mine.

      “I can see it in your eyes that you know as well as I do that stopping this is not an option. You want to walk away, then fine. But I’ll be damned if I let you walk away when I know you don’t want to. You’re worth taking the risk. I told you last night that I’m not letting you go.”

      I close my eyes again. His words. They’re all I ever wanted to hear, but … and there’s still a but. He’s already had to deal with the shitstorm that came with this Catherine girl. I don’t want him going through all that again. Not for me.

      “If you lost your job I would never forgive myself.”

      “Shit!” Easton says, closing his eyes. When he opens them again, he pulls his hands away from my face and I instantly feel the loss. I suddenly have this overwhelming desire to curse at the universe for ever letting me fall for a man I cannot have. Right guy, wrong place and time. Easton is the type of man you dream about when you’re little and you daydream about being a fairytale princess with a prince that comes to rescue you. Easton has rescued me. He’s rescued me more than he will ever know. I never thought I would find and trust a man again after Liam, but Easton has not only taught me that not every guy is like Liam, he’s also taught me how to feel real love, real desire, and real passion. How could I ever thank him enough for that?

      “I want to tell you that you’re wrong,” he begins. “I want to say that we can sneak around and not tell anyone, that no one will find out. I want to tell you all of this because I’m a selfish man who wants you all to himself. But, at the same time, I don’t want you to feel like my dirty little secret. Under normal circumstances I would want nothing more than to ask you to be mine and tell the world that’s exactly how I feel.” He lifts his eyes up to meet mine and for the first time he looks lost. “I don’t want to lose you now that I’ve found you.”

      Biting my lip, I nod my head at first. I feel exhausted by it all. All I want is a normal life. I guess I should be grateful that I have someone like Easton, but I just wish I had met him a year from now.

      “I can guarantee you now that you will never lose me, Easton. Not unless you ever betray me in anyway. You have me for as long as we can stand each other.” I smirk, causing him to laugh a little. “It feels like a prison sentence, but I would take that knowing that at the end we could be together. I just know that I would be devastated if you ever got into trouble over me. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.”

      Easton nods his head, resigned to the idea that we need to nip this in the bud before it’s too late.

      “I best go home,” he says, stepping towards me and taking my hand. Before I even have a chance to realise, he pulls me into his chest for a big hug. I relax instantly, breathing in his musky smell. I feel him kiss my head before stroking my hair. I look up to smile at him, but what I’m met with are those intense eyes. They’re like beacons calling to me. “Bedroom eyes” is the better expression I think. I know he can feel what I feel as pretty soon he’s dipping his head, but hesitantly just in case I pull away. I don’t, though. Quite the opposite.

      Standing on tiptoe, I crash my lips against his. All thoughts about my little speech go flying out of my bedroom window. Right now, all I can think about is Easton. Wanting to taste Easton, wanting to breathe him in, wanting him, wanting him, wanting him.

      Our kiss deepens and my body responds by automatically pulling him towards my bed. At first Easton complies, but when I try and drag him onto the bed, he stops me. We’re both out of breath when he pulls away.

      “As much as I want to do this, I can’t in your mother’s home. It isn’t right. I can’t take advantage of that.”

      All that does is make me want him more. Despite feeling that way, I nod my head. I can totally understand that. My mum could come in any moment now, and although my mum’s really cool when it comes to things like this, I respect her too. I wouldn’t want her to catch the Sasha and Easton show as much as I wouldn’t want to catch a show starring my mum and Eric. I even shudder at the thought.

      “Are you okay?” Easton asks, laughing a little.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. I think I just lost my way a moment there. I don’t want my mum to catch us as much as you don’t.”

      He shakes his head. “No, that wouldn’t be a good idea.”

      We both freeze when we hear the door go. “Speak of the devil,” I say, quickly throwing off the towel and grabbing a pair of sweats and a jumper, placing them on me within seconds. All the while Easton’s staring at me looking both turned on and impressed.

      “Sasha, are you home?” She pushes the door in further and stops dead when she spots Easton in my room. “Sorry,” she says with a smile. “I didn’t realise you had company.”

      “That’s okay,” Easton replies, looking a little sheepish. “I just wanted to make sure Sasha got home safely. I have my brother over, and although Sasha’s more than welcome to stay with us, she said she didn’t want to interfere with me and my family time.”

      My mum smiles proudly at that. “Yes, family is important.”

      Easton smiles at my mother before turning to me. “I suppose I better go.”

      I nod my agreement. “Yes, you must. I’m sure Grayson’s stomach thinks its throat’s been cut waiting for this famous omelette of yours.”

      Easton chuckles, and my mum says, “Omelette. Hmm, sounds wonderful right about now. Do you fancy one, Sasha?”

      “Sure. Why not?” I say, laughing as we all head out of my room.

      My mum, noticing we need our privacy, says, “I’ll go make myself useful in the kitchen. It was nice seeing you again, Easton. Don’t be a stranger.”

      “It was lovely seeing you too, Laura. Have a great Sunday.”

      My mum smiles, waves her goodbyes and then disappears into the kitchen. Once I know she’s out of earshot, I say, “This is going to be awkward.”

      Easton looks towards the kitchen and says, “It looks like she already thinks we’re a couple.” We both exchange knowing glances. However, no matter what’s said it won’t change the fact that he’s my head teacher, and I’m a student at his school.

      Resigned to the fact, Easton sighs before opening the door. “I guess I’ll see you next week.”

      My stomach drops at the thought. “Yes. See you next week.” I half smile before saying my goodbyes and regrettably watch as he disappears from sight before closing the front door behind him. I want to run and hide in my room now, but I know my mum will want all the gossip now that she’s seen Easton here.

      Resigned to the fact I have no other alternative but to talk, I make my way to the kitchen to find my mum all smiles as she whisks the eggs inside a bowl.

      “Sooo,” she says, all long and drawn out. “You’re kind of a thing now, huh?” She winks at me making me laugh, but deep down my heart aches.

      “We’re … taking it slow. Well, I’m taking it slow. I don’t want anything interrupting my schooling.”

      Mum sets the eggs down before wiping her hands with a cloth. “Shouldn’t I be the one saying that to you?” She chuckles and lays a hand on my shoulder before saying, “I trust you, Sasha.” She turns away, and immediately picks up the eggs again to whisk, but all I feel is guilt. Deep-seated guilt in the pit of my stomach. If she knew who Easton really was, she wouldn’t be saying that.

      When did everything become so complicated?

      “I know you want to take things slow and I applaud you,” she begins. “But does he make you happy? That’s all I want to know.”

      I think about all the times spent with Easton and I’ve felt nothing but happiness. “Yes,” I answer honestly.

      She nods her head. The news obviously pleases her. “Then that’s all I need to know.” She gets back to work tending to the omelette.

      “So, how did things go with Eric?”

      She momentarily stops to turn and smirk at me. “Really well, actually. He wanted to spend the whole day with me, but I didn’t want to miss seeing you, so I came home. You’re my priority at the end of the day. Eric obviously understands that.”

      “If you want to spend more time with him, then do so. I won’t mind, Mum. I want you to be happy.”

      She smiles, a slight tear in her eye. “I know. I am happy. Having you here and Eric in my life is all I ever need.” She pauses a moment then says, “Hey, now that we’ve both found love at the same time, I guess we’ll both be spending time away from home.” She winks at me and then turns to start frying the omelette. I smile, but the smile drops as soon as she can’t see. I would want nothing more than to spend time with Easton. A whole week without seeing him is going to feel like a life sentence.

      How on earth am I going to get through the next seven months?
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      “I need to use the bathroom,” I say, making a hasty exit.

      “Okay,” Liam answers nonchalantly.

      I rush up the stairs taking two steps at a time. All the while, my heart’s drumming against my ribcage. I’m still clutching the chemist bag close against my chest as I shut the door and lock it behind me. I lean up against the door and take a deep breath. I close my eyes trying to calm my ever-beating heart and when I open them that’s when I get to work pulling the test out from the bag. I have to be quick. Otherwise, Liam will get suspicious and come calling for me.

      I swiftly go over the instructions, and once I’m confident enough, I pee on the stick, flush the toilet, and wash my hands.

      I take a seat on the edge of the bath and start a mental countdown. With every second I count, I’m trying to ease my beating heart. It’s doing somersaults in my chest.

      Once I feel it’s time, I take a deep breath, rise up and check the test. All my breath leaves my body when I see the results. Tears prick my eyes and start to roll down my cheeks.

      And that’s when it happens.

      Bang, bang, bang!

      “Ray, are you okay in there? You’re starting to worry me.”

      In a panic, I wipe away my tears, gather all the shit and shove it underneath some towels before opening the door. When I do, he looks over my shoulder before his eyes land back on me. “Are you okay?”

      He looks concerned as he closes the distance between us and cups my chin. I nod my head. “I’m fine.”

      He searches my eyes before saying, “You don’t look fine. In fact, you look like you’ve been crying. Are you sick?”

      Knowing he’s just going to get suspicious otherwise, I nod my head. “I do feel a little unwell.”

      He kisses me gently on the forehead before grabbing my hand. “Come lie down in our bed and have a rest.” I follow him into our room and quickly take off my trainers before slipping into bed. Once he places the duvet on top of me, he leans forward kissing my head. “I’ll give you an hour and then fix you some soup, okay?” I nod my head and he smiles. “Love you, sweetheart,” he says, before bopping my nose and leaving the room.

      Once I know he’s out of earshot, I cry and cry until there’s no more tears left. I cry until I’m so worn out that I end up falling asleep.

      When I wake it’s to the smell of tomato soup. I open my eyes and that’s when I see it. The pregnancy test on the bedside table.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Panicked, I pull myself up from the bed and immediately start crying again. “I thought you’d be upset or angry with me,” I say, knowing that it’s half true.

      “Upset?” he bellows. “Angry? How can I be upset or angry?” I gaze up towards his face and see that he’s beaming from ear to ear. “I’m far from it, Ray. This is the best fucking news I’ve ever heard!” He pulls me in for a hug, laughter radiating around the room. “I’m going to be a dad. Do you know how fucking thrilled I am?” He pulls away, the happy question written all over his face.

      He must be because Liam never swears.

      “That’s a relief,” I say, dread forming in the pit of my stomach. “I thought you’d be angry.”

      Liam looks saddened as he pulls me in for another hug. “I could never be angry at you, Ray. You’re my little ray of sunshine, and now you’re having my baby. Fuck!” he squeezes me in tightly and at first I laugh at his enthusiasm. “Jesus, Ray, you don’t realise just how lucky I feel right now. I’ll be the best dad in the world. Just you wait. I can’t think of anyone more perfect than you to be the mother of my child.”

      The mother of his child.

      As he continues to hug me, nausea like I've never felt before fills my stomach, and for the first time since I got here, I start to feel claustrophobic. I’m seventeen. Way too young to be a mother.

      And all the while that he’s hugging me I have three little words rolling around in my head like an endless tide.

      I’m not ready.

      I’m not ready.

      I’m not ready.

      

      Three days later and I feel like I’m going out of my mind. I miss him. I don’t want to miss him, but I do. Yesterday—feeling down—I left the house and almost turned up outside his door. In fact, I was standing right outside his gate when I remembered the story he told me about Catherine stalking him. I felt stupid, so I turned around and walked the other way. How idiotic would I look after my big speech about keeping our distance only to turn up at his door three days later? And what would have happened? My stomach clenches at the thought. I know what would have happened. I would have ended up in his bed and falling even deeper under his spell.

      No matter what I do there’s no easy outcome. I’m miserable without him. I can’t concentrate on simple tasks. In a sense I’m glad I’m off school, but in another sense I’m not. It seems that the only time I can switch my brain off from Easton is when I study or sit and create more bracelets. In fact, I’ve created more than a hundred of them over the course of the last three days because it’s been my only break from constantly thinking about him.

      It’s just after lunch, and I’ve done all my school work for the day, so I decide to take a stroll through the park. Today—although cold is sunny. Not a cloud in the sky.

      I take a leisurely stroll admiring the birds and smiling at the little squirrels which are running up and down the trees. People are out with their dogs and in a nearby playground kids can be distantly heard screaming, laughing, and playing.

      Finding a bench, I decide to take the weight off a little. I’ve already walked a decent eight thousand steps, so a little rest won’t harm.

      I sit there for a good ten minutes firstly watching the world go by before checking my phone for messages. Nothing from Easton, but what did I expect? I told him this was the only way we could do things.

      “Fancy seeing you here.”

      I almost close my eyes at his voice. My God, how I’ve missed that sexy Scottish accent.

      With my heart skipping an extra beat, I look up practically beaming my happiness that he’s here. When he spots my smile, he beams one right back at me.

      “I didn’t know how you would react when I spoke, but by fuck, am I glad I turned up just now to see that smile you’ve given me. Best feeling in the world.” He sits down next to me, and all the while, I’m still beaming from head to toe. He turns and laughs when he spots me. “I take it you’re pleased to see me?” He arches a cocky eyebrow, but I’m so bloody happy to see him I don’t have it in me to admonish him.

      “I could seriously kiss you right now,” I admit.

      “You really are pleased to see me.”

      “Don’t get cocky now,” I answer back, biting my lip.

      This makes him laugh loudly. I missed his laugh. It’s only been three days, but it feels like three months.

      Once he stops laughing, he turns to me and says, “Can I let you in on a wee secret?”

      I nod. “Of course.”

      “I’ve missed you too.”

      We both stare and for a moment we can’t take our eyes off of each other. We have a silent conversation. A conversation I know all too well.

      We should stay away from each other.

      But we can’t.

      We shouldn’t be talking to each other right now. It’ll only lead to temptation.

      I know, but it pains me too much to stay away.

      We could get into trouble.

      Couldn’t we just sneak around? Just for a little bit?

      Fuck it. Okay.

      All those words unspoken, but all were said out loud.

      “Do you want to go somewhere?” he finally asks.

      Without saying a word, I nod. My mind is still screaming at me to stop this, but as we rise from the bench and start walking to God knows where, the screaming dulls down to a tiny little whisper. A whisper so small that it becomes insignificant hum.

      As we begin our walk, he takes my hand. I let him because … who wouldn’t? When I’m with him it’s like entering this alternate universe where only he and I exist. It’s so easy with him. As natural as breathing.

      With our smiles wide, I let him guide me out of the park and onto the main road. Families pass us and smile, an elderly lady with a bag of shopping mumbles about prices rising in shops underneath her breath, and kids walk in groups laughing about something they find funny on their phones. Everything’s natural—life going on as it should.

      After about five minutes of walking, Easton leads me to a bike shop where he asks the saleslady if I can try on some helmets. I stare dumbfounded at Easton. He laughs.

      “I can’t take you on the bike without a helmet.”

      That familiar thrill riddles through me at the thought of being on his bike again. I would want nothing more right now than to sit behind Easton, my arms wrapped around his waist as the breeze hits my cheeks, and the thrum of his bike gently rattling my bones.

      The saleslady quickly deciphers after looking at me that I need a small helmet. She offers a few and I try them on, some more expensive than others. I choose the least expensive, because I like that one the best. Plus, it’s pink. A lady can do no wrong with the colour pink.

      “You don’t have to get this one just because it’s the cheapest of the lot,” he says, eyeing me suspiciously.

      “I’m not,” I answer, but he looks at me like he doesn’t believe me. “Out of all of them, this is my favourite. It’s pink and has pretty wavy patterns on the side. Look,” I say, pointing them out. He starts laughing.

      “What is it with girls and their pink?” he asks, but I know he’s teasing.

      “Hey, don’t knock the pink, Easton. Even men rock the colour pink. It emboldens them.”

      He gazes into my eyes for a moment before smiling and looking up at the saleslady. “Pink it is then.” The saleslady giggles. The kind of giggle that tells me she too has the Easton fever.

      When he’s paid, we take the walk back towards the park where his bike is parked at the side of the kerb. “Here,” he says, taking the helmet from me. “Let me put it on you.”

      Despite knowing how to do it myself, I hand him the helmet, because hey, what woman wouldn’t pass up on the opportunity to be fussed over and touched by this man?

      Once he fastens it, he steps back and looks at me. “Pink totally suits you.”

      “I told you,” I tease back.

      “It also makes me want to kiss you right now.”

      My breath hitches at the thought. It’s only been a few days since I had his lips on mine, but it somehow feels like a lifetime.

      “Honesty?” I ask, knowing that’s been our mantra since we met.

      “Always,” he answers, smiling.

      “I want you to kiss me too.”

      He keeps his smile, but then looks around, reminding us of the fact that we’re doing something wrong. My face falls and he notices.

      “I hate that I make you feel this way.”

      “It’s not you making it this way, Easton. It’s life. It won’t always be like this.”

      He nods and then makes his way over to the bike. “I know,” he answers, swinging his leg over. “We just have to be careful till then.”

      He starts the bike waiting for me, but the thrill of his words ring through my mind. I know I’m the one who normally puts the barrier between us, but after knowing what it’s like to be without him for a few days I know for a fact I can’t do it again.

      Following suit, I swing my leg over the bike and cling onto him as he revs his engine a little. I start to laugh and that’s when he says, “Hold on tight, baby.” I bite my lip hard, trying but failing to suppress my massive smile. I hear the word baby all the time, but when Easton says the word it makes my stomach do summersaults.

      We start our journey and as we’re whisking through traffic, overtaking cars, it’s only then I wonder where we’re going. He obviously has a plan, but he hasn’t divulged it yet. It’s only when thirty minutes go by and I realise we’re pulling up into a car park of an art museum that I realise what’s happening.

      “I hope you don’t mind me bringing you here?” he asks, taking his helmet off.

      I do the same. “Of course not. In fact, I’m actually looking forward to this. I’ve never been to an art museum before.”

      “Well today is the day we change all that,” Easton answers, grabbing my hand. “Come on, biker chick, let’s get inside. It’s cold out here.”

      We take the many steps leading up to the museum and are immediately greeted by security guards who want to check our bags.

      “So sad that we’re now living in a world where security is so tight,” I say, after we’ve been let through.

      “My mum always used to tell me of the days when she would be able to leave her door unlocked. Not now. You’re right, it is a shame it has come to this. You must have been a baby when 9/11 happened. I was only a young lad, but I remember that day as if it were yesterday.”

      “I know a lot of people say they remember exactly what they were doing when it happened.”

      We walk through the main hall hand in hand when he says, “I was at school when it happened. I remember all the teachers running around the halls. Some had shocked faces, some were crying. I thought the world had come to an end. I guess in some respects it had. My mum picked me up earlier from school. A lot of parents did. I think everyone got frightened. Everyone wanted to hold on a little tighter to their loved ones that day. I saw it on the news, repeating the horrors over and over again—and each time it was just as shocking as the last. I wasn’t there, but I will never forget it. For them, I never will.”

      I feel a sudden sadness come over me. “For the people who lost their lives.”

      Easton doesn’t say anything, just nods. He swallows hard before glancing up at the paintings around the massive hall. His face then changes as he points to one on the wall.

      “That one up there is now my personal favourite.”

      I look to where his finger is pointing to find a painting of what looks like a man and a woman in an embrace. The woman kneels before the man as he has her embraced in his arms, her face pointing upwards as he cradles her head in his hands. He is coloured in gold, blacks and greys, while she adorns several colours. It certainly eye-catching. Noticing there’s some writing on the wall, I walk closer and see what the painting’s called. I smirk, looking towards Easton who looks like he’s about to laugh.

      “The Kiss.” I raise my eyebrow making Easton laugh.

      “Yes, ‘The Kiss.’ Rather apt, wouldn’t you say?”

      I look back toward the painting and notice that her eyes are closed. She looks so content, completely trusting the man who cradles her in his arms. “It’s beautiful.”

      Easton nods. “Yes, it is. This isn’t the real painting, though. The real one is in Vienna.”

      “Gustav Klimt,” I say, reading off the wall.

      “He’s done several paintings like this, but the one I really want to go and see is The Woman in Gold. I would have to go to New York for that.”

      My eyes widen. “Wow, New York, huh? That would be a real treat.”

      He nods his head with a smile. “It certainly would.”

      We start walking, still hand in hand, looking at several paintings as we do. “When did you realise that you were good at sketching?”

      He smirks. “I wouldn’t say good, but I noticed I had a knack for drawing when I was about eight.”

      I nudge him. “Hey, don’t put yourself down like that. You are good. I saw that drawing you did of me and I was amazed. You definitely have talent.” He smiles like my observation pleases him, but doesn’t offer anything further than that.

      “This one I like too.”

      We stop before a painting. “Father and Son,” I observe noticing the two shadow-like figures holding hands. I glance Easton’s way and notice his sad face. “Does it make you think of your dad?” I know I’m prying, but can’t help but ask. We had never touched on his dad before.

      “I was only fifteen when he passed. It was the worst day of my life.” I reach out grabbing his hand again with a squeeze. He glances my way and smiles.

      “What happened to him?”

      He shakes his head. “What always seems to happen to loved ones all too often these days. Cancer. He was a smoker—forty a day. My mum was always on at him to quit, but he never listened. One day he started getting a cough and then after three weeks he still had that same cough. We all told him to go to the doctors but he ignored all of us. Said it would pass after a couple of weeks.”

      “But it never did?”

      He shakes his head. “No. It was only after three months that he finally listened to us and went to the doctor. It was so far advanced that he only had months to live.” He sighs. “I hate to admit this, but I hated my dad when I found out. I lashed out at him screaming and crying that he never listened and now he’s dying—that his selfishness took a father away from his family. I broke down—the whole family broke down.”

      Not wanting to imagine the pain, but nonetheless seeing that vision in my head brings tears to my eyes. One falls against my cheek and Easton gently wipes it away. “Don’t cry for me, lassie. It was a long time ago.”

      I grab his hand on my cheek and kiss it. “I know it was, but he was still your father. He will always be a part of you—no matter how many years pass.”

      He leans down kissing me on the lips. It’s only a fraction of a kiss, but my insides still burn at the feel of them on mine. “Thank you,” he whispers before pulling away.

      I’m flushed. A hot mess. Knowing I need to compose myself, I tell Easton that I’m going to use the bathroom.

      “I’ll be right here,” he says, answering me.

      I leave the grand hall and go in search for the bathroom. I manage to find a sign and follow them up the stairs. I use the bathroom and wipe any remaining wetness from my eyes before walking back out. As I’m going down the stairs I realise I have a big smile on my face. Every bit of time spent with Easton I fall just that little bit more. It’s hard not to. Not only is he gorgeous, but he has a heart of gold underneath it all. That in itself is hard to find.

      I’m still smiling from ear to ear as I make my way back into the grand hall in search for Easton. I spot him by the same painting, but he has a very troubled look on his face. I frown and it’s only when I hear a voice calling my name that I realise why.

      “Sasha, fancy seeing you here.”

      All the blood drains from my face as I turn towards the voice. It’s Mrs Caterham. I stop dead, trying my hardest not to look in Easton’s direction. How long has she been here? How much has she seen?

      “I didn’t realise you were into art,” she continues, closing the distance between us.

      “I– I–” Oh my God, Sasha, get a grip! “I’m not really,” I finally manage to blurt out. “I just thought I would broaden my horizons a little, considering I have a few days off from school that is.”

      She smiles politely, but I can tell there’s something hidden beneath that smile. Maybe I’m just being paranoid.

      “You know, Mr Lockhart is here too. Isn’t that a coincidence?”

      My heart starts drumming a million miles an hour. “Really?” I giggle nervously, but I’m not sure that she buys it.

      “Yes, he’s just over there,” she replies, pointing him out. Easton happens to turn at the precise moment that Mrs Caterham points to him. He smiles nervously, but waves nevertheless. He then covers the distance between us.

      “Hi,” he says, looking to both me then Mrs Caterham.

      “I was just telling Sasha how much of a coincidence it was that we’re all here together.”

      Easton nods, giving nothing away. He’s a better performer than I am, that’s for sure. “Yes, it is. I didn’t think you were one for the arts, Sasha.”

      I laugh, placing a strand of hair behind my ear. “I was saying to Mrs Caterham that I’m not, but just thought I would broaden my horizons.”

      He nods with a bright smile, looking every bit the headmaster that he is, instead of my secret lover—if I can call him that.

      “It’s good to broaden your horizons a little.”

      “Did you come on your own?” Mrs Caterham asks, completely changing the subject.

      My face heats as I try and think of an excuse. Luckily one comes to me. “I’m supposed to be meeting a friend but she hasn’t turned up yet. In fact,” I continue, taking my phone out of my pocket and holding it up. “I must call her and find out where she is. It was nice seeing you both.”

      Mrs Caterham smiles. “It was nice seeing you too, Sasha. See you again on Monday.”

      I nod before smiling towards Easton. He gives me an awkward grin before I walk away. As I exit the building, I can’t help but turn around and see that Mrs Caterham is now walking with Easton. Shit, this is bad.

      I exit the museum quickly and make my way towards a café about half a mile down the road. Once I order a coffee, I text Easton.

      That was close! I’m at a café called Hot Shots, down on Brent Street.

      I don’t get a response straight away, but then again, I don’t expect to. I know Mrs Caterham likes Easton, so I doubt she will let him go in a hurry.

      Sure enough, it’s almost a full hour before Easton enters the café, a look of apology on his face. I stop him just as he opens his mouth. “Don’t apologise. I think I can hazard a guess that Mrs Caterham kept you busy all this time.”

      He sits down in a huff. “I tried everything to leave, but she kept asking me questions about the paintings. I had to go round with her to every single one before I eventually told her that I had to leave to meet up with some friends.”

      I bite my lip. “Do you think she knows?”

      He closes his eyes a moment before meeting mine. “I don’t know, but I made sure I wasn’t followed before I quickly got on my bike and left. I even went in the opposite direction first before heading around the backstreets towards this café.”

      I notice the fraught look on his face and it turns my stomach. “Today is an all too reminder as to why we agreed to stay away from each other.”

      He nods his head in agreement. “This fucking sucks.”

      I laugh. “Yeah. It does.”

      Hesitantly, he leans over the table. “Do you want me to take you home?”

      That question should be so easy to answer, but it’s not. It’s a loaded question filled with choices—either the right one or the wrong one. I know my head is telling me that I should say yes, but having Easton sitting in front of me offering me choices I never once had, I can’t help but say what I do next.

      “No. I don’t want you to take me home. In fact, could we go back to your place?”

      Grabbing my hand resting on the coffee mug, he answers, “I would love nothing more.” He immediately gets up. “Come on, let’s go.”

      I smile widely and take his hand letting him lead back out towards his bike. He grabs my helmet, placing it on my head before securing his own. He then climbs on and I quickly follow suit.

      The journey back is quick, but filled with sexual tension. I can feel it building in my legs, my hips … my loins. Just the feel of me having my legs wrapped around him again cements the idea that going to his place is the best idea I could ever have.

      Once at his place, we’re barely inside his door when he suddenly turns, grabbing my waist and pulling me towards him. His lips immediately press together against mine as we slowly guide upstairs towards his bedroom. Our upper limbs entwine with each other, trying to undress one another as we reach the top of the stairs. Clothes are thrown haphazardly down and by the time we reach his bedroom we’re practically naked. The only items of clothing left now are our underwear.

      Seeming to realise this, we break apart standing about two feet away. Our breathing is harsh and heavy, our chests heaving as we lock eyes with each other before we both scan our bodies from head to toe. Unashamedly, we drink each other in like this is the first time we’ve ever seen each other practically naked. His bronzed statuesque body causes a throb between my legs.

      “My God, you’re beautiful,” he whispers, causing wetness to pool between my legs. I unhook my bra, allowing it to fall to the ground, and all the while my eyes never leave his. Next to go are my knickers as I slowly pull them down past my feet—again, my eyes never leave his. I’m completely bare. Completely naked and vulnerable in front of this man, but I trust him. For the first time in my life I trust someone other than my mother. I know he will never hurt me. I can feel it in my heart that this is where I’m meant to be.

      In one swift motion, Easton lowers his boxer shorts. Now we’re both very naked, standing at the foot of the bed. None of us makes the first move. We carry on staring like we’re locked in some sort of competition.

      “How long do you think we can stand like this together?” I ask, my breathing still erratic. Just staring at him is turning my insides to mush.

      Easton licks his lips causing a fire inside me to burn hotter than ever. “Seconds,” he answers, quickly closing the distance between us. We lock lips, our limbs inter-lock with each other as we try to grab, feel, touch, and taste every single molecule of each other.

      We land on the bed, Easton positioning himself between my legs. He enters quickly, sliding into my wetness with ease. We both throw our heads back, crying out our pleasure before his mouth is on mine, robbing me of speech. He moves swiftly inside me, our passion for each other reaching fever pitch. It almost feels like it’s been months rather than days since we had this connection. It’s raw, fierce, and unbending. His hips flex, and with each movement, he hits my G-spot with ease, causing me to moan into his mouth.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful,” he says again, claiming my mouth before breaking away and dipping his head towards my nipple. I cradle his head, my fingers running through his hair as he expertly suckles on my nipples—a constant zapping of need reaches every part of me.

      “Easton,” I cry, unable to form proper words. “Don’t stop! Keep going,” I pant as his movements become faster, harder, even better. “Shit!” I scream, my orgasm taking me captive, holding me in place. My whole body is rigid as it keeps me there. It’s overwhelming. I have never had an orgasm reach a pivotal point where it takes hold of me so powerfully as it is doing right now.

      “Fuck, Sasha, you feel incredible.”

      I blow, screaming out his name as my orgasm riddles through my whole body. It’s powerful and unrelenting. It goes on and on until finally Easton finds his own release.

      “Wow,” I say, once our breathing calms a little.

      “Definitely wow.”

      Easton pulls his head up from my shoulder and looks down at me. “Stay with me?” he asks, a look of hope in his eyes.

      “Okay,” I answer, knowing full well that there could only be one answer.

      I stay for four nights and in that time spent with Easton, all we do is eat, sleep, and make love. On our last night as I’m riding on top of him, his hands gripping my hips as I come apart around him, I know that come Monday morning reality will hit once more and our magical spell will be zapped away from us. But I also—frighteningly—know that with every second of every moment spent with Easton. With every touch, every caress, and every soft, sweet word he utters in my ear as we make love, I know I am falling madly, deeply, unshakeably in love with him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Christmas

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s been two weeks since I found out I was pregnant and for two weeks, Liam has been nothing but sweet and kind, attending to every single one of my needs. Last week I had started working at Liam’s firm, and to be honest, I think I would have lost my mind if it wasn’t for that. I keep waiting for the day to come where I would feel happy about being pregnant. That it would finally click in that I’m about to be a mother and the excitably flurry starts in my stomach.

      All I feel is sick.

      And I do—literally. Every day I’m sick, and sometimes all throughout the day. Liam keeps telling me to stay at home and that work can cope without me, but I keep on insisting that I’m okay, when I’m anything but. I know how ecstatic he is. He’s that happy that he’s already been out and bought our child a teddy bear for when it’s born. I know I’m acting well, matching his enthusiasm, but all I keep thinking is I’m seventeen, haven’t even done my GCSE’s, and now I’m one hundred percent reliant upon a man. I feel like I’m only a child myself, so how on earth am I able to look after a baby?

      Tears prick my eyes as Liam drives us to the local store. He wants new shoes and was intent on dragging me with him. Normally, I would jump at the chance, but I just don’t have the heart for anything today. Christmas is just a few days away, and my pretend enthusiasm is waning. Out of all my bad days, today is turning out to be a particularly bad one.

      “What’s wrong, Ray-Ray?” he asks, soothingly from the driver’s seat. It’s so soothing that my tears start to fall down. “Hey, don’t cry.”

      “I’m sorry,” I offer.

      “What have you got to be sorry for?” He wipes away my hair to try and see my face.

      I start to laugh. “I think it may be hormones, or something.” I don’t want him to know how unhappy I am. I know it would ruin just how happy he is, and besides, what good would it be to tell him? Regardless I’m about to become a mother in seven months. That’s not going to change.

      When I hear his laughter I know I’ve managed to convince him. “I did read about this.”

      I turn to see him smiling. “You did?”

      He nods, like he’s really proud of himself. “I’ve been reading up on everything since we found out. I don’t want to miss out on a thing, so everything you go through, I want to go through with you.”

      Despite my misery, I smile. “That’s really thoughtful.”

      He clasps my hand in his. “You’re not on your own in this. I’m with you every step of the way.”

      He smiles again before his eyes return to the road. With my tears gone, he’s now convinced himself that I’m okay, when I’m anything but.

      Things get worse when we arrive at the mall and he points me in the direction of the pharmacy I bought the pregnancy test in. “Go get yourself some folic acid. I’ve read that you’re supposed to take it when you’re pregnant.” He reaches out and hands me a twenty pound note.

      “I do?”

      He nods, chuckling. “See, I know a lot now,” he says with a wink. “I just need to get something from a store at the other end of the mall. I’ll meet you back here once we’re both done, okay?”

      I nod and watch as he walks away before tentatively making my way to the chemist. Maybe I was just paranoid last time I was here. Hell, there’s a good chance she won’t even be here today.

      I take a walk in, and sure enough, I don’t see her anywhere. With a new found confidence, I go down the same aisle I found the pregnancy test in. I figure that should be a good place to find a pregnancy supplement in.

      Sure enough, I see the tablets next to all the pregnancy kits. There’s so many, but I quickly grab the one which catches my eye the most and take it to the counter. As I wait, I look over my shoulder every now and then to see if Liam’s there.

      “Next,” the lady’s voice calls.

      I turn back around, and that’s when my hair stands on end. The lady that was here before is now gone and in her place is Melissa Jacobs, Pharmacist. I stand as still as a statue at first, and when her eyes widen, my heart starts to kick up a few notches.

      “Please come with me,” she says, disappearing before reappearing to open a door.

      “Why?” I ask once I see her. “What do you want with me?”

      She leans over and whispers, “You’re Ray, aren’t you? The girl who’s been missing for over two years?” My eyes widen, and that’s when I see it in her face. “I knew it was you. Why have you been hiding? Your mum’s been tirelessly searching for you all this time. She’s never given up.”

      Tears start to prick my eyes. I shake my head in confusion. “What are you talking about? My mum’s dead.”

      She gasps. “Oh my God! Is that what he told you?” When she sees the answer in my eyes, she says, “Oh my goodness. Sweetheart, your mum’s not dead. She’s very much alive.”

      I start to shake my head and back away. “No. That can’t be true. He wouldn’t do that to me.”

      She motions me forward. “Come with me, Ray. I’ll show you. I’ll prove it to you.” I look behind my shoulder and see Liam approaching the shop. He hasn’t seen me yet, but he’s about to. “Quick,” she says as if realising straight away who’s coming. “It’s now or never, Ray. Please trust me. Come in the back with me, and I’ll prove it to you.”

      As I look from Liam to Melissa, my mind wages war with itself. Who do I trust? Liam or this stranger? I have a split-second to make my decision, and with the thought of my mother on my mind, I finally act.

      With not a second to spare, I quickly move inside, and Melissa swiftly shuts the door behind me. “He never saw you.”

      We both breathe a sigh of relief as she starts to walk down the hall to one of the back rooms. She opens the door, and we walk into what looks like a locker room. She goes up to locker thirty-two and puts the combination in the lock. She pulls out an iPad, lights it up, and presses a few things before finally turning it over. She shows me article after article of my mum campaigning to find me. Months and months worth of articles and videos. Some were uploaded as recently as two weeks ago. Like a fool, I now realise why Liam never wanted me near the Internet.

      It’s because he never wanted me to find out the truth.

      Everything caves in on me. My knees buckle, and I find myself falling—falling into an abyss of nothingness. I vaguely hear the sound of Melissa’s voice as I go down, but pretty soon, I’m out like a light.

      

      These past six weeks together have been amazing. Every spare moment we have are spent locked in each other’s arms. We never go out anywhere for fear that we’ll be caught, but I’ve gone way past caring now. It’s been so easy to fall into this place where we only exist, that what we’re doing isn’t wrong and if we get caught serious consequences will ensue. We talked about it a lot for the first week or so, and then we just fell into a pattern—a kind of couple pattern. At school I still keep my head down and I still work my butt off trying to catch up enough with all the months missed so that I can come away with some decent results.

      “I want you to spend Christmas with me,” Easton suddenly says. It’s a Saturday—less than two weeks before Christmas. We’re sitting on Easton’s sofa, my legs draped over his waist as he reads the paper and I do a crossword in a magazine. I love these moments with him. They’re a way to spend time with each other without having to say a word. If anyone saw us now they’d think we looked like a married couple.

      “In Edinburgh?” I ask, knowing full well where he means. We had discussed Christmas before. I had been under the impression that Easton would go visit his family while I stayed at home and spent the holidays with my mum. The only promise we made was to meet up for New Year so that we could welcome it together.

      “Yes, in Edinburgh.” I bite my lip and he notices. “You’re thinking about your mum.” I nod my head. “Bring her with you.”

      My eyes widen. I set my pen and magazine down. “I would love to, but there’s no way we could find a place to stay so soon before Christmas.”

      I’m about to go on when he places his hand on mine. “There would be no need to find a place to stay. We have plenty of room at my family home.”

      The prospect of staying with Easton thrills me, and the fact that he obviously wants me to meet his mum and siblings warms my heart more than anything—bar his brother of course. “What about Grayson?”

      He shakes his head. “Don’t you worry about Grayson. I can reel him in. I’ve already told him that we’re an item. I also told my mum. She’s eager to meet you.”

      I smile despite myself. “Nothing would please me more than to meet your family.”

      “Then it’s settled,” he responds without letting me finish. I start laughing. “What?” he asks, with a frown.

      “I haven’t even said yes yet.”

      He smirks. “You were going to.”

      I lean forward, grabbing his hand. “Don’t you think this is a big thing—me meeting the parents, so to speak?”

      He looks a little worried when he says, “Do you think it’s too soon?”

      I roll my eyes. “I think you already know the answer to that.”

      “Then what?” He jabs me playfully making me jump and giggle.

      “Stop that!” I screech, pushing his hand away.

      “Stop what? This?” He jabs me again causing me to squeal. In an instant his hands are all over me, tickling me so hard that I lose my breath. I’m wriggling hard, so hard that I end up flat on my back underneath him. I scream at him to stop and he immediately does, our laughter echoing around the room.

      Once I manage to capture my breath a little, I look up to find Easton’s eyes scanning my face. “I want to be inside of you.”

      I’m a hot mess. No matter how many times we have sex it’s never enough. We’re certainly still in that honeymoon phase of our relationship—or whatever you can call us.

      I raise one eyebrow. “So, what are you waiting for?”

      I don’t need to coax him any further. In no time he’s rid me of my sweats and is pounding his way inside me causing another earth-shattering climax within minutes.
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      My mother agrees to go to Edinburgh to meet Easton’s family, but says she can’t come until a couple of days after us, and wants to travel back on Boxing Day in order to spend time with Eric. Everything’s perfect. So why do I have this nagging feeling in my bones that something isn’t quite right? I still feel it—eyes watching me. It hasn’t left since that day at school when I ran thinking Liam was back and coming for me. It never quite leaves me. I’m so happy, but I know I can’t fully be happy as long as he’s out there searching for me. A part of me wonders what I’ll do if that ever happens. I would like to think that I’d fight—no matter what the cost. I guess I will never know unless I’m put in that position.

      A shiver runs up my spine at the thought. I still remember my room. I can still smell the musky scent of the old, but homely house that Liam kept me prisoner in all those months into years. Looking back it all seems like a blur to me. Days dragged, but all too soon the days sped up and turned into months. I spent two birthdays with that man until I finally obtained my freedom. Two birthdays were wasted with someone who wanted me enough to abduct me, hold me prisoner, manipulate me into believing that he was the only person in the world I had left and therefore was the only person I could rely upon, and I still don’t know the reason for it all.

      I still feel stupid every time I think about those days. I still shiver at the thought that I was so naïve. It never leaves me. I could have gotten away much sooner than I did, but I held onto him. Part of me actually believed that he was my saviour.

      “Penny for them?” Easton asks, as we hold hands waiting in Departures for our plane to Edinburgh.

      I snap out of my thoughts and smile. “Nothing,” I lie. “I guess I’m just a little nervous about meeting your family.”

      He squeezes my hand. “You needn’t be. They’ll love you.”

      I laugh. “Like Grayson loves me.”

      He tuts. “Grayson’s too stuck up in what happened to me in the past. The trouble is he’s too damn protective for his own good.”

      “You should be lucky that you have a sibling who is protective over you.”

      He winces. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “I didn’t mean it the way it sounded either. I think sometimes it’s just hard to lose focus on the ones who love you. You have to appreciate every single moment that you have.”

      “Of course,” he agrees.

      The intercom sounds announcing our flight, so we queue up to get on the plane. I must admit I am nervous at the prospect of meeting his mum and siblings for the first time. All of them will be there—even his sister who is over from the States.

      “Does this feel weird to you?” I ask as we’re settled into our seats and waiting to depart.

      Easton threads his fingers through mine with a smile. “Does what feel weird?”

      Leaning over, I whisper, “Being in a relationship with me knowing what I am to you during the day?”

      Easton’s lip curves up into a smirk. “You mean a sex goddess?”

      We both chuckle at the same time as I nudge him. “No, silly. You know what I mean. When I’m at school, we have to be … somewhat indifferent around each other.”

      Easton’s smile fades a little as he scans my face. I hate it when he does that because he always has this knack for making me feel like he wants into my knickers. And boy do I want him in my knickers.

      “To be honest I try not to think about that too much. Every day I get to spend with you without consequence is a day I cherish. I sometimes think that if we’re too careful then it’ll ultimately end up with us getting caught. Well, that’s what I tell myself. We may be doing wrong as far as the system tells us, but I can guarantee to you, Sasha, that what I feel for you is anything but wrong.” Easton holds me prisoner with his soft brown eyes. “I felt a connection with you from the moment I met you. Why would I want to shy away from something like that?”

      When I hear myself speak, I realise I’m a bit breathless. “Why is it that whenever I am near you, I have an incredibly strong urge to rip your clothes off?”

      Easton raises an eyebrow and smirks. “Ah, so it’s working, lassie? I’m impressed.”

      “Impressed by what? Yourself?”

      He nods, and I roll my eyes. “Oh, come on, lass. Even you’ve got to admit that you’re impressed by the fact that I make you want to rip my clothes off all the time?”

      Just then, we hear someone clearing her throat. Faces heated, we both look up to find a stewardess smiling. She’s almost close to laughing. “Erm, sorry to interrupt, but can you please fasten your seatbelts? We’re about to take off.”

      Immediately our intimacy’s broken. “Sure,” we both say in unison.

      “Thanks,” she answers, walking off and sniggering into her hand.

      We both burst out laughing as soon as she walks off. He looks down at my hand, wrapping his around mine. I love it when he’s intimate with me. It is fortunate that we’re both touchy-feely people, since we can’t keep seem to keep our hands off each other lately. I remember that certain times with Liam would be like this, but unlike my reaction to Easton, I would sometimes choose to remain aloof with Liam, and I never knew why I sometimes felt the need to withdraw. At the time, I just thought that I was inherently less affectionate than Liam was. Only since entering into a relationship with Easton have I realised that I was just with the wrong person all along. Given the circumstances, that really shouldn’t have been such a surprising revelation, but it was, and even though I can’t fault myself for being inexperienced in such matters, I still find my naïvety quite frustrating.

      “So what do I need to know before we land?” I ask, ignoring the dark thoughts that have crept into my head.

      Easton offers me that cute knowing smile—the smile that says he knows I’m nervous, but also keen to impress.

      “Well,” he begins. “Ella loves America, so if you touch on anything to do with the US, she’ll love you for it.”

      I nod. “Got it.”

      "Hamish is the eldest, and as he’s a sergeant in the police he loves talking shop—even when we don’t have a clue what he’s on about.” I chuckle, and then he continues. “Gregory is only with us until Boxing Day as he has to go back to his barracks to start another tour in Cyprus.”

      “Very nice,” I observe.

      “Anthony works at the docks. He absolutely loves anything to do with boats and fishing, so bring that up and he’ll love you forever.”

      “Got it,” I say again, feeling nervous. How am I ever going to keep up?

      “And my mum, well, she loves anything to do with us. Oh, and cooking, and wine. Preferably together.”

      I giggle at that. “Your mum sounds lovely.”

      I see the proud smile that rises on his lips at the mention of her. “That she is. I just know she’s going to love you.”

      I gasp when I remember something. “I nearly forgot. I got your mum and sister a present. Well, it’s not really ready yet, but I wanted to give it to them once I got to know them more.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Okay, I’m intrigued.”

      “It’s just a thing I like to do. Charm bracelets with all the favourite things that people love on them. I know Pandora does those, but I put my own little spin on it. I hand make everything.”

      “You’re a dark horse,” he replies, grabbing my hand. I let out a nervous deep breath again. “You’ll be fine. I know it.”
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      Once the plane has landed we get into our hired car and drive forty minutes into the countryside. The views here are spectacular. I never knew Scotland to be so green and hilly. I’m mesmerised the whole journey towards his family home. When we approach the gates of what looks like a mansion surrounded by a lake, I gasp.

      “You don’t seriously live here, do you?”

      Easton starts laughing. “As well as my mum and dad there were six of us. A big family to house. My dad was a very successful banker before he died.”

      “Wow,” is all I can say as we near the huge dark red door with a big wreath hanging on the front. With its huge bay windows and limestone bricks, the house is impressive. For those brief moments I forget that I’m here about to meet the family until the huge red door opens and out pours Easton’s entire family.

      “Easton!” They all seem to sing together, making me smile. Already I can tell they’re a very close family.

      “How long has it been?” A slightly older woman asks, which I assume must be his mother, Evie. She has the same chocolate coloured eyes and beautiful brown hair that Easton possesses. In fact, they all do.

      “Hi, Mum,” Easton says back, taking her in his arms. One by one they quickly hug before he pulls me into his side. Everyone stares at me like I’m this shiny new toy. A flush reddens my cheeks. They all smile. Well, all but one. The only one not happy to see me is Grayson, but then we kind of knew this would happen.

      “This here is Sasha, my girlfriend.”

      “Aww,” Evie says, rushing towards me and giving me a surprise hug. “Easton’s right, you’re very pretty.”

      “Very pretty,” another lady says. She must be Ella. One by one, they all hug me as Easton smiles apologetically at me. The only one who doesn’t hug me, again, is Grayson. All he does is huff in our direction. No one notices as they’re too busy fussing over us, but Easton and I do.

      “Come, let’s get you settled and then we can have some dinner. I’m cooking your favourite, Easton. Irish stew.”

      Easton hums his approval as he rubs his tummy. “I can’t wait.”

      Grabbing all the bags, we make our way into the massive hallway. “Easton, show Sasha to your room, get freshened up and come down to the family room. Don’t take too long now,” she teases.

      “Thank you for having me,” I say, feeling I should at least say something. This is like a whole new world to me.

      “No need,” she answers, waving her hands dismissively. A close friend of Easton’s is a close friend of ours.” She walks up closer to me as we’re about to approach the stairs. She grabs my arm pulling me in closer to whisper. “I know this must be overwhelming for you, but I promise we’re all harmless. Well, all but Grayson. He’s a scallywag.”

      I laugh at the name for Grayson. It suits him well. “I appreciate that, thanks.”

      “I just know you’ll fit right in. Once you’re finished upstairs, come down to the kitchen so you and I can have a little chat. I have wine,” she winks before pulling away.

      “Sounds lovely,” I answer. “I’ll look forward to that.”

      She walks away leaving Easton and I to ascend the stairs. Even the stairwell is huge. “Your family’s lovely. And your house is so huge! How many bedrooms does it have?”

      Easton laughs as we reach the top. “That was a lot in one sentence.” He chuckles again as he leads me down a huge hallway. “It has eight bedrooms.”

      “Eight bedrooms!” I screech. “I’m going to get lost here, aren’t I?”

      Trying to cradle all the bags under his arm, he says, “Stick with me and you won’t.” We reach a door at the far end of the hall. “This is my room. Wanna make out?” He quirks his eyebrows making me giggle.

      “I’m too nervous for that.”

      “I’m sure I can help with that,” he replies, pushing his door open.

      We walk through into a huge sunny yellow room with dark mahogany furniture. The bed must be at least a queen if not larger. Everything looks virtually brand new—and expensive. If I were to picture Easton’s bedroom it wouldn’t have been this.

      “You look, I don’t know … shocked. What is it you’re thinking?” He places all the bags next to his bed before coming to a stop in front of me. I still can’t help roam my eyes around his room.

      “I think I pictured something more teenagery.”

      He laughs. “Teenagery?”

      “I know you lived here virtually all your life, so it’s silly of me to think you’d have football posters on your wall and shit.”

      He quirks his eyebrow. “And shit?”

      I nudge him, making him laugh. “You know what I mean.”

      He inclines his head towards the bed. “Are you sure I can’t tempt you?” He pulls me in close, nuzzling his nose into my neck. “I’ve never made out with a girl in my room before.”

      “Seriously?” I ask shocked. “I find that really hard to believe.”

      “Why’s that?” He starts kissing the side of my neck making me breathless.

      “Well, you’re … you.”

      He pulls his head back on a frown. “What does that mean?”

      My eyes widen. “Have you seen you?”

      “Every day in a mirror.”

      “You’re hot.”

      He smirks coming in to kiss me. “Am I now?” I nod my head. “Well, this hot guy wants to make out with his hot girlfriend.”

      I start pushing him away, but it’s a token effort. “Easton, stop. Your family's downstairs.”

      “So? They won’t notice if we’re missing for ten minutes.”

      I manage to yank away from him to say, “Only ten minutes, huh?”

      “We can make up for it later.”

      He starts back on my neck again, but this time I’m more forceful. “Easton, no. They’ll think I’m a hussy.” I start giggling as he nibbles my neck.

      “Okay,” he says, finally pulling away. “As long as I get extra time later.”

      I huff in his direction, but then notice something very obvious. I point to his groin. “You may want to fix that before we go downstairs.”

      “Well, I kind of hoped you’d fix it for me.”

      I start shaking my head in exasperation. “You’re too much.”

      “And you’re more than enough.”

      I bite my lip trying to suppress my smile and then he walks towards me. “Come on, then.” He takes my hand and leads me towards the door. “I’m sure a few seconds with my family will no doubt deflate my raging hard-on.” He tucks himself away so that it’s not that obvious. All I can do is giggle. I’m so glad I don’t have that problem.

      “Once we reach the bottom of the stairs, I say, “Point me towards the kitchen.”

      Easton smiles before showing me a hallway to the right of the landing. He points in the direction of a door at the end of the hall. “That’s the kitchen. Do you want me to come with?”

      I shake my head. “No, you go see your family. I have my boyfriend’s mum to visit.”

      He lightly taps my bottom and I quickly scurry off before he man-handles me again, but this time in the hallway for everyone to see.

      I make my way to the end of the hall and push the door open to find Evie singing “Stand by Your Man” by Tammy Wynette at the top of her lungs. She’s so engrossed as she stirs her stew that she doesn’t immediately notice I’m there. But after a couple of seconds, she must sense a presence as she turns, yelping her surprise.

      “Whoops, sorry,” she says, quickly running towards her radio to turn the music down.

      They don’t make songs like that anymore.”

      “You have a beautiful voice.” And she does.

      She waves her hand at me. “I used to sing at the pubs when I was a teenager to make a few pennies. That’s how I met Easton’s father.” She picks up an empty glass on the table. “Wine?”

      I nod. “Yes, please.” I look around the vast country-style kitchen. “Can I help you with anything?”

      She shakes her head as she pours me a glass of white wine. “Just sit down and keep me company.”

      “Now that I can do.” I nod, taking a chair to sit as she places the now filled glass in front of me.

      Afterwards she sits too and gazes at me for a moment. “Easton tells me you’re a student.”

      I swallow hard because I doubt very much that Easton would have told her where. “Yes, that’s right. I’m doing a bit of everything because I don’t really know what I want to do yet.”

      “You’re so young. How could you possibly know for sure at your age? You’re doing the right thing.” She places a hand over my arm and squeezes. “How did you meet our Easton?”

      Now that I can tell without having to skirt round the truth. “We met in a bar. We just seemed to hit it off.”

      “Instant chemistry?” she asks. I nod my head. “Aww, young love. It was like that for me and Alastair when we first met.” She starts laughing. “Isn’t it funny that you and Easton met the same way my man and I did?”

      “Unfortunately I didn’t have the same singing voice as you, though.”

      She starts chuckling. “Ah, he loved it when I sang to him. The best kind of foreplay he said.” She looks off dreamily into the distance and it makes my heart ache for her.

      “Have you never met anyone else?”

      She looks back at me, shaking her head. “No. I will stay that way until the day I die and eventually meet him up there.” She points to the sky and crosses herself.

      “That’s total love and devotion for you.”

      She nods, smiling. “It is.”

      She then goes on to ask about my family—albeit the very small family I have compared to her. Thankfully, despite the fact I’m dating her son she makes me feel extremely welcome. After only ten minutes of talking with her I’m enamoured by her.

      “Dinner is served,” she sings, placing the huge pot onto the dining table we’re all now sitting at.

      “It smells absolutely delicious,” I say, taking my seat next to a smiling Easton.

      “Once you try Mum’s stew no other will compare,” Anthony says, offering a wink.

      He looks just like Easton. They all do in fact—apart from Ella, who looks just like her mum.

      “I can’t wait,” I respond. “I’m starving.”

      As the bowls of stew are laid out and the bread is cut, Easton takes my hand in his and gently squeezes. As I watch them all laugh and converse, I realise how much I want this for myself when I’m older. For the first time, I want a family … and a large one at that.

      “What is it, dear?” Evie asks when she spots my smile.

      Embarrassed that I had been caught, my cheeks redden. I then look away shrugging my shoulders. “It’s just nice to see such a close family. Looking at you all just made me feel … happy.” I look down.

      When nobody says anything I look back up to see them all smiling at me, and then Evie blurts, “Believe me, after almost thirty years of hearing your brother’s farting and burping, I’m not so sure.”

      Everyone roars into laughter, and it immediately lessens my embarrassment. We then eat—all the while talking about Christmas and what everyone is doing for the new year. Easton’s right, the stew is lovely. I lap up every single morsel.

      “Thank you, Evie. That was lovely.”

      “You’re welcome, darling,” she responds, offering me a lovely smile.

      “So, Sasha,” Ella begins. “I bet you get to see Easton a lot, don’t you? As you’re a student you’ll have the same hours and holidays?”

      I smile nervously at her. “Yes, that certainly helps.”

      “Excuse me a moment,” Grayson says, his chair scraping across the floor. My heart drops as he leaves.

      I feel Easton squeeze my hand. “I’ll go talk to him.” He gets up to follow Grayson to wherever he went, leaving me a bundles of nerves with the rest of the family.

      “Grayson’s always got a stick up his arse,” Hamish groans.

      “Sorry about our brother,” Ella interjects.

      “That’s okay,” I answer, shaking my head. I know if they knew what he did they’d all think the same. They would have a right to feel the same.

      The conversation soon resumes and I hear stories of Ella and how she met her American husband on the London Eye when he had been vacationing there. Then quickly Hamish interjected telling me funny stories of some of the people he had arrested over the years.

      Easton and Grayson were still gone by the time we got up to clear the plates away. I offered to help, but again I was told to stay and enjoy my wine. Instead I went in search of Easton only to find him outside on the terrace with Grayson, who is smoking a cigarette. I walk out and straight away the smell hits me. It’s certainly not a cigarette.

      They both look when I come out and I approach Easton sheepishly. “Am I interrupting anything?”

      Easton smiles, taking me in his arms. “No, not at all. I think Grayson and I are done now, aren’t we, Grayson?” I could hear the warning tone as much as Grayson must have.

      “Are you okay with this?” Grayson asks me.

      “Grayson, stop,” Easton starts, but I place my hand on his.

      “It’s okay, Easton. Grayson has a right to ask. And the answer is no, of course I’m not okay with this. I hated bending the truth back there. If I could change my situation don’t you think I would? Now that I’ve found Easton I can’t see my life without him in it. I know that you’re upset and I understand the reasons why. I would do absolutely anything you asked of me when it came to your brother, but the one thing I can’t do is stay away from him. I’m in too deep.”

      I feel Easton wrap his arm around me, so I turn to face him. He’s smiling like a Cheshire Cat. “What are you smiling at?” I ask, smiling myself.

      “I so want to have sex with you right now.”

      “Fucking hell, give me a break,” Grayson sighs, shaking his head, but I’m surprised when I see a small hint of a smile. “I can accept that you’re together, but that still doesn’t mean I’m happy about it.”

      I nod my head. “I understand.” I pull away from Easton’s embrace and stand in front of Grayson, holding out my hand. “Friends?” I ask, waiting for him to shake my hand. At first he just looks at it. “Considering you’ve seen me naked I only find it fair.”

      He manages to keep his stern look right until the very end and then a huge smile forms on his lips. Right there is where he looks exactly like Easton. It’s actually uncanny.

      “Okay, friends,” he answers, taking my hand and shaking it. “Just don’t hurt my brother.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I reply.

      He takes one last drag of his joint before flicking it out onto the grass and turning to leave.

      “Mum’s going to flip if she finds that out here in her garden.”

      “Ugh, stop nagging,” he grumbles. “I’ll get it tomorrow.” He walks away waving his hand as if to say leave him alone. He then disappears into the house leaving Easton and I to cuddle. It’s cold out here, though.

      “Let’s get you inside. You must be freezing.” Easton wraps an arm around me and leads me back into the house.

      “Can I go up to your room for a moment?”

      His eyes light up. “Can I come with?”

      “No,” I snap back, shaking my head on a smile. “I need to do something alone. Tell your family I will only be a few minutes.”

      Easton groans, but nods his head, allowing me to ascend the stairs on my own. Luckily Easton’s room is at the end as I doubt I would have been able to find it otherwise. I make quick work gathering all my little trinkets together, deep in concentration to get everything just right. Once done, I take one last look and smile. It’s not the greatest, but it will do.

      I take the stairs down holding them both in my hands. I look for Evie in the living room, but all the boys are there laughing, joking and drinking whiskey by the fire. So I venture off towards the kitchen, hoping I will find both Evie and Ella in there. Sure enough they're together putting away all the dishes in the cupboards. When they spot me, they both smile and say my name at the exact same time as each other making us all laugh.

      “I have a little present for you both,” I begin, walking towards them. “It’s not much, and I don’t have everything I would like with me, but I hope you like it.”

      Evie gasps. “You shouldn’t have, but I’m sure we’ll love it. What is it?” she asks, already looking towards my hands.

      I open the hand that has Evie’s bracelet and let her pick it up. “I like to do bracelets that mean something,” I begin. “I like to design trinkets to put on the delicate silver brace. For you I put a microphone because I now know you love singing. I’ve also put a cake on there for your love of cooking, and a family because I know how much family means to you.”

      She looks at the bracelet and delicately traces along the edges. “It’s beautiful.” She suddenly grabs hold of me embracing me in a fierce hug. “Thank you.”

      “What about me,” Ella whines, making us all laugh.

      I open up my hand and she takes it from me with wide eyes. She runs her fingers over the US flag, and then Big Ben.

      “I didn’t have one of the London Eye, I’m afraid, so I had to improvise.”

      “It’s beautiful,” she replies. “I love it. Thank you.”

      I smile, glad that I was able to do the designs for them. “You’re very welcome.”

      I watch as they help each other place it on their wrists before Evie turns and says, “Come on. Let’s show the boys.”

      We all walk into the living room with big smiles on our faces. Easton spots me straight away, smiling and motioning for me to sit with him by the fire. He has my glass of wine and offers it to me as I sit next to him.

      “You’re drunk, aren’t you?” I ask, noticing the silly grin on his face.

      He nuzzles his head in my hair. “Fucking steamin’ … but only for you, lassie.”

      “Look what Sasha designed for us,” Evie shouts, showing everyone her new bracelet.

      “And mine,” Ella seconds, pushing her wrist out for everyone to see.

      They all look, trying their best to look impressed. I appreciate not all men are into that sort of thing.

      “They’re beautiful,” Anthony starts. “You did them yourself?”

      All eyes on me. I nod my head. “Yes, it’s a little hobby of mine. I find it therapeutic.”

      “You’ve got a real talent. I know at least twenty friends who would want one of these,” Ella says, smiling towards me. “You should set up a business online selling them on eBay, or something. I reckon you’d make a killing.”

      “Maybe one day,” I reply. “Right now I’m concentrating on my studies.

      “And a good thing too,” Evie retorts. “Get that out of the way first and then the world’s your oyster.”

      “To Christmas,” Hamish suddenly shouts changing the subject. We all laugh.

      “To Christmas!” we all shout back, clinking our glasses.

      Easton hugs me tightly to him and I rest my head on his chest. I look around to all his family smiling, laughing, and having fun, and it’s then it all hits me.

      This is where I feel I’m supposed to be.
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      “She’s losing a lot of blood. We need to get her into theatre. Stat.”

      My eyes flutter open and all I can see is light blinding my eyes.

      “Ray? Ray, can you hear me?” a distant voice says. “I’m Doctor Ramu, and you’re in Trinity Hospital. We’re about to put you under anaesthetic.”

      I want to know why. I try and get the words out, but I can’t seem to move. I’m confused, disorientated. I can’t remember how I got here. My world turns black.

      When I open my eyes again, I’m in a quiet room, lying on a hospital bed. I’m hooked up to an IV, and the sun is shining through the window. I flutter my eyelashes again and it’s then I feel something restricting my hand. I look towards the source and find my mother clasping my hand, but she’s leaning on the chair at the same time in sleep. She looks awkward and I know that her neck will be sore once she wakes.

      Tears prick my eyes. Is this real? Is she real?

      After all these years of thinking she’s dead I can’t quite grasp the fact that she’s actually here.

      “Mum,” I say, through my sobs, moving my hand underneath hers. She rouses, with a moan, but doesn’t fully wake. “Mum,” I say again, with more urgency in my voice. This time she wakes more alert than ever.

      “Ray?” she asks, bolting upright. I smile through my tears and that’s when she pulls me in for a hug. “Oh my God, Ray, I was afraid I would never find you. I never gave up hope, though. Never.”

      “Mum,” I say again through my sobs, hugging her tightly to me like she’ll somehow fade away, “is it really you?”

      She pulls away, sniffling through her tears as she grabs my face. “I’m here, baby. I’ve always been here.”

      I start to laugh through my happy tears, elated that she’s in front of me. “I thought you were dead.”

      She shakes her head. “I was always out there, Ray. Always.”

      I close my eyes as the anger sets in. Liam lied to me. He lied to me. Why?

      I must have said it out loud because my mum answers, “Because he wanted you all to himself, Ray. He was obsessed with you. I’m so sorry I allowed him into our lives.”

      I take her in for another hug, feeling all the hurt, all the pain, and all the anger at Liam and what he’s done to me and my mum. “Don’t be sorry, Mum. You were never to know that this would happen. No one would have known.”

      “I’m your mother,” she answers, angrily. “I should have been there for you. I should have protected you. You were just a child!”

      Child.

      Baby.

      Bits are coming back, but I’m still a little disorientated. “What happened?”

      Mum pulls away again and grabs both my hands in hers. “A pharmacist said you had come in a couple of weeks ago for a pregnancy test. She knew that she had seen your face somewhere, but it was only when she got home later that night that it dawned on her who you were. She went online, searched for me, and got in touch through Facebook. At first, I thought it was a bad joke. We’d had no hits, and all the ones we did have proved to be nothing in the end. It was only when I spoke with her and she relayed to me what had happened that I started to have hope. She said that you had come in for a pregnancy test and had looked lost and broken. It made my heart break all over again, but at least I had a real reason to hope that you were alive. And, if it was you, at least I knew you were comparatively safe and well if you were healthy enough to be pregnant. Soon after my encounter, the police were sent to question her, and she agreed that if you came in again, she would call the police immediately.”

      More hot tears fall down my face. I am starting to recall everything, and it’s then I remember why I am here.

      “The baby?” I ask, not knowing whether or not I want to know the answer.

      My mother looks down and shakes her head as tears start to flow down her face. “You suffered a miscarriage, Ray. The baby’s gone.”

      

      It’s two days before Christmas, and both Easton and I have agreed to go our separate ways in order to get each other a Christmas present. Luckily, I knew just what to get him, so I was able to shop quickly before deciding to take a detour to the nearest church. I got him a watch, because although he has one he says it’s getting old. Right then I knew that a watch is what I should get. It cost me quite a bit in savings, but it’ll be worth it to see his reaction when he opens it.

      Yesterday my mum arrived and she too quickly felt at ease with Easton’s family. They’re all really loving and accepting of everyone. Even Grayson’s coming around to me now. I’ve had the luck of receiving at least two further smiles since the day we arrived and we had our little chat in the garden.

      No one is sitting in the church when I arrive and I’m kind of glad of that as I take my seat and contemplate everything that’s happened.

      As I look up towards Jesus hanging on the cross, I cry. I’m grateful of so many things, but also I carry guilt. So, so much guilt that it eats away at my insides at times. I say a silent prayer saying sorry in the hope that one day I will be forgiven.

      “Sasha?”

      I snap my head up to find Easton cautiously approaching me. Despite my tears, I smile and try to wipe them away. I pull my head back towards Jesus and see in the corner of my eye that Easton’s sat next to me. He doesn’t say anything and I’m grateful for that. He’s allowing me time to go over whatever it is I need to.

      I take in a deep breath and wonder for a moment how it is he knew I was here, but then I remember my mum. She would know. I assume it was her that told him where I was.

      “A year ago today I lost a baby.”

      The silence is so deafening, I can almost hear my heart beating. Easton doesn’t say anything. I know it’s because he’s waiting for me to continue. I swallow hard as I know how difficult this will be for me to continue, but I also know that I have to get it out.

      “Two months before I was found, I bought a pregnancy test. The lady at the store recognised me, but at first she didn’t know from where.” I take a deep breath knowing what I’m about to say is the hardest thing in my life. I need to get this out, though. I trust Easton explicitly. When he takes my hand and grips it that gives me the courage to go on. I turn to him momentarily, a small smile coaxing my lips. It soon disappears when I look away.

      “I went back that day and took the test. Liam found out later that day and was ecstatic.” I feel Easton gripping my hand when I mention his name. I know he hates him, but again allows me to continue my story.

      “I wasn’t ready to be a mother.” Tears start to roll down my eyes when I think about everything that occurred. “He was so happy and I was so miserable. I was only seventeen, and to be honest, I think deep down I knew I wasn’t in love with Liam. I was just so swept away by him and by all that I thought he had done for me.” I dip my head in shame and sniffle before looking back up.

      “When I went back to the pharmacy to get some folic acid for the baby, the pharmacist was there again and recognised me from last time. She managed to sneak me in the back room and that’s when she told me that my mother was alive. The shock caused my body to shut down. I woke up later in the hospital connected to a drip. My mum was there and she told me that I had lost the baby.” I start to sob and that’s when Easton throws his arms around me.

      “I’m so sorry that you ever went through that, Sasha. You should never have been put through the trauma of losing a child.”

      “But that’s just it,” I say, wiping my nose and pulling away. “When my mother told me and started crying, do you know what the only feeling running through me was?” He shakes his head. “Relief,” I say, trying to bite my lip to stop myself from crying. “I had just lost a baby, and all I could think about was how relieved I was. What kind of person does that make me?”

      “Oh, shit, Sasha, come here.” He pulls me into his arms again and starts stroking my hair. “You know what that makes you?” he responds, gripping me tightly to him. “It makes you human. It makes you a victim of a life you were forced to live. You never asked for what happened to you, Sasha. You asked for none of it. If anyone should feel blame or guilt about what happened, it should be that fucker, Liam. Do you hear me?”

      Fresh hot tears pool down my face as I nod my head. “The guilt,” I whisper. “It still haunts me.”

      He pulls me away cupping my face in his hands as he captures me with his soft brown eyes. Eyes that are now glistening with unshed tears. “If I could take that guilt away, I would. That’s something we need to work on together, but I will tell you one thing, lassie. No guilt should ever be placed on a child. Ever. Especially one that’s had to live through a hell that you have. He is to blame for all of this. Not you. Never you. You didn’t ask for what happened, so you can’t be blamed for feeling that relief. And I know this sounds completely cliché and totally inappropriate, but the baby obviously wasn’t meant to be anyway. He doesn’t deserve to have a child. He’s not worthy to be a father. You, on the other hand will be a worthy fantastic mother.” I start to shake my head, but he grips my head tightly. “Don’t,” he warns with determination in his voice. “The mere fact that you’re here in this church, crying over the guilt you feel speaks volumes. Do you really think He would want you to suffer now after all the suffering you have already endured?” He flicks his head to the figure of Jesus, and I follow the direction of his gaze. I turn back, shaking my head. “Of course He wouldn’t. He knows in your heart that you feel that guilt, but I’m sure all He wants is for you to carry on with your life. Live it without remorse or regrets. Nobody blames you for what happened, Sasha—no one except for you that is. I just hope that one day you will let that guilt float away completely.”

      I smile through my tears, and my vision blurs for a moment. When I manage to see a bit more clearly, Easton is smiling back at me. He kisses me gently on the lips, making me breathless. “That’s better. You have such an amazing smile.” I bite my lip, but something makes me laugh. “What?” he asks, amusement clear in his voice.

      I lean forward so I can whisper this as quietly as possible. “You said fucker inside of a church.” I start to giggle, which sets him off in turn.

      “I did, didn’t I?” I nod my head and we start to laugh together. “I wonder how many Hail Mary’s I will need to say before I’m forgiven.”

      “Oh, I think at least a hundred.”

      “A hundred?” His eyes widen making me laugh further. He looks up to Jesus again before shaking his head in amusement. “Boy, am I going to be busy.” Our giggles echo off the church walls. “Do you need another minute?” he asks, squeezing my hand again.

      I shake my head. “No, I think I’m good.” We smile at each other for a moment before I say, “Thank you.”

      “You never need to thank me, baby. It’s what I’m here for.”
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      My nerves are shot to hell. I don’t know why considering my mum isn’t here. Just like we planned she’s at work and I am here waiting on my teacher.

      It’s been six weeks since Christmas and things are going from strength to strength with Easton. Somehow we’re managing to keep a tight lid on our relationship. Apart from that scare at the art gallery everything’s gone smoothly.

      Smoothly, that is, until today.

      I check my watch. It’s four fifteen. My appointment with my English teacher is at four twenty. I stand outside waiting in line and see a few other girls with their parents waiting outside different classrooms. Apart from the odd conversation everything is quiet.

      I get it again—that prickly feeling in the back of my neck. Someone is watching. I look around every nook and cranny I can see trying to find the source of my discomfort, but finding nothing. I’m so paranoid lately. I just get this horrible sense that things are going so good for me that something’s bound to come along and fuck it all up.

      “Sasha!” I hear my name being called and my body goes stiff. I turn around to see who it is, but I already know.

      My mum.

      My eyes widen as she approaches with a smile. “Sasha,” she says again, coming closer. A couple of girls turn to see where the ruckus is coming from. I just want to slink away somewhere and become invisible.

      “Mum, what are you doing here?” I ask, looking everywhere in the hope that Easton won’t come out. If she sees him we’re dead meat.

      “I mentioned to my boss that it was your parents’ evening today, so he let me off early. I wanted to come and show my support.”

      My heart starts racing in panic. “It wasn’t necessary.”

      “I know,” she replies, moving a strand of hair from my eye. “I just sometimes get the feeling that you’re in this alone when you’re not. You have me.”

      My panicked heart softens a little at her words. “Thanks, Mum.”

      “Sasha,” Miss Bowles shouts, snapping us from our moment. I turn to her and she spots my mum next to me. “Ah, we have Mum here today.”

      “I know I didn’t need to be, but I wanted to.” My mum smiles timidly towards Miss Bowles.

      “That’s great,” she responds. “I’m sure you’ll be keen to find out how Sasha has been doing. Please,” she says, motioning for us to join her in the classroom. “Take a seat.”

      We sit down and watch as Miss Bowles takes a seat at her desk. She looks down at some paperwork before glancing up to us with a smile.

      “Now, I want to just say beforehand that I always try and find some level of improvement that my students will need, but I must say with Sasha that’s not the case. Her attendance is excellent, her work handed in impeccable, and her attitude to the work is outstanding. I only wish I had a Sasha in all my students.”

      My mother starts laughing before looking at me with a proud expression on her face. “That’s amazing.”

      “It is,” Miss Bowles agrees.

      My face heats with embarrassment. No matter how many times I get a compliment it never fails to heat my cheeks.

      “We have been touching a lot on poetry over the last two terms and Sasha has been embracing it with enthusiasm. I’ve recently assigned her a task of writing a poem about something dear to her.”

      As soon as she told me that was my homework I knew already who I wanted to write a poem about. In fact, I have already written most of it. I’m scared to hand it in, though through fear of Easton and I being caught. It’s stupid because nowhere in the poem is Easton mentioned, but it still brings the paranoia. I seem to be paranoid about everything these days.

      “I’m working on it now,” I say, for something to say.

      Miss Bowles beams. “I’ll look forward to seeing it.” She clasps her hands in front of her before saying, “I have high expectations of you, Sasha. I think you will go far if you keep up with the hard work.”

      “That’s excellent news!” My mother shouts, placing a hand on my shoulder. “I’m so proud of you.”

      Miss Bowles smiles. “I bet you’re glad you came by now.”

      My mother eagerly nods her head. “Definitely. I’d take this over crunching boring old numbers any day.”

      They both laugh and then Miss Bowles gasps. “Oh, and I almost forgot something.” She has a gleam in her eye as she shifts through her paperwork. “You’ve yet to receive them in the post, but I already have the results of your London Board exam.” She finds the entry and looks up with a huge smile. “You got an A*. Congratulations.”

      My mum gasps, throwing her arms around me. “Oh, Sasha, I’m so proud of you!”

      For a moment all my worries of Easton are gone when I hear that news. Finally I have a certificate proving that I’ve done an exam—something I could only have wished for all that time locked up with Liam.

      Lots of happy tears and proud congratulations are shared as I thank them both. Soon after, we’re excused and the euphoria I felt is now at the back of my mind once we rise out of our chairs to leave.

      My heart’s in my mouth when we walk out of the classroom. I take a look around the courtyard and still can’t see Easton. I’m practically frogmarching my mum out of the school gates in my haste.

      I feel my breath begin to even out as we reach the school gates, but as soon as we’re near them, he emerges, exuding the commanding presence that only he can. My mother doesn’t notice at first and I think we’re going to get away with it when someone shouts his surname. My mother—knowing that’s my head teacher’s name looks up and that’s when my world spins on its axis.

      She looks at Easton, then at me, then back at Easton. She opens her mouth to say something, but at first nothing comes out. It’s like she’s connecting all the dots one by one until the obvious pattern emerges in front of her. It’s only when Easton glances our way and the look of shock is seen that I hear the sound of my mother’s voice.

      “Ray, please tell me this isn’t what I think it is.”

      I know she’s now mad and not thinking because she’s just called me by my real name. She hasn’t done that in a while. Sheepishly I turn in her direction to say something when Easton emerges in front of us.

      “Shall we go to my office?”

      My mother’s nostrils flare before saying, “Yes. Let’s. I’ll certainly look forward to hearing whatever it is you have to say.”

      My mum—even though she has no clue where she’s going—marches off leaving me and Easton to look at each other with the same nervous expressions on our faces.

      “We kind of knew this would happen,” he whispers, as we follow my mum.

      “I know,” I sigh. “Everything was going so well.”

      “We should have told her.”

      I nod my head feeling guilty about that. “I know. That’s all on me, though.”

      “No it isn’t,” Easton replies, but I don’t get to respond to that as my mother turns to face us wondering where to go next. Easton points in the direction of his office, and she practically sprints towards it. At least she doesn’t want to cause a scene.

      Once Easton opens the door for her, she walks through and it’s only once he shuts the door she says, “You know the only reason I haven’t said anything is because my daughter would get into trouble for this too, but how could you, Easton? You’re supposed to be the adult here. My daughter’s been through enough. If she gets caught—”

      “I know,” he replies, interrupting her. “I tell myself this every day. We’ve tried to keep apart, but the more we tried, the more it seemed we were pushed together. If it wasn’t for the fact we had already met before school started then things would most probably have been different.” He sighs, running his hands through his hair. “I know there’s no excuse for this. You’re completely right thinking I should be pushing your daughter away. We did plan to stay away from each other at least until the exams—”

      “Well why haven’t you? If you truly care for my daughter this is what you will do.”

      Easton’s about to respond when I say, “Mum, please. I’m just as much at fault as Easton. I’m an adult too, remember, and that’s the only reason why we’re together. Two consenting adults who care deeply for one another and want to be together. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “Of course there isn’t anything wrong with it. There wasn’t anything wrong with it up until the moment he became your headmaster!” I watch as she closes her eyes before exhaling. She then sits down in the available chair opposite Easton’s desk before placing her head in her hand. “All this time I thought you were some kind of college professor when in fact you were my daughter’s headmaster.” She shakes her head without looking up.

      “I’ll stay away,” Easton offers, making us both snap our heads to him. He looks at me sheepishly. “She’s right, Sasha. If I cared enough—which I do—I would stay away until you’ve finished your exams.”

      I step closer to him. “But we’ve already tried that.”

      “I know we have,” he says soothingly, “but that was when it was still nearly eight months away. Now, there are only four. We can last four months without seeing each other, can’t we?”

      I feel the tears brimming and close my eyes. “You’re right,” I agree, admitting defeat. “Of course you’re right.” I look towards my mum who’s been quietly watching the exchange. “I’m sorry we never told you, Mum. Easton wanted to, but I told him no. I know I should have listened to him. I guess I thought things were going so well. I’ve been happy—you know I have. For the first time, I feel free and happy, and I owe it all to Easton. I guess I was selfish enough to think we could hide it completely from the rest of the world, when of course in reality it could never be that way.”

      My mother stands and at first I have no clue as to what she’s going to do next, but when she throws her arms around me and starts to cry, that’s when my own tears start to fall.

      “Oh, Sasha, when did you grow up so much?” She laughs into my shoulder setting me off as well.

      “I don’t know,” I answer, with a sniffle.

      She pulls away and wipes a tear from my cheek. “I love you—you know that. And I want nothing more than your happiness. I wish I could ignore what this is between you. Believe me, I so desperately want to, but knowing how much trouble this could get you both into …”

      “I know,” Easton says, interrupting my mum. “As much as it will pain us, we need to keep our distance. Once you’ve done your last GCSE, we can start to date officially.” Easton smiles setting my own off. I can tell it’s a sad smile and I can also tell—like me—the thought of us keeping apart for the next four months will kill us. We can barely keep our hands off of each other during the day. What on earth are we going to be like after four months?

      “Easton’s right,” my mum says, pulling me from his gaze. “You need to quash this. You’re doing so well, Sasha. Please don’t throw it all away now. You’ve worked too damn hard.”

      I nod my head, knowing she’s right, but hating the fact that she is. It’s Friday tomorrow. We had plans to spend the weekend together. In fact, we’ve been spending every available moment we have in each other’s arms. It’s worked.

      Until now.

      “I’m so sorry, Laura. I should have told you.”

      She snaps her head to Easton. “Yes. You should.”

      “Mum, please, you can’t blame all of this on Easton. It was my decision too.”

      “Yes, but Easton’s the one in the position of power. Easton’s the one who should have nipped it in the bud ages ago,” she says, sighing. “I appreciate you met before knowing what would become of you two, but that doesn’t excuse the fact that you have been seeing one another still knowing full well how much trouble you could get in if caught.”

      Easton nods his head in agreement. “There’s no excuse for my behaviour, and I’m sorry.”

      “Only sorry now that you’ve been caught.”

      Easton winces. “Please, Mum, that’s not fair. We’ve only been caught because it was me who chose not to tell you. If anyone’s to blame it’s me.”

      My mother sighs. “Whatever the reasons and who said what it doesn’t excuse the fact.” She looks at Easton. “You could lose your job. Everything you’ve been working hard to achieve all gone if this gets out.”

      He nods. “I know. I guess all that means is that your daughter means more to me than any job.”

      She closes her eyes. “I know. I can see it in your eyes that you care for her deeply. But what use are you caring for my daughter with no prospects? You’d be ruined in the teaching profession.”

      “Mum, you and I both know that money isn’t everything.”

      She nods. “Yes, money can’t buy you love, but I’ll tell you what it does buy: A roof over your head, bread and butter on the table, clothes for yourself and any kids.”

      “She’s right,” Easton cuts in. “I don’t know where we’re heading, but I’m no use to you in the future without a job. I wouldn’t feel a man unless I knew I could take care of you.”

      For the first time today I smirk up at him. “How very caveman of you.”

      He chuckles with a laugh. “My mum and dad brought me up old school. I guess it’s been inbred in me.”

      “I think anyone isn’t afraid to admit that they want to be with someone who can at least look after themselves,” my mother adds. “I guess I’m old school wanting someone who wants to look after my daughter as well as themselves.”

      “Of course you do,” Easton agrees. “Every great mother wants that for their daughter.”

      My mother nods. “That’s definitely something we can both agree on.” She sighs again, looking from me to Easton. “So, is this settled then? Keep apart until your exams are done.”

      Both Easton and I look at each other, and both give a sigh of surrender. “Yes,” we say in unison.

      My mother puts her hands up. “By all means, talk to each other on the phone. Have email sex for all I care—”

      “Mum!” I screech. Easton just laughs.

      “I’m not too old to not know what’s going on between you too. You’ve been together too long for that not to have happened. Just both keep it in your pants for four months. You can and will do it.”

      I bury my head in my hands. I can’t remember the last time I felt so embarrassed.

      “Now, if you’ll excuse us, I would like to take my daughter out for a celebratory meal. Her English teacher had nothing but praise for Sasha today, and not only that, she got an A* on her London Board exam.”

      Easton beams at me. “So I’d heard. All the teachers are impressed with Sasha. I hear them conversing on regular occasions about Sasha’s work. You’ve done so well and should be proud of yourself. Congratulations, ba—” He stops himself before he says it, but it was almost already out.

      My mum, unfazed by it, looks at me proudly before kissing my cheek. “I’m so proud of you.”

      “Can we go now?” I ask, needing to get out of here. Too many compliments.

      My mum looks from me to Easton. “I’ll give you a couple of minutes alone.”

      My mother walks out of the door, closing it softly behind her. When she does I let out a huge sigh.

      “We both knew this could happen,” Easton begins. I nod my head. “It will be hard, but maybe knowing it’s not so long will keep us going.”

      I close the distance between us and wrap my arms around his waist. I bury my face into his chest and my heart warms when I feel his warm breath kiss the back of my head.

      “This is going to be Hell,” I muffle.

      I feel him sigh. “I know, but for you, it’s worth it. You’re worth it all and more. I would wait years if I had to. I guess until now, I’ve just been selfish—taking everything I could, knowing all the while I was getting away with it at great risk to you and to myself.”

      I lift my head up, and I unexpectedly see him smiling down at me. Lifting his hands, up he cups my cheeks and kisses me lightly on the mouth. Just that alone starts a fire inside me. I groan, and I know he knows what that means.

      “Stop,” he teases. “You know I can never resist you.”

      “Like you saying that makes me feel any better,” I chuckle.

      He kisses me again, before pulling away. “Go,” he says, pointing to the door. “Have a brilliant time out with your mum and text me once you get home. Maybe I’ll take up your mother’s offer to have phone or email sex with her daughter.”

      He laughs and I let out a gasp. “I can’t believe she said that.”

      “I’ll miss you,” he says, cutting off the light-heartedness.

      My face falls when I say back, “I’ll miss you too.”

      “See you tomorrow, baby.”

      I nod my head. “Yep. See you tomorrow, Easton.”
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      It takes over four weeks for me to finally cave in. Easton had kept to his word of keeping away, and so far, so had I. I finally broke when one Saturday my mother said she was staying with Eric for the weekend. I was alone and missing Easton terribly. So, Saturday evening at around eight o’clock, I snapped, grabbing my things and heading out of the door. I didn’t even phone or text, I just head straight for Easton’s house. My heart was drumming the whole way there. A part of me thought he may turn me away, but the hopeful part thought that maybe—just maybe—he would let me in.

      I get to his door. I knock and I wait, and when he doesn’t answer straight away, my heart starts to ache inside. I admit I miss him. I’ve missed him a lot more than I even anticipated.

      Another few seconds go by and my shoulders sag. I try pressing the buzzer again, but immediately I turn and start to walk away. Maybe this is the universe telling me that I shouldn’t be going behind my mother’s back. She’d be upset by my being here, I know she would.

      “Sasha.”

      Immediately, my posture picks up at my name. I have my hand gripped on the gates handle ready to push it open, but the sound of his voice makes me turn around and that’s when I really take him in. He’s half naked, wet, with a towel wrapped loosely around his hips. He’d obviously been showering, and hadn’t heard the doorbell as a result.

      But that’s not what I’m thinking about right now. What I’m thinking is that this man before me is the most beautiful man I have ever had the pleasure to lay my eyes on. His hair is wet and haphazardly arranged on his head. His deep whiskey eyes are sparkling with what seems like mischief. His body is taut, and his chest is bare of hair. And, oh my, that has to be the most impressive V I have ever seen!

      Without thinking, I lick my lips subconsciously ready to devour every single morsel of him. It’s only been four weeks, but it somehow seems like years.

      Time stands still, my lips wet as I coat them with my tongue. Easton watches intently, his eyes never leaving mine. It’s only when they deepen with lust that I move, closing the distance between us. At the same time, I jump into his arms, wrapping my legs around his waist at the same time as he shuts the door behind us. Our mouths clash together almost painfully, desperation seeping in at the lost time we’ve had without each other. I can feel it from him as much as he must do with me.

      I practically claw away at my zip, trying to undo my jacket, and despite Easton clutching onto me, he somehow manages to help me take it off. I quickly discard it to the floor and straight away my lips are on his again, taking everything he can give.

      “Easton,” I breathe heavily into his mouth, and no sooner has my name left his lips he’s ascending up the stairs and into his room. I’m so lost in him that I don’t even remember him walking with me to the stairs.

      At the foot of the bed, he sets me down and immediately he pulls his towel away exposing his impressive erection. Heat pools between my legs as I feast on every square inch of him.

      “Carry on looking at me like that and it will be over before it’s even begun,” he jests, smirking at me once my eyes manage to pry away from his body.

      Without saying a word, I lock him with my hooded eyes and begin to unbutton the light pink shirt I’m wearing. Easton’s smirk disappears but he doesn’t move. He stands stock still watching intently as I unhook all my buttons before pulling the shirt from my body. I throw it on the floor and then start to unbutton my jeans. I see Easton’s chest rise and fall with every heavy breath he takes. He’s turned on watching me, and I’m turned on watching him watch me. As much as I want to rush this, I’m more desperate to savour every moment. The way in which he looks at me makes me feel like I’m the only woman in his eyes. Such a refreshing prospect. Liam was the same, but I was never free with him. He owned me, and that’s the difference. With Easton, I feel wild, free, and ready to take on the world. I came to him. It was my decision.

      My choice to make.

      I don’t stop once my jeans are discarded. I don’t wait for Easton to make his move. We still stand about five feet apart as I unhook my bra and let it fall to the floor. My knickers are the last to go and after a beat of standing there both of us completely naked, Easton makes his move closing the distance between us. His eyes are more hooded than ever as he lifts my chin up with his finger and leans down slightly to my parted lips.

      “You don’t know how pleased I am to see you.”

      Temporarily, I glance down to his throbbing erection. His eyes watch me as I look back up, a smirk on my face. “I think I can hazard a guess.”

      His face lights up into a beautiful smile. “I missed you.”

      Wrapping my arms around his neck, I say, “Understatement of the century.”

      Our mouths close together in another spellbinding kiss and for hours we are locked in each other’s arms only breaking to eat and use the bathroom. For a full twelve hours all we do is make love, converse, sleep, and then make love again.

      In the early hours of the next morning, I creep out of the house feeling like Juliet sneaking away from her forbidden love. And I do love him. The words haven’t been said, but I feel them nonetheless. I keep thinking the time to say it will be once we’re free—once we know we don’t have to hide what it is we feel for one another. But with every extra moment spent with Easton it gets harder and harder not to say those words.

      As I walk home euphoric on our time together, a part of me can’t wait to get these last few weeks over with. In little over two months time I will have finished my exams. My coursework is practically finished and studying at full throttle. I’m ready. More ready than ever to finally have those certificates in hand. They’re owed to me. They were owed to me three years ago, but there’s only one person to blame for that.

      Still high on my buzz from seeing Easton, I make my way inside the house—a huge smile on my face as I type a text to Easton telling him how much I enjoyed my time with him last night. I’m so focused on this that I fail to realise until it’s too late.

      I’m being watched.

      My smile drops along with my buzz and replaced is this sickening fear. I feel him before I see him. Hell, I even smell him. With my eyes still glanced down at my phone, I close my eyes for a moment. Already I feel sick. Already the hot tears are brimming.

      Inhaling a deep breath, I try and calm my ever beating heart. I don’t want him to see my fear. I don’t want him to see my tears. I will all of my crippling emotions down and instead concentrate on the anger I had felt all those months ago when I had been found. The anger after learning that he had told me that my mother was dead when she never was.

      I open my eyes and at the same time glance up at the man who has only brought me nightmares. He looks virtually the same. His hair a little longer, and I can tell he hasn’t shaved in a while. Despite his unkempt look his eyes sparkle when he sees me and his blue shirt is neatly pressed from the morning. He’s dressed impeccably for someone who looks like they haven’t seen a hairdresser or razor in a while.

      “Hello, Ray,” he says, a sickly smile forming on his lips. The fear creeps in again, but I will it down. What can he possibly do to me? I know him now. I’m not the same naïve little girl anymore who was taken, moulded, and broken down into little pieces until there was hardly anything left which resembled the girl I once was. The woman I am today is strong, and this time, I can scream. This time, I can fight back. This time, I will not let him beat me.

      “What do you want?” I ask with a snarl.

      For someone who knows I won’t go easily, he’s very calm in his demeanour. He doesn’t come near me, but instead decides to pace the floor a little, running his finger across the sofa as he takes each step.

      “I think you know what it is I want.”

      My body shudders at the sound of his voice. I am stronger than this. I know I am. It’s then I realise clutching onto my phone that I’m being stupid.

      I pick it up, immediately dialling nine, nine, nine. “You really think I will go with you?” I ask as I put the phone to my ear and hear it ring.

      “Oh, I know you will. Unless you want everyone to know about your relationship with your head teacher.”

      All colour drains from my face and when it does, Liam smirks. He actually has the audacity to smirk at me.

      “Nine, nine, nine, what’s your emergency?”

      I stare at Liam and he’s watching me intently wondering what I’ll do next. He knows full well what I’ll do. It’s what I’ve always done when it comes to Liam.

      I let him win.

      I hear the lady on the other end asking the same question again, but I quickly end the call before lowering it to my side.

      “Good girl,” he hums, smiling like the cat that’s got the cream.

      “I hate you,” I seethe, feeling my fists clench. I’m not a violent person but right now all I want to do is cross the room and punch his lights out.

      “You once hated me before, but you quickly learned to love me. Remember that, Ray? Remember all the times we spent together? I must admit I’m secretly furious about your relationship with this teacher, but I think over time I will forgive you. For now, you have a choice to make.”

      I laugh at that word choice. For years I was led to believe I had choices when in fact they were all illusions.

      He knows full well I don’t have a choice. I know Liam by now. I know what it is he thinks and feels, and that’s how I know what he will say next.

      “And what choice might that be, I wonder,” smiling back at him sarcastically. My phone immediately starts ringing in my hand. I believe it’s the police ringing back. We both ignore it.

      He’s standing as still as a statue smiling like he owns the world. “You can stay and call the police, but I will not hesitate to call the press and submit certain photographs of you and a Mr … Lockhart, I believe his name is?”

      Of course he knows his name. I suspect he knows everything about us. I’m angry. So, so angry that he’s bulldozed his way back into my life and tainted the one good—one pure thing I have in my life.

      “If I do that he will be ruined. Do you really want that?”

      Despite not wanting him to see my pain, hot tears well in my eyes. I fist my hands together willing them not to spill over and run down my cheeks, but it’s no use. They fall down revealing my pain. Revealing to him my weakness. He knows full well I will never let anything or anyone hurt Easton. Again he’s manipulating me the best way he knows how.

      “If you come with me willingly then I will let this affair you’ve been having slide.”

      I want to shout at him that it’s not an affair. It’s real. Something he never knew or felt, or touched. All he knows is control, and right now he’s dangling me on his tight string, forcing me to make a decision that only he benefits from.

      “What choice is it, Ray?”

      The phone stops ringing, but soon starts up after a couple of seconds. Again I ignore it.

      He smiles because he knows there is only one choice I can make. My anger soon turns into defeat. I had dreamed of the days where he and I would meet again and I vowed never to be weak—never to show that he has the upper hand. I had been prepared to fight—prepared to even die if that’s what it took not to let him win over me again.

      But, he has me over a barrel. We both know he does. That’s why he’s still smiling whilst I’m stood here feeling like I’ve been one round in the boxing ring and have already been knocked out.

      Closing my eyes, I breathe out slowly before opening them and meeting his smug gaze. My shoulders sag in defeat when I say, “Give me a couple of minutes to pack my things.”

      “Good girl,” he says condescendingly. It makes me scowl at him, but all he does is keep that winning smug smile of his plastered on his face.

      It’s then I realise I’m seeing Liam for who he truly is. For years he wore the mask of a good guy when all the while he was hiding a devil underneath.

      Despite not wanting to go near him he’s blocking my path to my room. I walk cautiously and almost breathe a sigh of relief when he lets me pass without so much as standing in my way. That is until I feel his hand clasp around my arm.

      “You won’t be needing this anymore,” he whispers into my ear as his other hand pries my now silent phone from my grip. I close my eyes as he takes it from me and I feel when he inhales my scent before nuzzling his nose into the crook of my neck. “Fuck, I’ve missed you, Ray.”

      Nausea erupts in my stomach. I don’t want him touching me. With what strength I have left, I yank my arm from his grip, gritting my teeth as I say, “I will go with you, but in no way does that imply we can pick up from where we left. I’m a completely different person now to who I was back then.”

      He allows me my space, but the smirk comes rising back on his face. “I think you also know that I am a very patient man, Ray. I patiently waited while you learned to love me. I’m sure that time will come again.” A shudder I don’t want rushes through me as he points to my bedroom door. “Now hurry along, Ray. We don’t have much time.”

      With a snarl, I snap my head away from him and head for my bedroom. It’s only when I reach there, grabbing a backpack that I allow the tears to temporarily fall down my cheeks. Quickly, I pack a few things before leaving a piece of paper on the floor by my bed. When I get to the doorway, Liam is there blocking my way out. He looks over my shoulder into my room—probably making sure I haven’t left any notes or cries for help. Once he’s satisfied, he lets me pass.

      “All that’s left to do is write a note to your mum. We don’t want her to worry now, do we?”

      I start to laugh. “You seriously think that no matter what I write she won’t worry about me?”

      Ignoring me, he shoves a pen in my face and a notepad. “Tell her you feel suffocated because of the exams and that you need some time out. Tell her,” he says, closing the distance with a smirk on his face, “that your precious teacher has been harassing you and you need to escape for a while.”

      “I can’t say that!” I snap. “It’s all lies,” I growl, getting up in his face.

      Casually, he pulls a phone out from his pocket and lights it up. Once he’s satisfied he’s got what he wants, he turns the phone around and shows me what’s on the screen. I swallow hard as I stare at the photograph. It’s of me and Easton together holding hands as we walk up the stairs to the art gallery a few weeks back. One by one, Liam flips the photographs each one more incriminating than the last. Easton and I embracing, Easton and I feeding each other ice cream, Easton and I kissing. Liam’s right when he says how patient he is. He’s been biding his time, collecting evidence because he knew the time would come where it would end like this.

      Knowing he doesn’t need to say anything else, he offers me the pen, and I wordlessly snatch it from his hand. I grab the pad next and write down all of the words he wants me to say and I don’t mean as quickly as I can.

      Once that’s done, Liam gestures for me to leave and begrudgingly put one foot in front of the other. I feel lost as the door to my sanctuary closes behind me. I feel pain in my heart with every step we take down the stairs towards Liam’s car.

      As we drive away from the place I once called home, I think about all the time and effort I had poured into working so that I could get those exams that not once, but twice have been stripped of me. My heart sinks at the prospect. For the first time in a long time, I feel lost. I feel that cage slowly closing in on me, suffocating me until I can’t breathe anymore. All my hopes gone, my dreams dashed. I now have to accept the fact I am to live the life of a prisoner once more.

      I just hope Easton can forgive me.
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      When I wake up the next morning to find her gone, I realise my heart can’t take much more. Although I could just easily wait—and then we could be together—what I can’t abide is the fact that she’s being treated like my dirty little secret. Anyone who didn’t know us would jump to the same conclusion. They will all believe I am a dirty pervert and that she’s either been bewitched by me or is choosing to act inappropriately with a blatant disregard for decency. I’ve never once thought of her as anything other than the brave, beautiful soul that she is, and knowing what people will think of her in all this is what makes me act.

      I don’t want to spend another day worrying like this. I can’t wake up again to find she’s snuck out so that we won’t be caught.

      I’m done.

      That’s why I’ve just made a phone call to someone I know in the Department of Education, expressing my wish to hand in my notice. I won’t be able to leave until Easter, but luckily, that’s only two weeks away. I just need to bide my time until then. I’ll stay until Sasha completes her exams, and then we’ll see. I don’t know what the future will hold, but whatever shape my future takes, I want it to involve Sasha. Maybe I’ll get another job close by, or maybe I can even convince her to move to Edinburgh with me, and I can teach there. What I can’t do any more is work in the school where the person I’ve fallen in love with is a student. If we’re caught, it will tear us both apart.

      After the long phone call where my friend tried to convince me to continue teaching at the girls’ school, I immediately sit back in my chair and let out the deepest sigh on earth. I wait for the regret to come, but all I feel is relief.

      Not wanting to wait another moment, I dial Sasha’s number to tell her, but there’s no answer. I leave a message on her voicemail and then decide to send a message as a back-up plan just in case she misses the voice message. After that I take a long, hot shower, make myself some very late breakfast and sit watching TV for a good two hours. Every now and then I’d pick up my phone wondering why she hadn’t texted or called. This was so unlike Sasha. She would always answer. Sometimes it was straight away, and sometimes an hour later, but she would always answer. I check the time. It’s been almost five hours and nothing.

      That’s when it hits me that she could be in trouble. Mindlessly I go through my phone but I don’t have her home number. It will be in file at the school, but it’ll be quicker just to turn up at the door. I’ll be risking bumping into her mother, but that’s a risk I’m willing to take just to make sure Sasha’s okay.

      My decision made, I put on my Nike trainers, grab my keys and bike helmet. I’m about to rush out the door when I hear my phone ring. I look down at the number, and a surge of relief hits me when I see “Sasha Calling” lighting up my phone.

      Closing my eyes, I answer the call. “Sasha, thank God. I’ve been worried sick. Is everything okay?”

      “Easton.”

      My blood runs cold when I hear the sob escape her. “Laura?” I ask. “Laura, what’s wrong. Where’s Sasha?”

      When I hear her say the next three words my world comes to an end.

      “He’s taken her.”

      “I’m on my way.”

      Despite nausea wanting to erupt in my stomach, I leave my house and make the speediest ride of my life on the bike towards Sasha’s flat where I find at least four police cars in the parking lot. I run like the wind up to her flat where I’m immediately greeted by a policeman stopping me in my path.

      “Excuse me, sir, who are you?”

      “Laura!” I shout, ignoring him at first. “I’m a friend of the family. Laura’s expecting me. Laura!” I shout again and that’s when she appears a tissue in hand and tears streaming down her face.

      “Easton,” she cries, rushing towards me and taking me in for a hug. She sobs into my shoulder. I feel helpless. What solace can I offer a woman that’s not only had her daughter taken from her once, but twice?

      “How do you know he has her?” I ask, needing some sort of hope that this is all just some bad dream.

      She pulls away sniffling and wiping her nose before she answers. “She called the police, but didn’t say anything. They tried calling back three times but she didn’t answer. She also left a note.” Her eyes look up to mine, and I can tell there’s more. “She said some things that I know she wouldn’t say. I know he’s made her say those things, but I just don’t know why.”

      “Can I see it?”

      She looks at the officer before looking back at me. “The police have it.”

      “You’re Easton?” The officer asks, directing my attention to him. I nod my head. “She mentioned you in the note.” He looks at my mother again and my frustration levels hit new heights.

      “I told you she would never say those things about Easton. She adores him.”

      Any other time those words would make my heart soar, but right now I just want to know what the hell is going on.

      “What did the note say?” I ask again.

      The officer walks into the flat, so I follow suit. He motions to a lady who’s holding an evidence bag and she passes it to him. Once he has it in his hands he turns to me, handing the note in my direction. I take it from him and read it.

      

      Mum,

      

      I can’t go on like this. I feel suffocated and need my space. The pressure of exams is getting to me, and Easton is piling onto that pressure too. I just need some time away.

      

      I’ll be in touch.

      

      Ray. xx

      

      Immediately, I look to Laura. “She wouldn’t write this.”

      She nods. “I know.”

      “She put her name down as Ray. She’s not Ray anymore.”

      I watch with that pain in my gut as Laura hugs herself, fresh tears streaming down her face. “I think she signed that deliberately so that we knew.”

      “We need to know her last movements so we can pinpoint a timeframe. CCTV cameras will hopefully pick up the rest.”

      I bite my lip knowing I will have to tell them I was the last one to see her. Laura will know that we betrayed her trust. I had already felt guilty enough as it was earlier, but now—seeing her in so much pain—the guilt is amplified.

      Closing my eyes, I let out a deep breath. “She was with me last night.” I hear nothing, so open my eyes and find the policeman and Laura staring at me. Laura doesn’t seem angry by the news. In fact she seems very calm under the circumstances.

      “Are you her boyfriend?” The policeman asks. I nod my head. “And at what time did she leave you?”

      I run my fingers through my hair, trying to think. “I’m a late riser, so I think it was around eight this morning.”

      The officer looks from me to my mum. “And neither of you saw her from that time onwards?” We shake our heads. “Okay, I’ll let the relevant team know. I did notice on the way into the flat that there were cameras, so it’ll give us the time that they left. We’ve spoken to neighbours and none of them recall seeing or hearing anything out of the ordinary.”

      I close my eyes again. This doesn’t make any sense. Unless of course he had a weapon of some sort to keep her quiet. I know Sasha and I know she would never go with him willingly.

      Pain starts to radiate in the back of my head. All I can think about is my Sasha and that fucking arsehole together and it makes me feel sick to the stomach. She was happy, but I knew that deep down she always had that sense to look over her shoulder. No eighteen-year-old should ever have to go through something like that.

      Ever.

      “Please, just find her and bring her home. I don’t think I can go another three years of having her missing like before.”

      The officer gives Laura a half smile before placing his hand on her shoulder. “I promise you we will do any and everything within our power to get your daughter back.” She timidly nods her head and the officer sees that as an opportunity to leave us.

      “He should have been found and locked up ages ago!” she seethes.

      “I couldn’t agree more.” She glances in my direction, but I can’t tell if she’s angry with me or not. I’m about to open my mouth when she puts her hand up. “Right now, I don’t care about what went down last night. All I care about is getting Sasha back.”

      “Sir, we found this on the floor in her room!” I hear a woman shout.

      I look to the source and see another lady handing the officer an evidence bag again. It looks to be another note or letter. He reads it and then looks in my direction before walking towards me.

      “Does this mean anything to you?”

      He hands me the bag, and I start reading. Laura peeks over my shoulder, so I bend the note down so she can read it too.

      

      To Our Kiss

      

      I was a lost girl sitting in the bar that day.

      Given a dare, I decide to play.

      

      A kiss, that's all I needed to ask.

      At the time, it sounded like such a simple task.

      

      One taste and that was all it took.

      You read me like an open book.

      

      The spell was cast; I was immediately under.

      No reason, no rhyme, no need to wonder.

      

      With that kiss, you showed me the beauty out of my despair.

      You taught me to live again, laugh again, and have feelings to share.

      

      You brought me out of my darkness and showered me in nothing but light.

      So brilliant, so beautiful, so marvellous, so bright.

      

      And I owe it all to that fateful kiss.

      That left me reeling from your eternal bliss.

      

      To my Nike rider, my feelings are so strong and true.

      I should have told you this long ago:

      I love you.

      

      “It’s about you,” Laura begins. “Her teacher told her to write a poem involving something or someone dear to her heart.”

      The police officer frowns at this. “So she writes a note saying that she needs space, but at the same time deliberately drops this poem on the floor for you to find.”

      Despite the dire situation, I smile. She loves me.

      She fucking loves me!

      “She’s letting me know that the note she’s written is bullshit. He forced her to write that.”

      “Of course he did,” Laura interjects. She places her head in her hands and starts to cry again. The police officer smiles timidly then gives us some space. “I’ve never wanted someone dead in all my life, but right now murdering that scumbag seems like a pretty good idea to me.”

      I don’t know whether she wants it, but I wrap my arm around her. When she places her head in the crook of my neck I know I’ve done the right thing by comforting her.

      “She’ll be okay,” I say, trying to soothe her as best I can. “She was with him for so long last time thinking you were dead. She knows that’s not the case now.” I pull away a moment and watch as she wipes her tears. “Listen, one of my brothers is a police officer. I’m not sure how much weight he can pull, but I’m going to ask if there’s any way he can help out from his end of things. Okay?”

      She nods her head. “Thank you.”

      Immediately I take my phone out and dial my brother’s number. “Easton,” he says after a couple of rings. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “Sasha’s been taken again,” is all I say.

      I hear him suck in a breath before saying. “What do you need from me?”

      “The police here say they’re going to access CCTV, but I can’t just sit here and wait for them to follow leads. It could take them forever to get round to looking at cameras and by then he could have smuggled her to France or some shit.”

      “Okay, tell me what road she lives on and a roundabout time she may have left. I’ll take it from there.”

      Surprised, I say, “You can do that?”

      “I’m not supposed to, but for you and Sasha, it’ll be worth it. I want her safe as much as you.”

      Relieved, I smile and for the first time since finding out the tears start to brim in my eyes. “Thanks, brother.”

      “Don’t mention it, kiddo. I saw the way you two looked at each other at Mum’s. You don’t get love like that these days.”

      Love.

      I feel it in my heart, my gut, and my head. Those three tiny insignificant words that mean so much but have never been said. I regret not telling her now. I wanted to so badly when she was wrapped up in my arms last night, but I held my tongue. I regret that now.

      “I’m going to marry her one day,” I say, completely surprising myself again.

      “Too fucking right you are,” he answers, laughing. “Listen, let me get to work. What’s the name of the road and what time should I be looking from?”

      “It’s a block of flats called Brentwood and it’s on the Telgarth Road. She left my house around eight this morning, so I’m figuring he would have forced her into a car around an hour later. Can you check from eight … just in case?”

      “On it,” he says, before hanging up. The minute he does I let out a sigh of relief and turn to find Laura sitting on the sofa biting her nails. She looks lost. Immediately, I go to her, sit down and take her hand. She looks up to me with pleading eyes. I wish I could take this all away from her. She should never have endured this the first time, let alone a second.

      “Don’t tell anyone here, but my brother’s going to check CCTV for me. If he has any leads he’ll call me.”

      She closes her eyes on a sigh. “Oh, thank God. After last time I don’t have much faith that they’ll find her again.” She then starts to sob. “I can’t lose her. Not again, Easton. Not again.”

      I pull her into my arms. “Shh. It’s okay, Laura. I’m going to do everything I can to get her back, okay? Even if I die trying.”

      She clutches onto my arm like it’s the only thing she has left to hold onto. My heart aches, but it aches for her too. I can’t even begin to imagine what hell she’s going through. I can only imagine my hell.

      “Thank you,” she whispers. I nod my head. “I know it’s technically wrong for the two of you to be together right now, but she loves you. I know she does. I feel guilty for having taken away the one good thing in her life, but I did it to protect her.”

      “I know,” I say, interrupting her. “That’s why I quit this morning.”

      Her eyes widen. “You did what?”

      “I quit my job. I know it’s only three more months, but I couldn’t stand the fact that it felt like I was treating her as some dirty little secret when she means so much more to me than that.”

      She swallows hard, more tears coming. “You did that for her.”

      “I’ve lived my life, Laura. If I lost my job then I still have experience enough to find another. Sasha’s only just scratching the surface. I can’t be the one to get in the way of that. If she wants me, then I’m here for her. I just need to take that step back and allow her time to shine.”

      “Oh, Easton,” Laura sobs, covering her mouth.

      “We’re going to go,” the officer says. When Laura and I both look up, he says, “We’ve got everything we need, so we’re heading out. As soon as I know anything I’ll call. Will you be okay, Laura?”

      She nods her head. “I’ll be fine.”

      “I’ll stay with her,” I offer. When Laura nods with a smile the officer says his goodbyes and one by one all of them leave. I’m about to offer Laura a cup of tea when my phone rings. When I look down and see it’s my brother, I answer quickly.

      “I managed to find her. She was in the passenger seat of a green Landrover with a man who looks to be in his late thirties driving north along the M6. I’ll keep following their route and see where it leads me.”

      I close my eyes in relief. We’re a long way off finding her, but at least it’s a start. “Let me know where they’re heading. I’m going to start out now and see if I can follow the trail.”

      “Got it,” he answers, hanging up.

      “Did he find something?” Laura takes my hand and looks at me expectantly.

      “Yes, he saw them in a car together heading north along the M6. I’m going to start out and see if I can find them.”

      I get up and Laura gets up with me. “I’m coming with you.”

      “I only have a motorbike.”

      “I don’t care. I’m coming with you.”

      I nod my head. “Okay. In her room there should be her pink helmet. Go grab it and we’ll get going.”
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      I don’t know how long we drive for, but we end up in the middle of nowhere. All I can see are trees and a little cabin that has no electricity or heat. By the looks of things, Liam has been living here for a while. Clothes are everywhere and takeout food bags are sitting on top of a dining table. He’s normally so neat and tidy, so it’s surprising to see him living like this. But then again, he is a wanted man. I guess having a shiny house from top to bottom is the last thing on his mind.

      “You haven’t said a word since we left.”

      My gaze moves from the room back to Liam. “What do you expect?” I snarl. “A celebration party?”

      “I see some things never change. You were always a sassy girl.”

      He says that last sentence with humour in his voice. If he’s trying to get me to smile then he’ll be waiting a very long time.

      “Why am I here?” I finally ask. “I didn’t want to be with you then and I certainly don’t want to be with you now.”

      “You were always meant to be with me.”

      “Bullshit!” I scream, my temper rising. “You took me against my will and kept me prisoner. What sane person does that?”

      He steps forward, so I step back. This somehow surprises him. “You wanted to be with me. We were in a relationship about to have a baby. I had plans for you and I. Plans that involved us being together, married with a family.”

      The man’s completely deranged. How can he think I really wanted that? I never did.

      “Liam, I had just turned seventeen. I didn’t want to have a baby so young.”

      His eyes darken at that. “Did you get rid of it?”

      At first my mind goes blank, but I quickly recover. “You think I killed our baby? No matter what I would never have done that. Despite not wanting a baby, I wouldn’t have had an abortion. But the thing is you never gave me a choice. I told you we needed condoms. I told you I wanted on the pill, but you ignored me. Now I know it was all purposeful. You wanted me pregnant. You wanted to have that extra hold on me.”

      Liam steps forward, pointing at me. “You were always meant to be mine.”

      Closing my eyes, I shake my head. “No, Liam. You took me, you held me against my will, and eventually made me believe that my own mother was dead. How could you?” The more I talk, the more I can feel my anger rising.

      “You would never have stayed with me if I hadn’t said that. Believe me, I didn’t enjoy telling you that lie, but I would have done anything.”

      Not being able to take it anymore, I rush towards him. With clenched fists, I start to pummel his chest over and over again. “I hate you! I fucking hate you!” All of the months and years of pent up anger and frustration caused by this man come pouring out of me like a raging faucet. I’m so angry that I don’t even recognise myself. Hot, angry tears cascade down my face as I hit Liam over and over again, letting out every feeling about him I have. “You made me think she was dead! You made me think she was dead!”

      At first he takes it, but when my anger reaches up a notch, Liam intervenes, wrapping his arms around me. “Shh,” he utters, taking me into his arms. I’m exhausted from my outburst, totally drained not only physically, but mentally too. “I got you, Ray. I’m so sorry.”

      I collapse in his arms, a sob escaping me on the way down. At first I let him comfort me. At first I revert back to a time when all I knew was him. But as he’s soothing me, running his hands over my hair and telling me how sorry he is, it all comes back. I start to struggle. I push and I push and at first Liam holds me tightly in his arms.

      “Let me go, you monster!” I seethe, finally breaking free of him. We stand, six feet apart staring at each other. I wipe my hot angry tears away from my face and glare at him. “You don't get to soothe me. You don’t have me,” I growl back at him. “You’ve never had me.”

      Liam initially looks hurt by my outburst, but soon recovers. “Maybe not now, but I will over time. We were good once. We can be good again. The only reason why I lost you was because of that fucking pervert head teacher of yours.”

      I feel my fists clenching at my sides from the mention of Easton. “After what you did, you have the audacity to call Easton a pervert! Fuck you!”

      Liam’s eyes widen. He’s not used to hearing me swear. I don’t like to unless I really feel the need—and this is definitely where it’s needed. I feel like a warrior ready to fight anyone or anything that stands in the way of my true love. I will not have him speak about Easton as if he were a monster. “You’re the monster!” I shout, getting it out. “Not him. You weren’t there all those times he held me like I wanted to be held, gave me space when I needed it, and comforted me when I was down. You’re the one who’s a pervert, abducting a fifteen-year-old child, and for what? To eventually get your rocks off! You robbed me of my innocence!”

      “You wanted it!” he screams back. “You were the one who begged me!” He slams his chest with his hand making my heart rate pick up.

      “Only because you moulded me! You manipulated me and brainwashed me into believing all the filthy lies that came out of your disgusting mouth!”

      That’s when I feel it. My breath catches, my vision blurs. Panic sets in as I try to hold onto something. I can feel it coming, but I will it down. I refuse to let this man see what he has reduced me to. I refuse.

      “Ray, are you—”

      “Get away from me!” I scream, stepping back as far as I can from him. I’m so fucking angry with him.

      How dare he?!

      I haven’t had a panic attack in a long time and all it’s taken to get back to square one again is a few hours alone with this man.

      At first he lets me be. I stand, clutching to one of the dining room chairs, trying to control my breathing. I’m almost there when he speaks again.

      “I love you, Ray. I have always loved you.”

      I close my eyes and shake my head. “This,” I say waving my hands around the tiny cabin, “isn’t love. It’s possession. You took the colourful light that love is and painted it black. Love is supposed to be shared, embraced, and above all else, not forced. You forced it from me, Liam. How can you say that what we have is love?”

      “I don’t know what I would do if I lost you. I don’t think I could take it. There would be no point to any of us living.”

      All the colour drains from my face. I know what he’s doing and despite his manipulation I somehow believe every word he says. He would kill me, then himself.

      I close my eyes before I can think of an answer. How does one answer something like that? I had lived with this man for so long you would think that I knew him by now, but there is one thing I can certainly say for Liam. He always surprises me.

      When I open my eyes back up, that’s when I know what to say. “Okay, Liam. Get it over and done with. Make it quick because I’m not a fan of pain.” It’s all a bluff and at first he takes the bait. His mouth hangs open not knowing what to do or say in response to that. I’ve given in and I think he can see it in my eyes.

      At first he opens his mouth, but then quickly stops. I can see he’s trying to think of what to say. His mind is working overtime to come up with a response. I see the moment it hits him, and that’s when I see it. That evil smirk. The same evil smirk that makes my blood run cold.

      “Okay, I will do as you say, but first I will need to get one thing out of the way.” As he starts to walk towards me my posture picks up, my back dead straight and my breath held. When he’s a couple of feet apart from me, he gently moves a strand of hair away from my face with a smile. “Someone took something very dear and precious from me and now he must pay.”

      Easton.

      He smiles lightly like he’s just won the lottery. He knows this will be my one and only weakness. I don’t much care what he does to me, but once he involves someone dear to me, that’s it. All bets are off.

      At first, I watch as he turns and starts to wander off. Panic sets in the more I think of what he may be capable of. Could he kill Easton and then us? I can’t say for sure, but I’m certainly not willing to risk it.

      “Okay,” I say lightly, my head ducked down in defeat.

      “Okay, what?” I hear him ask.

      I raise my head up to see him standing in the middle of the room awaiting my answer. “You win.”

      He shakes his head in confusion. “I need you to elaborate, baby.”

      I grit my teeth. Only one person can call me baby and now he’s just tainted that. I want to rip his head off, shout and scream to the rooftops that he can’t have me.

      “I’m yours, but only on one condition.” He smirks again, making my skin crawl, but stays silent. “You will leave everyone in my life out of this effective immediately. My mum, Easton, my friends—everyone. Then and only then will I agree to stay with you.”

      I feel hot tears brim my eyes and I close them trying to will the waterworks down. I know he’s won. Liam knows he’s won.

      I’ve just handed myself a life sentence.

      When I am finally able to look back up, Liam is staring at me. He’s smiling. I can see it in his eyes; this is the moment when he’s realising that he’s just won this fight. A heavy sigh leaves his lips, and then he stalks towards me, placing a hand against my cheek. I have this urge to pull away, but I make my feet and my body as still as a statue. He leans forward and kisses my lips. I smell mint on his breath before he pulls away, smiling at me still. And then he opens his mouth.

      “Deal.”
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      It’s been two days. Two fucking days of pure agony. Laura and I have been on the road these whole two days, staying at hotels because there’s no way we can admit defeat and go home. Every step that gets us closer to Sasha is a step in the right direction. The whole situation is breaking my heart. Every time I look Laura’s way I break that little bit further. She’s not coping very well and it’s quite frankly killing me. She’s been through enough shit because of that man. Sasha’s been through enough shit because of that man. It only makes me want to get to him even more. I have never in my life wanted to murder someone. I always thought murderers were disgusting cowards with a few screws loose. But now sitting here over these past couple of days I can see how the thought of it seems a little too pleasing.

      The search so far has lead us to Kielder Forest—an area of two hundred and fifty square miles. It’s like looking for a needle in a haystack, but we’re not giving up until we find her.

      We got here late last night and I have been waiting eagerly for night to disappear so I can start the search. My brother had been on the case and had managed through searching endless CCTV that they were on the road, stopped off for gas, and then the trail disappeared in this area leading us to believe they’re in the forest somewhere. What has bothered me since yesterday is the fact that my brother told me that Liam getting out of the car to pay for petrol, Sasha just sat there. She had opportunity to call for help, but she didn’t.

      Why?

      That question has been plaguing me ever since. The only outcome I can come up with is that he’s somehow managed to blackmail her in some way. Maybe he’s threatened violence against her mother. Who knows? Whatever the reason, I haven’t told Laura. I just know this would upset her even more. What I have told her is that she’s been seen and is safe. I’m not sure if that pleased her or not. She’s been wearing the same expression on her face since the day Sasha was taken. A deep frown that crinkles the top of her forehead. Such agony in that expression—such devastation. It’s hard to look at.

      Just as dawn is approaching I get a phone call from DI Lipton, who has been in charge of this case since day one. As soon as I see my phone light up, I answer with a curt hello.

      “Easton, a silly question, but how are you and Laura coping?”

      I close my eyes on a sigh. “Not very well, as you can imagine. I think we’re just keen to get out there and find her.”

      “I can understand that. I just want you to know that our Police Support Volunteers are rallying around. There’s quite a team we have who are willing to volunteer help in our search. I have every confidence that if she is in this area we will find her soon. Everyone who is aiding in the search has a walkie-talkie, so we can communicate. They have strict instructions that if they see anything they are to hold back, tell a police officer, and then we will step in and do our job. They’re trained in this sort of thing before, so they already know.”

      Although the dread is still there, I feel slightly relieved of this. The more who are looking for her the better chances we have of finding her.

      “Where are we meeting? Obviously Laura and I want to be a part of this search too.”

      He clears his throat before speaking. “We will be meeting at the Black Grade Trail at seven sharp.”

      I check my watch and see it’s just after six. “We’ll be there.” I immediately hang up and start gathering what little things I have. Laura and I left and didn’t want to go home, so we bought what little clothes, underwear and toiletries we needed two days ago.

      Once I have everything I immediately leave and go next door to where Laura is. I knock and wait for her to answer. I don’t have to wait long. She swiftly opens the door, and I almost gasp at the sight of her. She looks exactly how I feel. She’s obviously exhausted from lack of sleep, her shoulders are sagging, her eyes are all puffy from crying no doubt, and her lips are dry and cracked from the lack of food and drink she has had during the past two days. Immediately, I want to hold her, so that’s exactly what I do. I gather her in my arms and hold her limp body tightly to my chest. She bursts into tears, so I hold her head to my chest and stroke her hair.

      “We will find her, Laura. As God is my witness, we will get her back, okay?”

      Ever since the day Laura found out that I was Sasha’s headmaster, I haven’t exactly been her favourite person. She didn’t like me because I was seeing her daughter, but things are different now. It’s amazing how a tragic event such as this can bring two people together. I can feel that we’ve developed a real bond. I just wish it had been formed under different circumstances.

      As she snuggles into my chest, I feel her nod her head. “Thank you,” she says, pulling away and wiping her eyes. “Have you got any news?”

      I nod my head. “I’ve just heard from DI Lipton. Apparently, there are a lot of volunteers willing to help. There’s a place we need to be at seven, so that’s why I’m here.”

      She checks her watch. “Give me two minutes. I’ll be right out.”

      I nod my head and watch as she turns to go back into her room. As she does, I call her name. She turns to look back at me. “We’ll get through this.”

      Fresh tears brim her eyes as she nods with a slight smile. She disappears then and I’m left in the hall, a deep breath I didn’t realise I was holding escapes my lungs. I feel absolutely fucked from only having four hours sleep over the last two days, but the determination at finding Sasha is what drives me.

      Within seconds, Laura is ready her coat on. She swiftly shuts the door behind her and I can tell by the look in her eyes she seems determined. I smile at that. I believe she must have had a pep talk with herself. The reason I smile is because I’ve had a few of those myself over the last forty-six hours.

      “Ready,” she says, letting out a deep breath.

      I manage a smile and step forward. “Let’s go find Sasha.”
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      It’s been two days since Liam took me and for two days all I’ve done is sit and stare into space. Liam has been busy, cutting wood, fetching water, and generally potting about. There’s so much to think about when you haven’t got water and electricity. What he does have is a gas stove which he uses to heat the water with, and a little fireplace which is constantly being used and emptied, used and emptied. In the corner of the shack is a bath and Liam heats the water so that I can wash. I’ve been allowed to bathe once since being here and luckily Liam gave me privacy when I was able to wash. I have clothes here. Of course he would have thought of everything before he took me. He had carefully planned everything to a T.

      I can only be thankful for one thing since being here. He hasn’t tried to touch me aside from my face and shoulders. I know that he will want to pick up our relationship where it dropped off after a while, but for now he is being patient. Patience is the one thing Liam has always had plenty of. He kept me for all that time without trying for so much as a kiss on the cheek back when I first stayed with him. He had been the one to keep the distance between us, allowing me the time to adjust, trust him, and depend on him until I knew there was no one else for me but him. I had been relatively calm these past two days—surprising myself. Despite the initial feeling of panic, I haven’t had an attack. I think that’s because Liam’s not keeping me locked up this time. He realises I won’t leave because I care more about protecting Easton than anything else.

      I sigh as I watch Liam approaching from the trees ahead. I don’t know where he’s been, but he looks agitated about something. I frown as he nears and as if on instinct the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, really not caring about him. Only my dire situation.

      He stands dead still about five feet from where I’m standing. Despite the chill of the day his brow is sweating and he’s shirtless. He’s definitely more toned than I remember, but after seeing all the work he does around here these last two days I understand how.

      He runs his hands through his unruly hair, his eyes darting around in what I can only describe as paranoia.

      “I’m not happy. Something’s … off. I don’t know what it is, but I don’t feel we’re safe here anymore. I had hoped we would stay a couple more days until we moved, but I think we’re going to have to go now.”

      I stand from where I was seated and my eyes widen. “Go where?”

      He bites his lips. I can see by the unsure look on his face that he doesn’t want to tell me. “To France.”

      “France!” I squeal. Immediately, I start shaking my head.

      “Listen, Ray. You and I both know that we will be hunted down until they find us. If we could just go over to France and then disappear. I believe we’ll have a better chance considering we can move freely through anywhere in Europe.”

      I throw my hands up in the air. I thought I could go through with this, but after that admittance, I know I can’t. It’s bad enough that I’m apart from the two people I most care about, but to be a whole country away from them? No … just no.

      “I didn’t sign up for this, Liam. I agreed to go with you, but I didn’t agree to move country.”

      “We made a deal, remember?”

      I grit my teeth. How can I possibly forget? It’s only then that I realise something. “We can’t possibly go to France.” I feel the joyous moment when I realise. “I haven’t got a passport.” I almost feel the triumphant smile rise on my lips when I say it. That is until I see Liam smiling.

      “Before you got home I had a rummage through your things. I found your passport.”

      Shit. I had forgotten that my mum had applied for one after telling her my dreams of one day exploring Italy.

      As if reading my mind, he says, “We could even go to Italy. I remember you telling me that you always wanted to go there. Now’s your chance.”

      No, no, no!

      That may have been a dream of mine, but I never wanted it to be with him.

      “Ray, as long as you’re here, the greater the chances are that you will end up ruining the reputation—the very life—of that headmaster of yours. Do you really want that?”

      Hatred. Pure red-blooded hatred seeps into my bloodstream. As if I don’t already have Easton on my mind enough as it is! I certainly don’t need Liam adding to it. But, of course, he will. He will use anything he can against me. I can see the delight in his eyes when he realises he has struck a major chord, but it’s also mixed with a sense of hate. He hates Easton because Easton has the one thing he has never been able to even touch.

      My heart.

      I know that tears him up inside, and I bet he hates that he is no longer my only sex partner. I can just imagine how much that eats away at him night after night before he falls asleep. I would almost be able to manage a smile at the thought if it wasn’t for the fact that there really is nothing left to smile about right now. He wants to take me away, and I have to protect Easton’s integrity—no matter the cost. That means more to me than my own happiness.

      “No, I don’t want that. You know I don’t want that.”

      “Well,” he says on an unhappy sigh, “we have no other choice then, do we?”

      “You mean I have no other choice!”

      Liam steps forward and raises a hand to cup my cheek, but I’m feeling so resentful right now that I pull away. I see the rejection written all over his face as I recoil from his show of affection. I watch as a slight snarl forms on his lips before he violently whisks his hand away from me.

      “We have five minutes until we need to leave.”

      He angrily walks around me, and I watch helplessly as he storms off into the house. I don’t move. I just stand there. I’m certainly not going to help him pack our things so we can move out of the country. He can do all that by himself. Besides, if there is something troubling him, maybe it’s for a good reason.

      As I think this, I whip my head back towards the dense forest and squint, looking for any signs of life. I do see movement, but as my eyes dart around everywhere, all I can make out are the branches swaying in the slight breeze. Despite knowing that I have no other choice but to go with Liam, I can’t help the sharp stab of disappointment I feel when I realise that there’s no one out there to rescue me.

      My mum and Easton cross my mind, and my heart clenches in agony for them. What must they be going through—knowing I have been taken again? I know my mum went through Hell and back last time, and because of this sick fuck, she’s having to endure the same Hell all over again.

      I close my eyes on a sigh, and when I open them again, hot tears start to crawl down my face. I have never thought of myself as a selfish person, but right now, being in this situation, all I can think about is how my life will turn out now. More tears roll down my face when I think of the fact that I was going to be getting ready for my GCSE’s in just a couple of months. These past six months I have done nothing but work my arse off so that I could finally achieve the single most important thing—educationally speaking—that had been taken from me when I was fifteen.

      I turn around and stare at the little shack we have been holed up in since he took me this time. I fist my hands together in anger. He’s done it again. He’s won again!

      And I’m fucking letting him.

      I don’t know how many minutes go by as I just stand there feeling like I’m banging my head against a brick wall before Liam finally emerges with our bags in tow. One by one, he places the bags into his beat up old Landrover before opening the passenger door and turning to me. “Ray,” he says expectantly, motioning towards the seat with his hand. At first, I can’t move. I see that seat as my ticket to Hell. My breathing spikes, and my heart starts to hammer against my chest. My hands start to feel clammy, and my body starts to tremble.

      “Ray,” he utters again, but this time there is more urgency and frustration in his voice. “We have to go. Now. We haven’t much time.”

      “Much time till what exactly?”

      He starts shaking his head. “I don’t fucking know. Call it a sixth sense. I’ve lived here long enough now to feel that something in the air has shifted. I just know that we have to get going.” As if hearing a noise, his head snaps towards the forest. His eyes are wide, and they begin darting all over the place. I can sense the reason for his feeling that something is out there, but I can’t put my finger on what or why.

      “Ray, for fuck’s sake, get in the damn car!”

      I’m jolted back by his sudden outburst. I’ve always known Liam to be such a cool, collected person, but not now. Something’s changed. My skin prickles at the danger, but my body—sensing that danger—jumps instantly to get inside the car. Despite the dread and uncertainty I go willingly. For now, it’s all I can do.

      One thing at a time.

      Despite my fraught nerves I will them down. I have to be stronger than this. If I break down then it may cause Liam to act drastically in response. I need him to be his usual calm self. Right now I sense he’s anything but.

      “Seatbelt,” he barks as he quickly gets in and does the same. I can’t stop watching him as I do as he says. I sense I am witnessing a man at his wit’s end. The paranoia and obvious fear bouncing off of him are making me take stock. He’s always had an incredible knack for making me feel the same emotions as he does. It’s difficult not to when they are so … intense.

      Liam’s eyes quickly dart to my seatbelt and once he’s satisfied we’re in order he starts the car. With every second my fear and dread move up that little bit more. The V8 engine roars to life as Liam steps on the accelerator. We jerk forward on the rough terrain, and I feel every bounce and bump as we move along the pathway through the forest. With every mile, my stomach rolls that little bit more. My face flames and my muscles stiffen as every emotion you can think of cycles through me. They’re bouncing around inside of me just as violently as the car is jarring my body as we move through the rough patches.

      With every passing minute, I can see Liam’s own body become more and more stiff. His eyes are focused on the road, intently looking for any signs that someone may jump out at us. His jaw is ticking, and his hands grip the steering wheel so tightly that I can see the whites of his knuckles.

      My eyes flit back to the road ahead, but I can’t see what Liam obviously senses. I have both positive and negative thoughts of what this all could mean as I stare into nothing but forest. Nothing but trees and branches and bumpy roads.

      And then I see it—the reason for Liam’s obvious anxiety. He was right when he said he felt something had changed in the air. He was right to have that sixth sense of his crawling up that perverted spine of his. The reason? Police are everywhere. And aside from police, there are regular people. Lots of people either looking like walkers with their sticks or news reporters with cameras.

      Sensing a car coming, most aim in our direction. That’s when Liam comes to a screeching halt.

      “Fuck!” he screams, immediately putting the car in reverse.

      Then all hell breaks loose. The car goes careening backwards as all the people start running towards us. Police immediately dart in their cars while shouting and screaming at everyone to stay where they are. News reporters go racing with their cameras pointing it in our direction. My heart hammers. Liam spits out one explicit word after another before violently turning the car around and putting it in Drive. He races back from where we came, but this time he must be doing it at stupid miles an hour. The car jolts and bumps violently as we make it about three miles down the road before a police car suddenly pulls out in front of us. Liam’s car screeches to a halt, the police get out of the car and shout at Liam to open the car door. I look from the police officers to Liam. He’s sweating, his breathing is laboured, and his hands are still gripping the steering wheel tightly. I can see from the determined look in his eyes that he’s trying to think ever so quickly about what to do next, and then I see when he makes the decision as he steps his foot on the pedal and we violently lurch forward. Liam snaps the steering wheel to the right, bumping into the police car’s front bumper with an almighty crunch. The Landrover makes a noise as if it’s groaning in displeasure and protesting its use as a battering ram.

      “Liam, what are you doing? This is suicide.”

      “Shut the fuck up!” he seethes, gritting his teeth in determination. He must know there’s no way out, but he’s fighting with everything he has right up until the last minute.

      We’re on the move again, but this time Liam finds a different path and decides to turn down that one instead. I look behind and see at least three police cars tailing us as we bump and grind along the uneven road. My arse is seriously sore, but at the moment I don’t care. Adrenaline like nothing I have ever felt before comes crashing through me like a violent tidal wave. What Liam is doing is nothing short of madness, but he’s determined to see it through until the very last minute.

      The road starts to open and knowing the police cars will try and overtake, Liam swerves violently left, then right, then left again. I feel when we’re hit. Liam loses control for a split second before he rights himself. The battle for control on both sides commences. I’m gripping the door handle with all my might. We’re going too fast—dangerously fast for this terrain—but Liam doesn’t seem to care. He’s focused straight ahead, and sweat is dripping down his face.

      Up ahead, another police car hurtles towards us. Liam looks in his mirrors but can see that we’re trapped in a sandwich. He has nowhere else to go. I feel the moment when my heart starts to beat through joy that this will all be over soon, when Liam suddenly swerves right, moving up another dirt pathway off the main drag we were on. My heart beats, but this time it’s with fear. All I can hear are the roar of car engines racing to somehow make this all end. The car hits something in the road and it momentarily jolts us in the air before landing with a thud. My breath catches and my brain feels loose in my head. We motor on and it feels like an age before suddenly one of the police cars hits us from the side causing us to swerve right into a tree. The car crashes with a big thud, the impact impaling me against my seatbelt. I have this fleeting moment of gratefulness that Liam shouted at me to put the damn thing on before I see Liam frantically trying to undo his belt.

      “Ray, come on!” he shouts, but it’s no use. The police are right there surrounding the car. One by one, they raise their tasers, shouting at Liam to raise his hands in the air. I see the moment he knows his time is up when his shoulders sag in defeat. He turns to me then—his face looking towards me in desperation.

      “I only ever wanted you to love me.”

      I swallow hard as tears threaten to flood my eyes. For that split second, my heart jolts in my chest, and an emotion I haven’t felt for this man in a very long time comes racing to the surface.

      Empathy.

      How on earth I can feel anything but disgust for this man is beyond any reasoning. He took me, lied to me, and made me feel things I should never have felt for him. When I realise all of this, my disgust comes back quickly. This time, however, it isn’t directed at him. I am disgusted with myself.

      While the police are shouting outside, Liam just stares at me. A single tear eventually escapes, and he watches it fall with a smile. I see it then. He feels a sense of triumph at the realisation that he’s made my emotions respond to him yet again.

      “You have the power to make this go away, Ray. You can tell them you came with me willingly. Maybe they’ll be lenient, and then I’ll only serve a short sentence. You can wait for me, and eventually we will be together. We would be able to start fresh. No hiding. No running. Just you and me together like we were always meant be.”

      Closing my eyes, I shake my head. I don’t want to listen to him anymore. “Please stop.” I can feel the anger bubbling inside me. Gone is that empathy now that he’s used it against me. Again he’s being manipulative, trying to use my own emotions against me. “I don’t want this.” I open my eyes again and lock them with his. “I don’t. Want. This.”

      I see the moment he realises that he hasn’t won this battle. His own eyes widen before slinking back in his chair. That’s when the police swoop in opening both car doors at the same time. Liam is yanked away and I watch as he spits, violently flailing his arms and legs around. I see them all move to him. Three, then four, until eventually it takes five police officers to subdue him to the ground.

      “You’re safe now, love,” the police officer unhooking my seatbelt says. I turn to face him, a sympathetic smile on his lips. “Are you okay, Sasha? You’re not injured anywhere?” I shake my head. “Your mum and boyfriend will be pleased to see you. They’ve been frantic with worry.”

      All remaining colour drains from my face. My mum. Easton. Just as I think about them, I hear my name being called from afar. As I step out of the car, I search the sound of the voice to see both my mum and Easton running towards me. Both of them are screaming my name and racing towards me. I notice Easton looks exactly how I feel. Bedraggled, exhausted, and mentally drained. My mum doesn’t look too hot either. I can tell by her puffy eyes that she’s been going through hell.

      It’s in that moment that I curse that man for ever making me do all the things he has coerced me to do over the past two days. Guilt washes over me when I think about all that I’ve put Mum through all in the name of love. I never asked for this, but I also had a choice and I chose to make my mum suffer again.

      I’m a really bad person.

      I don’t think I can ever forgive myself for that. I had never even contemplated all this when I was with Liam. All I ever thought about was my position and saving Easton.

      I’m the worst daughter in the world.

      My mother rushes towards me throwing her arms around me and breaks down sobbing. It’s then my own dam breaks. “I’m so sorry, Mum.”

      She squeezes me in tightly to her. “Don’t you dare apologise for what that man has done. Ever.”

      I grip my eyes shut and force the remaining tears out. When I open them, Easton is waiting patiently for me and my mum to finish hugging. When she pulls away he steps forward and for a brief moment I forget that Liam is right behind us. He brings me into his arms and I inhale a big deep breath taking in his scent. He smells of man, he smells of comfort and of joy.

      He smells of home.

      “Don’t fucking point that camera at me! Point it at him! He’s Ray’s headmaster! All the time he was supposed to be teaching her, and they’ve been fucking instead!”

      My stomach drops when I hear all the disgusting things that Liam’s saying. I turn and sure enough the news cameras are there lapping up every single thing he’s just said. Cameras go crazy, frantically taking pictures of me and Easton embracing. The police try their hardest to push them back, but they’re like vultures.

      “Ray, is it true that he’s your headmaster?”

      “Ray, how long has this been going on?”

      “Ray, does your mum know you’ve been having an affair with your head teacher?”

      “Ray, do you dress up in your school uniform for him?”

      Feeling nauseous by all the sickening questions, I frantically look up to the police officer who helped me out of the car. “Please get me out of here?”

      His lips form a hard line as he glares at all the reporters who are still firing questions. “It would be my pleasure.”

      He leads us to a police car and all the while Easton hasn’t let go of me. Despite everything that’s going on and the repercussions this all represents, he holds still, keeping me by his side.

      Once we’re in the car, my mother grips my hand and Easton let’s me cradle my head in his neck. I want this all to go away. None of us asked for this.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper into his neck as the car pulls away.

      I feel Easton flinch beneath me. “What on earth have you got to be sorry about?”

      I pull away and when I look I’m glad we’re on the road and there are no more press. “He said he’d do this to you. He warned me that if I didn’t go with him he’d tell the world that you and I were having an affair.”

      “Jesus, Sasha, do you really think I give a shit about that? I resigned two days ago anyway.”

      My eyes widen. “You did what?”

      He sighs. “I was sick of making you feel like you were a dirty little secret that needed to be hidden, so I resigned. I would rather take another job somewhere else and openly be able to date you without fear of repercussion.”

      “But it’s too late now anyway. It’s out, and now your career is ruined. You will never be able to teach again, and for what?!”

      “For love, Sasha. I did it for love.”

      My anger is immediately shut down in flames by Easton’s confession. I stare up at him, tears welling in my eyes and for a moment I don’t feel anything but love in return. I do love this man. I’m in love with him.

      But, and there is always that nasty but. It doesn’t take away the fact that I aided in destroying his career. Everyone tried to warn me this would happen and I ignored every single one of them. I just know that the guilt will eat away at me for a long time to come.
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      Upon bringing me home, I receive strict instructions to come down to the police station as soon as I can to give my official statement. As soon as the door closes behind them, Easton sits beside me on the sofa as my mum busies herself in the kitchen with making me a cup of tea. She’s been very quiet. In fact, we all have. I think we can all sense the impending storm which is destined to destroy everything in its path. The phone calls have already started, and each call is the same. Reporters all want to get my “juicy” story firsthand. On the third call, my mum simply pulls the wire out of the phone socket. While that has silenced the ringing, it hasn’t stopped the knocks on the door or the especially intrusive journalists who are constantly trying to manoeuvre themselves at different angles, hoping to catch a glimpse of us all together. In the end, my mum’s had to shut the curtains and lock all of the windows and doors. We’re officially trapped in our own home. Again, Liam has won. But then, he always does when it comes to me.

      “This is probably a very stupid question, but how are you feeling?”

      I turn to Easton who has his hand clamped over mine like he’s afraid I’ll somehow disappear.

      “I’ve felt better,” I admit.

      “I can see it in your eyes, Sasha. The guilt. Please don’t feel guilty about what’s happening. We both went in this together knowing the consequences. I’ll be fine. It’s you I’m worried about. I’ve already had an email from the school board asking me to attend a meeting tomorrow morning. I promise I’ll do my best to make sure you don’t get affected in all of this.”

      I start shaking my head. “Your career is ruined because of me.”

      I feel him squeeze my hand. “Please stop this. I didn’t much like the job anyway.”

      He offers me a smile like he means it, but I know it’s not true. He did enjoy teaching. I could see it in his face every day at school.

      “Tea,” my mum sings as she places the tray onto the coffee table in front of us.

      I smile up at her. “Thanks, Mum.”

      After everything’s placed she sits down on a sigh and cups her hands together. “I’m so glad we got you home. If it wasn’t for Easton …”

      I look towards Easton. “What happened?”

      Easton smiles and pulls me in, placing an arm around me. “I got my brother to help trace you using CCTV. It took a while, but we managed to find the car and track it until it vanished in the Kielder Forest area. That’s when we concluded you must be in there somewhere.”

      “He didn’t stop for those whole two days,” my mother continues. My eyes dart from Easton to my mum to find her smiling at Easton. It’s in that moment I realise they must have been together the whole time, trying to find me. Despite what’s happened previously, she no longer feels any animosity towards him. As of now, he has become—and will always be—the man who rescued her daughter.

      “He didn’t hurt you, did he? Please say he never hurt you,” my mum begs, and I can’t miss the slight tremble in her voice.

      I shake my head no and immediately see her relief. “If there is one thing Liam has, it’s patience. I believe he thought he would be able to keep me and make me learn to fall in love with him. In his mind, all he had to do was give me the chance to remember my ‘true’ feelings for him. To him, it was always a simple matter of time before I fell in love with him again. He didn’t realise I never truly loved him in the first place. He confused dependence with love. I never knew what true romantic love felt like—” I pause and nervously look up to Easton whose attention is on me one hundred percent “—until recently.”

      

      Easton’s smile brightens like this is the best news he’s heard. Right now we’re not concerned for the cameras outside and the news most probably hitting the net right now.

      “Easton, you must stay tonight. If you go out there now they’ll hound you.”

      I glance my mum’s way shocked that she would insist on technically my boyfriend staying the night at the house.

      “Okay, I’ll stay. I was told that a police officer would sort out all our things back at the hotel. Apparently they’re also arranging my bike to be delivered back at home. I’ll call now and see if they can deliver it here instead.”

      Easton gets up from his seat and reluctantly drops my hand as he does. He disappears into the kitchen, leaving me and my mum alone. It’s then that the guilt surfaces again.

      “I feel terrible that I put you through all this just to save Easton. I’m sorry.”

      Mum quickly rises from her seat the moment she sees the tears surfacing. She sits next to me, taking me in her arms. “Please stop this guilt you’re feeling. You were only placed in that position because he made it. You were trying to save the man you love. I get that. And it’s only the last two days that I’ve come to realise what true love is all about too. Easton was beside himself. I don’t think he hardly slept the whole time. He was constantly on his phone, pacing, trying to get news for us. I don’t know what I would have done without him. I think my sanity would have slipped if it wasn’t for him. He even reminded me that I had to eat to keep my strength up so that we could look for you. He was my strength when I needed it. I will be eternally grateful to that man.”

      I pull away from my mum and look up to her tired eyes. “But school. I could be expelled for what’s happened.”

      She pats my hand with a smile. “Let’s just take each day as it comes. If—and this is a big if—they expel you then you do your exams at college. I know that’s not what you wanted, but at least you’ll still get to do them. Easton’s going in tomorrow, and I have every faith he’ll do his best to make sure you’re not affected in any way. I trust him—and it’s been a long time since I’ve trusted any man after what’s happened to you.”

      It’s then I think of her boyfriend. “What about Eric?”

      She slightly giggles. “I suppose he’s also the exception to the rule. It took me a good few years to trust Eric, so Easton should be proud.” She gives me a small wink and in that moment I notice the colour coming back to her pale face. “Right now the only thing I care about is the fact that you’re safe and that monster is finally locked up behind bars where he belongs.”

      I do feel that sense of relief, but I also feel dread at the knowledge that even after all has calmed it will eventually come back to haunt us again when the court case begins. It’ll be never ending with that man. He’ll forever haunt me no matter how long he’s in prison for.

      Easton eventually finishes off his phone call and we’re together sitting in the living room for a long time until it’s time to eat. I notice when we’re eating that everyone laps up every single morsel. I guess we all had the same appetites when I was away for the two days and now I’m back and safe we’re all ravenous. However, despite eating everything I still can’t escape the guilt I feel for Easton and what he’ll have to face tomorrow. No doubt I will have to face the same thing, but for now, lying in Easton’s arms in my bed, it’s one of the last things on my mind.

      “I’m shocked my mum allowed us to sleep together.”

      Easton crushes me to his chest and kisses the top of my head. “I believe she knows we would never disrespect her in her home. I wouldn’t touch you no matter how much you begged.”

      I hear the playfulness in his voice and it makes me look up to face him. Sure enough, he’s smiling. “No matter how much I beg, huh?”

      I lean my hand on his chest and then my chin on top so I can stare at him. Even after all this time his beauty never fails to take my breath away. I doubt it ever will.

      Easton raises his hand and starts to stroke my hair away from my face. “There’s a time and a place for that sort of thing, and now’s not the time anyway. My primary concern is keeping you here in my arms. I have to admit, Sasha, that the past two days …” he sighs. “Let’s just say they’ve been the scariest of my life. I never want to feel that hopeless again.”

      “I only ever wanted to protect everyone.”

      “Shh,” he responds when he spots the tears in my eyes. “What’s done is done. Maybe this was all meant to be. Something as great as what we have should never have been brushed under the carpet.”

      “But the news won’t paint it that way. Look at the questions they were already asking when I had just been found. It didn’t matter to them that I was safe and back with my family, all they wanted to concentrate on was whether I wore my school uniform when we were having sex.”

      “Hey,” Easton says, squeezing me to him, “it doesn’t matter what anyone thinks. What matters is what we think. We know our relationship. We don’t need to explain it to anyone. Besides,” he continues, smiling. “I’m your mum’s hero. Do you know how much of an ego boost that is to a boyfriend?”

      I start laughing, setting him off. “Oh, I can imagine.” I roll my eyes and he tickles me in response. When I start to giggle too loudly, he immediately stops.

      “Shh, your mum will think we’re up to no good.”

      “You are up to no good,” I joke.

      Easton smiles at first, but then his smile drops. “Just know that no matter what happens from here on out, one thing will never change.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The way I feel about you. Promise me that you will never doubt my feelings, Sasha. Promise?”

      I dip my head, kissing his hairless chest before looking back up to his expectant eyes. “I promise.”

      “We’re a victim of circumstance.”

      On a sigh, I reply, “I’m tired of being a victim.”

      Easton dips his head down and kisses me lightly on the lips. He stops, but then I continue dipping my tongue into his mouth needing to taste him—always needing to taste him. Just at the point I feel something growing hard beneath me, he stops on a growl.

      “We need to stop, Sasha.”

      Breathlessly, I pull away. “I know.” I smile at him before resting my head on his chest. Easton soothes me by stroking my hair and the longer he does it the more my eyes begin to droop.

      “Promise me you won’t doubt my feelings for you either,” I whisper, feeling as my eyes grow heavier by the moment.

      I feel when he dips his head and kisses my hair. Most importantly, I hear him make me the promise I requested just before my eyes lose their battle to stay open, and I eventually succumb to the sleep I so desperately need.
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      Just as we expected, Easton was let go—effective immediately. Things are so bad that I haven’t been able to see him since. Reporters are practically camped out at both his house and mine, just waiting to get the scoop of the century. They’ve even been asking the pupils at my school—if I still have a school that is—if they had noticed anything or suspected what was going on. Everyone had said no. Everyone apart from the bully who picked on Samantha that is. She told them she caught us kissing in the classroom once, which was a complete lie because Easton and I never once so much as made out in the school. Naturally, the press chose to believe it, however, and they all lapped it up as much as she lapped up all the attention they gave her.

      Two days ago—when on my way to give a statement to the police—I was chased by a reporter who was that in my face I ended up tripping on the pavement and smashing my head against the floor. I was taken to hospital and treated for a head wound, but other than that, I’m okay. Physically I’m okay. After the police came to take my statement about that and Liam, they offered me an escort until such time this all blew over. I accepted because we simply can’t live like this. My mum and I have already discussed moving once I’ve completed my exams.

      That’s what I’m waiting on now—my fate at the school. They asked me to come in at five to ensure that all the pupils will have gone, so I won’t be the object of their attention. My mum wanted to come with me, but I had told her that this is my mess, and I have to be the one to get out of it. She smiled and asked me when exactly I had grown up.

      “Sasha, you may come in now.”

      I look to the sound of the voice and see Miss Bowles standing in the doorway of what was once Easton’s office. She offers me a sympathetic smile as I stand and motions for me to enter. Once I do, I see Mrs Caterham sitting behind Easton’s desk alongside another woman I have never met before, who is poised with her notepad and pen at the ready. They politely offer me the seat in front of them, but no one smiles. I suddenly feel like I am on display, but I know I have no one to blame but myself for this situation.

      “Sasha, first and foremost,” Mrs Caterham begins, “how are you feeling?”

      “It’s been a trying and exhausting few days.”

      She smiles then, clasping her hands in front of her on the desk. “I should imagine they have been. I take it the police have everything in hand as far as that’s concerned?”

      I nod. “Yes, Liam is remanded in custody and will be brought before the magistrates in two days for his plea.”

      “I should imagine you and your family are hoping he pleads guilty and then it can be all over for you.”

      I know full well that’s never going to happen. “In an ideal world, yes.” I don’t elaborate more than that. In fact. I just want this over and done with.

      Noticing my unease, she inhales a deep breath. “Right, okay, let’s get to the task at hand. You know that Mr Lockhart has been in to see us already and as a result no longer works at this school.” I just nod my head. “He did say that no matter what happens, we should honour the rest of your term here at the school until you finish your exams.” She exhales again, and I notice that my hands actually hurt because I’m squeezing them so tightly. “Under normal circumstances, I would have suggested that you carry out the rest of your term in a different school. Theoretically, that would be better for you as well as this institution. Having said that, I have taken into consideration the facts that you’re only two months away from your exams and that you’ve already waited so long to do them. As a result, I have decided that it is only fair to allow you to complete your exams here, and the rest of the board agrees with me.”

      I let out a tremendous sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

      “That being said, we can’t have any more impropriety. If any such thing arises, we will have no choice but to let you go, Sasha. Do you understand?”

      I nod my head. “Of course. All I’ve ever wanted to do was get my certificates.”

      Satisfied with my answers, she nods her head and leans back a little. “Good. You can resume lessons next week. Miss Bowles has all the homework you have missed over the last few days. If you have any problems getting through them you must tell us first thing on Monday.” I nod my head. “Okay, you may go, Sasha.”

      The moment she says that I’m out of my seat and following Miss Bowles to her classroom. Once there, she picks up a small pile of papers on her desk and hands them to me. “This is all the work that needs to be completed. The only big thing there is an essay I assigned a couple of days ago. If you have any problems or questions, you can call me on this number.” She places a piece of paper with a phone number on the top of my pile.

      “Thank you,” I reply.

      “You’re welcome. I’m glad you’re safe, and I’m also glad you’re back. You’re one of my top students.” I smile at that. “Well, I guess we should all get going home. Do you need a lift back?”

      I shake my head. “No, but thank you. I have a police escort taking me home.”

      She looks at the bump on my head. “Yes, I had heard about that awful occurrence with the journalist. I hope he’s been arrested for that?”

      “I could have pressed charges for assault, but I don’t think I’m in the right frame of mind to be dealing with that on top of everything else. He has been severely reprimanded and has profusely apologised to me. I think that’s enough. I don’t want to be the cause of someone losing his job.” Just as I say this, I wince when I think of Easton. Miss Bowles notices straight away.

      “Honey,” she says, coming in closer and placing an arm on my shoulder, “it took two to tango.”

      I want to argue the opposite, but how can I? She’s right. It still doesn’t help the guilt I feel that Easton’s lost his teaching job and will never be hired by another school again. I have no idea what he’ll do now. All I do know is that he’ll have to move back to Edinburgh very soon, which means we won’t see each other for a while. I know that it’s for the best, but that bit of logic doesn’t stop the pain.

      “I should go,” I eventually say, pulling away. I promise I’ll get through all of this before I come back to school. See you next week, Miss Bowles.”

      She smiles brightly, crossing her hands in front of her. “Yes. See you next week.”

      I walk out of the school and into the car park where the police car is waiting. My police escort immediately gets out and opens the back door, allowing me to get in. Journalists are lined up outside the school gates, and the moment they see me, they start firing question after question about whether or not I’ve been expelled, if I’m still planning to see my head teacher, and the one which really makes me laugh wants to know if I am pregnant with his twin babies!

      How the fuck do they come up with this stuff?

      I quickly dart into the passenger-side backseat, and the policeman shuts the door swiftly behind me. A couple of teachers help open the gate, and we’re soon on our way. Unfortunately, we aren’t able to make our escape before the journalists take a few pictures. I release a deep breath.

      “Hard day?”

      I look up to find the officer looking at me in the rear-view mirror. “You could say that.”

      “Are they letting you finish your exams at least?” I nod my head. “That’s good.”

      “Thanks,” I reply, fishing for his name.

      “Eddie,” he responds, knowing that’s what I was after.

      “Thanks, Eddie.”

      “No probs.”

      His attention is then back on the road, so I fish out my phone to see if I’ve missed anything. All that I missed was a text message from Easton telling me that he hoped all would go okay. I smile and then start thinking about us and what happens now. I think long and hard and once I’m back at home, I put the homework to one side for now, pack a small bag and tell my mum that I would be back tomorrow. A part of me thought she would grumble, but she simply smiled and told me to have a nice time. I know it’s hard for her to let me go, but I think she knows deep down what this all means.

      I text Easton asking him to meet me ten miles away from his house before asking Eddie if he wouldn’t mind driving me to the destination. We arrive twenty minutes later to no camera crews, and no journalists. It’s a breath of fresh air. Easton is waiting for me at the side of the road with both our helmets in his arms and his usual jeans, leather jacket, and of course, the Nikes. I have to smile at that before I get out of the car and hug him for the first time in four days.

      “God, I missed you,” he says tugging me close and smelling my hair.

      “I missed you too.” I pull away turning to Eddie. “Thank you, Eddie.”

      He tips his hat. “You’re welcome. I’ll be on duty tomorrow, so just let me know if you need picking up from anywhere.”

      “You don’t need to do that,” I protest.

      “I want to.” He waves, opening his car door. “Have fun.” He winks before getting in his car and it makes me chuckle.

      “Should I be jealous of what transpired just now?”

      I face Easton, looking up into his playful eyes. “Not you. You’re not the jealous type.”

      He pulls his face back a little to take a good look at me. “I can be jealous.”

      “I’ve never given you cause.”

      “Exactly,” he says with a curt nod. “Until now.” He raises his eyebrow and I poke my finger in his belly making him double over. “Ow! What was that for?”

      “You know full well that you have ruined any chance of me finding another man since I met you.”

      “I don’t know whether to feel pleased or affronted by that statement.”

      “I love you,” I say, looking up towards his face.

      Easton bends down, kissing me lightly before pulling away. “I love you too. More than words can say.”

      “A complete love like ours, loves completely.”

      He chuckles. “I knew I would make a poet out of you someday.”

      “Easton?”

      “Yes, baby.”

      I wait for the pang I feel of when Liam called me that, but thankfully it never comes. Luckily he hasn’t tainted that word after all. I won’t let him.

      “Take me somewhere.”

      He leans forward, taking my lips again before saying, “I thought you would never ask."
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      We’re on my bike for a good fifty miles before we eventually pull over by a small B&B in a sleepy little town called Littleton in Winchester. No one is here to bother us, and we’re miles away from anything. I know this is what Sasha would want, so this is what I am determined to give her.

      But my heart fucking aches. It aches so hard at the knowledge that this is going to be goodbye. I know it will be because we have already discussed my return to Scotland. I know because she has already started to push me away. I heard it in her voice when we made arrangements to meet. I sensed it in her body language when she came to meet me. Despite all the jokes, I felt her heart breaking.

      And I would be lying if I didn’t admit that mine is breaking too.

      In a few days time I will be going back to Edinburgh and starting a temporary job my brother had found as a farm hand, helping out one of his friends who’s just lost his right hand man. The money’s not great, but it’ll keep me from dipping into my savings that I have acquired ever since I started teaching. It’s a handsome sum, which I’m reluctant to delve into. It’s my set up money for when the time comes that I would eventually settle down—hopefully with the one I love. It still doesn’t stop the fact that if she asked me to stay I wouldn’t hesitate in saying yes—the savings be damned. I would move mountains if she asked. I just know she never would.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask, as I place our bags down next to the expanse of the king size bed.

      Sasha stands still for a moment, cocking her head to one side as she stares at me. She then moves so delicately like a swan towards my position, linking her arms through mine to hug me. All my breath escapes from her touch. I had never had such a strong reaction to a woman before, but with Sasha it feels like she’s the air that my lungs have been missing all this time. Like the universe kept her from me for all those years only delivering her to me like a great beam of light like it did that fateful day in the bar. I will never forget that night. I had been nervous as fuck about starting my new job and had decided to bury myself in a wee project that we used to do when I was studying to be a teacher. I immersed myself in a book, jotting down my thoughts on a laptop as I went. Just as I was reading, I felt this pull to look up and when I did, I swear I saw an angel before me. Long, luscious blonde hair and sparkling blue eyes meet my gaze as she holds two drinks in her hand. I’d thought I was hallucinating at first until she opened her mouth and spoke to me. From that moment on, I knew I needed to know more about this girl. I could see it in her—all the answers to all the questions I’ve always had. She is my answer to everything.

      “Can we eat a bit later?” she asks, pulling away to unzip her jacket. I watch her as she drops it to the floor, hooded eyes staring down at my own. Desire sparks inside me, and instantly, my cock hardens for this bonny girl in front of me. I lick my lips, making her smile as she pulls the top up over her head and then quickly unfastens her jeans.

      We have done this so many times. It’s almost like a game to see who will cave first—which is almost always me. This time, despite my urgency to go to her and claim her, however, I keep my distance and watch as she undresses until the last piece of clothing is thrown from her body.

      There she stands. All bare and fucking glorious. I stare at her naked frame, making a sweep with my eyes from top to bottom. Once I reach her eyes, she cocks one eyebrow at me and is about to say something when I step forward, crashing my lips against hers. I walk forward, and she walks back until her body hits the wall behind her. She gasps and then moans, kissing me like this is the first time we have ever kissed. Every time, it feels the same, and every time, I am left just as breathless as the last.

      On a deep moan, she jumps in my arms, throwing her legs around my waist. I press my groin into her heat and relish the sound she makes when I do. I don’t want to wait, and I sense that same feeling from her too.

      “Easton, please,” she begs and this is all it takes from her.

      With one hand free, I unbuckle my jeans and undo the zip, letting them fall to the floor. As soon as I feel them down, I push my boxers next until my cock springs free. As if searching for her it immediately lands at her soaking entrance. One slide is all it takes and I’m in reaching for the hilt. I close my eyes on a groan feeling her tightness surround me. All I feel is her heat. Her warm, wet heat surrounding me and it’s the best feeling in the world.

      “Hold on tight, baby,” I whisper, pulling her up against the wall further, so I can start my movements. I thrust up once, then another, then another, and with each thrust her moans echo off the walls making my balls tighten. The pretty sounds she makes are like nothing I have ever heard in this whole world. It never ceases to amaze me how many times she has made me come just from hearing how good I make her feel when I’m inside her.

      “Easton!” she cries, and I feel her body turning rigid with an impending orgasm. I’m not being gentle, but often the first times we’re together aren’t. We both know after this first encounter, we’ll be back in the bed and making love like this never happened.

      With each thrust I nibble her neck, kissing her shoulder and biting into it every time I thrust to the hilt. Desire spikes through me with each movement, as her body begins to tremble around me. She’s moaning loudly, her body going rigid with each thrust. She’s close. Oh, so very close I can feel it.

      “Easton, I’m going to come!” And with that, she screams out her orgasm, making mine follow soon after. Her pussy throbs against my shaft and with every single movement my balls tighten further until I too, climax hard inside her.

      “Wow,” she says, breathing hard up against the wall.

      “Always a wow with you,” I answer, laughing into the crook of her neck.

      In one fell swoop, I pick her up from the wall making her squeal and move towards the bed. Once there, I pull the covers back and place her gently inside the bed. I climb in with her and she automatically climbs up onto my chest and snuggles in tight to me.

      Best feeling in the world.

      “I’m so glad the school let you stay,” I say, finally getting down to it.

      I feel her sigh on me. “So am I.”

      I close my eyes knowing what’s going to be said next. “My brother got me a job.”

      She lifts her head to look at me. “Really? What are you going to do?”

      “It’s just a temporary job helping out a friend who has lost his right hand man on his farm.”

      She bites her lip, and I know it’s coming. “Back in Edinburgh?”

      I nod my head. “Yes, back in Edinburgh.”

      She pulls herself away from me completely and sighs. “I kind of knew this would happen anyway. I expected it. It’s a good thing. I need to finish my exams, Easton. That’s the one and only thing I need to put first right now.”

      “I know,” I reply, stopping her before she feels the need to explain further. She doesn’t need to explain shit to me.

      “I would never ever ask you to stop fulfilling your dreams. All I ask is that we meet once you’re done. I don’t know. Maybe you can go to university in Edinburgh or something.”

      She starts laughing, threading her fingers through mine. “I haven’t thought that far ahead yet. I think I’ve been concentrating so much on my GCSE’s, that A Levels, College, and even Uni is the furthest from my mind.”

      Knowing she would get a kick out of this, I say, “how about we meet at a certain place and time two days after your last exam in June?”

      Her eyes widen giving away her excitement. “You mean like Cary Grant and Deborah Kerr in An Affair to Remember?”

      I nod. “Exactly. Just pick a date, time and a place and I will be there.”

      “You’re such a romantic,” she swoons.

      “I try my best.” I would do everything it took within my power to make this girl happy. After everything she’s been through she deserves it.

      She cocks her head to the side thinking for a moment and then she gasps, a great big smile encasing those gorgeous lips that I could happily spend hours tasting. “I know just the place. I have never been, but apparently it’s supposed to be romantic there, and it has an Italian theme, which I love.”

      “Okay, where is it?”

      “That’s the beauty of it. We’d kind of have to meet halfway because it’s in Wales. A place called Portmeirion. We could meet on a bench in Central Piazza, at say two o’clock on the twenty-fifth of June?”

      I start laughing. “You’ve got it all figured out, haven’t you? It’s a date.”

      She points her finger at me. “You won’t forget?”

      I grab her finger before pulling her towards my chest. “Wild horses wouldn’t stop me from meeting you.”

      And it’s true. Nothing and no one will stop me meeting her on that day. The only time that will ever happen is if I’m dead.

      “I’m getting hungry.”

      I look around the room for a sign of a menu, but come up empty. “I don’t think this is the type of place you can call in room service.”

      She pouts a little making me laugh. “I guess we’re going to have to get dressed and go down to the bar.”

      I start to scoot and tap her legs. “Come on. Let’s get you some food.”

      On a groan she gets up from the bed, all her beautiful nakedness on display. I love that she doesn’t try to hide herself from me. She bares all, and it’s what makes her beauty shine through even more.

      After a quick wash, we leave our room and make our way down to the bar. There’s only a handful of people sitting. Most are on their own, but there are also a couple here like us.

      “What can I get you?” The barman asks as we approach.

      “Do you have a food menu?”

      He points to a board in the corner of the bar. “We don’t do much, but what we do have is all on the board. Our speciality is fish and chips.”

      I look down to Sasha and she gives me a nod. “Fish and chips sounds perfect. What about you?”

      I look back to the barman. “Two fish and chips it is then. Can I also order a whiskey straight for me, and …” I look to Sasha for her order.

      “A glass of dry white wine please.”

      The barman nods his head before walking off to the kitchen. He then comes back out to deal with our drinks and I pay for everything up front. Once in hand, we find a table by a nice roaring fire and sit down.

      “It’s cosy here,” Sasha begins as a small smile creeps up onto her face. “I could stay here forever.”

      I inwardly groan at the thought. If I could I’d shrink Sasha down enough to fit her in my pocket. That way I could always have her with me. I won’t deny that I’m a selfish man in that respect. A small part of me wants to tell her to leave everything behind, move to Scotland with me and finish off her studies there, but that would be completely unreasonable. Plus, I used to have prospects. I could have offered her a stable life, but now that I’ve lost my job I have absolutely nothing but my love to offer her. The beauty of Sasha is I already know that it would be enough. She loves me unconditionally and a man can’t ask for more than that. It makes me want to offer her more. That’s why when I move back to Scotland I’m going to put my heart and soul into finding a new vocation—one that will give us a happy life. It’s the very least I can do.

      But, I know in my heart that if she begged me to stay, I would. I’d throw caution to the wind and take whatever I could from her. I know that’s not what she wants, and unlike that fucker Liam I will respect her wishes.

      “Are you okay?” she asks, placing a hand over mine, a deep, worrying frown on her face. “You look angry about something.”

      I shake my head and smile. “It’s nothing.” I don’t want to bring him up in our conversation. This night is about us. Not him.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Sure, I’m sure. I don’t like our situation, but when love offers you a direction, you can’t help but follow its path.”

      She sighs and it’s not a happy sigh. “Unfortunately our paths are opposite one another right now.”

      “But they will eventually lead us back together again. Let’s focus on that.” She nods—a half-smile on her lips. I can tell she’s not happy and in that moment my weakness for her lets out. “You know I would drop everything if you asked me to. I would stay with you until you do your exams, if that was what you wanted.”

      She squeezes my hand. “I know you would, but I would never ask such a thing. Besides, I think I need this. If you stay then you’d only be a distraction. Cameras would hound us and I would never be able to fully concentrate on my exams. Believe me, it pains me to send you away, but at least, as you say, our paths will eventually meet again.”

      Our conversation is interrupted by our food arriving. We tuck in, both of us finishing off everything on our plate.

      “Those were really good fish and chips,” Sasha says, wiping her mouth.

      I pat my belly. “They really were.” I then point to her empty glass. “Do you want another bevvy?”

      She shakes her head on a sultry smile. “There’s only one thing I want another of and it isn’t a drink.”

      I almost growl at the thought. “Want to go back to our room?”

      She smirks. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      We make haste to our room and as soon as we’re there we strip down and we make love again. An hour later and we’re making love again. We can’t seem to get enough of each other. But I just know that no matter how much we make love it will never be enough.

      When dawn arrives we’ve hardly slept. All I do is hold her in my arms, my grip getting tighter and tighter. She clings to me, her legs wrapped around my own, her hair tickling my chest. When the sun rises, she weeps, and it fucking breaks me all over again. All I can do is hold her. I have to be strong—no matter how much I want to shout and scream at the universe for taking her away from me.

      When the time comes, we silently dress, packing our things, and check out of the B&B. We get on the bike, and both of us take one last look at the place that will fill us with both emotional extremes. On our ride back, Sasha clings to me like a second skin. Her arms are wrapped tightly around my waist, and her head is leaning against my back. So many times I want to stop and tell her that I can’t do this. I can’t be apart from her. But I don’t. She’s being so strong, so the least I can do is help keep up her strength by offering her something to lean on.

      When we reach her block of flats, we both breathe a sigh of relief when we see no press standing outside. They must have gotten bored when they saw she wasn’t here and took off. Whatever the reason, I am grateful for her sake. With everything going on, the press is the last thing she needs.

      When we both get off the bike and undo our helmets, she hands me hers, but I shake my head. “Keep it, biker chick. Bring it with you when we meet.”

      She laughs, coming closer to me. “Okay.” Her laughter stops when she pulls me in for a hug. All I can do is squeeze her tightly to me and inhale as much of her flowery scent as I can. She always smells so wonderful.

      “God, I fucking love you,” I say on an exhale. “Don’t ever forget me,” I tease, smiling when we pull away.

      “You showed me what it was like to feel true love. How could I ever forget something as beautiful as that?”

      Fuck, this girl is my undoing.

      She then hiccups when she sighs, and tears spring to her eyes as she looks anywhere but at me. Dread fills me. I know something bad is coming. I can feel it in my gut.

      “Promise me something,” she starts as her eyes find mine. Tears start to fall down her face as I take her hand.

      “Anything.”

      She takes in a deep breath, and I know that a sucker punch is coming. “Don’t call me, email me, or text me. If you do, I’ll give up everything I’ve worked so hard for and run to you. I’m hanging by a short thread as it is now. I don’t think I can take much more.”

      As much as that fucking hurts, I nod my head. “June twenty-fifth,” I say, trying to insert some hope.

      She nods and smiles through her tears. “June twenty-fifth.”

      More tears surface, so I pull her in close and squeeze her tightly to me. We break away for a moment, but only to kiss before I pull her back into my arms again. We stay like that for an age—neither one of us willing to break the spell. In the end, however, I know the longer we stay like this, the more difficult it will be for me to leave.

      It is I who pulls away first, but not before kissing her and wiping her tears from her cheeks. “No matter what, you will always be in here,” I say, placing my hand over my heart.

      Sasha does the same, mimicking both my actions and words. “Goodbye, Easton.”

      I shake my head. “This is not a goodbye, baby. It’s an au revoir.”

      I grab her hand, kiss it, and then she steps back, turns, and runs towards her flat. I watch as she disappears through the door, and it’s then that the force of us being apart hits me like lightening.

      Closing my eyes, I let out a deep breath and place my helmet on my head. I flick the bike’s stand and rev the engines, suddenly overcome by a great need to leave as soon as I possibly can.

      My heart breaks at the thought of not being able to contact her, but if that’s what she wants, then I will respect her wishes. One thing I know for sure is that I’ll be counting down the days until I see her again.

      June twenty-fifth can’t come soon enough.
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      March moves into April, then slowly into May—every day seeming to get that little bit longer. I had been heartbroken when I left Easton, so I threw all my energy into my work. I could easily have given in, but what would that have looked like after my big song and dance about Easton and I not contacting each other? I did it solely so I could put one hundred percent into my studies, and although I fucking cursed myself for ever making Easton promise me no contact, it worked. I felt ready. Finally, I felt ready. I won’t deny that there weren’t a few hitches along the way like the pupils in school becoming so distracted with me that they had no other alternative but to escort me to my classes. I was always the last one in and the last to leave because otherwise I would have been hounded. Questions. There are constant questions about whether or not I am still seeing Mr Lockhart, and there are even questions about whether or not I am pregnant with his twin babies! Despite my stomach being flat and remaining that way, they still ask.

      The press has died down, but unbeknownst to me and Easton, someone was spying on us that day when we said goodbye—or in Easton’s case, au revoir. They took a picture of our most precious last moments together—a picture which breaks my heart all over again every time I look at it. Easton is sitting on his bike, and his hand is holding mine as I shed painful tears. The caption reads, “Could this be the last farewell between student and teacher?”

      They hadn’t been wrong, but I was livid when I saw that Easton and I couldn’t even privately share our last few moments together. I had been hounded relentlessly after that. The press had gotten wind that Easton had moved back to Scotland, and I obviously haven’t followed. They want to get all the juicy details, but I ignore every single one of them. It isn’t anybody’s business but ours. Eventually, after a couple of weeks they stopped hounding me, but it didn’t take away from the fact that the media involvement severely upset my school. I think they regretted their decision to let me stay in the end. I was becoming a huge burden, and I hated it. Thankfully, things have died down substantially, and now I’ve officially finished school. Currently, I am waiting to take my first exam tomorrow morning. The subject is English Language.

      A trial date for Liam has been set. Of course he did plead not guilty, so the judge decided that as the case was such a serious one, he would move it to the Old Bailey. Liam’s being charged for Kidnapping of a minor and False Imprisonment, a term which could give him up to twenty years, if found guilty. I have been told by the prosecuting lawyer that the date of the first hearing is on the twenty-fourth of June—the day before I’m due to meet Easton. The timing’s not perfect, but at least it’s not actually on the day. The whole trial should last no longer than three weeks, and despite my having to give my testimony I have been told I can do it via video link so that I don’t have to come face to face with Liam—a fact brought up when my panic attacks started again. I should have given evidence in court, but the judge took pity on me.

      I haven’t told anyone this, but apart from working my butt off for my exams, I’m not coping mentally. Because of this I’ve had to start my sessions up again with Dr Richards—something I thought I would never have to do. She’s also been summoned to court to give evidence, and despite not having to be there when she does, I want to.

      “How are you feeling today?”

      I’m in Dr Richards’ office today as it’s one of the last chances I will get to see her before my exams kick in.

      “I’m still having nightmares, and yesterday when I saw a man staring at me I rushed home and had a panic attack.”

      She uncrosses and crosses her legs again, clicking her pen as she does. She likes to do that a lot. I often wondered if she had a form of OCD, because her desk is always impeccable, but what gives it away is all her files, pens, and notebooks—even her phone—have to be in a perfect line with one another. I had often laughed at the irony of a psychiatric doctor having OCD.

      “I know we have been down this avenue before, but how about medication?”

      I shake my head. “The last time I was on them I was like a zombie. I can’t be like that—especially now my exams are starting.”

      “When do your exams start?”

      “First one is tomorrow, and the last one is on the twenty-third of June.” That’s in thirty days time. I seriously can’t wait for it to end.

      “Bad timing, what with the trial starting.”

      “I know, but I’m determined not to have anything distract me now. I feel I’m owed this after all the pain and hurdles I’ve had to overcome just to have the right to sit my exams—a right that should have been given to me two years ago.”

      “You still feel resentful?”

      “Wouldn’t you?”

      She chuckles slightly. “I guess. Anyone would. How you cope with that fact is how you move forward from this.”

      “I’ll move forward once Liam’s properly behind bars.”

      “Do you feel safer now that he’s detained? I know you always had safety issues when he was out there wandering freely. How about now?”

      I think on that for a moment. “I guess I do feel safer knowing he’s in prison, but I haven’t stopped looking over my shoulder.”

      “Why is that?” she asks, a deep frown on her face.

      “I guess it’s all I’ve ever known.”

      She sighs. “One day you will get to that moment when you’re not constantly living in fear.”

      I let out a sarcastic laugh. “Yes, until the day he’s released from prison and starts to look for me again—and he will. I know he will.”

      “Won’t the police help in that respect?”

      I nod. “Yes. I’ve no doubt I’ll get placed into witness protection and given another new identity. I don’t know when that will happen, but they did it once, and he still found me.”

      “How do you think he found you?”

      I had often thought of that myself and could only put it down to one solution. “He knew how important my exams were to me. I think he guessed that I would either be in college, or in school somewhere, so did his level best to find out.”

      “That’s a lot of trouble to go to.”

      That makes me laugh. “You don’t know Liam as well as I do. When he gets something stuck in his head, he doesn’t let go—no matter how long it takes him.”

      She sucks in a breath at the mention of his name. “These nightmares,” she begins. I know where this is heading. “Are they all the same?” I nod my head. “Are they all of Liam?”

      “He has me trapped down a dark tunnel and the walls are caving in on me. I scream and he just laughs. They’re always the same, but sometimes they are different.”

      She frowns, cocking her head to the side. “In what way?”

      “Some of them have Easton in them. Liam kills him and throws his dead body in the tunnel with me.”

      She winces at that, but quickly recovers. “Are you still not in contact with Easton?” I shake my head and avert my eyes away. “Why is that?”

      I bite my lip to stop the tears from falling. “I don’t want to talk about Easton.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s too painful.”

      “Remember what I’ve said before.”

      “Yes, I know. Sometimes confronting the pain is how we learn to move on, but when it comes to Easton, I’m not moving on. We’ll see each other again. I just need to hold on until that day comes.”

      “Do you think you’re ready for a relationship right now?”

      I shake my head. “Maybe not. I don’t know. I know my head’s not the best it can be at the moment, and I also know that I only want Easton to see the best of me. It’s only what he deserves.”

      “Don’t you think that if he loved you enough he would take you on in the bad times too?”

      I smile at that. “I know he will.”

      “I know you have dependency issues brought on by your time with Liam, but not all men are like Liam. If Easton is as good as you say he is he will offer you himself to lean on, but at the same time giving you the space you need. Liam was one extreme man out of hundreds of thousands. You’re only feeling that fierce independence because of all the times you had all of your decisions stripped from you.”

      I sigh, momentarily leaning my head back. “I know. I’m not perfect, but I’ll get there.”

      Dr Richards chuckles. “Nobody is ever perfect. If they were people like me wouldn’t have a job.”

      I laugh at Dr Richards’ joke before checking my watch. “We’ve gone over my hour.”

      I look up to find her shrugging. “I know, but you were opening up to me and I didn’t want to lose that.”

      “I need to get going anyway. I’ve got a lot of studying to do.”

      She smiles. “I’m happy this is coming to you, Sasha. You deserve it.”

      “Thanks.”

      “How is the studying coming along?” she asks, as I’m picking up my handbag ready to leave.

      “It’s going as well as can be expected.” I think on that a little further. “Put it this way, I think I will be shocked that I don’t at least get a B in all my subjects—well, apart from Physics, because I seriously suck at that.”

      She starts laughing, then says, “I know you have to travel up from where you are to see me, and I know it takes a lot of your time to do so. I will be close to your area next week. Do you want me to come and visit you in your home? We can do a session there, if it would be easier?”

      I stand and nod. “Yes, that would be great. Thanks.”

      She gets up too and wanders over to her desk. She bends forward, checking her diary, then looks up. “How about next Tuesday morning?”

      I bite my lip trying to remember my exam schedule. Then I realise I have Math that morning. “Can’t. I have an exam that morning. I do have a free day on Wednesday.”

      She checks her diary again and smiles. “I will be travelling back that day, so the morning at around nine would be good.”

      “Okay, I’ll see you then.”
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      I didn’t have to be in court today, but I wanted to. I wanted to see and hear what was being said about me and Liam throughout most of the proceedings. My mum sits with me at the back of the courtroom, holding my hand. I am glad she is with me and offering me her support. I think if it wasn’t for the fact that I had Easton to look forward to tomorrow I would be a complete mess. Two days ago I finished my last exam, and what followed was a bottle of champagne and cake courtesy of my mum and Eric. I’m still wary of Eric, but only because of the reason why I’m here now.

      “Mr Devenport, would you like to proceed with your opening statement?”

      The prosecuting solicitor stands up. “I will, Your Honour.”

      The judge motions with his hands to proceed and Mr Devenport thanks him before turning towards the jury.

      “Ladies and gentleman of the jury, over the course of the coming days you will hear the defence tell you that Ray Jackson was infatuated with the defendant, Liam Waters. You will hear how she begged and pleaded with him to run away from home with her. The defence has prepared a fanciful tale of a young girl manipulating a single man whom she had slowly broken down by her womanly wiles until he was willing to do whatever she commanded.” He stops a moment, and I grit my teeth. “But … and there is a big but here … Ray Jackson was not a woman on the day she disappeared. She was a fifteen-year-old child. Additionally, she was not the one who pursued him—quite the contrary in fact. Ladies and gentleman of the jury, I will bring forth witnesses who will tell a much different story from the one the defence would have you believe. Witnesses who saw Liam Waters watching Ray Jackson so closely that stalking may in fact be a more accurate term. Witnesses who were so spooked by the occurrence that they called the police to report what they saw. Unfortunately, Liam Waters was not seen behaving that way again after those initial sightings because he had already inserted himself into the family by the time law enforcement knew to look out for someone matching his description and behaviour. Otherwise, this tragic outcome may have been a vastly different one. What ensued over the following months was an insidious insertion into their family, which began with a false friendship with Ray’s mother. As part of this “friendship,” he made himself useful with offers to help around the house and even to go shopping whenever they needed something from the store. He had in fact become such an indispensable part of the family that they began to truly rely on and trust him. As a result, they saw him on an almost daily basis. Neither Ray nor her mother ever had the slightest reason to believe that he was secretly devising a plan to kidnap and keep Ray. When he did eventually drug and kidnap her, Liam Waters kept Ray locked up in the room he had designed especially for this purpose for months—until the day of her sixteenth birthday. During this time, he lavished her with gifts to help keep her compliant and displayed nearly infinite patience with her when she became angry with him and her situation. More than anything, he made an art form out of lying to her. Ladies and gentleman of the jury, you will hear the heartbreaking tale of how Liam Waters manipulated Ray Jackson into believing that not only had her mother died, but she had been left with no one to turn to aside from him in the whole world.

      “You will be told that she started a sexual relationship with the defendant and had been the one to instigate it. You will be told Ray Jackson had fallen head over heels in love with him. But, please, ladies and gentleman of the jury, I beg you to avoid being taken in by his gift for deception like the poor victim was. Please see through his lies and look behind that carefully contrived mask of his. He has, over time, manipulated and fooled many people. With your help, I hope to make his latest victim, Ray Jackson, his last.” He then turns to the judge and bows. “Thank you, Your Honour.”

      The judge nods and then my stomach flips when I see the judge turn to the defence. “Mr Raven, do you wish to proceed with your opening statement?”

      He stands making my nausea kick in. I just know everything he says now will be all lies, but the thing I’m most nauseous about is the fact that some won’t be.

      “I am, Your Honour.”

      The judge motions for him to stand and he does so, his attention on the jury. He clears his throat. “Ladies and gentleman of the jury, you have heard Mr Devenport speak of a kidnap that never happened, a false imprisonment that never happened. He wants to sway you from the fact that Ray Jackson did in fact live willingly in his residence for close to three years. She started a relationship with him, slept in his bed, and she even went to work for him.”

      I feel my mum squeeze my hand, so I squeeze back. This can’t be easy for her to hear as much as it can’t for me. Some of what he says is true. I may not have gone with him willingly, but over time I did do all the things he said.

      “They were even going to have a baby together until she sadly lost it in the hospital the day she had been found.”

      My stomach rolls at the mention of the baby. I had hoped it wouldn’t be brought up, but of course it would be.

      “And I say found because she had gotten caught by a pharmacist who recognised her from a photograph that her mother gave to the news reporters in the hope of finding her daughter. But, ladies and gentleman of the jury, Ray Jackson didn’t want to be found. She had managed to break down my client’s walls, and by his better judgement was eventually seduced by her. All my client ever wanted to do was take care of her. He knew she would have run anyway, so set up a home with the promise to take care of her. And he did keep that promise right up until the very end.” He then looks around the courtroom before turning back to the jury. “Ladies and gentleman of the jury, the only thing my client is guilty of here is falling in love. And over the coming weeks you will get to hear evidence of that fact. Thank you."

      The judge then addresses the jury giving a little speech about the law before turning to the defence. “You may call your first witness.”

      Mr Devenport nods, and then stands. “Your Honour, I call Kate Barker to the stand.”

      I frown as I had never heard that name before. I look to my mum to see if she knows, but she’s wearing the same perplexed look as I am. She shrugs her shoulders, so I look back to the courtroom to see a young woman in her twenties walk up to the booth, sit, and then take the oath.

      “Miss Barker, can you state your full name, age, and occupation, please?”

      She leans forward to the microphone. “My name’s Kate Barker, I’m twenty-three years old, and I am trainee doctor.”

      “Thank you, Miss Barker. Before you became a trainee doctor you worked for a café in London called The Bridge, is that correct?”

      “Correct. I had been working there part-time to try and pay as much of my university fees as possible.”

      Mr Devenport nods. “In that time you had been working there, did you ever encounter Ray Jackson and her mother?”

      She nods. “I had. They did come in a few times over a period of about a week, I think. I believe it was during school holidays as there were a lot of kids around.”

      “Considering there were a lot of customers you dealt with on a regular basis, how come Ray and her mother stood out?”

      She sighs before looking in Liam’s direction. “Because I remember him watching them.”

      “To confirm to the court who you are talking about can you please point to the man in question.”

      She raises her hand and points directly to Liam. “It was him.”

      “Thank you, Miss Barker. Now, can you tell me whereabouts Liam Waters was at the time he was watching them?”

      “Over the course of the few times they came in, I saw him on the other side of the street looking directly at them.”

      “Did he ever approach them at all?

      She shakes her head. “No. He would just stand there staring.”

      “Did you ever think to say anything to Ray and her mother at the time?”

      She bites her lip. “I had hoped I was wrong, but after three days he was still there watching them. I had planned to tell them the next day, but neither one of them turned up. I had phoned the police that morning too, because after speaking with my best friend, she suggested I phone them just in case he was a registered sex offender.”

      “But by the time you called, Ray and her mother were gone, and Liam Waters never showed up again?”

      She nods her head. “That’s correct.”

      “Thank you, Miss Barker. I have no further questions.”

      The judge nods his head and then turns to the defence. “Mr Raven, do you wish to question the witness?”

      He stands up. “I do, Your Honour.” The judge nods and motions for him to proceed.

      “Miss Barker, can you remember what the weather was like during that school holiday week?”

      She takes a moment to ponder his question. “I believe it was sunny.” She thinks on this further before adding, “Yes, I’m certain it was sunny because I remember wearing shorts to work instead of trousers. It had been cold the week before, but it was unseasonably hot that particular week.”

      “And on the times you say you saw my client, had he been wearing sunglasses?”

      She looks away a moment and I can tell she’s trying to think back. “I believe he was, yes.”

      The defence smiles, looks towards the jury before saying, “Well, then, how can you be sure he was looking in the direction of Ray Jackson and her mother? He could have been looking at you, for all you know.”

      He lets out a laugh and some follow suit. I don’t think this is a laughing matter, but he’s trying to make it one.

      “I know what I saw.”

      “Yes, well, it was also a long time ago, Miss Barker. How can you be certain it was even Liam Waters? There are a lot of men around with blond hair who wear sunglasses. It could have been anyone. How far would you say the distance was in feet from the café to where you saw this man standing?”

      “I would say around thirty feet.”

      “Thirty feet. That’s quite a lot. And do you wear glasses, Miss Barker?”

      “Yes, but only for reading.”

      “Even still, from a distance of thirty feet away from the café toward a blond man wearing sunglasses, he could have been James Bond and you would have said he was my client.”

      Mr Devenport stands. “Objection, Your Honour. Inflammatory.”

      The defence puts his hands up before the judge can say anything. “It’s okay, Your Honour. I apologise.”

      From the look on his face he’s not sorry. He may not have that officially on record, but he’s got what he came to do and that’s putting doubt into the jury’s minds.

      After Kate Barker is asked to step down, another two witnesses who saw Liam with us on several occasions take the stand. They are all asked how he was with us, specifically me, and how we in turn were with him. They all told the truth. We seemed like a family. Happy, healthy … trusting.

      On the way home, my mum and I are silent. We both know that today didn’t start off well, but I’m glad it’s over. It continues tomorrow with more witnesses, but I won’t be there. I have more important issues to attend to.

      After eating a meal, I go back to my room and spend an hour or so listening to music and dreaming about seeing Easton tomorrow.

      As I gaze upon my pink helmet that Easton bought all those months ago, I can’t help the loony smile that comes up on my lips. He had kept his promise all this time, and so did I. Tomorrow, however, will be the day that all changes.

      And I just couldn’t wait.
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      I had to leave bright and early to get a train to Swansea and then several trains after to get to Central Piazza. It was a hassle, but all worth it to see Easton again. By the time I got there it was one thirty and I was pooped. Not seeing Easton there yet, I took my time walking round the expanse of the gardens, taking in the beautiful colours of the spring flowers in full bloom against the backdrop of small lake. I take my time walking past couples smiling and laughing, and I think to myself how much I had missed not seeing Easton all these weeks. In fact if had been ninety-two days precisely since the last time I saw him—the last time we smiled together, laughed together … made love. The ache for him has never wavered. In fact it’s grown stronger. My only hope that Easton feels the same way too.

      As I get to an empty bench right at the end of the garden, I choose to sit knowing I will be hard for him to miss. I check my watch. It’s nearly ten to two. I inhale on a smile and close my eyes. Luckily the weather has been good to me today, allowing the travelling to feel easier than it could have been. I feel the warmth of the sun on my face, and it’s welcome after all the bad weather we have been having lately. I glance down at my watch. It’s two o’clock. I take a good look around the thrum of people to see if I can spot my Nike boy biker, but I don’t see him. Maybe he’s been caught in traffic. I commence my sun worshipping, every now and then opening my eyes to see if I can see Easton and check the time.

      Two-thirty comes and goes.

      Three comes and goes.

      Three-thirty comes and goes.

      It’s only when I realise I will miss my last train back that I eventually give up and leave the beautiful piazza. I had plans to explore the area with Easton today, but I guess it wasn’t meant to be.

      As I wait at the train station, I check my phone for any messages as to the reason why he never showed, but there’s nothing. As I had been getting harassing phone calls, it was suggested that I change my number, but I refused on the count of being able to get in touch with Easton. I bring up his number and call it in the last ditch hope that he may be on his way but all I’m met with is his voicemail. I hang up not leaving a message and make my way home, all the way on the verge of tears.

      It’s when I’m near to my home that it all happens. I’m so engrossed in how miserable I feel that a voice calling my name doesn’t register as anything possibly dangerous at first. I turn, my heart soaring that it might be Easton when I see a young woman about ten years older than me run towards me with a bottle of something in her hands.

      “You fucking lying bitch whore!”

      She throws whatever it is and I am able to shield most of the impact with my arms, but I know the second it hits, I feel the soaring pain and burning sensation on my arms. I scream, she runs and out of nowhere a man quickly approaches.

      “Oh my God, are you okay?” I start to cry as the pain becomes unbearable.

      “I’ll call an ambulance. Just hold on there a second. I’ll get help, okay?”

      He runs with telephone in hand and by now I have developed quite an audience. Another two ladies approach me. “Come, sit here, sweetheart, an ambulance is on its way.”

      I hear lots of voices and grumbling, mostly about the state that the world has come to and that the police aren’t doing enough to stop these chemical attacks. All the while my arms feel like they’ve been set on fire.

      “Can someone please call number four-one-four in that block of flats for me? My mum’s in there.”

      “Right on it,” a lady shouts, springing into action.

      Soon, the man who first saw me approaches with wet bandages placing them over my arms. When he does, I scream out. I feel like my whole arms are on fire.

      “I’m so sorry. I had hoped it would help. The ambulance will be here any moment.”

      “Ray,” I hear my mum shout from afar. “Ray, oh my God, Ray, what happened?” She rushes forward taking the place of the lady who was holding me. She looks down to my arms and my shaking frame and starts crying.

      “Some woman threw something at me,” I answer in a really strained voice. It’s so painful I can hardly talk.

      “Oh my God, why?”

      My teeth start to chatter as my whole body shakes. “I don’t know. She knew my name, so it was obviously meant for me.”

      I think deep down we both know this has something to do with Liam. I don’t know in what capacity, but I hope to find out.

      “What did she look like?”

      I close my eyes trying to remember. I had been more focused on what she was aiming at me than I was on her face.

      “She had short, blonde hair and a scar on her cheek. She wore jeans and a white t-shirt. That’s all I remember.”

      As I recall everything, we hear sirens in the distance and within seconds I have an ambulance crew near me and police already talking to witnesses.

      Everything from then on is a flurry of activity. I’m whisked away in an ambulance where they quickly administer some pain relief before checking the damage on my arms. I look down when they do and wince. The burns virtually cover both my lower arms. I will be scarred for life.

      It’s then I start to cry. I hadn’t deserved this. What started out as a beautiful day with the promise of seeing Easton ended on such a shitty note.

      At the hospital I’m treated for the burns while a police officer interviews me regarding the incident. I’m then allowed home with pain killers and instructions to come in each day for a re-dressing.

      When at home, DI Lipton who had been in charge of the whole Liam Waters case visits me and emphasises the need to re-house us as soon as possible and get rid of my number. He then tells us news that makes the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. Apparently, Liam has a fan club, and in this fan club, they all hate me. This is the news that leaves my mum and I with only one choice.

      DI Lipton leaves with the promise he will sort everything out ASAP. We are to pack as much as we can tonight. We will be leaving for an undisclosed location soon.

      My heart sinks, but not for the reasons we have to leave. It sinks because after today, I will be whisked away, and Easton won’t be able to find me. In a last ditch attempt to speak to Easton, I call his number again, and again it goes to voicemail. This time, I leave a brief message telling him that I have to leave. Just before I hang up, however, I don’t say, “Au revoir.”

      This time, I say, “Goodbye.”
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      On the last day of the hearing, the jury of seven men and five women retreated to make their decision. Three days later, I get the call that they have made their decision, so my mother and I are whisked away by police escort to the courtroom to hear the result. The whole time there I am a sweating, nervous wreck. My hands shake, my heart beats, and my stomach rolls with this morning’s breakfast, which only consisted of a slice of toast.

      It had been over two weeks since I went to Wales and then subsequently attacked later. Over two weeks of still not knowing what had happened to Easton. I had pondered over and over again as to the reason why he would not show, and then, when he had the chance to get to me, he didn’t. The only conclusion—as much as it breaks my heart—is that he’s moved on.

      “All rise,” the usher booms making everyone stand to their feet. The judge strolls on followed shortly after by the jury. I close my eyes, my heart hammering against my chest as we’re told we can be seated.

      “Have you the jury reached a unanimous decision?” The judge asks.

      The lead juror stands. “We have, Your Honour.”

      “Then please proceed.”

      “We, the jury find the defendant, Liam Waters guilty of kidnapping of a minor.” The crowd gasps, and low murmurs are heard throughout the courtroom. My mum squeezes my hand and I squeeze back. So far, so good.

      “Order, order,” the judge shouts, banging his gavel. When the room falls silent, the judge asks the juror to carry on.

      “We, the jury, find the defendant, Liam Waters guilty of False Imprisonment.”

      The crowd erupts, the judge shouts for everyone to calm down, and then my mum hugs me, tears rolling down each other’s faces.

      “We shall reconvene for sentencing tomorrow,” the judge booms, getting up from his seat.

      Quickly, my mum and I rise out of our seats and are escorted by several police out of the room. The press follow us, shooting questions from behind me, but I ignore them all focusing on getting out of there as quickly as possible.

      It’s over. Finally it’s over. I should be shouting from the rooftops screaming my jubilation, but I’m not.

      Because out of everything that’s happened to me over the years the best part of it has slipped through my fingers.

      And I don’t know whether I’ll ever be able to grasp hold of it again.
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      Liam had been given the maximum twenty years that he could have gotten. The judge thankfully didn’t buy his act on the day he took the stand. I hadn’t been there, but I had heard everything that had been said, and it all pointed to me being hopelessly in love with him and him being swept up by my beauty and charm—just as his solicitor tried to sell.

      He’ll only serve half his term, but it’ll at least give me ten years of planning. Ten years of trying to find the best place to hide. For now, it’s in Scotland. My mum and I had been asked where we would want to relocate to, and since I wanted to be nearer to Easton in some way, I had said Edinburgh. My mum, knowing why I chose that particular place, simply nods. She understands where I’m coming from, but she hasn’t forgiven Easton for his absence all this time. Still, I had pined for him. I had even gone to the house only to find a family I didn’t recognise coming out of the front door. I had hastily left and haven’t been back since. The whole thing is still a mystery.

      My mum took Eric with us in the end, and he has been living with her since. We all lived together up until about a month ago when I managed to find a full time assisting job at a law firm in the city centre. It doesn’t pay a huge amount, but it does pay enough for rent, food, and a few drinks at the weekend, once my working week is done. I have made friends, but none as close as how I got to Brett the barman. I miss him. Too many times I came close to picking up the phone and calling the bar, but I had been advised to let go of my old life and move on. As much as that had hurt, I knew it to be true—including after a time, Easton.

      “Lisa, would you mind going down to the local café and getting a few coffees? I’ve got the order here.”

      Oh yeah, I had forgot to mention. I’m called Lisa now and I hate it.

      “Sure, let me have the order and I’ll go now.”

      Beth, one of the junior solicitors smiles sweetly as she hands me the paper. “You’re a life-saver.”

      I start laughing. “It’s what I’m here for.” I offer her a wink and grab my coat. Despite it being August it still gets cold. I would take this over the winters here, though. They are harsh. Despite all of that I wouldn’t move for the world. I can see why Easton spoke fondly of it here.

      Making haste, I walk a little unsteadily in my new high heels. I’m not used to them, but they look great. I get to the coffee house and order the eight coffees on the list and then wait. Female voices catch my attention, and I turn to observe, pretending to play with my phone as I listen to their excitable chatter.

      “Have you seen the hash tags?” one brown-haired girl asks, giggling as she does.

      “I think it’s so romantic,” a girl with red hair chimes in.

      “Of course you would. He could be a psychotic killer for all you know, but yeah … it’s so romantic,” a raven-haired girl with an obvious penchant for sarcasm answers while rolling her eyes.

      I chuckle under my breath, but not loudly enough for them to hear me.

      “How long has he been trying to find her?” the red-headed romantic asks.

      “I think about a month now. It’s seriously trending on Twitter. Everyone is desperate to find the girl NikeRider is after.”

      My smile instantly falls. What did she just say?!

      “Excuse me,” I say, approaching the girls at the table. They all look up at the same time, and their expressions tell me they all have the same question: Who are you?

      “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t help but overhear. you say something about someone called NikeRider, who is trying to find someone?”

      The girl with the black hair looks me up and down before saying, “Yeah, that’s right.”

      “Can you tell me the name of the girl he’s been searching for?”

      My heart speeds up as my adrenaline spikes. Surely this is just a coincidence?

      “See for yourself.” She hands me the phone, and I take it from her, my hands slightly trembling. On the Twitter page, there is a photo of a Harley Davidson bike, and the Twitter name is NikeRider. I see he’s from Edinburgh. I look down at the first tweet and see it all in front of me.

      #NikeRider seeking his #BikerChick. She was once lost, so now the search is on. She needs to know how much I still love her. If you’re out there, come find me.

      I swallow hard before handing back her phone. “Thanks,” I say, but I’m not really looking at her.

      “You’re welcome. Hey, are you okay?”

      I glance down at romantic girl and nod my head. “Yes, I’m fine. Thank you.”

      I quickly turn, and soon after, all the coffees are ready. I pick them up, and as fast as I can, I make it out of the café. I know those girls are watching me. I can feel their eyes penetrating the back of my head. Right now, I don’t care. Right now, all I can think about is that tweet.

      I get back to the office and quickly hand out all the coffees before sitting at my desk and taking my phone out of my pocket. With shaky hands, I light it up, go on Twitter, and search for all tweets involving NikeRider and BikerChick. To my surprise, there are over a hundred thousand of them—all virtually saying the same thing: NikeRider searching for his BikerChick. Hey, let’s give this romantic fool a hand and try to find her.

      BikerChick, where are you? NikeRider is waiting.

      And they say true love is dead. Not when it comes to #NikeRider and his #BikerChick.

      I let out a small laugh, tears springing my eyes as I go through hundreds of tweets one after the other, and then it hits me. Something I probably should have done ages ago, but never thought I would ever get a hit. I Google Easton Lockhart.

      Straight away I get a hit and I’m delighted when I see what I find. He has his own art gallery called Evie’s, named after his mother, but that’s not the one thing that stands out the most. All this time he’s been here, in Edinburgh, practically two streets away from where I work!

      I’m out of my seat like a shot and racing towards Beth. “Beth, can I please leave early? I wouldn’t normally ask, but it’s an emergency.”

      She can see the urgency in me to leave, so nods her head. “Of course. I hope it’s not too serious?”

      I shake my head on the smile. “No, not at all. Quite the opposite.” I grab my coat and bag noticing the frown on her face. “I’ll explain everything tomorrow.”

      I don’t stay long enough to hear her reply. I’m out onto the street and racing down there without even putting my coat on. By the time I reach the plush looking studio with huge windows, I stop still when I see the huge sketch—the sketch of me that I found hanging on his bedroom wall. I gasp, throwing a hand over my mouth before peeking inside to see if I can see him. There’s no one around, but that doesn’t stop me from walking in. A bell rings, announcing my presence, but I’m still alone for the time being. I notice the walls are literally covered with sketches; there is barely a free inch. The majority of the sketches are of lakes, mountains, sunsets, and sunrises, but amidst all the beauty, there are also sketches of people in obvious pain. The pain on their faces is so raw and so visceral that it makes my heart hurt.

      “I’ll be right out,” I hear a voice shout. It sounds a lot like Easton, but I can’t be sure. I turn to the sound of the voice, waiting to see who will come out from the room in the back.

      I hear a banging noise followed by a curse which makes me giggle, and then.

      He emerges.

      All six foot four of him, the soft wavy brown curls I used to love threading my fingers through when we were cuddling. He wipes his sweat with an old rag full of different, vibrant colours of paint and then he looks in my direction. His eyes look tired, but they’re still the colour of whiskey gold currently burning their way into my soul.

      His face is a mixture of shock and elation. “Sasha?” he asks, as if I’m not actually real.

      I can’t move. My feet are cemented to the ground. My emotions, however, want to act violently. Tears fill my eyes and start to spill down my cheeks.

      Sensing my reaction, Easton picks up a stick leaning against the wall and starts walking with it, an obvious limp when he does.

      That’s when I react.

      “What happened?” I asked, finally able to find my feet. I sprint the distance, grabbing onto his arm for support. I don’t miss that zap of electricity and neither does Easton.

      “Never mind that for now. Come here.” He grabs me, pulling me in close, and it’s then that his smell invades my nostrils. God, I’ve missed this man so much.

      “I have so much to tell you.” He snuggles his head into the crook of my neck, kissing me lightly and sending shivers up my spine.

      “One of them being that you have your own art gallery.” I chuckle lightly, not wanting this moment with him to end.

      He starts to laugh too and then says, “I wouldn’t have taken the plunge if it hadn’t been for you.”

      The bell on the door chimes alerting us that someone’s here. We both turn to find a middle-aged man standing by the door. He obviously doesn’t know where to put himself once he sees us involved in our obvious show of affection.

      “Is this a bad time?” the man asks, pointing to the door behind him. “I can come back.”

      Easton looks down at me. “Go tend to your customer,” I whisper. “We have all the time in the world to talk.”

      As hastily as he can with his limp he grabs a nearby chair and offers it to me. “Don’t you dare go anywhere,” he warns, earning a big smile from me.

      Yeah, as if I would.

      He has some explaining to do. I would be pissed off if it wasn’t for the fact I’m so fucking elated that I’ve found him.

      “No, it’s fine,” Easton finally says to the man. “How can I help you?”

      The man points to one of the sketches on the wall. It’s of a young lady, her face cocked to one side as she leans her chin on one of her hands, tears stream down her face as she looks off into the distance at something. I can’t see what, but something tells me she’s gazing into the root of her pain.

      “I came in yesterday to have a browse round and this one straight away caught my eye. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it since. Is it for sale?”

      Easton nods. “It is.”

      “Great!” he beams. “I would like to purchase please.”

      Easton tries to take the picture down, but it’s awkward with his stick. I rush forward to help him and he thanks me as I manage to take it down. I follow Easton as he takes it to the counter and pulls out lots of wrapping paper. Bit by bit, I help him secure the picture.

      “You know, you’d make a great assistant here,” he jokes, but I can’t help my heart fluttering at the idea.

      The man pays a whopping six hundred pound for it before thanking Easton. He then asks, “I hear you’re going into painting?”

      Remembering Easton walking out from the back room with paint all over his rag and fingers, it makes me wonder.

      “Yes, I have done a few. I actually have an art exhibition this Saturday where I’ll be showcasing some of my pieces. You’re welcome to come, if you want? It’s fully booked, but since you’ve just bought one of my sketches, I can put you on the VIP list?”

      “This Saturday, you say?”

      Easton nods. “Got other plans?”

      “No, this Saturday is fine. Can I bring my wife with me?”

      “Sure,” he replies, grabbing a pen. “What are the names?”

      “Mr and Mrs Walker.”

      Easton busies himself jotting down the names before putting his pen down. “I’ll look forward to seeing you both.”

      Mr Walker holds out his hand to shake Easton’s. “And us too. You have quite the talent, Mr Lockhart.”

      Easton blushes under the compliment. “Thanks,” he responds, shaking his hand back.

      Mr Walker then looks to me, then Easton. “Right, I’ll leave you two to it.” He offers me a wink before turning and strolling towards the door. Easton follows behind him and once the door is shut, Easton turns the Open sign to Closed before locking the door.

      “Follow me,” he says, grabbing my hand and leading me towards the back door.

      “What happened to you?” I ask, watching as he continues to hobble into the back room. It’s a smallish room with a desk, which has copious amounts of bills and paperwork strewn across it.

      “Wow, you’re messy.” I giggle a little.

      “I told you I needed an assistant.” He smiles back. “Here,” he says, pulling out a chair. “Sit. We have a lot to discuss.”

      I sit down and watch as Easton grabs his desk chair, pulling it over so he can sit with me. “Where are all your paintings?”

      He points to another door in the far corner. “In there, but let’s talk about that later. I had an accident.”

      I gasp. “Oh my God, when?”

      He shakes his head like the memory of it all is painful. “The day I was supposed to meet you my mum died.”

      I throw both my hands over my mouth, tears immediately welling in my eyes. I loved his mother. “Oh no, Easton. How?”

      He takes one of my hands in both of his, bringing it to his lips. My heart aches for him as he drops my hand, but keeps it cradled in his. He looks down at it as if trying to find the right words to say. I can already tell he’s trying to be brave—trying not to break down in front of me.

      He then takes a deep breath. “Heart attack. It was sudden and violent, but the killer was she was on her own when it happened. She managed to call an ambulance, but by the time she arrived at hospital she was pronounced dead.”

      I close my eyes and with it a tear rolls down my face. “Oh, Easton. I’m so sorry.”

      He looks up then, tears in his eyes. He smiles before cradling my face. I turn into his touch nestling my cheek into his fingers more. “Fuck, I’ve missed you,” he whispers, before pulling his hand away.

      “When I found out, I was working on the farm for an hour before leaving to come and see you. I had been so happy when I woke up knowing I would get to see you again.” He shakes his head at the memory of it. “I left as quickly as possible and raced on my bike to the hospital. On the way there, someone pulled out in front of me, an inevitable crash happened. I was in a coma for three months. By the time I had come around I had missed my mum’s funeral, missed seeing you. I was a mess. It took months of rehabilitation and lots of operations on my right leg. That took the most of it. My bones shattered in the impact. It took hours for the doctor to take the fragments out before pinning them back. Although my leg will get better over time I will always have a limp, and may even suffer arthritis when I’m older.”

      More tears fall down my cheek. “Oh, Easton. How awful. No wonder you never turned up that day. I– I had began to think you didn’t want me anymore … especially when I left a message and you never responded. I even went to your family home and saw a strange couple living there.”

      Easton raises his hand to my cheek again. “I could never, ever not want you. You’re the reason to everything.” We smile at each other before he continues. “Once my mother died no other members of our family wanted to move in. We all thought it too painful. We rented the house out for six months until eventually I moved in after I came out of the hospital. I had hoped you would turn up at the door. I did try and find you but had guessed you went into hiding again after everything that happened with Liam.” He lets out a deep breath. “I heard about the attack. It fucking killed me to think you had been through all of that and I wasn’t there.” He looks down at my arms. “How are they now?”

      I flinch, pulling away. “They’re ugly.”

      I still have nightmares about that day. It will never leave me. Liam and that girl who had never been found have both made a permanent scar in my mind. My mum went crazy towards the police for that. It should have been easy to find her, but so far it’s like she’s disappeared off the face of the earth.

      He grabs my arms, pulling them towards him before pushing up my jumper sleeve. I look down seeing the hideous burn marks and look away. I feel when Easton kisses them and I look down surprised.

      “We both bear scars now, but each one of them has led us here.” He looks up to me with a heart-stopping smile and right then my ugly scars on display are all but forgotten.

      “How’s your mum?” he asks, changing the subject.

      I smile. “She’s good. Living with Eric now and talking of marriage. I lived with them too up until about two months ago. I rent a studio flat near to Holyrood Park.” I look down then. “I thought it best to leave my mum and Eric alone. I was just a third wheel.”

      “I’m sure they didn’t see it like that.”

      I look back up to see his smile. “I guess not. I think—if I’m honest—I selfishly couldn’t handle the happy couple. I hate saying that because it makes me look bad. I’m deliriously happy for my mum. I am. I just …”

      “It made you miss us too much?” he asks, hope clear in his voice.

      “Every minute of every day,” I admit. As he strokes my arms he starts to laugh. “What’s so funny?”

      “I was just thinking how in the beginning it was like the universe kept throwing us together like we were meant to be. And then when we parted it was like the universe was determined to keep it that way. I liked it much better when we were being thrown together.”

      “Yeah, hashtag Nike Rider.” I look down, smirking when I see he’s still wearing Nikes, even if they are a different pair this time.

      He notices and smirks right back. “I had to find some way to get your attention.”

      “Well, it worked … in the form of three young ladies sitting in the café down the street talking about you.”

      He quirks his eyebrow. “Oh really? And what did they say?”

      “That you may be a pervert.” I start giggling causing him to shake his head.

      “There will always be at least one.”

      I reach out cupping his cheek in my hand. “Well, you’re my pervert.”

      He chuckles. “Thanks.”

      “How’s your family?”

      He clears his throat. “Well, Grayson’s still out breaking hearts and causing trouble, Hamish is now a Chief Inspector in the police, Gregory is now in Iraq touring for six months—we all weren’t that happy about that. Anthony’s still working at the docks, and Ella just had her firstborn six months ago and is a stay-at-home mum. She still lives in the US with her husband.”

      I take a deep breath. “Wow! A lot has happened, hasn’t it?”

      He nods. “Yeah. I just wish you were here with me to see it all.”

      “I’m here now.”

      He smiles, taking my hand again. “Yes, you are.”

      “Can I see your paintings now?”

      He rises out of his chair, so I quickly follow suit. “Come on then,” he bellows, grabbing his stick and pulling my hand to follow him. We reach the door to his studio and he pushes through. Straight away I notice how different the room is compared to his dark, small office. In here there’s bright white walls with huge windows letting in all the light. I look to the floors and find lots of paintings lined up one by one with sheets protecting them. There is an easel in the middle of the room and on it is an almost finished painting. It’s of a young girl. She is looking at something or someone and she has the biggest smile on her face. Her blonde hair is willowing in the breeze. She is surrounded by flowers, all of them in different shades of bright colours.

      Straight away I recognise who the girl is.

      “Is that me?”

      Easton nods his head, a mixture of happiness and uncertainty at how I would take it. “You’ve made me look beautiful.”

      “That’s because you are beautiful.” Suddenly, he grabs for me, pulling me into his arms. “I don’t want to let you out of my sight now that I’ve found you.”

      I smile as he looks down towards my lips. “Your biker chick is here.”

      “Do you still have the helmet?”

      “Of course. I would never get rid of it. Are you not riding anymore?” I look down at his leg. Surely after the accident he doesn’t still ride a bike? I do notice, however, that he’s still wearing his Nikes. I don’t know why I get a kick out of that.

      “I didn’t want what some idiot did to me put me off my love of riding. After I got a good payout in compensation I used the money—along with the amount my mum left me in her will—to fund my dream. I wanted to do it for you, but I wanted it for me too. It was your voice in my head that drove me forward. I was depressed because of my mum, you, the accident, but I was determined to make something special come out of a dire situation. I was broken and I didn’t want you to see me that way. Eventually I put myself back together again, bought this studio, and it’s only once I really started selling my sketches that I thought myself a worthy man for you. That’s when I really started searching. I thought social media would help, and I’m so glad that it did.”

      I start to tut under my breath. “How you can say you’re not a worthy man, Mr Lockhart? I would want you no matter what—even if there was a big wart on your nose and you didn’t have two pennies to rub together!”

      Easton throws his head back in laughter. “A big wart, huh?” I nod my head in defiance. “So, does this mean we can start dating properly now? As in publicly?”

      I bite my lip to try and suppress a smile. “I guess so.”

      Before I can continue, his lips are on mine. They are warm, wet, inviting, and intoxicating—everything I remember and more. As our tongues dance, so too do the butterflies in my stomach. His hands cradle my head as he moans into my mouth, causing a fire in between my legs … a fire which I thought had died the moment Easton and I parted over a year ago.

      My head is swimming. I’m completely lost in this man, and I never want this feeling to end. But then he suddenly breaks our contact. “I love you,” he says, still breathing heavily against my mouth.

      “I love you too, Easton. More than words can ever say.”

      He smiles before leaning down to press his lips against mine. “To our kiss,” he says, smiling from ear to ear.

      I can’t help the euphoria that runs through me when I reply, “To our kiss.”
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          Five years later

        

      

    

    
      Easton

      “Lachlan, will you stop this right now and come here so I can put your jacket on! My God, you’re a menace!” Sasha shouts, running after our precious boy. I beam proudly at him. He may be a menace, but he’s also a very intelligent wee menace.

      “Easton, will you help me!” she screams from the distance. All I can hear as I get up from my comfortable position on the sofa is Lachlan’s giggles.

      I enter the hallway finding Lachlan running down the stairs and a frantic Sasha following after, blonde tendrils in her face, breathing hard with a wee coat in her hands.

      “Lachlan, careful running down the stairs now,” I say in warning. “Come on, Mum needs to take you to nursery.”

      He giggles again, but stops dead. He always does as he’s told when I’m around. For some reason that really winds Sasha up.

      “Typical,” she says, puffing out some air to get rid of the strand of hair in her eyes.

      I smirk up to her un-amused face. “What can I say? He’s a Daddy’s boy.”

      She slams the coat in my chest. “Well, maybe Daddy can take him to nursery then.” She places one hand on her hip and quirks her eyebrow at me. Fuck, does it make me want to take her. If it wasn’t for the cock-blocker in front of us, I would.

      After Sasha came into my studio that day I haven’t let go of her since. Soon after she moved into my family, and shortly after that she handed in her notice at her job and started helping me at the shop.

      And it couldn’t come soon enough. I had started to need help long before Sasha came on the scene. She does all the accounts as she seems to be a lot better at numbers than me. I have the good jobs, sketching, painting, and selling.

      Best job in the world.

      With time to spare on her hands, Sasha started up her love of bracelet making and very quickly became popular after selling a lot on eBay. In the end she set up her own website called Memory Bracelets, and it’s been flourishing ever since.

      Four years ago, we married, and very soon after that we found out Lachlan was coming. It’s been the best year of my life, and things are only getting better. The only confusion I have is that Sasha is now called Lisa. In public I have to call her that, but in private, she is still Sasha. That was what her name was when we met, and that is what her name will always be in my heart. Thankfully, she doesn’t seem to mind. I guess she feels the same way I do. Well, that’s what I hope anyway.

      “I’ll take him,” I say as I start to remove Lachlan’s coat. “He doesn’t frighten me.” I wink at Lachlan, causing a flurry of giggles. He has the most amazing brown eyes and an adorable mop of blond hair, which I’m thrilled about because it is just like his mother’s.

      “I’ll see you at the studio then,” she chirps going to move past me towards the kitchen. I stop her in her tracks, though, pulling her towards me.

      “I think we need to have a private meeting once I get there.” I notice the hitch of her breath when I mention a private meeting. She knows exactly what they entail—having her sprawled naked across my desk as I kiss every sweet part of her before pummelling my cock inside her heat.

      Just as I’m getting lost in the lust of my wife’s eyes, I feel a small yank on my trousers. “Daddy, put mum down!”

      Both Sasha and I laugh. Unfortunately he had learned this from Grayson. Every time he spots us in an embrace he makes a yucky sound and asks me to put Sasha down. Unfortunately you can’t say anything in front of kids. They lap up anything you say like a sponge—especially swear words.

      “Okay, buddy, let’s go.” Reluctantly, I pull away from Sasha and watch as she sashays down the hall towards the kitchen, deliberately swaying her hips as she does.

      “Temptress,” I mutter under my breath.

      “Daddy, what’s a temptress?”

      “Your mother,” I answer quickly, shaking my head as Sasha waves her wee fingers at us.

      “See you later, my favourite boys.”

      Lachlan runs into Sasha’s arms. She smiles, kisses his head, and says, “You be a good boy for Daddy now. Love you.”

      “Love you too, Mummy.”

      I see the aww moment in Sasha’s eyes as she watches him run back towards me, grabbing my hand.

      “Look forward to our meeting later.”

      “Me too,” she says with a wink before walking off.

      She turns suddenly towards me. “Oh, and don’t let Cheryl flirt with you.”

      I roll my eyes. My wife is convinced the teacher at Lachlan’s nursery has a crush on me.

      I sigh, momentarily lost in memories of Sasha and I having sex. We’re explosive when we get together—especially if Sasha’s possessiveness gets the better of her. I personally love her going cavewoman on me. She’s like an animal and I can’t get enough—even after all this time.

      I feel that yank on my trousers again. “Daddy, where you gone to?”

      I chuckle, because it’s near enough the same thing I say to him when he goes off into his own world.

      I ruffle my fingers through his blond hair. “I can’t tell you that until you’re older. Now, let’s get your coat on.”

      I help him into his coat before leaving in the bitter cold air. It’s near to the end of March, but it’s still snowing. We leave the house and make the twenty minute journey to Lachlan’s nursery.

      “Mr Lockhart,” Cheryl says as I approach. “How lovely to see you. No Lisa this morning?”

      I smile because I’m picturing Sasha pulling me into her possessively. I see the flutter of Cheryl’s eyelashes and the way she’s deliberately trying to get me to look in the direction of her cleavage with her hand. Now I can see exactly what Sasha’s talking about.

      “I decided to give her a break this morning.”

      “Oh, how lovely,” she chimes, licking her lips as she gives me the once over.

      “My mummy’s a temptress,” Lachlan suddenly chimes.

      I see the completely perplexed look on Cheryl’s face. “What?”

      “Err, it’s nothing,” I say quickly, handing her Lachlan’s bag before bending down to say goodbye to my boy. “One of us will be round to pick him up after three as normal.” I start to walk off, but not before hearing her voice.

      “Okay, bye, Mr Lockhart.”

      With my face flaming, I rush back to the car and make the short journey to my studio before parking up next to Sasha’s Range Rover. My cock stirs knowing that she’s in there waiting for me.

      I’m disappointed when I walk in and see she’s dealing with a customer. Luckily she’s wrapping one of my sketches up. I look up along the wall to see which one it is to find the one of the Edinburgh Castle missing.

      “Ah, there he is. Easton, meet Donna. She came in, bought your sketch, but was disappointed you weren’t here so she could meet you.”

      I smile politely at the lady, but all I can think about right now is my wife’s pussy, surrounding my cock.

      I shake her hand, nonetheless, offering her my best smile. “Nice to meet you, Donna.”

      She starts going all flustered. Her cheeks instantly redden. “Oh, it’s so nice to meet you too. Your artwork is stunning.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Here you go, Donna. Enjoy.” Sasha hands the sketch over and she takes it from her.

      “Thank you so much. No doubt I will be back for more. I’ve just moved into a bigger house and the walls look awfully bare.”

      “Well, we’re here to accommodate,” I answer, noticing her cheeks flush again.

      She stares at me a little before remembering herself. “Well, I better go. Thanks again.” She scurries off all in a fluster.

      “The ladies can’t get enough of my husband,” Sasha breathes out with a sultry smile, causing my loins to wake up.

      “Wait right there,” I say, quickly turning and running for the door. I turn the sign over and lock the door before stalking back towards my wife. “Meeting. Office. Now.”

      “Ooh, I love it when you order me about, boss.” She turns, and I watch as her hips sway towards the back door, emphasising her peachy bottom. When at the doorway, she grabs hold of the edge, purposefully running her fingers down the rim and back up again. “What points would you like to discuss?”

      She disappears through the doorway, and like a horny teenager, I follow her—my mouth practically hanging open. “Several things,” I whisper, catching up to her as she leans her arse on the edge of my desk. She hitches up her skirt, spreading those milky thighs of hers.

      “What might they be?”

      I close the distance, snuggling my hips in between her legs before thrusting my hardness into her. Her wide, lust-filled eyes meet mine and she gasps making my cock jerk.

      “One,” I say, hovering over her lips. Close, but not quite close enough. “I want to discuss how fucking perfect your legs are.” I run both hands up her thighs causing her to wriggle a little at my touch. “Two, I want to know just how wet you are for me.” I place a finger inside her damp knickers, already knowing just how soaked she is. “And three …”

      “I’m pregnant,” she suddenly blurts.

      Everything stops. Did I just hear correctly?

      “You’re what?”

      She smiles, still breathless from her want. “I was going to tell you afterwards, but I can’t keep it in any longer.”

      Then it really hits me. “You’re pregnant?” I ask, more urgent this time. She nods her head. “Sasha, that’s … fuck me!”

      “Language,” she admonishes.

      All thoughts of fucking her are momentarily ceased at the news. I cradle her stomach. “You’re really pregnant?”

      She nods, tears in her eyes. We had been trying for two years and had even started talking about IVF, so this news is the fucking best!

      “Oh my God! We’re going to have a baby!”

      She screeches, lunging at me, her arms hanging tightly over my neck. I almost choke on her hold, but I don’t care. My baby’s having my baby.

      “How far along are you?”

      She sniffles in the crook of my neck. “Around nine weeks. I have my first scan scheduled on the fourth of May.”

      “You kept that quiet from me.”

      “I found out yesterday. I suspected, but didn’t want to say anything for sure. You were working late last night, and by the time you got home—”

      “You were asleep in bed.”

      I remember how tired she used to get when she was pregnant with Lachlan. Now it all makes sense. The sleepiness, the nausea she felt which we both thought was some kind of bug. Apart from the tiredness she had been feeling better. We thought she had gotten over whatever it was.

      “This is amazing news, baby.” I pull her out of my arms and kiss her tightly. My need for her quickly resumes, and I can tell the feeling is mutual when she starts trying to yank my shirt off.

      “I need my husband,” she says, urgency in her voice.

      I smile because after everything my wife and I have been through, we still got through it all as we had each other. In a few years, Liam will be released from prison and I know she will be fearful of that, but we’ll get through that together, like we always do.

      Because no matter what life throws at us, one thing always remains the same.

      We were meant to be.

      So I resume my job at making my wife’s pleasure become mine and kiss her until her knees go weak. I then pull away, whispering, “You don’t need to tell me twice.”
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      Please stay after reading my notes and acknowledgements for an excerpt of my stalker romance, Deviant, and my darkest book to date, Siren.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Notes & Acknowledgements

          

        

      

    

    
      Headmaster seemed to take me forever to finish. I think that I became so used to writing dark subject matter that—perversely—normal, contemporary romance actually ended up being outside of my comfort zone. I know that probably sounds strange, but I suppose whatever one gets used to can start to seem normal after a time. In any case it took me on quite the journey, and I hope you like Sasha and Easton as much as I do!

      As always, I would love to thank a few people.

      Thank you to my PA, Sally-Ann Hall, who at RARE London did an absolutely fabulous job. You worked your butt off—not only for me, but for other authors as well. I’m truly grateful for that.

      To my betas, Lyndsey Wharton, Melanie Bünn, and Nicola Spears: Thank you so much for agreeing to beta Headmaster for me. I wanted complete honesty, and I knew I would get that from you lovely ladies. You pointed out some inconsistencies which were ironed out before I submitted it to my editor. That saved a lot of work, so thank you.

      To my ever-loyal and brilliant editor, Shannon Steed: You always go that extra mile, caring just as much about my books as I do. I always know once I have the book back that you have treated it as though it were your own. I know Headmaster was on the tightest deadline I’ve ever given you. I’m truly grateful. Thank you.

      Both Shannon and I wish to extend special thanks to Claudia Schoepper for her proofreading assistance. Shannon has told me that due to other time limitations, you expended a great deal of effort, and she couldn’t have completed this project without you.

      To Jodie Scott, thanks again for your legal input. You helped a lot when it came down to the details of the court case, so I’m very grateful for your time.

      To Wander Aguiar Photography: Thank you for a fantastic photograph of the very handsome Andrew Biernet.

      To Kellie Dennis from Book Cover By Design: What can I say about you? You always do a kick-arse cover. You never fail to disappoint, my friend. Thank you.

      To Leigh Stone from Formatting by Leigh: Thank you so much for formatting Headmaster. You’ve done most of my formatting for me, and the majority of the time, you’re also working on a very tight deadline. Having you on this project was obviously a no-brainer! The inside—as always—looks beautiful. Thank you.

      To Jo and Isa from Joandisalovesbooks: Thank you so much for working your butts off—as always—to promote Headmaster for me. You are my “go-to” ladies because you guys rock!

      Obviously, I can’t go without thanking my family. They support me one hundred percent, and for that, I’m extremely grateful. I love you all to bits!

      And to my readers: Thank you so much for sticking by me through the good and the bad. I know some of my work hasn’t been loved by all, so I’m eternally grateful for your loyalty. I will be bringing out more books as the year progresses, so I hope you enjoy most. Whatever the outcome—regardless of what your thoughts and feelings are and will be—I want you to know that I value all of it. I will always value your input. As I stated above, your feedback is what enables me to grow and develop as an author. I know I can do better. I can *always* do better.

      

      Love and light,

      Jaimie xx

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Excerpt from DEVIANT

          

          Prologue

        

      

    

    
      The George Pub, London, England, 2006

      

      “I’ve got a good one for you!” Mary’s squealing voice prompted our attention. “What is your darkest sexual fantasy? And I mean darkest. Don’t hold back. Betsy, let’s start with you.”

      Everyone turned their attention to Betsy, to the right of Mary. She looked embarrassed. It certainly was an embarrassing question. Although it would be interesting to see if anyone would be honest with their answers.

      “Um, I guess I’ve always wanted to be tied up.”

      Betsy blushed and Justin shouted, “Fuck, this is going to be interesting tonight!” Everyone giggled.

      When it was Justin’s turn, he looked at Betsy with a raised brow. “I would say I’ve always wanted to tie someone up.” Everyone chuckled.

      “What about you, Ben?” Mary asked.

      Scratching his head, Ben looked extremely uncomfortable. “I guess I’ve always fantasised about a girl forcing herself on me.”

      “You are fucking kidding me, right?” Justin screeched. “You’d need to pay someone to force their arse on you.” Justin shook his head in dismay. “As if a woman could ever force themselves on anyone.”

      “It does happen,” I protested. All eyes turned toward me.

      “Nah, can’t believe that.” Justin’s tone was belligerent.

      “You’re telling me a man can’t be raped?”

      “It’s a physical impossibility.” Justin was laughing at how preposterous he thought this all was.

      “If you don’t believe me, look it up. I’m sure you’ll find some cases.”

      “Okay, clever clogs, how come you know so much about it?” Justin looked at me with an amused smile. Enjoying the banter, everyone listened attentively.

      “I did an article in one of my classes about rape, and how it not only pertains to women. I’m telling you, it happens.” Taking a sip of my drink, I stared Justin down.

      “Okay, tell me. What’s your darkest sexual fantasy, Tyler?” Mary said, trying to get them back on track.

      I bit my lip, unprepared for the question to come to me so quickly. I didn’t know whether I wanted to share my darkest fantasy. I had never told anyone before.

      I had twenty pair of eyes now on me, waiting for my answer. Do I tell them? Or do I try and make something up?

      Fuck it, why shouldn’t I? It’s not as though it will ever happen in my lifetime. My fantasy is just too unreal to ever happen.

      “I’ve always wanted to have sex with a stranger.” I bit my lip again, wondering what the others may think of me.

      My best friend, Ian, frowned. “You mean meet someone in a club, or wherever, and have a one-night stand?”

      I shook my head. “No. I mean someone I have never met. A faceless man who comes to me in the dead of night.”

      Justin shrieked with laughter. “Shit, Tyler! Are you saying you want to be raped?”

      I threw him a dirty look. “Of course not, Justin. Don’t be crude. I mean a sexy stranger who I know nothing about. Someone I have no clue as to who he is.”

      Betsy’s eyes widened. “Oh, my god, Tyler. That really is dark. But I must admit—sexy!”

      I smiled. “Just like I thought.”

      Justin, not wanting to give up, states, “So you want a faceless man to come to you in the dead of night and have sex with you? With your permission, of course.”

      I nodded. “I believe that’s what I said.”

      Justin chuckled. “What’s your address again?”

      The room erupted in laughter. Glaring at Justin, I realised this was going to be a long night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Excerpt from SIREN

          

          Prologue

        

      

    

    
      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.”
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      Take a Breath, and Take it Deep – Both have been pulled from Amazon for rewriting and editing. Release dates for both to come.

      Until I Met You – Released 1st June 2014

      DEVIANT – Released 31st October 2014

      Redemption – Released 3rd April 2015

      CHAINED – Released 17th July 2015

      A Step Too Close – Released 17th September in 2015

      Luca (You Will Be Mine) – Released 15th January 2016

      Luca (Because You’re Mine) – Released 26th February 2016

      Scars – Released 23rd June 2016

      Siren – Released 6th September 2016

      Possession – Released 10th March 2017

      A Surrogate Love Affair – Released 13th April 2017

      Tailspin – Released 20th June 2017

      My Valentine (Siren, #2) – Released 1st February 2018

      Resurgence (A Siren Novella) – Released 13th March 2018

      Headmaster – Released 17th May 2018
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      Jaimie Roberts was born in London, but moved to Gibraltar in 2001. She is married with two sons, and in her spare time, she writes.

      In June 2013, Jaimie published her first book, Take a Breath, with the second released in November 2013. With the reviews, Jaimie took time out to read and learn how to become a better writer. She gets tremendous enjoyment out of writing, and even more so from the feedback she receives.

      If you would like to send Jaimie a message, please do so by visiting her Facebook page:

      

      https://www.facebook.com/AuthorJaimieRoberts.
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