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To any woman who has ever

been shamed for her desires.

Tell them to go suck a mouldy

ball bag. xx
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PROLOGUE
MAY 2024



For as long as I could remember, I knew there was something deep inside me, something dark and twisted that begged to be used and abused. And it made me realise that I was never going to be a relationship kind of girl.

At least not the kind of relationship which considered of coffee dates and surprise flowers. The kind of relationship I craved was depraved, one where I was a man’s only obsession as much as he would be mine.

But a part of me wanted a normal relationship. A part of me wanted the coffee dates and late night drives. A part of me wanted little couple holidays to the Greek islands and meeting his co-workers at Christmas work events.

If I could ever have such normalcy was something I had convinced myself was unreachable. An ideal of a situation the normal woman wanted. But I didn’t want just romance and butterflies. I wanted darkness and cruelty as much as I wanted to be loved. I wanted to be wanted.

Everyone around me was falling in love, getting married and having children. And all I did was focus on work and the occasional date with a man from a dating app that I knew I was likely never going to see again, be it because I made him realise he wasn’t ‘ready for commitment’, or he made me feel nothing on the date.

I often came home from a date crying. Because he couldn’t be what I wanted. Then they either ghosted me or I would ghost them. I felt like I was destined to never be loved or fall in love, as if I was cursed to be alone or just to be someone men want for a hookup.

My dating life, or lack thereof, had become a vicious cycle.

Download an app; find some men and talk to multiple at a time; accept the odd date offer; date ends and we never talk again; app gets deleted and I ghost all the men I was talking to; get bored with having no man showing me any form of attention on the daily and redownload app.

Most men barely lasted a few weeks at maximum when it came to our texting. Sometimes I would be the one to go ghost, and sometimes they would be the ones to disappear out on me.

Maybe it was for the best. The ones I distanced myself from never knew the true me. They knew my favourite colours and foods, sure. But they didn’t know this depth inside me that I hid for the rare few to find. The ones who disappeared on me, maybe they did so because they could see the darkness and were scared of it.

I couldn’t blame them for that.

But then there came him. We talked some years ago in a certain… manner. Then he disappeared on me. I believed he could tame the darkness inside me, but I thought wrong.

Or so I believed so, until he popped back up on my dating apps once again as of recent. My thumb begged to swipe right on him as I sipped my morning coffee before work.

So I did it, I swiped right on him once again.

New message alert!

Dakota: Hello :)

My heart sank. I was about to be done for once again. He was my undoing all those years ago, and he was about to repeat history.

And I was going to let him.


ONE
AUGUST 2021



I hated going to the gym with my father, but when the notification made a loud ding! on my phone which revealed that he had transferred me the monthly fee of the gym membership price, the sinking reminder that I was his accountability and he believed he was mine taunted me.

I sighed as I flipped my phone over, hiding the flashing light at the top of my screen which was a taunt, a laugh right in my face. My body never ached much after working out, I never gave it as much effort as my father. But I still hated it.

The gym we went to was crowded and busy, and it often smelt of disinfectant which reminded me of hospitals—another place I hated.

But you’re more scared of people staring at you, my mind screamed at me, trying to self destruct the positivity I was trying to teach myself as of recent months. It wasn’t working very well and was a very slow process, but I felt like it had to have been a ‘fake it until you make it’ sort of situation. Or so that was what my father had promised me.

“Come on, you can be there to motivate me to go even if I had a shit day at work, and I can drag you along when you feel like saying no. You don’t even have to use anything you don’t want to, you can sit on a bike for the hour,” He had reasoned a month ago.

“Plus, it means we get you out of that God damned house. It’s unhealthy how you lock yourself away in your room, I’m concerned about you,” He continued.

My parents had officially divorced around 10 years ago—after being on and off ever since I was born, and they had ceased contact shortly after. My father had no clue what I did when I wasn’t with him. For all he knew, I could have been out and about all day long with my friends.

Not that I had many, that was a fact he knew of at least and so would be a terrible defence against his begging for me to get out of the house more.

But I hated how my father and his side of the family talked about me. They talked about me as if I was some depressed hermit who never left the house. Of course I did, on the are occasion I went to see family, and when I went to classes or for a drive with my mother.

Okay, maybe my father was right that I next to never left the house, but I was content. I was a home body and I hated crowds and being around people I didn’t know. He knew that. I wasn’t an extrovert like him and my mother. The two most out there people had birthed me, an abomination who never wanted to leave the warmth and comfort of her bed.

Because I barely saw my father, despite him living essentially at the bottom of my hill, I agreed to his incessant begging for me to be his new gym buddy, but only to shut him up. And a more secret reason I was unwilling to expose and kept to myself, that reason being so that I could get space away from my mother.

Still living with the woman who birthed me while I was of the age of 21 felt like a blessing and a curse all rolled into one. We were very much alike, yet very different at the same time. She saved me from having to spend money on bills, but instead she took the same money I was saving to cover her own bills which she passed off as being mine.

I decided to live in my childhood home so I could maybe save up money, so that I could maybe even move out and get a place of my own when my masters was complete. But my mother was stealing that dream from me, at over one thousand five hundred pounds every three months. A fact my father was less than impressed with, which almost made me wish I lived with him. At least I could go back to being a free loader then.

She demanded I pay her a large sum of my student load every term for ‘food and bills’ which we often disagreed on the price. Not to defend her, however, but she always bought me the foods I wanted and any bath products I added to my wish list for the ultimate serene bathing experience.

She wasn’t my only unrest in the household, though.

Her boyfriend of two months lived with us, and he was less than pleasant for the most part. He worked from home as some stupid call advisor for an insurance company, and he moaned about his job all day long. He said customers were mean and he claimed he was the only one on his team taking calls at the volume he was—claimed he was becoming a robot even as when he ended a call, he would rush to make his note in a rushed manner, then he would take the next call without giving himself space to breathe and catch up.

I was thankful for the days I could go into university and be far, far away from him. His voice had become a sound I hated, a sound I wished would fuck off in the worst way possible. I almost begged my mother to kick him out, but then I found him crying on the stairs after they had an argument and I couldn’t bring myself to be mean to him. I still regret not begging her to end things with him when they were going through their rough patch.

When my mother was around, his moaning was silenced and he sat there like some subservient puppy awaiting any commands she was to throw his way. He would do anything she asked, and it was nice to see and made me wish I had a man willing to do that for me too. But the man himself was a bit of soap scum I wished could be scrubbed away to be forgotten.

I hated it. I hated him, and I hated my life.

Even more, I hated how conflicted I was about everything I had ever known and had ever wanted.

Even though I assured my father and myself that I was just fine and content and happy with my life. But we both knew it was a lie. But when I was ready to come to him and express how I really felt, I knew he would be on my side until the very end.

My life was monotonous.

I woke up around 6 am, 8 am the latest should I not have university classes that day. I would get changed, go downstairs and make breakfast. I would watch videos on my phone until the time hit for me to leave, then I would walk down my hill to the bus stop where my journey of two buses would begin.

Classes started around 9 am, but some days we had afternoon classes and so I wouldn’t have to get to campus until 1 pm. Those days I would leave earlier than required just so I could sit in the café and eat a sandwich on my own, basking in the peace with my soft playing music through my earphone until my best friend intruded the short moment of solace I found.

Peyton Summers was the ray of sunshine I was never conflicted about, the happiness I allowed myself.

Classes were all the same. We sat there, downloading the PowerPoints to read along with our tutor’s presentation, only for the PowerPoints to be deleted in the coming days just to make more space on our laptops for more important matters. For me, that was my silly little games.

To make me feel even worse, a man who called himself my boyfriend was glued to my side every class. We texted every day, yet he still said no word to me once beside me. He didn’t even say ‘hello’, or ‘good morning’. He once even threw money my way when I planned a holiday for our friendship group and said ‘take the money you filthy animal’. Of course he was referencing some movie, but the words still pissed me off.

But he gave me attention. So I was in no mood to end it with him.

Only my class knew about the so called ‘relationship’. He was so unimportant I hadn’t even told my dad about him, a man who I told every little thing about.

On the days I had no classes, I would sit in bed for God knows how long before I would get up, go downstairs and eat whatever breakfast I deemed fit for the day. On those days, I would sometimes go all out and even make scrambled eggs on toast. Just for myself, of course. My mother’s pathetic excuse of a partner could fuck off and make his own breakfast, I wasn’t his slave.

Once food was consumed, I would go upstairs and then spend countless hours gaming with my best friend, or reading. That was the reason my father wanted me to start the gym with him. So I could stop spending my life gaming and instead do something with a bit more ‘substance’—his words, not mine. After the gym, he claimed I could game all I want afterwards then.

And I always had to remind him I was 21, not 11.

“You’ll always be my little girl,” He would defend himself.

Three days a week. Every week.

I was submitted to torture three days a week by my father. I would walk down my hill to his house with my 2 litre water bottle full of ice cold water, then he would pack us into his car to drive us to the sports centre where our gym was. The same sports centre I learnt to swim in when I was barely a toddler.

My father had a strict schedule with his gym workouts that he followed like a holy book of sorts. He printed off some step by step plan his personal trainer supplied him with. The papers were split down the middle, showing a day for arms workouts, and a day for legs workouts. There were two sheets as he was meant to workout four days a week, but he often gave up the weekend session to hang out with his newest girlfriend at that time—a fact I was beyond happy with.

I tortured myself by using a sit down elliptical machine which I never saved to memory the actual name of. I moved my arms and legs on it for at least half an hour on the days my father wanted a short workout, and on the full workout time days I would be moving for around an hour.

I always had my phone on the screen of the machine propped up, and I either watched movies and tv shows to pass the time and distract me, or I would blast my workout playlist which, dare I admit against my own will, was one with fast beats and questionable lyrics to keep my arms and legs moving in a brisk pace.

I finished my workout after 45 minutes, feeling rather nauseous from the lack of food I had eaten that day. I stepped off the machine and picked up my water bottle from the floor before spraying the machine and wiping it down with some blue paper towels. Once I was sure the machine was free of my sweat, I made my way down the small pathway between other machines to the weight area where I knew I would find my father.

Mr Barett was, to put it nicely, a mostly miserable man. He worked a job he hated, a place he had moved to recently after he had been given the ultimatum of leaving his previous job of 20 years on his own, or he would be fired for supposed misconduct.

He had recently discovered he was pressured to leave the company so someone younger with less experience but more degrees could take over his role.

“He was brought in to make the company look better on paper,” My uncle had claimed when the three of us met for coffee to gossip over his old workplace, the same place my uncle worked at but was considering leaving to take up a job in the North.

“You almost done?” I asked as I stood beside my father who seemed to be admiring himself in the mirror, curling the weight he held in his hand. It looked larger than usual, and I half suspected his new girlfriend was the reason he was trying to work double, as if he had convinced himself that was the fastest way for him to bulk muscle and look better quicker.

“I have two more sets to go,” My father replied, finishing the last rep before he placed the weight down. Without asking, he grabbed my water bottle and popped open the lid before he raised the mouthpiece to his lips. He tilted his head back slightly, and then took several long gulps of my water.

I frowned and grabbed my bottle back off him once he held it to me. “You left your water in the car, it isn’t my fault. You shouldn’t down my water. What if I was sick and you caught it from me?”

“But you’re not sick, sooo…” My father replied in a sassy tone I had suspected he was using to try to mimic me.

“Well maybe I am, and I’m asymptomatic. Don’t get mad at me if you get stomach cramps and the shits,” I warned, narrowing my eyes to appear intimidating. But I dropped the act quickly, smiling as I let out a small laugh at the visual image of my dad stuck on the toilet for a day, unable to move for fear of messing his house and having to clean it.

I rolled my eyes and held my water bottle in one hand, while the other came to rest on my hip which was jutted out slightly. Some women walked past the top of the stairs that stepped down into the weight area, and I felt as if their eyes were on me. I dropped my arm and moved my hand to cover my stomach, despite it not showing. I suddenly felt self conscious about the workout clothes I had chosen to wear.

I watched as my father pulled his phone from his shorts pocket. He typed away hurriedly, then he seemingly read something shortly after which elicit an eye roll from him. He then rushed to push his phone into his pocket once again.

“This woman is driving me insane,” My father stated as he picked the weight back up from the bench. He held it in his left arm and completed ten reps, then he transferred it to his right arm and did ten reps again. “As I said before, all women are crazy!”

“Well, you do have a penchant for crazy women,” I spoke as my eyes caught my father’s in the mirror in front of us. “Not to defend her or anything, since I don’t know who she is or what she has seemingly done to irk you. Not that it’s a hard task.”

My father stopped mid rep to turn to look at me, his face deadpanned. His eyes narrowed slightly but he soon smiled, unable to remain mad at me. I smiled back, choosing to take a sip of my water as I waited, bored. “Tell me I’m wrong.”

My father rolled his eyes and shook his head, then he turned back to the mirror to watch himself as he puffed out his cheeks and finished the rest of his reps. His arms look tired, his reps getting slower and slower the closer to the end of his set that he got.

Another set was done before he placed his weight down again. He pulled his phone from his pocket and typed back in a hurried response. But he seemed to noticed the lack of phone in my hand. “You’re not texting anyone. Is that man you’re talking to ignoring you again?”

“I, um… blocked him,” My heart sank at the mention of his being. I couldn’t even think of his name without feeling the familiar stinging behind my nose. My father never got to learn the knowledge of his name thankfully. If I heard my father mention his name I was sure I was going to cry.

My father kept his eyes down on his phone, but he quirked an eyebrow. It was dramatic enough for me to see, and it just made me feel worse. “I thought you really liked him?” He began, but then seemingly understood my reasoning. “But he kept, what did you call it, ‘ghosting you’?”

I nodded, then cleared my throat and forced a fake smile. “Yeah, but it’s for the better. He was always too busy with work and I’m too busy with…” I fell silent for a few seconds. “Well, it’s just for the better.” I reasoned, trying to sound as if I was convincing my father it was a good choice, but really it was myself I was trying to calm.

“As I always say, onto the next,” My father’s voice quirked.

I rolled my eyes but smiled slightly, deciding to push all thoughts of Dakota Vernon from my mind. My life was more peaceful without a man to flood my messages with his select tastes in the nights. He wanted my company in his bed, while I wanted his company for coffee. We would never have worked for that simple fact alone.

He was sick and twisted. But then again… maybe so was I, the dark pit at the back of my brain threatened.

The drive home was silent as I stared at my phone. His contact was unblocked momentarily and I stared to see if his activity status would change, if he would come online and send me a message begging to keep me in his life.

But nothing came. No active now status message, no typing now message, nothing. I locked my screen and put my phone back in my pocket before I climbed out my father’s car when he pulled up between cramped cars located outside my house.

“I’ll see you Wednesday, yeah?” My father more so stated than asked, to which I nodded and smiled in agreement anyway.

“Yeah, sure. See you Wednesday.” My voice got quieter as he reeled the passenger window up, then drove off, leaving me behind.

I looked up at the sky, the sunset casting a pale orange and pink hue over the growing clouds. It looked beautiful, and I had to stop myself from wondering if he was looking up at the sky seeing the same thing.

He knew I liked the sky when it cast pretty colours. Or maybe he didn’t know, maybe he chose to forget the small things about me. It wouldn’t have surprised me.
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Once I was in the comfort of my home and I had locked the door, realising I was going to be alone for the night as my mother had a ‘date night’, the first thing I did was lock the bathroom door and climb into the bath, still in my workout clothing—a vest top and leggings. Both felt like the same material as bathers.

I was in a strange lethargic yet heartbroken mood, so I reached up and turned the shower on, closing my eyes and tilting my head back to allow the water to hit me. I basked in the feeling of the water on my skin. I needed to feel it, the cold water like piercing needles before the boiler kicked in and the water turned warm.

I brought my knees to my body and then turned my head to rest my cheek on my knee. I kept my eyes closed, the realisation that I was nothing to yet another man suffocating me. Sure, I began talking to him as a revenge against my boyfriend who could not care less about touching or talking to me, but I never expected I would start to like him.

I had emotionally cheated, and I felt no guilt for it. I sexted this man, and I submitted to his commands over texts without much complaint.

I hoped I would never hear from him again, and I hoped he would think about me every once in a while, wondering where I was, what I was doing, and who I was with. I wanted him to remember me as a woman he fumbled, the woman who matched his depraved needs perfectly.

And I was fucked up for that. I knew that.

But I wanted to consume him, just as much as his short presence in my life at the time had consumed me.


TWO
FEBRUARY 2024



I sat in the passenger seat of David’s car, the bag of McDonalds food sat on my lap as he pulled up into a parking space for us to sit and talk in the peace of his car.

Sure, I had planned the date in a way. I chose the time and place. I didn’t think it would have turned out the way it had, though.

A part of me wished he had made more effort, but when I climbed into his car after work I felt myself cringe as I noted that the floor of his car was filled with dirt and God knows what other messes, sections of it brown.

He could have at least put a quick hoover over the carpets, I silently noted down another reason for me not to like him.

For weeks I had been pushing the date back, which I knew made me look like a flake but I had things going on in my life—things he chose to try to understand. He never pressured me to meet and he was more than accommodating each time I said I felt too overwhelmed in my life to spare him time.

Which made me think, stupidly, that he would go all out and treat me to a great date.

In the end, we ordered off of my app on the way to the location and so we paid on my card. I knew the guys in work would grill me about the date the following day, and Stefan was going to demand I send a bill to the man to reimburse me for the cost of food.

Stefan was a classic romance guy, with a deep love for his girlfriend. Whatever she wanted, she got. He swiped his card for her every time, no questions asked.

Not that our McDonalds order was expensive or anything, that wasn’t why I hated the idea of paying it. I would have paid for mine alone even. But sometimes I liked it when a man still paid for the first date, it made me feel a little spoiled.

He was lovely and kind, David—or Dave as he asked me to call him, a request I ignored willingly and kept calling him by his full first name whenever I could be bothered to remember it.

To my friends, he was just known as D or any other name that started with D. That’s how low effort I felt about him.

Which made me sound like a raging bitch, I knew that.

But he wasn’t the kind of man I wanted to remember or make a permanent fixture in my life.

He was a time waster that I welcomed with open arms.

The less time I got to spend alone in the nights, sometimes the better.

But there was something about him which felt monotonous, which made him feel even more of a time waster, and not the kind I had began to deem a worthy waste.

“So, how was your day at work?” He asked as he sipped the paper straw of his drink.

I reached into the paper bag and handed him his food before I then pulled my own out, feeling self conscious as I opened the box and picked up a chicken select.

I bit into it slowly, a small bite. Then I chewed for what felt like ages, turning the food to as soft of a sludge as I could before I swallowed.

I hated eating in front of people, especially new people who I wasn’t used to being around. And dare I say, I hoped I never fucking got to know him. God, he sounded boring, and I wanted someone with some personality and banter. Someone who could handle my sassy side when I allowed her to shine.

David seemed like he would cry if I even dared to say something close to the line. He wouldn’t understand my full personality, just the parts people deemed the nice sides of me.

“It was busy,” I finally replied once my mouth was free of food. “I had some trouble customers as usual but at least the day went by quickly,” I stated, sipping my banana milkshake.

I hadn’t even bothered asking him about his own day, not that he seemed to notice as he went on to talk about his day anyway, and then he transitioned into talking about some preparations he was doing when the weekend was to hit and he was going to host a fancy Skype call with his friends which involved some role playing game.

We talked about the same thing the whole two hours, and he didn’t even try to flirt or rest a hand on my thigh.

And by we, I mean he talked for two hours while I randomly threw in a half arsed question here and there about things I gave no fucks about.

And he never once stopped to ask me about me.

Not to top it off and make him sound insanely boring, but when I tried to change topic to talk about other things, he always went back to his role playing game as if his personality revolved around that, and only that.

I liked men with many hobbies, and David did not seem to be one of those men.

It was boring, and I just knew the second I got through my front door I was going to have to pour myself a glass of wine.

Or several glasses, I thought the more he droned on and on. Like someone please tell this man when to shut the fuck up, will they?

He finished his food, and I oh so kindly took the empty box and placed it in the paper bag. I placed my unfinished box of chicken selects and nuggets on top so I could finish them when I got home.

I barely had two of each, feeling more and more self conscious the less he talked and the more he spent throwing glances in my direction. I felt like he was judging me for eating, deeming me some fat bitch who didn’t know when enough was enough.

I knew it was my own brain haunting me with such toxic thoughts and that it had nothing to do with him, but I pushed the toxicity onto him. I was blaming him as I felt like I had no one else to blame.

I’m sorry, David, the kind and gentle side of me apologised, the tiniest bit of compassion offered him in silent shame.

“Shall we get going?” He asked after several tense moments of silence, to which I forced a yawn and nodded my head.

“Yeah, sure thing. I’m exhausted and will probably go to sleep early tonight,” I stated, even adding a little sigh at the end as if it would add extra effect to exposing my mood at current.

Dylan drove us to mine, and we drove in mostly silence save for some indie music he had playing quietly in the background. It was awkward to say the least, and I couldn’t help but turn away to stare out the window.

The sun hit my skin, and I closed my eyes as I basked in its warmth. The date had been redeemed only for that one factor. Granted, he had no control over the weather, but I wanted to give him one redeeming potential before I gave him the sack.

Duke pulled up outside my house and I rushed to get out of the car, the paper bag clutched tight to my chest.

“Let me know when you get home,” I said in my best customer service voice, trying to force a tone that revealed I was happy after spending time with him when in reality I was ready to go to my bed and rot away, never to accept another time wasting date offer again.

“Yeah, sure thing,” He replied with a smile on his face. It didn’t reach his eyes though, and I suspected he knew I wasn’t feeling all that into him.

At that, I wasted no time in rushing to slam the passenger door to his car shut. I stepped back and waved as I watched his car pull away, an ugly lime green coloured Honda Civic which I expected he had resprayed or wrapped on his own.

Once his car turned the corner at the bottom of the lane at the top of my hill, I let out a breath of air I hadn’t even realised I was holding and then I rushed to my front door.

I dug deep in to my pocket and almost began to panic when I couldn’t feel the familiar feel of my keyring, but then I remembered I threw my bunch of keys in to my bag earlier for the simple fact I feared I would accidentally drop them in his car and lock myself out.

I pulled my black bag strap off my shoulder and held onto the handles. I unzipped it hurriedly, feeling my breath quicken as I felt the need to be behind my four walls back where I knew I was safe.

I finally fumbled my zip open and sure enough on the top of my bag, Micky Mouse was staring up at me. I grabbed the plush keyring and heard my keys jingle. I then wriggled the keys around until my front door key was pressed into my palm uncomfortably tight.

I pushed the key into the lock, then turned it in a rush. I then reached for the silver door handle, ice cold to the touch, the pulled the door open briskly. Once I had taken the few steps into the premises, I then rushed to slam the door shut and put the key back into the lock to secure the door.

Once the door had secured me inside the house, I closed my eyes and rested my forehead against the door. I took in a deep breath, and I felt a sting behind my eyes which warned me I was about to cry—a warning sign I had become very accustomed to in my 24 years of life.

I pushed myself off the door and turned to face the living room door. I pushed it open to be greeted by silence. I had convinced myself I was okay being alone for the two whole years I had been living alone that I felt like no matter what a man did, I was never going to like him—want to be with him.

I was just going to let him waste my time a little. And very rarely would I invite him into my house. I had invited a total of three men into my house, one being a man I had gone on several dates with and the other two being men I forced to watch my favourite shows or movies before I shortly ghosted them once they were a safe distance away from myself and my home.

I left the door to my living room open, not caring that it was going to bring the cold into my living room. I placed my bag down lazily by the door, then kicked off my work shoes before I made my way through the living room to the open kitchen.

As I walked through the house, I slowly stripped a piece of clothing off at a time, leaving them behind me discarded on the floor as if I was making a path for any intruder to find me.

Finally, I reached the door to my bathroom.

I walked through the open door and closed it behind me, locking it. Sure, I lived alone and so I could leave the door open and unlocked at my own free will, but I still feared my family members who copied a key to my home, against my will might I add, may enter at any given time.

I walked to the window where my speaker sat and pressed the button to turn it on. Automatically my phone connected, a soft piano melody playing before being accompanied by soft vocals.

The tears still begged to be let out, but I refused to cry until I was in the comfort of the waterfall shower head that enveloped me in a warm hug of scorching water.

I reached across the windowsill and pushed the button which the key remained glued into, then I turned the handle up and pushed. The window let in a gust of cold spring air which I chose to ignore.

I then walked over to my bath and reached around the shower door to turn the tap whereby soon after water then fell from above. As the sound of my music rose when the tone of the song changed and the pattering of water filled the room, I finally let the tears loose.

I felt instant relief, even letting out a gasp before sobs shook me.

I was fucked up, I knew that.

Comfort and romance sounded fun on paper, but when a man offered me endless kindness and romance it wasn’t enough. It was never going to be enough, I had come to discover.

I wanted someone who wanted to destroy me and build me back up, just to repeat the cycle once again. It was like a sick addiction that no one could match.

I placed my phone on the edge of my bath, ignoring it as the screen lit up with a notification which I had no doubt was from my friends asking how my date of the week went.

I was in no mood to reply, I felt like a storm cloud was hanging over my head and was about to threaten to rain down on me or struck me with lightening to wake me up from my fucked up mind.

Instead of answering my phone, I stepped into the bath and closed the shower door to ensure there was no splash risk to my bathroom floor, allowing the hot water to pierce my skin before I got used to the feeling. Once I was warmed up, I reached for the shower caddy hanging from the shower which held my body wash, shampoo and conditioner, and face wash.

I picked up a scrubbing net and poured some of my vanilla body wash on to it before I gripped the net tight and used it to aggressively scrub at my skin.

It stung with how harsh I moved my hand, and with how much pressure I applied. But oddly, I liked the mild feeling of the pain. It made me remember I was alive and that I was okay. That despite feeling nothing when in the presence of the man from earlier, I could still feel something.

But then I remembered my yet-another tragic date and sobs escaped me once again. My playlist changed to a heavier rock song, and I found the lyrics like a taunt. They sang ‘I don’t care’, and that was how I tried to live my life. I wore a carefree mask, but really I felt empty.

I felt… Alone. Lonely. I was lonely.

My phone screen lit up again, and I had the sinking feeling it was Dean or whatever his name was confirming he got home safe and sound. And as harsh as it sounded, I could not give a fuck about him or his safety.

I closed my eyes as I stood under the water, finally allowing it to mix with my tears as I sobbed. I didn’t know what I was crying for, but I felt as if I was mourning a loss for something I never had.

And that wasn’t a new experience. After every date I had, regardless of how good or bad it ended, I would go home and stand in the shower as I played my ‘sad girl’ playlist and I would cry.

A small voice in my head reminded me the tears were for a man who never wanted me, but I chose to push the voice down.

She didn’t know what she was talking about.

He was in the past, three years in the past.

I knew I was never going to meet him again. What I was doing was fine, I was moving on. It wasn’t like I was his, or that I was cheating.

But a part of me still taunted me on the daily, reminding me that no man had ever talked to me in the way he had. He talked to me as if I was worthless, then he would show fake concern when I expressed about my daily life.

He was nothing and everything all at once.

But to him, I was just nothing. He had probably forgotten about me. And I had wished I had forgotten about him too. I guess I was cursed by him, by his name and his face and his stupid not quite green, not quite grey eyes.

I hated him, yet I was still obsessed with the idea of him after three years of him being gone.

We had never even met face to face, we had just texted—sexted more like—for a few weeks. It was nothing.

We were nothing.

So why was I addicted to memories of his words?

You’re such a good little whore for me, aren’t you? I saw the message behind my eyelids as I blinked.

I shook my head, turned to face away from the wall before I reached down to pour shampoo into my hand, then massage it into my scalp.

The tears slowed eventually, and I went back to feeling empty as I forced myself to stop thinking about him again.
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NEW TEXT MESSAGE!

D~: Hey, I really enjoyed myself earlier. I hope we can see each other again. :)

My stomach sank as I read my screen. I watched as his activity status showed he came online, then went off, and came on again. It was as if he was awaiting my response.

I was thankful my read receipts and activity were turned off, then he couldn’t call me out for ghosting him.

“I don’t know what to say to him,” I spoke out loud, chewing the inside of my cheek.

My best friend’s voice spoke through the headset I wore. “You should tell him the truth. Fuck you killer you’re not hooking me today! What was I saying… Yeah, just tell him you think it’s best not to see each other again and while you enjoyed yourself, you just didn’t vibe.”

Her advice was valid, thrown in between sworn remarks at the game we were playing—the game I allowed myself to die during as I would rather just hear her talk to distract me from how shit I was feeling.

“I just don’t want to hurt him or let him down,” I said, my fingers ghosting over my keyboard but not daring to press a key.

“It’s better than dating him and wasting his time. What if you keep seeing him and he falls in love with you and wants to be official with you, what will you do then? Yeah fuck you, I escaped!” My best friend sounded off her reason before she won the match and made sure to tell the world about it.

At her enthusiasm at the game, I felt a smile tug at my lips. She had it easy. She had a boyfriend who loved her and she didn’t have this sick depravity that cursed me.

She had comfort and love all rolled into one. I wished I could be like her sometimes. I wished I could be normal and in love.

"You have it easy," I stated quietly, then chose to drop the subject as I sang along to my blasting music through my speaker, a normal occurrence in my house, and placed my phone back down in the coffee table.

A response could wait.

Now was the time for music and wine. Enough wine for my face to go numb and make me pass out the second my head hit the pillow.

I obnoxiously sang aloud the lyrics to the ending of the current playing song, then as the song came to a fade I lifted my glass of red wine to lips and gulped it greedily before I slammed the glass back down.

I cringed as I shivered, regretting my choice but then the sick feeling disappeared not long after. Knowing me, in a few minutes I would repeat the action of trying to down the wine once again.

The song changed to the next on my playlist, and I picked up my Xbox controller to join the next match as I decided I would actually focus on something other than my own feelings.

But while I gamed and sang along to my music, my brain reworded a million messages. Messages I would send while drunk before I fell asleep.

Messages to harshly end things with the man who I would forget even existed in a weeks time.
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Me: Heyyyy, so I had a lot of fun earlier but I didn’t get a romantic vibe between us. I’m chill staying frinds if you wantttt to :)))

D:

I think it’s best we stop talking then, as I really like you and I can not stay friends with someone who doesn’t like me.

Plus, I think you have an alcohol problem. You should see someone about that.

YOU CAN NO LONGER SEND MESSAGES TO THIS CONTACT UNTIL THEY ADD YOU TO THEIR CONTACTS.

I sucked in a breath as I lay in bed, all music ceased. The silent of my bedroom save for the whistle of the wind outside soothed me.

Despite how harsh he was to block me after I rejected him, a smile danced on my lips as I opened my dating app back up in search for my next target.

“As Toby Barett says, ‘on to the next’,” I mumbled as I began to swipe through men’s profiles. My eyes felt heavy and my hand dropped to my bed, still clutching my phone as the screen lit green.

NEW MATCH, OWEN WANTS TO MEET YOU!


THREE
FEBRUARY 2024



Stefan Moore was the bane of my daily work existence. He lived to squabble with me, and, for some odd reason, he often air boxed right into my face. Or he would pretend to be squaring up, even raising his fist and moving his head in a motion to show he was ready to swing. I either did the same action back, or I just laughed and turned away from him.

While I would be lying if I said he wasn’t funny, he was also irritating to say the least. Which only felt all the more elevated when I was in a bad mood.

However, he was like that younger sibling who lived to piss you off, yet regardless, you would still give your soul for them.

“How was the date, butty?” Stefan asked as he slipped into his chair beside mine.

A throb formed behind my eyebrows at the reminder of yesterday, but I pushed the feeling aside as I sighed softly. My hangover was not going to affect my work for the day, I silently promised myself when I woke up to red stained lips and tear stained cheeks.

“Butt, it sucked,” I stated as I paused my typing for a second to reply, then I read over what I had written in response to the customer. After glossing over my words, my stream of thought returned and so I continued typing the ending to my email.

I picked up my water bottle to the left of me, bringing the straw to my lips. I sipped the liquid in hopes of it providing relief that never came.

“Really? Did you at least snog him? I saw the way he leant against his car outside while waiting for you. I could feel his aura from in here, and it gave me shivers.”

I laughed as I pressed the send button next to my email, then I pasted the email onto the customer’s file. “What aura?”

“Butt, everyone saw him. He looked like a man with business—business that involved snogging you like your life depended on it,” He replied, and wiggled his eyebrows for added effect.

“We did not snog. We didn’t even brush hands. He didn’t even try to flirt with me,” I turned in my chair, pulling my face into one that revealed I wasn’t very impressed by his actions, or lack thereof. “And he didn’t even pay for the food in the end, I did.”

Stefan gasped, shaking his head with loud dramatic tuts falling past his lips. “Disgusting behaviour, you should send him a payment request.”

“I never want to see him again, I’m done with men,” I faux promised, slamming my water bottle back on the desk harsher than I intended to. At least it got the point across that I was serious. Well, serious for that time being. I would be obsessed with another man in a few days time.

“Okay then, les-be-honest,” He began, but when I narrowed my eyes to reveal I was in no mood for his games, he stopped his words immediately. “That bad, huh, butty?” He asked.

When I didn’t bother to confirm nor deny, Stefan pulled a classic ‘him’ move and let out a loud dramatic gasp before slamming his hand on the desk beside his mug of freshly made tea, causing some dribbles to splash down the sides and land on the table in a small puddle. “I have gossip for you.”

“Go on,” I replied dryly as I turned back in my chair to face my computer, my hand clicking and dragging my mouse to move the answered customer’s email out of my main inbox, leaving it a blank space for the day’s incomings.

I liked to kid myself that if my emails were clutter free, it would help ease the chaos that was my mind. But it did not, despite my not-so-hard effort.

“So you know big boss man James talked about expending the business up North in his last company meeting, right?” Stefan asked the question but gave me no time to reply as he continued on with his stream of words. “Well, he’s supposedly hired some external finance company to help other companies manage their finances. Me and Pheb reckon he hired them to help him make plans to open a new branch since it’s been ten years since the last time he opened a new one—and we all know how bad that turned out for a few years.”

I nodded lazily, not caring to respond.

And Stefan hated it.

He moved closer to my desk and tapped his hand obnoxiously close to mine, his fingertips grazing my skin only just. It tickled, but I managed to keep a straight face as I slowly moved my hand away from his.

“Butt, do you not seem to realise what this means for you?” He asked, to which I turned my head to look at him. I shook my head slightly, then turned back to my computer screen.

“It means, stupid, that we have a new pool of men for you to sample. You can get your nose out of that stupid fucking dating app and try to see if you can flirt with these men face to face.”

Stefan was dying to take me on a night out to hook me up with random men. He claimed that was a better way to meet the’ future love of my life’, much better than using dating apps and getting matches which led to nothing.

“First of all,” Vivien spoke up from opposite Stefan. “Who said they would be sending multiple people?” She waved her pen over the top of her computer screen as if she was chastising Stefan. “And even if they do, who’s to say they’re not sending all women?”

Stefan dropped his smile, a deadpan look on his face as he stared at Viv for a few seconds. Then he rolled his eyes. But soon enough his bright and happy demeanour returned. “We can only hope for the best.”

“I started talking to someone else on that dating app now anyway, so I already have a new man that I’m semi interested in at the moment,” I replied lazily, waving my hand dismissively at my coworkers as they gossiped about my love life.

“Please for the love of God do not say he’s another tax man or that he’s unemployed,” Pheobe spoke up loud enough for the rest of our small office to hear, everyone’s ears all now trained in on our conversation about my dating.

“He actually works for this company, the one we work for,” I replied, then instantly shut the conversation down as regret filled me. I should not have said that to them, I knew they would try to hunt the man down to find out every little detail about him—to see if he was ‘good enough’ for me.

I loved my coworkers, my work family. But sometimes they could be a lot of hard work. And when it came to my personal life, sometimes they liked to overdo it. I just hoped if they ever did find out his name, they would at least leave him alone in peace and not pester him with social media friend invites or anything else that could embarrass me.

Stefan begged for the whole first hour and a half of work for me to tell him who my new ‘romantic interest’ was, but I refused to answer every time by changing the subject. Eventually he asked just for his first name, which I was half tempted to supply him with but Stefan was such a good investigator he was sure to find out my new mystery man in minutes, if not seconds.

“Okay, then his initial at least. His first name initial alone will do me just fine,” He tried to extract, to which I went blank each and every time he begged.
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The sun shone down brightly as I tilted my head back with my eyes closed, basking in the feeling of the warmth on my skin.

My peace was short lived when the annoying voice of Stefan once again chirped up, breaking the silence I was trying to find solace in. “Come on butty, you tell me all about your boyfriends so why won’t you tell me about this one?”

“Because he works for us and I know you’ll end up stalking his social media accounts if I tell you his name,” I replied. And a part of me feared someone would dare to email him or try to hunt him down at any work events just to tease me or try to bring me to hang out with him.

I had talked to him for the course of one night, it was nothing to marvel about. He seemed decent enough, but I doubted he would offer me a date. He seemed too busy to even message me throughout the day to spend any time thinking about seeing me after work.

I felt my phone buzz in my pocket, and felt the urge to reply. I pulled it out, then stared at the screen, the white flame emoji taunting me. “Oi, oi. Who’s Owen G?” Stefan asked as he stared at my screen from beside me.

I sighed as I turned off my screen and placed my phone back in my pocket. “None of your damn fucking business is who he is,” I replied, but the smile on my lips revealed I was joking and that he shouldn’t take everything I say seriously. Not that he ever did anyway, Stefan lived to joke around. He claimed the carefree life was the best one to live.

“Is he your new boo?” He asked again, and I knew unless I told him something, he was going to pester me for the rest of the day, if not the week should nothing else distract his attention.

“Yes, he is the new person I’m talking to,” I replied after several long seconds of silence.

I heard Stefan type away on his phone, so I closed my eyes and leant my head back. Sure enough in record time, Stefan found out his full name from just knowing his first name, and the fact that he worked for the company.

“Owen Greenwich. Sounds fancy, like a posh bitch. Oh, here it says he’s 27, older than you. That’s a change, since usually you go for men the same age as you or younger.” It was as if he was giving me a running commentary as his finger slid down his screen to reveal more to him about the man I had shared a handful of messages with.

“Oh, holy fucking shit. I think you hit the jackpot this time. You need to get this man to take you on an all expenses paid date,” Stefan sounded more excited by the idea of the man than I did.

“What, why do you say that?” I asked, lifting my head and opening my eyes. A phone screen was thrust in front of my eyes before I could even register his words.

I read the words on the page carefully, my eyes widening as I read a life update on his profile.

GOT PROMOTED TO ASSISTANT DIRECTOR OF COMPANY FINANCES AT KING FAMILY FURNITURE.

My mouth parted in surprise as I turned my head to face Stefan. Sure enough, he held an obnoxious grin which revealed he was about to pimp me out to the man on his screen given the right timing and circumstances. Anything to get me out of the single life, and maybe get him some free meals on the side should my new ‘boyfriend’ be feeling nice enough to treat me and my friends.

“You said you like men in finance, right?” Stefan asked as he pulled his phone back and scrolled through the man’s photos, revealing all kinds of things about him.

I rolled my eyes and laughed. “No, social media is obsessed with men in finance recently for some reason. I like men who make me laugh.”

“Tomayto tohmato,” Stefan replied with a single dismissive wave, not taking his time to register my words or my very basic demand for a man who wanted a chance to score a date with me.

The photos on Owen Greenwich’s profile ranged from mirror selfies of him in what seemed to be his bathroom either wearing a suit or a t-shirt of some kind which exposed a tattoo on his bicep and revealed that he was quite muscular despite the fact he had a youthful face.

Then the photos revealed a handful of photos of cats and dogs which we assumed were his own. They transitioned to family photos with him holding children—which Stefan did some stalking and found them to be his niece and nephew— and finally, he shared photos of the places he traveled to. Monuments and scenery galore.

“Oh, wow,” Were the only words I could manage.

“This man is rich, he has a great job, he owns his own house and rents another house out, and he has at least two cars. What more do you want in a man?” Stefan asked.

I rolled my eyes. “A man who is either obsessed with me, or a man who will make me laugh. The latter being the most preferable trait.”

“So you’re telling me if this handsome man asked you on a date, you would say no?”

“I never once said that,” I defended myself. “I just want to get to know who he is first. I don’t need to know about his finances from the offset. You’re such a stalker.”

Stefan raised an eyebrow as he nudged my arm with his elbow. “So you’re telling me you also didn’t spend all night hunting down his profile to find out every little detail about him?”

I rolled my eyes. “Obviously not since I didn’t even know he was an assistant director.”

I would never tell Stefan, but the reason I didn’t suss him out wasn’t due to me wanting to keep his privacy intact, but it was because I was so drunk from my wine drinking session I was about to pass out at any given time and I knew my luck would likely entail me dropping my phone and accidentally sending him a friend request.

“Can we stop talking about him?” I asked, irritated by him being the only topic anyone wanted to talk about.

“Only if you reply to his message right now. I want to see what his texting style is like.”

“Fine,” I grumbled as I pulled my phone from my pocket and unlocked it without a second thought. I opened my notification to his message.

OWEN G: I passed by your office earlier and I think I saw you. Might I say, you looked mighty fine.

My lips parted in surprise and I looked around the large car park that separated the building where my office was located from the main showroom. I saw no one wandering around and let out a sigh of relief, then I looked back down at my phone.

“Sounds kind of stalkerish of him,” Stefan spoke up, but then he let out a happy sigh. “But we can ignore the red flags for now. He’s good looking, rich, and has a little bit of a flirting game going on with you.”

My thumbs ghosted over the letters of my keyboard, but my brain found no reasonable response to his message so I locked the screen and placed my phone back in my pocket. “I’ll reply to him later.”

“You best do, or I may just hack your account and set you up on a date with him,” Stefan joked, but a part of me didn’t doubt he would actually do that.

“Fuck you for trying to marry me off to the first bidder. I’m a human with feelings, you know. What if I went on a date with him and I really hated him?”

“I told you to give him a chance, not get fucking kidnapped by him. Jesus woman,” Stefan laughed, leaning back against the back of the bench. “Just give him a chance, you never know what might happen. Just like your dad says, if it doesn’t work out then⁠—”

“On to the next,” I cut him off, rolling my eyes at the reminder of my father’s little mantra—one I had grown to fucking hate with a passion.
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My arms and legs moved as the thumping music of an upbeat song from my workout playlist drowned out all other noises within the gym from the baby blue earphones plugged securely into my ears.

Despite the happy sounding music pounding into my brain and the buzz of energy coursing through my veins, my mood remained secretly sour. I felt the constant sting in my nose, and I looked up as I blinked away the tears each time they began to fill my eyes with the threat of spilling over.

My father wasn’t necessarily choosing to ignore my bad mood, but he had yet to notice how quiet I was in the car on the way and he seemed unfazed by me ignoring his in-between-set chats when he walked past my machine to get to a weight machine he wanted to use next.

It had been around 17 hours since I last heard from him, and while I knew allowing a man who couldn’t even find a few seconds to reply to my message—you’re telling me he didn’t have to use the bathroom and didn’t scroll on his phone during any break in his day?—to affect my moods was a low blow, I was stuck in a cycle that begged for his attention and mourned his presence when he lacked at replying to me.

The numbers on the machine flashed as it showed I had reached my goal of 30 minutes. I was in no mood to continue so I decided it best to go to the bathroom to try to gain some clarity with my thoughts.

If I could just stand in the mirror and give myself the pep talk I would give Pey if she was in my position, then I could probably get on with the rest of the session just fine, I tried to convince myself.

I picked up my phone and water bottle, then cleaned and wiped down the equipment as I did every other time I used it. I walked to the doors of the gym and paused my steps to allow the glass doors to slide open. Once open, I placed my cleaning spray down and walked out into the foyer area.

I noticed from behind the front desk, an old swimming teacher of mine was passing some papers to a small kid to reveal they had passed their most recent ‘metre tests’. I smiled sadly at the image and remembered my own experience at that age.

At the age when men meant nothing to me. At a time when I didn’t have this sickness awake inside me, clawing at my skin to be freed.

The doors to the sports centre were wide open, allowing the cool air of the ensuing night to fill the corridor. I turned to my right and found the doors to the bathrooms. I walked to the doors and slammed one of them open much more aggressive than I was intending.

I let out a small sob as I turned the corner in the bathroom to the nearest stall. I threw my phone and bottle down on top of the wooden shelf placed above the toilet, and then I rushed to slap a hand over my mouth as my tears hit me like a waterfall.

I didn’t think I was actually going to cry, I thought I was going to have to wipe a tear away at most and be good with that. But my body apparently needed to let it out without any warning or a chance for me to fight the feeling.

I then turned and sat on the closed toilet seat, closing my eyes as I tried to will myself to stop being so fucking pathetic. But they kept coming, nothing was going to stop them.

I heard my phone buzz from behind me and reached back with my free hand to grab it, assuming my father had noticed my absence. I checked and found two messages, one from ten minutes ago that I had never seen, and one from now.

My eyes widened at the one from ten minutes ago, my sobs turning into weak whimpers and then sniffles as I unlocked my phone, my vision blurry until I blinked to let loose the pooling tears.

I bit the inside of my lip and read over the word.

Kota Vernon: Hello.

That was all he had to say after he basically ignored my messages for hours on end? I wanted to throw my phone in a huff, but I decided it best not to as instead I closed off his message and read the most recent one—the one from my father checking in on me.

Me: All good, just gone to the toilet a second. Stomach pains back again.

Sure enough the one grey tick turned into two, then mere seconds later they turned blue to reveal my father read my response.

Dad: You can come get the keys and sit in the car if you want. I won’t be long now.

I smiled at his words, then closed off the screen. I stood from the toilet seat and reached to grab my water bottle before I exited the toilet stall to assess the damage crying had done to my face.

Sure enough, my eyes and nose were red, usual obvious tell tale signs that I had cried. But fuck it, I could brush it off on my stomach pains and pretend to my father that it wasn’t over the man who was starting to piss me off with his existence, or sometimes lack thereof.

Me: Hi

Was the simple response I sent him before I locked my screen and placed my phone back in my pocket, then I walked out of the bathrooms back to the gym to grab the keys off my father.
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“I think I’ve grown to hate men,” I stated the second I threw myself into my best friend’s sofa. Her parents had gone on some trip to go visit her older sibling at university, so Peyton Summers had a free house that I was going to abuse for my emotional breakdown.

Peyton was the kind of friend who felt like a sister, one I never got the chance to have. I could walk into her house and raid the fridge with no fear of judgement. I could go to her bed and have a nap, and she would wordlessly join me.

She was everything I had ever needed, something I had no idea I was missing until she entered my life.

“I thought you hated them anyway. God knows I do,” She stated, letting out a huff of air from her nose as she held the controller of her Xbox tight in her hands, her eyes trained on the screen as she decided the best method of killing someone in her game without being caught.

I watched the TV with my face feeling dead, my hands shaking as I pulled my fleece blanket up to my neck. “I did. Well, I mean I do… But…” I began, but I found it hard to find the words I wanted to express.

The room was silent for a few tense moments, as if we both knew the feeling but lacked the ability to vocalise it.

But then finally Peyton spoke up, breaking the silence.

“But you thought this one was different,” She finished for me, to which I let out a small sigh but nodded my head in agreement. She always just knew what I was thinking and how I was feeling—so much so I believed her to be more myself than I was.

“Have you replied to his message yet?” She asked as I unlocked my phone to stare at the ‘one word’ reply.

Kota Vernon: Wyd

It had been four hours since his response. I had showered, had food and got picked up by Peyton in that time. And no further messages came from him. No excuses, no apologies, nothing.

“No, but I was about to,” I replied truthfully, knowing if I lied she would sniff it out like a trained police dog on a drug bust. “I just keep thinking that if he could go that long without replying, it shows how little I matter to him. He just wants sex and it’s pretty obvious now.”

I was in the wrong for this, as he told me from the offset he wasn’t looking for anything serious and wanted some fun, however I still deluded myself that maybe I was going to be so great to talk to, he would end his dating ban for me.

I did his every command over text. I sent photos I had never sent other men, and I had replied to his messages in the way he had request. He wanted me to sit down and bark, to be submissive. And I followed his requests without much fight.

I had hoped that was enough to make him want me. But clearly, I was wrong.

Peyton nodded slowly, no room for coddling when it came to the truth at hand. “I’m not going to lie to you, you know that’s not my style to fake comfort you,” She began, a warning.

She turned her head to look at me, trying to gage my response. When I blinked and nodded, she paused her game and sucked in a deep breath. She looked as if she was debating with herself, if she should really lay it all out and risk me crying in the end.

It didn’t matter if she said what she wanted to or not, because truthfully I would likely end up crying with or without her harsh truths. Especially should we crack out the wine and the sad girl playlists.

She turned to place her feet into her slippers before she stood. She picked up her discarded fleece blanket and wrapped it around her shoulders before she held her hand out to me.

I gently placed my hand in hers and stood, rushing to get my own slippers on before I let our hands drop as she led me through the house to the open French doors in her kitchen which led to her garden.

We stepped outside, the stars shining bright in the sky. I looked up, smiling at the view before I decided it best to look straight ahead again as we climbed the steep concrete steps leading up the side of her garden to each levelled off section.

We walked to the very top one, a wall along the edge of her garden. We then walked along the wall and found a space in the middle to sit down.

The cold summer night air whipped around us and I shivered, pulling my blanket even tighter. We both leant back, our eyes locked on the sky above us as we watched the stars twinkle and the overhead plane lights flash.

“I want you to know you can cry at any time around me, you don’t have to keep up with this whole ‘I’m strong and I can handle it on my own’ bullshit,” Peyton said, her voice small but still loud enough to cause a lump to form in my throat.

“This isn’t what you want to hear,” She continued. “I know that, but I want you to know this is coming from a place of love and support. You don’t have to do what I say, but I’m sharing this from experience. I want you to be back to your old happy self, not this shell of a girl who has to beg a man for the bare minimum attention.”

I swallowed, nodding. She was right. I knew she was. She knew she was. Hell, my father would have even agreed she was if he had been there. I let out a huff of air before I took in a deep breath.

“I shouldn’t reply, should I?” I asked, the feeling heavy in my chest. “I don’t want to ghost him.”

“You want different things, babe,” She said her hand coming to rest on my shoulder. Her fingers moved slowly in a soothing motion. “You want him as a man who wants to spend time with you, get to know you. He wants you in his bed, nothing more. It’s not a good match.”

I nodded slowly, my eyes welling with tears. My vision turned blurry as I sucked in a deep breath again, through my nose that time. I opened my mouth, but I couldn’t find the words.

“Want to hand me your phone? I can block him for you,” She offered, moving her arm from my shoulder to outstretch.

I gave another nod, placing the device in her hand without a second thought. She took it with a small smile that I caught in the corner of my eyes. I kept my eyes on the sky, not wanting to watch as she unlocked my phone.

I let out a soft sob as I watched her thumb move along my screen. I closed my eyes, feeling tears track from my eyelashes down my cheeks. She moved the phone to her left hand, then used her right hand to find mine as she tangled our fingers together. “I know you liked him babes, but you deserve better. We’ll find you better.”

She locked my phone after a few seconds, then placed it on the wall beside her before she pulled my arm and brought me close to her in a tight hug. “You feel like this for a man you’ve never even met. Imagine how amazing you’ll feel when you finally find that one man who will feel for you just as much as you do now about him.”

I appreciated that she didn’t use his name. I felt like if she had, it would have been a punch to the stomach which would have ended in me grabbing for my phone and unblocking him only to apologise.

He wouldn’t even know I blocked him, not unless he tried to message me again. Which I had the sinking feeling that he may not do that. I suspected he would just assume I was never going to reply again, and that was going to be the end of us.

We ended quietly on a Friday night in the July of 2021, at 21:54.

It was the only thing I had control over when it came to him. I controlled when we ended. At least I could say I was strong enough for that.

“I never want anyone to feel like this for me,” I whispered, feeling her rest her cheek on the top of my head as I pressed my face into her shoulder. “I never want a man to ever fall in love with me. I will just hurt him, worse than how I feel now. I know it, I know I will.”

“Dating is a game of chance sometimes. You’ll fall in love and sometimes it’ll stick. Other times, it will end. Sometimes with warning, and sometimes out of nowhere. Sometimes good, sometimes bad.” She paused, as if remembering the heartbreak one of her boyfriends gave her in recent years.

But then I felt her lips tilt up against my hair. I realised she had gotten over it, and she had actually lived with him. If she could get over a man who she lived with breaking her heart, then I would end up just fine.

Between him and I, there was no promise of commitment. There was nothing between us save for me begging for his attention, and him sometimes giving it as and when he felt bored or lonely enough to do so.

“But you know what? You’re always going to have me,” Peyton slowly rocked our bodies as her thumb rubbed the back of my hand slowly.

“You’re going to be okay,” She whispered a promise after minutes of silence. Somehow, I felt like she was saying it not just for my sake, but her own too.

“I know,” I whispered back, not entirely sure I believed it myself. But at least it helped eased her concerns about me.

Well, for the rest of the night at least. At least during our wine and song sessions, I kept a smile on my face—admittedly a fake one—and my lips never once paused to stop singing.

I knew in the middle of the night when I slept in the spare bedroom alone, the blanket cold on my skin, that I would end up crying silently into the pillow. But that was something I would just have to handle on my own.

I had to make sure she didn’t worry about me more than she needed to. Stress was far from what she needed at that time.
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I gasped as I sat up in bed, my hand coming to my throat as I tried to pull off an invisible rope that was trying to suffocate me, drown me.

I realised it had just been a dream when I lowered a shaky hand to touch the section of my stomach where the blade penetrated me. When I pulled my hand back to reveal no red sticky substance, I let out a sigh of relief.

I suffered from night terrors sometimes. They were never brought on by anything specific, they just… sometimes happened. And they usually knocked me for six.

I closed my eyes and let my body fall back against the bed, my had coming up to gently caress my forehead. I breathed slowly, counting each breath. One. Two. Three. I was finally convinced I was okay, so I finally opened my eyes once again and sat back up but slower that time.

I reached to my left bedside table and grabbed my glass of water. I placed the glass straw between my lips and sucked. The liquid was warm which made me cringe, but my throat let out gurgles of silent appreciation at the offer of hydration.

I placed the glass down a little more aggressive than I intended to, then I picked up my phone from the stand it sat comfortably in. I pressed my thumb against my screen, and when no numbers or words came into view I let out a frustrated groan.

“I really need to replace this shitty thing,” I mumbled tiredly to myself.

I held two of the side buttons on the phone as if I were going to turn it off, a trick to reset the screen my friend had told me some months ago. The screen lit up and I swiped away the power button to show my home screen which was just a black screen with pink numbers and notifications.

I sighed at the time. 07:13. Of course on my one day off would I would wake up early regardless.

My eyes felt heavy and begged for relief, but I was already awake so I may as well as get on with whatever tasks I wanted to, I convinced myself.

My bed was warm so it was a struggle to climb out, but I turned my phone off of sleep mode and grabbed my glass of water. I pulled my duvet off of me and shivered when the cold hit my naked body.

I threw my legs off the side of the bed and then stood, walking around to the end of my bed which opened to a wider space, the space my drawers sat. I placed my glass on top of my drawers, then I grabbed my door to close it slightly. Off the back of the door, I grabbed my grey silk dressing down and slipped into it before securing the ribbon tight around my waist.

I then grabbed my glass once again and opened the door back to its original placement. I slipped out of the door, through the small hallway of the upstairs to my house before I walked down the carpeted stairs to the downstairs hallway.

The downstairs of my house had three doors. There was the door right ahead, the front door which led out to the street. A few meters before that door, there was an open archway with just a curtain blocking the view into the room. That was my designated art room, one I hadn’t stepped foot in for weeks.

I tore my eyes away from the purple curtain to the open white door to my living room, which led through to the kitchen. I closed the door behind me, hoping to keep in some heat as I made my way to the kitchen.

The washing machine beeped at me, reminding me the cycle I had put it on the night before was complete. I walked over to it and turned the stupid thing off before I made my way to the sink to grab my favourite mug, a mug in the shape of the dress of the Queen of Hearts.

As I picked up the mug I looked inside it and found it to be clean save for some droplets of water. I shrugged one shoulder then side stepped to further down my kitchen counter where my coffee machine sat.

I opened the section of the machine where I was to place my pod of choice, then I opened the acrylic drawer under it. I grabbed a random one, no care in the world for what it was. I needed coffee, any kind would do.

I placed my mug under the water nozzle then turned the machine on, water beginning to pour out of it. I took in a deep breath through my nose, the smell warm and inviting. Eventually the water stopped, and the machine light flashed a few seconds before the light turned from red to green.

I grabbed the handle of my mug and walked with it to the living room, then I threw myself into my usual seat on the sofa. I placed my coffee mug on the side table beside me, then I replaced it with the TV remote.

I pressed the button to turn the large screen in front of me on, and smiled when it opened to the TV series I had been watching last night before I fell asleep on the sofa. I pressed play, then I grabbed my fleece blanket from beside me to laze it over my body to keep me warm.

As I got into my zone, enjoying watching the serial killer of the episode get caught by the FBI, I heard my phone buzz from beside me on the sofa and so I picked up the device. I turned my head slightly away from the TV screen just enough to unlock my phone, not wanting to miss the final scene of the episode.

The episode finished and the credits rolled on the screen, so I then finally pulled my phone into front view. My eyes glossed over the notification, only to find it was a reminder I had set myself earlier in the week that it was payday and I needed to go food shopping.

I let out a groan as I threw my head back against the sofa.

I hated shopping.

I used to do a weekly food order, but I found I was buying things I never ate or would not eat for some time, my cupboards filling with foods that had often to be discarded. So in recent months I decided to go to the supermarket myself and do my monthly shop that way.

If I ever needed anything extra, I could just pick it up on the way home from work—a routine that actually worked for me and resulted in me spending less on food and eating more of the things I actually wanted.

Something that Stefan found a wonder, as if the roles were reversed, he would be buying a food shop that could feed a family of four every time he entered his local supermarket.

I stood from the sofa, pressing harshly on the TV remote to turn the screen off. Then I made my way to the kitchen and through a door that was tucked in the far left corner of the room—my utility room that connected to my bathroom.

I closed the door to the utility room and then undressed from my robe. I walked to my speaker and turned it on, then I found a suitable playlist before I turned the shower on and got under the water to bask in the warmth it had to offer.
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Around forty minutes later, with my wet hair tied on top of my head in a very lazy and messy bun, I found myself wandering down the candle aisle as I deemed I deserved a treat after the shit date I had faced in the week.

I stopped as I reached my usual style of candle, ones that I joked smelt like ‘hot man’. I picked up the familiar black Yankee and pulled the lid off, taking a large whiff of the ‘Midsummer’s Night’ scent as if I hadn’t been using the same one for years.

I placed the glass lid back on the jar carefully, then I placed it in the trolley on top of some new towels I claimed I needed after the last ones got stained by some kind of substance during some repairs a repair man completed on my leaking boiler.

I picked up another of my favourite candle, then walked down to the end of the aisle. I debated picking up another two candles to really spoil myself, but I decided it better to save the money for something more productive—like more jammy red wine or some extra litres of ice cream I knew I didn’t need.

I walked around the side aisle that sat perpendicular to the home aisles I had just raided, the space opening up to the middle of the store where rows and rows of parallel shelves stood waiting for me to judge and determine which items I would be taking home with me.

I looked left, then right as I walked past the nearby aisles. I read the contents from the banners on top of them, deciding I needed nothing from inside them. But then I stopped my movements as I found in the fruit and veg aisle Dean, or whatever the fuck his name was.

My mouth fell open as I momentarily forgot he lived in the nearby area, then I remembered some conversation we had weeks earlier. I swallowed and as I went to move, his eyes looked up and locked on me as if he could feel my stare.

I smiled awkwardly, even daring my right hand to let go of my trolley to give him a small wave. The cold and emotionless stare he gave me was enough to let both my smile and hand drop before I pushed the trolley briskly onto the next set of aisles.

I found shampoo down the middle of the aisle to my left and rushed down it, praying to get as far away from the man as I could. I sucked in a breath through my teeth when I got to the middle of the shelves, then I stopped in my tracks and turned to face the products.

I pulled my phone out from my hoodie pocket and rushed to type a message to Peyton. The second I pressed send, my phone screen lit up with an incoming FaceTime call. I smiled and swiped the green button to be met with the faces of my best friend and my darling ‘niece’.

I placed my phone on the phone stand on the trolley, speaking up while praying my earphones would pick up my voice good enough for them. “Hey my darling little Nova, how are you?”

The not-quite-yet toddler babbled something, trying to figure out how to sound out the words. I caught a word every now and then, but she talked too fast for me to register her words properly. “Oh, wow, that’s great sweetie,” I replied, not wanting her to think I was ignoring her.

“So, tell me everything!” Peyton spoke up as she stood from her crouching position to show Nova Summer was sat in her baby pink and white high chair, the same one Peyton and I had several breakdowns over while trying to build not long after her birth. Whoever thought buying a wooden flatpack baby chair—me, it was me—deserved to be shot.

“I’m still in public so I can’t talk too much,” I tried to say through gritted teeth as I turned back to the shampoos. “Do I want coconut or apple?”

“Strawberry,” Peyton replied, and without a second thought I picked up the red shampoo bottle, and the matching pale pink conditioner bottle. I placed both in the trolley, then I grabbed the handle once again to continue my path through the aisles.

“What are the chances you see him on the one day you go shopping, huh?” Peyton asked, but then she tilted her head to the side as she hummed and really thought about it. “But then again, it is a common day for people to have off work. Tons of people go food shopping on a Sunday now.”

“Yeah, I know,” I muttered, irritated as an older woman almost ran right into my trolley as she was too busy gossiping with a group of other women around her age, some with greying hair and some with wrinkles dotting their faces.

I had to stop myself from barking at the woman to watch where she was fucking going. She gave me an apologetic smile, to which I forced one in return until she had passed me.

“God Ash, you look like someone just stole your left tit,” Peyton gave a little laugh when Nova repeated the word. “Don’t say that in front of grandma Summer, Novie, or mummy will get in big trouble.”

I couldn’t stop the smile on my face as the little girl babbled in the background. “Do I need to pick anything up for you both?” I offered, to which Peyton gave a firm shake of her head.

“No, we’re all set before we go away. It’s a shame you couldn’t join us. The caravan feels empty without you,” Peyton pouted, then brought her camera back down to show off her daughter was pouting too in a tactic that they suspected would magically make me agree to the trip.

I let out a sigh and shook my head, turning down the final aisle with my trolley heavy and hard to manoeuvre. “I know, but you know it’s hard for me to take time off work when I have a huge pile of clients I need to check up on. Trust me, I hate having to speak to those and would much prefer to go away for a week. I prefer to answer emails from customer’s angry that their wardrobe collapsed or something.”

“Well, Stefan said you’re up for the promotion which may end with you changing teams to the one that decorates houses or shit, so it makes sense they want you to follow up with customers to check how they like their homes and furnishings, or whatever the fuck it was they do.”

Peyton had been spending too much time with Stefan, I thought. She was even beginning to sound like him.

“He’s lying, there’s no promotion going. He just wants to ship me off to another team so he can become customer service leader,” I stated, smiling jokingly.

A vibration sounded through my earphone which revealed Peyton’s phone had a notification. She swiped the screen and I watched as her face went from light hearted to serious. She let out a sigh, then she swiped back up the screen.

“Hey, Ash, I have to go. He wants to see her before we go away for the week,” Peyton threw her head in the direction of Nova, not wanting to say her father’s name for fear of her daughter picking up on how sour the man made her mother’s moods.

I nodded slowly and then let out a dramatic sigh of my own. “Okay. Well, text me when he comes over and when he leaves, and remind him I know where he lives and what shitty car he drives so if he tries anything, and I mean anything, me and Stefan will tag team murdering him.”

Peyton let out a bark of laughter, and despite not knowing the reason, Nova laughed loudly too. Her laugh was contagious, addicting and sweet.

And it broke my heart.

I wanted a child and I wanted the love Peyton had with her boyfriend of over six months, but instead I was cursed with endless workloads and desires that made men wish they had never fucking met me.

“Alright, well I have to go check this stuff out. Talk soon babes. Bye bye Novie!” I said before I waved at the screen once my trolley was parked securely in front of a ‘scan yourself’ register.
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I finished my shopping and paid for it, cringing at the price. I bought more wine bottles than needed, but my stock was low—that was my defence.

I took my bags home and unpacked them, placing everything in its home nice and neat. Once I was sure I was satisfied with where everything was, I decided I wanted to get out of my house for a bit so I picked my car keys back up from the console in my hallway by my front door. I walked out to my car where it sat on the drive, and climbed in.

The second I turned the engine on, my music began to blast once again through the speaker. I was thankful I lived in a semi detached, whereby the retirement aged couple next door spent most of their time on trips around the world to ever be home to bear witness to my noise.

I drove for as long as I could, my brain on auto pilot as I drove down main roads, then began to wind around lanes for miles. The sky began to get dark, and that was when I found my car turning into a small car park on top of a mountain—a view I had grown to love when Peyton was pregnant and needed time away from her then boyfriend, the father of her child and the pathetic excuse of a man that destroyed her.

He was lucky the few times I saw him, his daughter was nearby or else I would chew that little man out.

I turned my engine off but kept my key in the ignition, reaching for the radio to turn the blasting music down to a quiet hum.

As if she had a lock on my location—I wouldn’t put it past her—and knew I had stopped driving, my phone screen lit up from it’s stand and revealed the face of a very tired looking Peyton once again.

“Did my sweetie want to say goodnight before bed?” I cooed to which Peyton threw up a middle finger. She then moved the same hand to rub her eyes, her lips opening wide into a large yawn.

“I just let him put her down to sleep before he left. Will came home not too long ago too, so he saw James out so I could sneak up the garden for a fag and a catch up,” Peyton spoke.

“I thought you quit,” I narrowed my eyes, sitting up straighter in my seat as I prepared to chastise her. But then I decided better. She had just spent hours on end with a man she hated, I could be nice to her for a few hours. “Are you okay?” I asked, my voice sincere.

Peyton nodded slowly, her hand reaching out of frame and coming back with a lit cigarette, the tip glowing orange as she took a long breath in with the mouth piece between her lips. She pulled the cigarette from her lips and let out a targeted stream of smoke.

“I hate wishing bad on people, but I really wished that man would fucking die,” She spat, pursing her lips to stop a tremble that showed she wanted to cry.

“I know babe, I’m sorry,” I whispered, wishing I could do anything to help ease her bad mood. “Do you want me to come over, or pick you up? I’m already out of the house, as you can see.” I offered, to which she forced a smile and shook her head, taking another long drag of her cigarette.

“I’ll be okay. Will has food cooking anyway. We’re having pizza, and we’re going to watch Vampire Diaries to try and cheer me up. At least he didn’t try to pick a fight with Will this time,” Peyton’s forced smile turned sincere as she let out a small giggle.

“Oh for sure, I think it’s safe to say all five foot and five inches of Franki Cavanaugh, the former bouncer extraordinaire, was enough to keep him in check,” I giggled, then reached for my car key to turn the engine back on. “Are you sure you don’t want to come hang? I got nothing better to do this evening than down a few bottles of jammy red,” I tried to coerce her, not wanting to reveal I was not in the right mood to be alone and sober.

Peyton shook her head with a small smile. “No, don’t worry. Don’t let me keep you from your wine and shitty Tinder chats,” Peyton gave a little laugh as she finished the last few drags of her cigarette. “By the way,” She continued. “This,” She waved the box of cigarettes to the phone. “Stays between us, okay?”

I rolled my eyes. She couldn’t surely believe Will wouldn’t be able to smell and taste the smoke on her. But I could tell she was in no mood for reason and so instead I held up my little finger. She held her own up to the screen.

I then used my thumb and forefinger to faux zip my lips before I threw the zip away. Peyton laughed at the action before she blew a kiss and bid her goodbyes.
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I drove home, my music quieter than I usually had it as I drove. I swallowed the sinking feeling. I hated spending my nights alone, but I was used to it by then. Plus, it was better than inviting a random stranger over every night to share my bed just for me to kick him out in the morning.

At least I had some sense of direction.

Not much, though.

I poured my glass of wine, the glass large enough to hold half a bottle. I stared at it, amazed every time by how much it could hold. Then without a second thought, I brought the glass to my lips and took my first sip of the night.


SIX



I woke with a pounding headache and tired eyes, the taste of red wine still lingering on my tongue. I cringed, throwing myself out of bed before my alarm was to disrupt my peace.

The first thing I did was rush to the upstairs bathroom—a humble sized room with just a sink and a toilet—and grabbed my toothbrush from the sink to scrub my teeth, mouth and tongue to get rid of the taste.

I knew with the two bottles of wine I had drank the night before that my hangover was going to be a slow burn, the headache forming slowly throughout the day until it would become a pounding mess behind my eyes that begged for me to drink a ton of water and eat whatever foods I could get my hands on before my body would beg for a restless sleep.

As I finished brushing my teeth, I felt my stomach gurgle and in response, I slammed a hand over my mouth in hopes of that miraculously making me feel better. I never got sick after drinking usually, but after all the pasta I ate the previous night, I didn’t doubt if my body wanted to get rid of everything just to start fresh again.

I turned my wrist towards myself once I was sure I wasn’t about to throw up and checked the time. It revealed I was awake two hours earlier than I needed to be, but with how I was feeling there was no way I was going to be able to go back to sleep.

I let out a sigh as I left the bathroom and made my way downstairs. I went ahead with my usual routine of making coffee, then I left my living room to stand in the downstairs hallway. I stared at the purple curtain to my art room, the front room, and debated if I should enter or not.

I sucked in a breath and allowed my legs to take me where they wanted. I expected them to turn me back into my main living room, but I was surprised when I found myself pushing the curtain aside to enter the front room.

The blinds were closed, with the grey black out curtains having been left open and forgotten about the last time I had been in there.

Should anyone have driven past my house in recent weeks at varying times, they would have seen the closed blinds permanently and probably thought the house was abandoned, or that I hated light.

Of course that was far from the truth, at least for the most part.

I had been doing some colouring in that room during night the last time I was in there, and so I closed the blinds to stop any lights flashing in from cars passing by. The rest of the blinds around my house were wide open–more often than not left open even during the nights.

I grabbed the top of my desk chair and pulled it out to sit in it, then I placed my coffee on the coaster that sat on my desk. My fingers danced along the paper of the book that had been left often, and I found the smoothness of the paper comforting, a feeling I had missed without even knowing it.

I moved my hand to flip the page to a fresh drawing, one I had drawn months ago. It had been untainted by colour, but it begged to be brought to life.

I looked to the box of coloured pens sat in drawers at the end of my desk, colour coded. I looked back at the drawing of the rose bush, wondering if I was in the mood to do some colouring in.

Art was my solace, my time away from my brain. I couldn’t bring myself to pick up a pen and drawer, or a canvas and paint the next serene garden landscape that my mother would want to hang on her living room wall.

I sucked in a breath, my fingers itching to colour in the roses at least. So I reached across the desk and opened both bottom drawers of the acrylic drawers that housed my colours. My fingers danced from one drawer to the other. Yellow or red.

Yellow or red.

They were both very different colours and would give different vibes to the overall piece once complete, I contemplated. But my thinking ceased when my phone buzzed from on top of my desk beside my arm.

Usually I hated interruptions when I was in my art room, but this one was welcomed. I watched the notification to reveal Peyton was wide awake and filmed a little ‘get ready with me’ before the long drive to the caravan park. I watched each video, smiling to myself as she talked about nothing and everything all at once.

I swiped off the last video and typed a short response, wishing her a safe drive and a great time away. I knew we would still talk every day, but at least she couldn’t say I never wished her a fun time.

I then noticed I had missed a message from Owen the night before, and so I opened his message to reveal he had asked me what was my favourite type of food. I typed back one word, Italian. I knew it made my response seem dry, but I was tired and in no mood to write a shitty paragraph about food when I was sure I would throw up if I ever saw twirly pasta again.

My stomach grumbled, revealing that instead of throwing up, it wanted food. So I got up, not bothering to close the drawers atop my desk, before I walked back through my house to the kitchen.

A loaf of seeded bread sat on the counter for me, beside the toaster. So I picked up the bag and untwisted the plastic before I pulled out two slices. I plopped them into the toaster and then I closed the bag back up before I reached in to the cupboard under me. I pulled out a plate and then slammed it on the counter, much more aggressive than I intended. The loud noise made me flinch as I turned to take a few steps to the fridge to get the butter.

Once everything was in place and the toast had popped out a golden brown colour, I finished with layering a thin coat of butter on each slice before I picked one up and took the biggest bite my mouth would allow.

I chewed slowly, then hummed as the taste hit my tongue. God, seeded bread tasted so fucking good. I turned so my back was against the counter, my eyes staring through my living room doorway to the wall of family photos. I smiled to myself, making a mental note that I had to update Peyton and Nova’s photos.

I finished my breakfast, then I decided I may as well as change into my work clothes. So I walked to my utility room where my tumble dryer sat and opened it, revealing my recently washed work clothes that I made no effort to take out and put away.

I stared at the crumpled white shirt as I held it up and sighed. I never bothered to iron it, and work never chastised me for it thankfully. I held the shirt in one hand, then I dug through the drum of the tumble dryer until I found a plain white bra.

Putting a bra on with one hand was harder than I thought it would be. I wasn’t sure how easy or hard I thought it would be, really. But it was certainly an Olympic sport in itself as I tried my best to hold my shirt up so as not to wrinkle it more than it already was.

Once my bra was secured into place, I then slipped the shirt on and cringed at the snug fit to my stomach. The shirts were company provided, the logo stitched onto the chest for all to see. Then once that looked good enough, I dug through my tumble dryer once again for the final pieces of my clothing, new underwear and a skirt.

I opted for my black pencil skirt that sat to my mid calf, not too long but more than long enough so that I didn’t have to worry about it rising too high and revealing too much.

Once I was confident in my choice, I went back to the living room and picked up the hairbrush I left lazing on my coffee table. I brushed my knotted strands until the brush could glide through smoothly, despite my hair becoming a frizzy mess.

I walked back to my art room, finally closing the drawers so I could pretend I was being mature and considerate of my art supplies. I picked up my phone, my usual dating apps asking me to ‘make more matches’.

I sighed as I brought my phone with me to the kitchen to make myself a second coffee. I stood, waiting for the machine to finish pouring out hot water which would be accompanied by beeping.

I scrolled through my phone, swiping left and right on the screen. More left than right, admittedly.

Then like a ghost, an old face appeared on my screen with an all too familiar name. He was older in the photos on this profile compared to what I remembered. He looked like he had been working out, put some weight on. He still looked good, of course.

But it was the green-grey eyes that stared back at me in a haunting reminder that caused my world to shift on its axis.

I had cancelled my subscription to the app so I had no way to know if he had liked me too, until I chose to swipe right—if I chose to swipe right. Would he even remember me? I doubted it.

I chewed my lip, the beeping from my coffee machine not once diverting my attention. I kept my thumb on the screen, daring it to move faintly between right and left.

“What should I do?” I asked myself in a whisper. “What should I do…”

And then I thought fuck it, why not? Worst comes to worse, we won’t match. If we do match, I doubted he would even reply.

So I did it, I let my thumb swipe right on the man. The screen turned green and revealed we had matched. I let out a gasp, placing my phone screen down onto the counter. I then picked up my coffee and took a gulp, not caring how the hot liquid momentarily burned my throat.

I let out a noise that sounded close to a gasp mixed with a laugh, then I picked my phone back up, the screen still green from the confirmation of the match.

I dared to click on his profile once again. Oh, surprise surprise, he wasn’t looking for a relationship but he ‘wanted to build a connection with someone’. I sighed, debating leaving the app at that—accepting that we had matched and that we would never talk again.

But a part of me was curious, both to see if he would reply, and to see if he even remembered me. So I typed into the message bar a small and simple greeting I sent all men when I first matched with them.

Me: Hey, how’s it going? :)

I regretted it the second I sent it, but I had no time to take it back. So instead I locked my phone and placed it into my skirt pocket before I walked to my coat rack hanging over the back of my living room door. I grabbed my black balloon sleeve cardigan and slipped it on, then I placed my work coat on top of it.

I checked the time on my phone, and while it was still earlier than I would usually leave, I decided I may as well as make the most of my time. So I grabbed my bag and walked to my front door with my keys waiting in the door for me.

I unlocked, then locked the door once I was outside. I then made my way to my car, climbing in with the music humming softly from the speakers of the car when I turned the ignition on—the volume saved from the night before.

The screen on my radio lit up, revealing I had a new message on my dating app.

YOU HAVE A NEW MESSAGE FROM DAKOTA.

I felt my stomach drop. I itched to open it, but I forced some self perseverance as I threw my bag with my phone secure inside in the passenger footwell. I then began the drive to work, taking the longer routes to kill time so I wouldn’t arrive too early.

But the whole time I drove, I felt a distraction clawing at the back of my mind, begging me to open my phone. It was hard to push the voice away, but I managed it for the twenty minute drive to work.
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The second I turned the engine to my car off, I pounced for my bag and held it in a tight grasp as I climbed out of the car. I made my way to the doors of my building and then I followed down corridors until I got to my office, one large room with several desks which were pushed together so we could better work—gossip— as a team.

For once in his life, Stefan was earlier than I. As I slammed into my seat, I turned to him with red cheeks and out of breath. “Butty, do I have gossip for you.”

At the mention of gossip, his eyes lit up with a little mischievous sparkle. “Do you have another date?” He asked, excited at the prospect of more information for him to spread around and give his unsolicited advice on.

“No, I don’t have a date. But it is still some drama for you to chew into at least,” I replied, giving him a little eyebrow wag before I finally pulled my phone out of my pocket to read the message I had received.

“Oh, is it about that hottie in finance? What about him?” Then Stefan dramatically gasped. “Is he engaged and acting like a little cheating whore?”

I laughed and rolled my eyes, my thumb hesitant to open the message from Kota. But as Stefan slammed his hand on my table dramatically and made me jump, my thumb pressed into the screen and I was met with the response of the one simple word.

Dakota: Hello

I felt like the air had been sucked out of my lungs. It seemed as if he didn’t remember me with his cavalier response. He must have forgotten all about me. I wouldn’t blame him. I just guess he had more of an effect on me than I had on him.

I stared at my screen for several seconds, which only irritated Stefan more. He began to tap his fingers briskly against my desk. “Butty, come on. You can’t tell me you have gossip and then suddenly stop talking seconds after.”

I let my thumbs take control as they typed a hurried response, just asking how he was doing. Then I locked my screen and threw my phone into the top drawer of my desk before I turned to Stefan and gave him my full attention.

“Sorry about that. Where was I? Oh, right, I have gossip for you,” But that time my voice sounded much less enthusiastic than it had previously. The thought that he didn’t remember me stung. He probably forgot me within the day of me ceasing contact. I wouldn’t blame him, he didn’t owe it to me to remember me. I was just someone who remembered their addictions in the form of humans.

“I rematched with a man on my app who I used to talk to a few years ago,” I said, but the sparkle in my tone was gone.

Stefan frowned. “Yeah? Why do you sound so upset by that fact?”

I forced a smile and shook my head. “Upset? No, he was, and still is, fine as fuck. He doesn’t want a relationship though.”

Stefan pressed his teeth together and sucked in dramatically. “Well, no one said you couldn’t have some fun by hooking up with men. We all love a good snog story at the pub after some drinks.”

I laughed, shaking my head. I felt a vibration on my wrist from my watch which I chose to ignore, wondering if it was Kota Vernon responding but not wanting to be disappointed should the notification be from something else.

“He probably wouldn’t accept a date invite that would end in a quick fuck,” I began, a little louder than I intended. My eyes scanned the room, praying my manager wasn’t nearby to scold me for swearing. When I realised I was safe, I let out a sigh and then continued. “Hook up, I mean. He would probably just want a one night stand and no dates beforehand or anything.”

Stefan rolled his eyes and tutted. “Only hook up with men who take you to nice restaurants first and they pay for the meal, got it?” He wagged his finger at me, trying to give me a poor attempt at dating advice.

“You do realise I’m older than you, right?” I raised an eyebrow, crossing my arms over my chest. “I’ve probably been on more dates this last year than you have in your whole life.”

Stefan shrugged with one shoulder. “Maybe so, but only one of us is in a long term relationship right now. And I can tell you that it isn’t you,” He sassed, then clicked his fingers.

I let out a laugh, lifting one of my hands to hide behind.

At the action, Stefan frowned. “Why do you do that?” He asked.

I dropped my hand and tilted my head. “Do what?” I asked, confused.

“You hide your face when you laugh. Why do you do that?” He pushed.

I shrugged and shook my head, not even realising it was a habit I had, bare in mind that it was something other people noticed. “I didn’t even realise. I have no idea. I guess it’s something I’ve always done. Maybe it’s from the years I used to have braces and wanted to hide them?”

I tried to make up a theory to explain the case, but I knew there was another answer, one that was too dark and fearful to reveal to Stefan.

And it was a simple one.

I hated how I looked, and so I believed no one else really liked it—looking at me.

The less they saw of me, the better, a nasty thought from my teenage years which still haunted me years later into my adulthood taunted me more often than not.

“Well, you shouldn’t. You have a nice smile,” Stefan offered before he turned back to his mug of tea, almost as pale as the colour of milk, and sipped.

I cringed and shook my head. “Butty, if you’re going to drink tea at least let the tea bag brew a bit. You’re just drinking hot water with a ton of milk in it.”

One of my other coworkers who often dished out tea and coffee to everyone else on the team came out of the break room with my mug and her own. She overheard my comment and agreed as she placed my mug of strong tea with a dash of milk and two sugars on the coaster that sat on my desk.

“I’ve been telling him for weeks,” She tutted, to which Stefan threw up his middle finger to the both of us which ended in us laughing before we decided to finally log our computers in and begin with the work tasks for the day.


SEVEN
OCTOBER 2021



I leant agains the headboard of my bed with my hands folded on top of my stomach while one of my arms kept a bowl of food steady, my eyes locked in on the patterns on my ceiling.

I looked forward to Halloween every year, but this year felt different.

Ever since we met, way back when we were 17 and had fake IDs until our 18th birthdays, Peyton and I would get dolled up into our Halloween costume theme for the year, then we would go into the city centre which was home to the best club in the country.

Not that was very hard. Wales seemed to dislike the party scene unless you lived in the big cities.

But the year 2021 was to be different.

That year, Peyton couldn’t go out drinking and let loose.

For a start, she had the world’s shittiest boyfriend who controlled her every move and hated the story of our Halloween shenanigans. When he first heard about them, in no uncertain terms, he told her we would be ending that tradition swiftly. Of course back when he first said it, we thought he was joking. But unfortunately, we eventually found out that the psycho meant it.

Then secondly, Peyton Summers was pregnant with her first child.

Going out to a crowded warm night club with dancing bodies everywhere while you felt bloated and like you were going to throw up every half an hour sounded like a recipe for disaster.

I sighed, debating not even going out myself and staying home. But the night before when I called Peyton to discuss our plans, she sounded infuriated at the idea of me not going along with the whole tradition that she knew I loved, the one night I looked forward to every year.

“Yeah, you’re right,” I mumbled before I slurped some chicken flavoured super noodles. “But it won’t be the same without you, Pey,” I pouted, despite knowing she couldn’t see me.

“I’ll be there back in full swing next year, pinky promise,” I knew she was holding her hand out to her phone with her little finger extended, despite not being able to see her. That was just the sort of person she was, and I adored her for it.

At the reminder that time was ticking, I sighed for what felt like the millionth time before I forced myself to sit up. I threw my legs off the side of my double bed that barely fit in my childhood bedroom, then I stuck my hand out to open my makeup drawers—the distance extremely short from my bed.

I pulled out my usual base makeup, and my hand mirror. Then I grabbed my phone from my makeshift bedside table, a trolley I used to store my books, hair brushes, and some random clutter that I didn’t want to fill my actual bedside table with.

I unlocked my phone and opened a photo inspiration app, typing in ‘Halloween looks for women’.

The year before, Peyton had gone as a slutty Alice and I had been a sex-ified version of the Red Queen from Alice in Wonderland. That night was a wild one, one that ended in me having to drag Peyton away from the middle of the dance floor as she almost lost a fistful of hair to a man who claimed she was harassing his girlfriend.

I swiped off the app momentarily, then I opened my music app. I clicked a random playlist recommended for me, then I pressed the button at the bottom to make the music play from the small white speaker that sat on my bedside table.

The music came through quiet at first, but I was in no mood for quiet and calm. I wanted loud chaos that vibrated through my bones. I needed a distraction to keep me motivated to get ready, despite knowing I would be going out alone, without my best friend and wing woman.

I parted my lips to take in a deep breath, then I turned the music up louder without a care in the world for my neighbours or my mother. I then changed back to the photo app, searching with my finger scrolling seemingly endlessly.

I then found inspiration in a photo of a woman in what looked to be a form of clown makeup, but gothic and elegant. It matched the dress I had planned to wear, so all the better, I thought.

I puffed out my cheeks and forced out a tense breath before I then forced a smile. I held my mirror tight in my hand as I pulled the lid off my foundation. I pressed three pumps onto the back of my left hand, then I used my fingers to rub it into my skin.

Once I felt my face was covered enough, I then used wet wipes to clean my hands before I placed my phone on a stand in front of my face so I could compare the photo to my own reflection in the mirror. I noted there was black eyeliner high on the eyelid, pointing out at the ends like a bat wing.

I copied the eyeliner the best I could, and was surprised when I found I made it look semi like the inspiration photo. Sure, it wasn’t perfect, but I couldn’t be bothered with perfect. I wanted to get the makeup done with so I could go out sooner.

The sooner I was out, the sooner I could drink. The sooner I could drink, the sooner I would be drunk. The sooner I was drunk, the sooner I could go home and pass out, forgetting about my stress of the year. When I would wake November 1st, I would be a new me—like my own personal new year.

Once the bat wings were completed, I then moved my makeup brush to under my eyes where I made a long and thin triangle down to the middle of my cheeks, one under each eye, with small circles at the end. It took me a few turns to make stand out and not look patchy, with some eyeliner and black eyeshadow, but eventually I got it to a ‘good enough’ stage.

That was just how the night was going to have to go for me, just good enough.

I then dug through my makeup drawer, biting my lower lip in hopes that I hadn’t throw the last item I needed away. I felt my fingers wrap around the familiar product casing and grinned as I pulled it from the drawer.

Black lipstick.

I twisted the handle from the tube and pulled out the applicator, smiling to find the lipstick unused and still looking fresh, no separation despite how abandoned it was. I placed a thick layer on each lip, my lips turning dark and mysterious. Then I pulled back from the mirror to check out my reflection.

I nodded at my own reflection. Again, good enough. I didn’t look perfect, but it was obvious what I was trying to be.

I realised I had never made any plans for my hair as my hands moved from my face upwards to the messy blonde bun that sat on the top of my head. I went to chew my lip, then remembered I had put lipstick on and I had to let it dry at least before I messed it up.

“Fuck it, you can go up in ponytails,” I spoke to my own reflection before I pulled my hairband to free my hair.

I picked up a brush and aggressively run it through my hair, letting out little whimpers when I tugged to hard on a knot or two. Once my hair was smooth enough the brush could run through it easily, I then parted my hair into two and each side got a lopsided ponytail of its own.

The music from my speaker seemed to be getting louder without me pressing the buttons on my phone, but I wasn’t mad about it. I needed the music to drown out any thoughts of cancelling my plans that I had.

The speaker was loud enough for the floor to feel as if it were vibrating each time a section of the music playing got particularly loud with drums or bass. And I had to resist the urge to smile. I was about to have the same feeling doubled when I would get to Club Temptation and step onto the dance floor.

I moved my body along to the music slowly as I temporarily paused the final assessment of my makeup and hair to check my phone. I saw a text from Peyton, apologising her morning sickness was cursing her for the whole day.

Had she not been feeling so rough with sickness every day of her pregnancy to that day, she would have still gone out with me and would have been designated driver, opting to drink virgin cocktails while I would get the luxury to get absolutely wasted.

I smiled as I typed back a quick reassurance, happy she was still thinking of me and wanted to me enjoy myself. I hated that she blamed herself for not being able to go out—it was the demon spawn in her stomach that was to blame.

Sure, going out on Halloween night late into the morning of November 1st was our thing, it had become a tradition we held dearly, but it was okay if she had to miss it some times. We could always make up for it another time, next year even. I didn’t doubt that in some years, I may even miss out on it.

My fingers itched to open the app where his messages lay blocked, but the taunt wasn’t enough to convince me to stare at the empty messages anymore—I had become stronger at ignoring the fact he still remained existing on my phone. “One of these days I’m going to fully delete him,” I promised myself after one too many red wines.

I locked my phone and picked my eye shadow pallet back up to finish the points on my eye makeup with a little pink around the dots to try to add some colour to my face. While I was going for a mostly black and white style, I felt like I would look too pale without the small touches.

Once I was sure I looked like a mostly gothic sad clown with the corners of my lips pointed downwards, I placed my makeup away messily in my makeup drawer. I picked my phone back up from my bedside table and turned my body to the large window at the bottom of my bedroom, the white light of the cloudy sky the perfect lighting for a selfie to show off my chosen Halloween ‘villain’ of the year.

As I opened my Snapchat app, I saw a red bubble by the ‘add friends’ button. I pressed to open it, only to be taunted by his name telling me his account had been found from my contacts. I dared to press his account and block it, but he probably didn’t even have the notification about my own account.

It wouldn’t affect him, and I wanted to upset him as much as he upset me. I knew that wasn’t an option, I could never do anything to hurt him. Because I meant nothing to him.

I closed off the page and went to my messages with Peyton to show off my makeup, but the spark of excitement I felt when I first finished my makeup was gone. Instead I had an empty pit in the bottom of my stomach.

But that didn’t stop me from forcing as a smile as I snapped a few photos and sent them to Peyton, then I stood from my bed before making my way out of my bedroom to the spare room down the hallway, where a white and black dress sat. It had frills around the neck, wrists and bottom of the skirt which was shorter than my usual style, coming to sit mid thigh.

As I stared at the dress hanging on the open door of the wardrobe, I debated once again not going out and instead tucking myself into bed with a hot chocolate and some movies. But I had an itch in my skin to go out, to dance to loud music and forget the stresses of the year.

I wasn’t someone who went out often, Halloween was the one time of the year I did and it always helped me forget my stresses. Sure, I could learn to stop being such a homebody and go out another weekend, but that just wasn’t me. Tonight was the only night for God knows how long until the next opportunity would arise—and I was not going to let it pass me by.

I needed as much distraction and freedom as I could get, especially after the shitty year I had been having.

So I forced a smile, once again, and threw the dress on without much further debate or thought. Once I had shifted parts of it to make it sit nicer on my body, I then stood back and took some mirror selfies to show the full outfit.

I didn’t love how I looked, but I still felt like my Halloween outfit was a good choice. I never liked how I looked, and without Peyton there to reassure me, I knew I was going to be concerned about it until I had enough alcohol running through me for my brain to turn to static.

Of course Peyton text back some sort of message that showed she was very much in approval of the outfit, to which I knew had her boyfriend at the time seen the messages, he would have accused us of having a lesbian affair behind his back—which wouldn’t be the first time.

I hated him, James. He was rude and demanding, and he controlled her. She was going to end things with him three weeks ago, only to find out instead that she was pregnant. So she decided she was going to try to keep things going for the sake of their child. She even signed them up for couples therapy sessions—something I had no doubt he hated.

I smiled as I went back to my bedroom to grab my lipstick, something I suspected I may need to top up throughout the night. Then I made my way downstairs. I got to the hallway and didn’t bother going into the living room to bid my mother and her then-boyfriend goodbye before I slipped into my black cropped leather jacket and black wedge boots.

Once I was sure I looked good enough for the night, I then left the house with one earphone tucked securely into my ear, and my purse in my hand ready to swipe my bank card the second I entered the club—I wanted a drink for each hand.

I walked down my street, then down the connecting hill which led straight to the nearby train station. I was pleasantly surprised to find a few other people nearby, all also wearing Halloween costumes of their own.

As I joined the platform, stood far away from everyone else, some nearby people gave me a smile before they went back to their conversations. I felt nervous, my palms sweaty. So I reached into my bag to get my other earphone before I plugged that into my other ear to drown out my worries.

In an hour’s time, I would be on the dance floor with a drink in my hand and a buzz flowing through me. Then, all my worries would disappear and I would be free to be a drunk, dancing zombie until daybreak.
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Club Temptation lay on a corner of Main Street which met with Harthorne Avenue, a curved building that sat on a corner where the road forked off into two directions, one road leading up to nearby hilly roads to residential streets—Harthorne Avenue—and the other leading further into town—continuing on as Main Street.

The building was white, with large glass windows and purple neon lights illuminating the place. The inside looked like it was packed as I noticed crowds of people in front of the windows and a long queue out the door into the street, but the bouncers seemed to not care less as they still allowed new patrons inside after checking their IDs.

And even that they did half-heartedly. They looked as if they wished they could have been anywhere but there.

My ID check was successful, despite being brief, and once inside the former distant throb of the music became louder. The floor began to vibrate with each step I took, and I was reminded of why I went there every Halloween.

The feeling had become comforting.

I reached the end of the entryway hallway where a cut out window on the left sat three ‘receptionists’ who I was unsure were even needed in such a venue. I had to resist the urge to laugh, however, as I soon realised they were dressed like the Powerpuff Girls.

As I got to the end of the hallway with a beaming smile on my face, I then turned right to walk down the stairs which led to the main large open space of the building, the bar and dance floor.

As I reached the bottom of the steps I sucked in a breath, my anxiety clawing my insides to run out and be free from the crowd of people before me in varying costumes. But I persevered on and made my way forward to the bar.

A man behind the counter with white and black face paint which I assumed was supposed to look like a skull—the colours had begun to melt together from the warmth of the place, turning a dirty grey—greeted me. “What can I get ya?” He shouted over the booming music.

“I’ll have two double Malibu and Cokes please!” I yelled back, and within seconds the drinks landed on the counter in front of me. I swiped my card without a second thought, then I knocked the drinks back, one after another.

The bar host looked at me with shock, but when I caught his eye, he rushed to away and scurried down the bar to the other end to deal with a larger group of patrons that his coworker seemed to be having hell with.

I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding before I held my bag tight to my body and made my way from the back sideways through the crowd on the edge of the dance floor.

Once I was past the small groups of people, I found the dance floor while still full, held plenty of space for me to be free and dance to my own hearts desires with unlimited freedom.

As I walked around the dance floor searching for a space, my body swayed slowly to the music. After a few seconds of searching, I found a space with a table nearby so I could place my bag down and still keep an eye on it.

I flung my bag on the dark wood grain table top before I stepped back a few almost-stumbles before the music beat began to amp up. I moved my body along, then the beat dropped and the intensity of the dancing around me amped up so I tried to also match the same tone.

A voice in the back of my head tried to tell me to go home, told me I looked fucking ridiculous. But I pushed her down, told her to fuck off and let me have one night to myself for once.

A man walked past in a suit, a mask covering his nose and eyes which turned into standing bunny ears coming off of the top of his head. He stopped as he got to me, holding out a tray filled with shots.

“Would you like one?” He asked.

I had no clue if he even worked at Club Temptation, but I grabbed a shot in each hand and brought one to my lips at a time, knocking both back. I then placed the empty glasses back on his tray and did the same thing once again.

The man’s eyes became wide, but when he seemingly saw the fierce look in my eyes, he decided not to question my motives and decided to move on to the next small group of people not too far away, but not close enough to ruin my buzz.

Whatever was in the shots was strong and felt like it hit me harder than I expected. I felt my body sway and my face felt like it was going numb, but I didn’t care as I kept swaying my body to the music.

I felt warmth push up against me and at first I wanted to turn around and push the stranger away, but then I realised I was a single young woman and I was free to do whatever—or whoever—the fuck I wanted.

I still allowed my body to turn around, but instead of pushing the dashing handsome stranger away, I wrapped an arm around his neck as our bodies moved awkwardly to the music, sections of our fronts pushed together.

“What’s a pretty girl like you doing dancing here all alone?” The man asked, to which I slapped my free hand over his mouth to shut him up.

“Don’t talk, just dance!” I yelled, stepping back slightly to allow us to dance better. The man shrugged, decided to go along with my good mood regardless of my semi rude action.

I couldn’t tell if the man was attractive or not, and dare I say for the first time in my life, I didn’t care if he was or wasn’t. He wore a mask that covered the bottom half of his face, his blonde hair in wavy curves and messy all over his forehead. He wore what looked like a racing suit, think like a Formula 1 racer.

The song changed around us to one less EDM sounding, a bit more indie rock vibes. I gasped, smiling as I waved my hand up and down excitedly. I couldn’t remember most of the lyrics in my hazy state from God knows what I drank, but when the chorus began I shamelessly screamed the lyrics, “You steal my sunshine!”

The man with me seemingly smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling up. The mask made it hard to tell what he was feeling or if he was attempting to talk, but I wouldn’t have responded to his conversation attempts anyway. I wanted to dance, forget about my troubles.

The waiter from earlier came back with a new tray of drinks. He placed them down on the table, my table. The man I danced with waved him off. “I bought us some drinks, just vodka lemonades, nothing fancy.”

I shrugged as I reached out an arm and almost stumbled in my heels. The man stabilised me for just enough time for me to reach out and grab our drinks. Once the drinks were secure in my hands, I stood with my feet locked into place for fear of spilling my ‘forget your troubles juice’.

I grabbed the small paper straw in the glass and threw it somewhere on the floor before I necked the drink, then I threw the glass towards the direction of the table. I prayed it didn’t break and would just bounce along the floor. When I heard no smashing, I forgot all about my actions and chose to forget what I had even done.

I wasn’t acting like myself, but that was the point. I want meant to be someone else for the night. Someone free of worry and stress. Someone that could be wanted for just a night by a man who I would willingly forget all about by the morning.

The man looked stunned, yet oddly impressed by my carefree nature. So I grabbed him by the back of the neck and reached the small distance between up to crash my lips against his.

At first, the man didn’t move. I almost felt like I had mad a mistake and so I went to pull back, but then I felt his free hand snake around my body to rest on the side of my neck while his lips began to move against my own—slow yet hungry, devouring me.

I moved my other arm to wrap around his neck, trying to pull my body flush against his. I was making a terrible decision, I knew I was. This man was a stranger, and dare I say I had never been kissed before. It was thrilling but I knew by the morning, I would regret letting the bitter get the better of me and make me act so… wild. So unlike me.

I wanted more than what he was giving me, though. I didn’t want the gentle move of our lips, I wanted to feel as if they were bruising from the roughness. But the man seemed to lack the hunger that cursed me.

Beggars can’t be choosers, I thought, deciding to just allow him to go at the pace he wanted.

Kissing a stranger was a bad idea, I knew that. But that was an issue for the morning me, I reminded myself as I pulled back from the kiss but kept my body pressed closed to his. I smirked when I felt something firm press against my thigh.

The music became quiet as the song transitioned to another one. In the moment of semi-quietness I spoke boldly, “Shall we… take this somewhere else? Somewhere quiet?”

The man’s blue eyes widened, he seemed shocked by my bold proposition. But then the reality hit him that I may be his best bet of getting laid that night so he said nothing as he reached behind him. As if a magic trick, he called for a hotel card.

I giggled as I grabbed his card before I then reached at the table and grabbed my bag. The man kept a firm arm around my waist, securing me so I didn’t risk falling on my arse and ruining the mood.

I led the man through the dancing groups of people along the dance floor, pausing to momentarily kiss him to ensure he kept interested in—and needing—me. Once we got to the stairs, both of us felt too pumped to even care about keeping the tone and so we both rushed up the stairs and back out onto the black, icy cold street.

The man led me down the pavement and for what felt like miles, which was probably only mere minutes, until we ended up outside a budget chain hotel on the corner of some street between business buildings which had been vacated for the night.

I slowed my steps, hesitation overcoming me. The man sensed this as we fell out of sync with our steps. He paused and turned to me, raising an eyebrow. “You dragged me out of the club just to pussy out when we get to the door?”

His tone sounded light hearted, but I felt guilt deep inside my chest. I wanted to have sex, but was it a good idea to drunkenly have it for the first time in my life? With a stranger at that. It felt like a bad idea… But I wanted to be reckless for a night. Again, it was something morning-Ashton would need to deal with.

So I forced a wide smile as I wrapped both my arms around his own. I hugged his arm as we walked into the foyer of the hotel. The receptionist paid us no attention as she typed away on her phone.

The man led me past the foyer, to the elevators.

We waited awkwardly for an elevator to open, then the second we stepped inside his hands and lips were all over me before the doors could even close.

I gasped against his lips, and this time his kiss was all consuming and firm. His hands came to my thighs, dancing along the edge of my dress as his fingertips dared to venture upwards, but then they slid back down.

His touch was taunting, his lips finally feeling as if they were bruising. This was what I wanted, I reminded myself.

But his face popped into my head, his greeny-grey eyes and brown hair, his nose covered in freckles. He was consuming me without even being in my life, and it was going to kill me. I needed fucking Dakota Vernon rehab at this rate.

I tried my best to push the thoughts of him aside, trying to focus on the man in front of me, touching me and needing me. His lips moved from the corner of mine to trail soft kisses along my face, down my jaw and neck.

As his lips lingered on my neck as he seemed to debate leaving a mark, we were interrupted.

The elevator doors flew open, shortly joined by a bell noise. We pulled away from each other, then the rushed out of the elevator. I stood, dazed for a second before the man grabbed my hand with a chuckle and pulled me down the hallway to his room.

The man pushed his key card into the door, then the lights behind the door illuminated as the man pulled the handle down. He pushed the door open smoothly, then he pulled me inside and pushed me instantly against the nearby wall within seconds.

The man seemed to like kissing me against walls, I noted.

My hands rested on the man’s shoulders, my fingers barely able to touch the ends of his hair where it met his neck in small waves. His lips were less firm this time, slow but still hungry.

And his hands… God, his hands.

His hands found home on my waist at first, and I almost felt panic overcome me. They were too close to my stomach, get them away, I wanted to scream at him.

But then his one hand came up to hold the back of my neck as his kisses turned open mouthed, his tongue daring to brush against mine lazily.

His other hand moved back to my thighs, this time brushing against the inside of my right thigh. And he didn’t stop his movements this time. His fingers danced higher and higher, getting closer to the cotton of my plain black underwear.

I was thankful I had worn simple underwear and not granny underwear, which was what most of my underwear drawer was consumed of.

The man’s fingers danced over the front of my underwear, then he deemed we had been kissing enough and pulled his hands back before he made his way further into the room without saying anything.

I let out a breath I was holding, then looked around surprised. I stood there for several seconds, on the midst of disassociating. Then I heard his voice calling for me, “What are you doing? Come on and come here then.”

I pushed myself off the wall and made my way further into the room after him, only to find him lying on the bed with an arm supporting his head. His eyes watched me carefully as his free hand came out to me, motioning for me to get onto the bed also.

I noticed he wasn’t wearing his mask anymore, and I noted he was okay looking. He wasn’t the most handsome guy I had ever seen, but he wasn’t ugly. He was just… okay looking.

Sure I wasn’t the prettiest woman alive so who was I to judge? But even ugly women liked hot men.

I went to move around to get onto the empty side of the bed, but the man wasn’t having any of that and grabbed my hand before he pulled me on top of him.

I moved my body to be more comfortable, my legs either side of his own as I straddled his lap. I looked down at the man, tilting my head to the side slightly as I awaited further demands. That was when I noticed his race suit had been unzipped, showing he was wearing a vest top under it.

The man reached up and grabbed the back of my neck before he pulled me down for a kiss. Our lips met, and this time he parted our lips instantly and brushed his tongue against mine continuously.

And it made me feel fucking sick.

I wanted to climb off of him and run out of the room, but man seemed to have semi-permanent plans for me for the night as his hands moved to my thighs once again.

This time he wasted no time in grabbing for my arse, his hands massaging the skin lightly before he raised one hand and brought it back down in a spank.

I gasped against his lips and pulled back slightly for a second, about to ask if he had just really fucking spanked me out of nowhere. But his lips just chased my own, pulling me back down to remain silent.

His hands alternated every now and then, and soon enough they dared to venture to my front where he just pulled my underwear to the side.

“I’m hard enough,” He stated, his eyes flickering from mine to between us.

My mouth fell open as I pulled back. I wanted to laugh, I wanted to ask if he was fucking serious, but he seemed so. God, I had to go and pick a fucking virgin for my first time, didn’t I? He seemed all confident, so I just assumed he had some kind of knowledge at least.

But no. With how he didn’t even bother try to loosen me up, I either expected him to be a virgin, or a selfish fucking cunt. And I wasn’t unsure which was the worse option.

I bit back a sigh, watching as his hands went to his boxers. He pulled his cock free and then stared back at me once again, as if he expected me to know exactly what to do.

I bit the inside of my cheek, then I moved to hover over his crotch. I reached between us, my fingers barely glassing over his skin as I sank down uncomfortable onto him.

I had toys. I had fucked myself with them several times before. But at least I knew how to get myself wet enough beforehand so it was comfortable and easy. I was not wet enough for this man’s cock to be inside me, but yet here I was with it inside me.

I felt nothing. No desire for the man under me. He couldn’t even bother stretch me out, and seemed to want me to make all the fucking effort. I wanted this to be over with so I could fucking leave.

I moved my hips back and forth in a small line, and heard the man gasp. The sensation felt good to me also. It really wasn’t hard to make a woman wet, but it still wasn’t enough for me.

I dared to reach a hand between my legs, wanting to rub my clit to get some pleasure for myself. But then the man grabbed my hands and pinned them behind my back with one hand, his other hand daring to reach for my side.

“Move up and down,” He let out breathily, as if he was already close to climax.

It took everything in me not to roll my eyes. At least once I was done with this man, I could say I was no longer a virgin.

I did as he asked, using my thighs to push me up, then sink back down slowly. The man let out a shaky breath, closing his eyes with his face twisted. I cringed, thankful he couldn’t see my face.

He finally let my hands go, and I had decided it was obvious I wasn’t going to cum from having sex with this man. So I focused on getting him off as quick as possible so I could leave sooner.

I kept the motion going, moving up and down slowly, pausing to grind against him slightly when my thighs began to burn. I hoped he came soon, my thighs were going to give out otherwise.

And like magic, as if I was a witch and cursed the man, he let out some faster breaths before he screwed his face tight. He grabbed my hips and forced me to stop moving, breathing out with a lazy smile, “Did you cum too?”

I had to bite back a laugh as I decided to climb off him and lay down on the bed beside him. I said nothing, but the stupid fucking man still took that as a sign the sex was ‘amazing’.

“Wore you out have I?” He asked, a cocky smirk on his face.

I hummed lazily, looking up at the ceiling with deep regret settling into the pits of my stomach.

Thank fuck I was on the pill.

I turned to look at the alarm clock on the bedside table. November 1st.
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I felt shame wash over me as I lay on my back with my hands over my stomach as I lay on top of the duvet.

I felt… dirty, unclean.

My goal for the night wasn’t meant to be losing my virginity with a stranger. I never judged those who went out on hookups on their nights out. But somehow, having known the fact a random man I didn’t know and was never going to see had been inside me, had cum inside me… I wanted to throw up.

My skin felt itchy, and I wanted to stand under a shower and scrub at my skin for hours until I could deem myself feeling clean, until I washed every touch and trace of the man beside me off of me.

I bit the inside of my cheek, wishing I didn’t have to tell the man who I was sharing a bed with that I wished to never see him again. I wasn’t going to bring it up, I was going to wait to see what he said. If he told me to get out, I would fucking run for the hills. If he told me to stay, I would tell him this was a one night thing and he owed me nothing, just as I owed him nothing.

I couldn’t lead him on, I had to remind myself. Ever since… him, I found it hard to tell men I didn’t want them and instead I would act all into them, then ghost them. It was horrible, I knew that. It was like I was punishing all other men by doing what he had done to me.

Should the man beside me ask to stay or for my number, I decided that I would reveal I wanted nothing more than this one night. I wasn’t going to leave him my phone number, and I was never going to ask for his last name or give him my own. We were to part ways with the knowledge we fucked and that was all.

I turn my head to the right, at least willing to bid the man goodbye first before I leave.

But I found he was fast asleep, his eyes closed and his lips parted. My own lips parted, but in sheer shock at the gall of the man. He gave the bare minimum effort and had the audacity to fall asleep right away?

I stood from the bed, allowing the duvet to fall from my body. I walked around the bed in the small space, then reached the two single arm chairs where my bag sat. I slipped back into my boots, trying my hardest to remain as quiet as possible.

I didn’t care to check my makeup, I just grabbed my bag and left the room. Once in the hallway with the door closed, I let my legs rush me as fast as they could to the elevators.

I pressed the button furiously, continuously. A contrast to earlier. I had to get out of there.

My hands went to my neck, feeling as if a noose was closing in, getting tighter with each breath I took.

The elevator was taking too long, so I said fuck it and rushed to the open glass doors beside it. I held tight to the railing to ensure I didn’t fall as I ran in my heeled boots down each floor until I got to the bottom.

Once on the bottom floor, I rushed through the glass doors, back through the foyer to through the front doors. Once the bitter cold air hit my skin, I let out a gasp which soon turned into a sob.

I slapped a hand over my mouth, willing myself to quiet down for fear of calling attention to myself.

I turned and began to walk down the street away from the hotel. I had no idea where I was going, but the further away I was from that man, the better I believed I would feel.

My legs walked and walked for what felt like hours, but was likely only a few meters. Then I found a wooden bench. I threw myself into it, my body shaking with sobs. My bag sat on my lap, and I dug through it hurriedly until my fingers closed in around my phone.

I pulled the device out and unlocked it, then without a second thought I opened my contacts and pressed on Peyton’s name. The line rang just once before she answered, her voice groggy sounding.

“Hello?” Her voice came, quiet. I heard ruffling and suspected she was climbing out of bed so she could be free from her psycho boyfriend to talk to me.

I let out a sob, my hand coming to try to cover my mouth but instead it wrapped around my throat. As if the pressure of my own hand made the feeling of the noose disappear. “I did it,” I said between cries.

Peyton was silent for a second, the only sound from her end of the line being the soft thud of a door close and jingle of keys. “Did what, babe?” She asked, her voice gentle and concerned.

“I had sex,” I said, feeling pathetic for getting upset by the fact I did something I wanted to do.

“Why are you crying? Did he hurt you?” She asked.

I shook my head, then realised she couldn’t see me. “No, he didn’t hurt me. He was… very gentle,” I replied, then remembered the first question she asked. “I’m crying because it wasn’t with…” My sobs cut my throat off, my voice unable to come out.

“It wasn’t with someone you loved,” She finished, knowing the ideal I had for myself which I held with high morals. “Babe, sometimes you’ll do things with people you wish you hadn’t, and that’s okay. Tell me where you are, I’ll come pick you up.”

I babbled out the name of the hotel and told her to drive down past it for a while until she found a black and white clown crying on a bench.

Thankfully Peyton lived closer to the centre of town that I did, and so she arrived in a short ten minutes. Her familiar white Mini pulled up in front of me, and then the window rolled down to confirm it indeed was her.

She looked as if she were about to get out of the car to me, but I rushed to stand and stumbled my way around her car to the passenger side. I found in the mean time, she had leant across and threw the door open for me so I climbed inside and threw myself into the seat.

“Are you okay?” She asked, her face laced with concern as I slammed the door shut behind me. I fumbled with the seat belt, pushing it to click in more aggressively than I expected to.

“Please, just drive. Get me the fuck away from here,” I stated. And within seconds the engine purred back to life and music filled the cabin as she pulled away from where she had stopped.

In seconds, we were speeding down the motorway which was the fastest route to her house from town. The car was silent for several minutes, the air tense.

“I made him mad asking you to come pick me up, didn’t I? Did you guys fight?” I asked, my voice small. I hated the idea of her being dragged out to take care of me, while her boyfriend, the father of her child, sat in bed fuming at me for taking her away from her comfort and much needed sleep.

“Don’t you worry about my relationship right now,” Peyton didn’t sound as sad as she usually did whenever they fought. Maybe he was too flat out to even notice her gone, I hoped.

“We’re not going back to mine, we’re going to my parents’ house. They’re out of town and we can have the place to ourselves,” She revealed, and I felt my stomach drop. So they did fight again, because of me.

“If you drop me at yours, I can make my own way home from there,” I began, but Peyton turned her head to glare at me briefly before her eyes went back to focus on the road.

“Don’t you fucking dare let my relationship issues make your life harder. He fucked up, and now he’s sleeping on the sofa like a little bitch. We’re going to go to my parents and we’re going to sleep, then in the morning we’re going to have a long talk about our nights. Yes?”

I nodded quickly, wanting nothing more than to let loose all our stresses of the day.

In no time, Peyton took the exit off the motorway and began driving through streets, and smaller main roads. And after a further ten minutes, we got to her parent’s house.

Peyton found a parking space and squeezed her car into it before she climbed out of the car, slamming the door a little harder than she intended. James must have really fucked up, I thought as I climbed out of the car myself.

I followed after her slowly, looking at the ground to make sure I didn’t risk falling over the pot holes that littered her street. Then I walked up the few steps from the street to her front door, which she had left wide open for me to slip into.

I entered the house, and closed the door behind me. I locked it with the key she left plugged into the inside lock for me, and then I slipped my shoes off messily. I then made my way into the house to the door that led to the living room which was open concept into the kitchen.

I looked around and found Peyton sat on the sofa with a fleece blanket covering her body, her eyes staring at the black screen of the TV which was turned off. She looked up when she noticed me enter, and gave me a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

I stuck my lower lip out and walked over to her, standing before her with my hands out to her in a poor attempt to offer her a hug. “Are you okay? You look upset.”

Peyton stood and shook her head. But she said nothing. Instead, she grabbed my shoulders and turned me to face away from her, then she kept her grip on me as she led me through the living room back to the door, then to the stairs.

She let go of me to hold onto the banister as we walked up the stairs. I got to the top and took a few steps into the hallway before turning to face her, awaiting her next demands.

Peyton walked past me and pushed the guest bedroom open for me, then she walked to the bathroom and locked the door once she was inside. That was odd, as most of the time she kept the door open.

I wanted to go knock on the door and make sure she was okay, but she seemed less than willing to talk about it at that time. So I just nodded my head and made my way to the guest room. I sat on the bed, not even bothering to take my clothes off.

I reached inside the bedside drawer and pulled out makeup wipes I had left the last time I had been there. I wiped at my face, not even sure if I got all of it or not. I didn’t care. I would just give my face a good scrub in the morning.

The door to the bathroom opened and the light turned off, then I heard her feet pad to the bedroom beside mine, hers. She kept the door open, and I watched as the lights flickered on. I assumed she was getting changed.

I took that as a sign for me to use the bathroom. I had to scrub my body clean of the man and his touches, and I knew she wouldn’t mind. I was unsure why she was suddenly mute, but I hoped Peyton was okay.

I turned the tap on, then flicked the lever for it to turn from the bath to the shower. I waited for the water to heat up, then I stepped into the bath.

I allowed the water to envelop me into heat. I sighed, leaning my head sideways against the nearby wall. I closed my eyes, imagining the water washing every touch of the man away.

I then lifted my body, feeling heavy, and grabbed for my designated loofa in the Summer household. I poured out some vanilla body wash and used it to scrub at my skin. I scrubbed my thighs, my arms, my lips, and between my legs.

That was where I scrubbed the most.

The less of his traces that I had on me, the better. I needed the stranger gone, out of my system.

I was unsure how long I had been in the shower, but as I stepped out I found a small pile of pyjamas on the floor by the door as if someone had thrown them in for me. I smiled to myself, picking them up and the towel from the back of the door with my name on it.

I dried off, then slipped into the pyjamas. My hair remained in the ponytails, wet and dangling down. But I chose to ignore them. My hair would be messy by the morning, but that sounded like something I would just need to deal with by the morning.

I left the bathroom, turning the light off but leaving the door open. I made my way back to my bedroom, sitting back down on to the bed. I sat in silence for a while, debating what I should do.

“Are you okay?” I asked again, throwing the blanket back to finally tuck myself in for the night.

At first, she was silent. “I will be,” Peyton’s voice was almost not loud enough, but I managed to catch it as my eyes drifted close.

I finally lay back down under the covers and pulled the duvet up to my chin, my body shivering as cold air threatened me. The bed sheets were icy cold also, but it seemed not to disrupt my tired feeling.

“I love you,” I mumbled out, unsure if she had even heard before sleep overtook me.
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I woke with a start, sitting up in bed with a gasp. My hand came to my mouth as I felt wetness, and I cringed as I wiped the drool away. I then threw myself out of bed and rushed to the bathroom, needing relief.

After I finished on the toilet, I stood and washed my hands in the sink. Then I noticed my face in the reflection. I noted some dark spots of black on my face from where I failed to wipe all my makeup off.

I grabbed the face wash that I knew was Peyton’s and I put some into my hand and then scrubbed at my face. I rinsed it off, then repeated the action to make sure my face was extra clean. Once there were no more signs of the makeup from the night before, I deemed I was ready to go downstairs for breakfast at long last.

I walked past Peyton’s bedroom to the stairs, and when I walked past I noticed that the door was open, with the blinds also surprisingly wide open. Peyton always kept them closed when she first woke in the day.

I grabbed onto the rail of the stairs and made my way down them slowly, my thighs aching from my… activities the night before. I was not cut out for riding, that I was sure of.

I got to the bottom of the stairs and smelt pancakes. I was surprised, Peyton next to never cooked. So I walked in to the room and made my way to the left where the kitchen table sat.

Peyton was already at the table, the pancakes still steaming in the middle as they must have just been made. I pulled up the chair beside her and silently picked up a pancake, playing it on the plate she laid out for me.

I reached for the sugar and lemon juice, topping my pancakes how I liked.

We both remained silent, neither of us in the mood to talk. We were exhausted. Not of each other, but just generally speaking.

I cut up my pancakes into tiny squares, and then picked up a few pieces onto my form. Then I shovelled them into my mouth. I chewed slowly and swallowed, and then went to pick up more before a sudden noise came from my throat.

A sob.

Tears fell down my eyes without warning, and so I dropped my fork and raised a hand to cover my mouth. I sat back against the chair, trying to calm myself down when the arms of Peyton surrounded me in a tight hug.

“Ashton, babe,” Her voice spoke softly, sounding sad for me.

I dropped my hand and hid my face in her shoulder. “I feel like I cheated, I fucking cheated,” I let the guilt from the night before consume me.

“You didn’t cheat babe, he’s out of your life and you owe him nothing. You did nothing wrong” She reasoned, her hand rubbing my back slowly. “You’re okay. After today, we’re going to do everything in our power to distract you from him until eventually you forget him.”

I nodded, not quite believing it was a possibility. I knew it was going to be hard to forget about him, and a part of me doubted I ever truly would. But I would do anything to forget the betrayal I felt not just from him, but from myself.

“He cheated on me,” Peyton finally mumbled, revealing her own troubles. I let out a small sob and wrapped my arms tight around her, my hands gripping onto her clothes.

“I’m so sorry Pey, I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be, it’s his fuck up, not yours. I can finally be free from him,” She didn’t even sound upset. She sounded like she had accepted the fact they were over long before the news was revealed.

“We’re going to be okay,” She whispered against my hair, to which I nodded in agreement.

“We’re going to be okay.”
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I wished I hadn’t agreed to the fucking date.

I cursed myself as I got through my front door. He said he would pick me up in an hours time, so I had just enough time for a quick shower, to change my clothes into something more suitable, and then I would have just enough time to paint my face and make sure my hair looked good enough.

I let out a groan as I threw my bag onto the arm chair in my living room, then I stripped, as I always did after work, and made my way through my house to my bathroom. Once I got to the familiar room, I followed my usual routine.

I turned the speaker on, blasting my music. I stepped under the shower and decided to use my fruity scented products. Once I was sure my body was clean, I stepped back out of the shower. I had washed my hair the night before, so thankfully I didn’t have to deal with drying it.

I left my bathroom, my towel wrapped around my body very loosely with a large gap on the side. I was thankful I lived alone, the towel really didn’t hide much of my body. That was the curse of being chubby, I guess.

I walked into the living room and found my clean laundry bag. I walked over to it and dug out a t-shirt styles black bodysuit, and some dark blue skinny jeans. I sighed and knew they were my best chance as everything I owed was basically pyjamas, or lingerie.

So I dried off quickly and changed into my chosen outfit, after picking out a bra and some underwear. To top the outfit off, I chose a cropped cardigan and slipped into it. Then the final piece was black Vans like shoes.

I didn’t bother to check if I looked okay. I decided to grab my makeup from under my coffee table, pulling the lid open to pull the bag out. Once I closed the lid, I then went about my usual makeup routine with a little extra highlighter on my nose and cheeks to make me look ‘softer’.

As if it could distract men from seeing the monster that lay underneath my skin, that itched at my veins to be let loose.

Once I was sure I looked semi decent, I stood and made my way to my front room where the blinds remained still closed. Then I reached around my desk to open the blinds.

I blinked at the sudden brightness from the sun, but I soon recovered. I then stepped back from the window, and pulled my phone up to check my makeup in photos which of course got sent to both Peyton and Stefan for approval.

Stephan: Good luck on your date butty!

Peyton: You look beautiful, angel. Good luck xx

I smiled before I saw Owen’s name on my screen, reassuring me he was on his way and was not too far, he had just stopped off to get some petrol for his car.

I felt my throat tighten, and the urge to cancel. But I decided not to. I had to give him a chance. Worst comes to worst, I’ll have a great meal and I won’t need to see the man again if we don’t vibe.

But what if you do vibe? My brain asked me, taunting and sneering. What if he finds out about the darkness in you. He’ll leave you for it. He’ll hate you for it.

I shook my head, as if trying to shake the thoughts away. Then I made my way back to my main living room.

I picked up the ice cold water from my coffee table and stuck the glass straw between my lips. I sucked, trying to hydrate myself but also calm my nerves.

I moved my hand to a position so that I could see my phone screen again and opened a video app, deciding I wanted to watch something to try to distract myself. I needed to do something before I saw him, otherwise the wait would weigh down on me and make me even more of an anxious mess.

I opened some video about some random drama about ‘somewhat internet famous people’ who I didn’t even know. It sounded like the perfect way to distract myself.

But within no time, his notification popped up on my screen and I saw his map location updated to show he was right outside my house. I let out a breath, then I made my way to the front door where my keys sat.

I grabbed the key, debating if I should turn it and unlock the door. I debated if I should text him and say I was suddenly feeling sick and we should reschedule.

But he wasn’t local, and he had made an effort to drive to me. He even made reservations at the restaurant. So I had to go. I owed him that. I didn’t owe him anything else, though.

I forced a smile as I pushed the door handle down and made my way outside, a small satchel bag around my body. I then turned around the lock my door before I shoved my keys into the bag. I then sucked in a deep breath before I turned around.

Before me I saw a man around my height, but with gingery brown hair and what looked like the start of a moustache on his face. He leant against the side of the passenger side of his car, the side facing me. He looked up as he noticed movement from his peripheral, and I felt tense as his eyes locked in on me.

My eyes looked him up and down, and I noted he was wearing a casual white shirt which looked like airy cotton. He wore light jeans, and some brown dress shoes. He looked much more dressed up than I, and I felt growingly self conscious by it.

I kept my forced smile as I made my way to him, hyper aware of every step I took. I wondered if I looked like a dickhead as I walked, or if I looked fat in my clothing choice. Guaranteed I was ‘curvy’ generically speaking, but I wondered if my tight jeans only just accentuated that more in a bad way.

I tried to push the self conscious thoughts away, it wasn’t like this was my first date of the year. I had been on others. I had been on other dates before the year, also. I wasn’t new to the dating scene.

So why was I acting like I was?

A part of me knew the answer, but I decided not to dwell on it. I was to focus on Owen Greenwich, and only Owen Greenwich for the night.

I finally reached the white car, and Owen pushed himself off of it. He smiled at me and even wrapped an arm around my shoulders in a small greeting.

God, it was fucking awkward.

He let go of me as quickly as he touched me, and only once he had walked around the car to the his side had I noticed two things.

One, he smelt fucking amazing. Of what, I was unsure. But whatever cologne he wore was intoxicating.

Second, he had said something and I had totally accidentally blocked him out.

“Ashton, are you okay?” He asked, throwing up an eyebrow in concern. I turned to face him, watching as he pulled open the driver’s door. I let out a small laugh, waving my hand to dismiss his concerns.

“Sorry, I’m just tired after work,” I excused, then I watched as he nodded in understanding before he climbed into the car on the driver’s side.

I let out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding, then I grabbed the door handle and pulled open the door to get into the passenger side. I stepped in carefully, and then I held my bag tight on my lap after I secured myself in with the seat belt.

“Do you want to play your music?” He offered, holding the lead out to me which connected to his radio.

I shook my head and spoke softly, “Oh, no that’s okay. You can surprise me with your music taste.”

“Ohhh, putting pressure on me,” He joked, his voice deep yet calming. He sounded like what a mint tea tasted like before bed time. Soothing, healing. I was surprised a voice could affect me so much.

I pushed my lips together, pulling the insides between my teeth as I contemplated what things we could talk about, ways I could get to know him. I didn’t even realised how I must have looked, as if I was zoning out and ignoring him.

He cleared his throat as he pressed play on his phone, then he put it down in some cubby under his radio. The car then purred as he pulled out of my drive and made his way to the country lane.

“You live a bit out of town, but I was still surprised how close you are to the nearby streets. Usually living in the countryside tends to mean you’re miles and miles away from everyone else,” He stated, then waited for a few seconds as he awaited my response.

“Yeah, it’s kind of not fair to call where I live the countryside, but most people do. It’s just basically the outskirts of the outskirts,” I let out a little awkward laugh, to which Owen hummed in response.

The car fell silent as he whizzed down the country lane towards the main road, and I felt like it was a mistake to agree to a date so soon. We knew nothing about each other, we barely had time to text one another back.

“Have you looked up what you wanted to order?” Owen asked in reference to a conversation we had some days ago where I revealed I always chose my order days before I went to restaurants, to which I sucked in a breath then gave a singular laugh before I nodded.

“Yeah, I looked up the menu online. I think I know what I want, but I haven’t locked in on anything yet. I’m open to seeing what they have there and going from there. What about you?”

He let out a laugh, letting his right hand go of the steering wheel. He raised a hand to run through his hair, and that was when I noted it wasn’t just me who was nervous. It was him too.

That fact made me feel better. It made me smile.

“I saw the menu when I was picking the place, but I didn’t look too far into it. I’m a bit too impulsive to pick something beforehand anyway,” He replied. He seemed to notice his nervous habit was showing, and forced his hand back into position on the steering wheel.

I smiled as I turned my head to look out the window, noticing the trees being to disperse as we pulled onto a main dual carriageway.

I didn’t live far from the restaurant he had chosen, and so within no time he pulled off the main road into a nearby town where a pub sat on the corner of the road, and directly behind it was where the restaurant sat.

Owen pulled his car into a parking space with empty spots next to us on either side. As he turned the engine off, I climbed out of the car as he did so too. He stopped to check his pockets and pulled out his wallet. “I got the goods, let’s go in shall we?”

I nodded and walked around the car until we both met and walked in time with one another. We walked mostly in silence to the front door, and he motioned with his hand for me to go first.

“Oh, um, thanks,” I said with a small, yet awkward, laugh. He laughed in response to my reaction.

“Not used to men being polite, I take it?” He joked, to which I nodded and laughed again.

“I guess you could say that,” I replied, smiling as I stopped at a small counter in front of the tiny hallway. A woman stood behind it, typing away on a small computer. She looked up at our intrusion, to which Owen stepped in front of me.

“Table for two, Owen Greenwich,” He spoke smoothly, calmly. He sounded so unaffected, and I wished I could have at least one percent of the composure he showed.

“Right away, follow me,” The woman spoke cheerfully. She picked up two menus and then walked around the small counter off to the right. I followed after her, to which Owen followed after me.

The woman led us up some stairs to the second floor, then she walked to the large windows out the front of the building. Sat under each of the three windows was a table with just two chairs under them.

The woman placed the menus down in front of each chair on the table, then she turned to me and smiled. “Here you go. I’ll have someone come and check on you in a few minutes.”

And with that, the woman waltzed off back downstairs, leaving Owen and I upstairs mostly on our own save for a man stood behind the bar by the top of the stairs. I sucked in a breath and smiled small, pulling out the chair nearest me to sit.

Owen sat on the chair opposite, the one closest to the wall. He looked around, his eyes lingering on a nearby faux blossom tree. “It’s really pretty in here,” He noted, to which I smiled and nodded my head in agreement.

“Yeah, it is,” I replied, my eyes scanning the windows. I let out a little giggle, pointing at the windowsill. “They have pasta in the windows.”

Owen turned his body to have a look, and then let out a small laugh of his own.

I reached for the drinks menu in the middle, my eyes scanning it carefully. “What do you think you’re going to get?” Owen asked, leaning forward to try to lean over the menu.

I placed the menu down between us, turning it sideways for the best chance for us both to read it. I pointed to the cocktail section, my finger landing on the expresso martini. “I want this, I love a good expresso martini.”

“Mmm, sounds good. What should I get,” He pondered. His eyes scanned the menu, then they seemed to light up. As I pulled my hand back, his finger slammed down on the menu. “I’m going to go with a negroni I think.”

Despite using a questioning tone behind his words, he sounded more than adamant that that was exactly what he was going to be ordering. I smiled, nodding. I liked a man who knew what he wanted.

A woman came by not too much later. “What can I get you both?” She asked, a small notepad in her hand with a pen tucked in neat to her palm, ready to sue the second they spouted their orders.

“Can we have a negroni and a martini expresso, please? We need a bit more time to consider the food, sorry,” He smiled at the waitress, his teeth white and dazzling.

The woman smiled at him, and I watched her carefully as she noted down our order. I was thankful he ordered for me, I hated speaking in public and if I could help it, I would prefer not to do it.

Owen opened his menu, and I followed suit. “Are you going to be ordering any starters?” He asked, to which I shook my head.

“They look good, but I don’t know if I would be able to eat a starter, main and a dessert. I saw they do tiramisu so I’m just going to go for a main and a dessert I think,” I spoke calmer than I felt.

I didn’t want to order too much and look like a fat fucking cow in front of the man. I was self conscious enough eating around people I didn’t know, but eating a full three course meal on a date with a man I had never met before? It was nerve recking, more than I cared to admit.

I could sense Stefan and Peyton sat in the back of my mind with popcorn, watching the scene before them like a movie. They were likely screaming at me to flirt with him, throwing popcorn at the scene as if that would make me act how they wanted.

I swallowed, leaning back as the woman came back with our drinks. “How was your day?” I asked him, the smallest of smiles on my lips.

The second his drink landed on the table, he picked it up and took a sip. I noted a sparkle in his eyes. So it was his favourite, I deduced.

“It was alright. I had an annual leave day, as you know,” He began, but then turned to the waitress so as to not seem as if we were ignoring her. “Can I have the chicken kiev with a side of sweet potato fries?” He then turned to me, his light brown eyes warm and inviting. “What would you like?”

I pointed at the risotto section, smiling. He seemed to take the hint rather quickly and ordered once again for me, my smile growing larger than I expected it to. “And the pancetta, leek and parmesan risotto. Do you want any sides?” He looked back at me, to which I shook my head. He noticed my smile, and threw up a questioning eyebrow but smiled himself in return. “That’s all, thank you.”

The waitress left us to our own devices. “What’s that smile about?”

I laughed a little and shook my head. “I don’t know, this is just… Nice,” I bit the inside of my lip, trying to stop my smiling.

He nodded in agreement, before he seemed to remember what he had been speaking about before we were temporarily interrupted. “I took my sister to pick up her exams results earlier,” He commented, taking another sip of his drink.

I picked up my own, and took a small sip. I felt the coffee taste hit my tongue like a warm blanket, and nodded slowly in appreciation. “How did she do?” I asked, before I took another sip then placed my drink back down.

“She passed with flying colours, not that we expected any less of her,” He looked proud as he spoke about his sister, and it made me momentarily jealous that I was an only child. I wanted someone to speak about me that way, or I wanted to speak about someone else in the same manner.

Instead I just had a mother touring the world with her very rich, retired husband and a father who lived in another country who urged me to date different men, telling me to ‘move onto the next’ after each shitty date.

I swore my father was just trying to marry off to the first bachelor who stuck around. Unlucky for him, the men I dated very rarely wanted to stay around me for longer than three dates maximum.

“Did you get up to much else after that?” I asked, my eyes locked in on him just as much as his were on me.

“Hmmm,” He rubbed his chin with his thumb and forefinger as he thought. “Well, I mostly did what I do on a weekend off. I went to the gym after dropping her and her friends off to town, then I went home, got showered and gamed a bit before I dressed up and came to pick you up.”

“Sounds like you had a mostly chilled day,” I replied, looking down at the menus in front of us. I picked his up and folded it, then did the same to mine before I placed it on the edge of the table for the waitress when she returned.

There wasn’t long of a wait before our food landed before us, piping hot and smelling divine. I picked up my fork, then stopped to look Owen.

“Would you… like to try some?” I offered. I didn’t want to try his food, but he was unsure what he wanted and so I wanted to at least give him the option to taste another menu option.

I have no idea where the courage even came from. I had never asked a man previously if he had ever wanted a taste of my food, and even in that moment I hoped he said no. I was just trying to appear mostly polite if anything.

He looked at my bowl of food and seemed to debate for a second before he nodded his head and held his hand out, “You know what, yes, I will.”

I stared at his hand for a second, then I realised he wanted to use my fork. So I picked up some food on it and handed the end of the fork to him. He swiftly brought the cutlery to lips and took the bite, then he handed it back to me as he chewed.

I stared at the fork in pure shock for a second before I composed myself and used the fork to pick up another scoop of my risotto, then I shovelled it into my mouth. As I chewed, I hummed and nodded my head. “This tastes great, how are you enjoying yours?”

He seemed so unaffected by what he had done, and I considered maybe it was just me who had an issue with it. Adults shared food sometimes, and I agreed to a date with this man. Surely that meant he eventually wanted to kiss me, so eventually we would kiss on that mindset.

But sharing a fucking fork on the first date? It was surely a first for me, and I knew Stefan would have a good laugh about it whenever I would get the chance to tell him about it.

I watched Owen as he cut up a piece of his kiev and plopped it into his mouth, chewing slowly. He nodded his head, then after he swallowed he replied. “Yours was great, but this tastes unbelievable. Would you like to try some?”

I shook my head with a smile.

We spent the meal chewing and talking in between. I learnt a little about Owen and how he joined working at the company we both worked at, and in return he got to learn about my friendship with Peyton and how I became an unwilling yet very loving Godmother.

“It sounds like you really adore that child,” He replied, placing his cutlery down once he finished the last bites of his food.

I swallowed my final bite and placed my fork down, then picked up my drink to finish the final dribble left in the glass. “She was the bane of my existence at first, but she’s not too bad now. I just can’t wait until she’s older and thinks she’s some edgy teen who runs away from her mum to her ’cool aunt’ for the night.”

I let out a little laugh, to which Owen laughed also. “Well, you’ll be her… AILF?”

“What the—” I stopped myself from swearing. I noticed in our texts Owen didn’t swear, and so I tried my best not to where possible. And I would be damned if I swore in front of him on our first date. It would likely be a huge turn off for him, I pondered. “A what?”

“Aunt I’d like to… you know. Like a MILF, but the aunt edition,” He let out a little stream of giggles, which sounded insanely cute from him.

I leant back in my chair and raised my hand to cover my mouth as I laughed harder than I intended. “Why thank you for the crude compliment,” I teased.

After our plates were cleared away, I got my tiramisu which I had to order on my own—a minor let down—and Owen swapped out his negroni for a coconut milk latte whereas I decided I would have a strawberry daiquiri.

He drew the short straw when he agreed to drive me, otherwise I wouldn’t have had a single drink that night. I would have been fine driving to the place on my own, and we could part in our own separate ways then too.

But now, if things get awkward, I still have to sit in a car with him as he told me he would take me home. Sure I could get a taxi or ask someone else to pick me up, but I wasn’t sure my phone still had much battery left. It was left abandoned in my bag, my whole attention on the man before me. His own phone was nowhere in sight, which I appreciated. I liked focusing on one another with no other distractions around.

The dessert only came with one spoon, but I could tell Owen wanted to try some as he noted he had wished he had ordered one.

So I did the same thing as I had with my main, and picked some up on my spoon before I held it out to him in offer. “Would you like some?”

And that was how I shared a dessert on my very first date.

The woman who hated the idea of kissing with tongue because it shared germs shared a fork and a spoon with a man, without a second thought.

Maybe Owen Greenwich would be the one to tame my monsters, I believed at the time as he dropped me off home. I watched his car pull out of my drive, his hazards flashing as I waved him off.

I couldn’t contain my smile as I walked back into my house, placing my bag on the floor. I sucked in a breath as I closed my eyes, but my smile remained. I had begun to like Owen on our momentarily awkward, yet sweet first date.


TEN



Me: I bet you wouldn’t be able to noticed me if we ever crossed paths face to face

Kota: I could pick you out in any crowded room, no matter how many people were in it. I bet on it.

I locked my phone at the response and bit back a smile.

Sometimes he just seemed to know the right things to say. The idea he was saying them to other women—had learnt his flirting tricks from them—momentarily gave my heart a shock of ice. But it was soon gone. I reminded myself he was just someone who wanted me for sex, nothing more and nothing less.

I couldn’t catch feelings for him, I reminded myself harshly.

I wasn’t meant to be getting giddy over another man when I had Owen Greenwich. The talented, well loved and supposedly very rich Owen Greenwich.

The man I was sure Stefan was trying to marry me off to.

I picked up my cheese and mayonnaise sandwich, bitting into the triangle and chewing slowly. Once the food in my mouth was turned to mush, I then swallowed.

“Come on, you can’t just ghost this one like you do to all the rest because you’re too scared of your own feelings,” Stefan wagged his finger in my direction, to which I rolled my eyes.

He sat up straighter, his hands gripping the arm rests of his chair. “Oh, have off it Ashton. You know you ghost these men who are super into you, no matter what happens on the dates. You’re too scared to let someone love you for some reason.”

I picked up my water bottle and sipped from the straw, humming in response. I couldn’t find the words to defend myself, not that I felt like there was a defence. He was right. I was scared to let someone love me.

But I had my own reasons for that, reasons he didn’t need to know.

“You just shouldn’t push everyone away is all I’m saying. Give this man a chance, yeah?” He raised an eyebrow, but didn’t bother waiting for a response as he picked up his Sports Direct sized mug full of Coco Pops and milk.

“Fine,” Was the only word I replied with, but before Stefan could even register my words, the area manager for our company waltzed in through the door.

Casey Hawkins was a short woman, with greying hair despite only being in her mid-twenties. She looked stern, but her personality was far from the image she put on. Once she got to her desk on the far end of the room, she clapped her hands together as she called for everyone’s attention.

“Sorry to disrupt your lunch break guys, but I come baring news.”

“She’s going to sack us all,” Stefan whispered behind me, to which I rolled my eyes and shot him a pointed look, urging him to shut his fucking mouth. He smiled, not taking my warning seriously.

I turned back to Casey, my full attention on her. She placed her laptop bag on her desk as she walked around it, then she zipped the bag open. She reached inside and pulled out a small stack of papers, white from the underside but I could tell there was a letter written on the other side.

“Now I know you’ve all been told that the company founder is going to be taking a more proactive role in the company after the mess that was the launch of our latest branch up North,” Casey began, placing the stack of papers down.

“Mr King, as you all know, lives in Monaco. However as he now has dual citizenship, he is looking to buy a house here in the UK where he will travel between Monaco and here. He intended to retire there, but after the last year… He’s back to working, it seems.”

“The fuck has this got to do with us?” Stefan asked, his voice not as quiet as he intended.

“That, Stefan Moore, was what I was about to get to if you would shut your mouth for a few minutes,” Casey narrowed her eyes in on him, but her smile revealed she wasn’t taking the matter too serious.

“As you all know, we have been having a rise in complaints recently due to the quality of our furniture and the durability of them. Mr King is in the process of fixing the quality issue, however he wants to test the Customer Service and Design department to see if there are aspects of our department that could use some work.

“Mr King has asked that a handful of our staff come together to redesign the interior of the new house he is buying here in the UK. It’s an old countryside manor, previously supposed to be home to some lower ranked royal officials. Mr King wants to bring the influences of his home back in the French Rivera, while also using your own personal styles.

“This isn’t just a task for the department, though,” Casey stated as she walked back around her desk. She leant against the edge, crossing her arms over her chest. “Mr King is considering opening another new branch as it has been some years since the mess of the last one. Now that we have managed to do some damage control, Mr King thinks it’s best to rebrand ourselves with better quality and a new showroom.

“During this process, you may begin to see some new faces around here. Mr King has taken on a third party finance company to help him strictly manage the funds, and to help the company get a better grip on our spending so we can keep our prices low, but quality high. It’s going to start getting busy in here, so I recommend trying out for the new temporary task force. At least then you’ll get a chance to get out off this stuffy office.”

“Butty, we should join,” Stefan whisper-yelled into my ear, to which I had to resist the urge to turn around and either elbow him in the fucking face, or push his chair across the other side of the room. “Maybe then you can get that promotion!”

Casey, having seemingly heard Stefan and his not-so-quite whispering, turned to lock her eyes in on me. Her smile was gentle, and her eyes familiar and kind. It nerved me to no end. I preferred it when I was invisible, just getting on with whatever work I had.

“It would be a great opportunity for you to show your design skills, Ashton. They got you into this company, and ever since the design team got cut in half and joined us, you haven’t had much time to show off how you would decorate a space. I know Mr King would be trilled to have you on his team.”

I felt everyone’s eyes on me. The office, while not the biggest department in the company, consisted of around twenty-five people. Some people were full time staff, some part time, and others were based in other branches who only came up here when they were asked to do some training, or to cover for someone who was on the sick or annual leave.

“I’ll think about it,” I replied after several seconds. I hated the attention being on me, it felt as if my skin was itching from all the eyes.

“Don’t feel like you have to, but just know the offer is there and Mr King would be ecstatic to have you on his team. He was the final call for us to hire you. You were the last person in our department that he technically hand picked.”

Way to put the fucking pressure onto me, Casey. I wanted to curse her, tell her to fuck off and ask someone else. But I just forced a smile and nodded my head. I said nothing as I finished my sandwich, then turned to my computer to get back to my work.

I kept my eyes trained on the blinking cursor before me, debating the right wording to use in response to a customer complaint email.

“You can’t just ignore the question from earlier, by the way,” Stefan’s voice broke the silence I was trying to envelope myself in.

I let out a sigh and turned in my chair back to face him. “What question?” I asked, pretty sure I knew the answer but wanted him to repeat it just in case I spoke about something off topic which would only invite Stefan to ask even more questions.

“When are you going to see him again?”

I shrugged with one shoulder, then turned back to my computer. As I was about to continue staring at the blank response in my emails, I noticed a notification in the bottom right of the screen.

I clicked the incoming notification to have a new email window open up, revealing an email from the company. I sighed, half expecting it to be some news letter about the performance of the showrooms once again.

But when I clicked and opened the attachment up, I was instead met by a neat black and white letter.

Dear King Family Furniture team,

We are delighted to announce the arrival of Mr King, the founder of the company. He is going to be spending half of his time in his glorious home in Monaco, and splitting the rest of his year between our six branches.

Mr King is going to be in the South Hadley area, the founding branch, for the next month. To introduce Mr King to the hardworking members of staff in the South Hadley branch, the HR team are hosting a suit and tie event at Marefield Manor on July 27th.

We hope to see you all attend, however we know it is quite short notice. If you can please let your area managers know if you will or will not be attending, we can then make proper arrangements for refreshments.

Marefield Manor have given us a discount code should you wish to book a hotel room. Please see the code attached on a separate document to this email.

After our meal and drinks, there will be a live band for you to dance your heart away! So don’t eat too much, or you may end up making the dance floor look a little empty.

And to tie up this little announcement, we have a little note from Mr King himself:

Thank you for all your hard work over the last fifteen years. King Family Furniture has grown larger than I ever expected it would. Of course as you all know, we have hit some hurdles over the years, but we are on to brighter horizons. We have exciting news coming soon, so please keep up the hard work.

We hope to see you on July 27th with a free glass of Prosecco in our hands.

You may also notice some new faces around your departments touring with your department director. Do not worry, as our new visitors come at Mr King’s request. They are here to help us better the company, and will be invited to the Marefield Manor night also—so be sure to befriend them so they don’t stand out like sore thumbs!

Yours sincerely,

Colin Butler

King Family Furniture HR Director

I turned to Stefan who was reading the letter over my shoulder. He was a slower reader than I, so it took him a little longer to finish. But once he was done with the letter, he cupped his hand and slapped the arm of my chair.

“Butty, we have to go! Do you think they’ll let us take a plus one? I know my missus would love to go to a fancy dress event like that,” He seemed distracted from our previous conversation, to which I was thankful.

But of course the distraction was only temporary. He turned to me slowly, a little devilish smirk on his lips. “Butty, will your boyfriend be going?”

I sighed out loud and sat up straighter. “Butty,” I spat, a little harsher than intended. “He’s not my boyfriend. And who said I would be going anyway?”

Stefan’s smile fell. “But you can’t expect me to go alone. The team leader has to be there herself to show off to the big man boss of the company, right?”

I shrugged, turning away from him again. “I know Casey would want me to go, but I have better things to do.”

“Like?” Stefan asked, and I could feel his tense gaze on me. He was judging me, I could feel it with how all my hairs stood to attention.

“Like…” I began, trying to find a reasonable excuse. “Like babysitting Novie,” I spat the first reasonable excuse.

“Oh fuck off butty. I know Pey would give her to Will to babysit instead. You only ever have her when it’s the both of you nowadays,” Damn Stefan and his nosy nature. He had to know what everyone was doing at all times.

“Okay, fine. I’m not busy. But I don’t like crowded spaces and being around people I don’t know. It sounds like absolute fucking torture. Plus I don’t own a single nice dress to wear to such an event.”

“Look, just go with me. I won’t invite a plus one and we can go together and be each other’s rock for the night. We can drink some free champagne and dance our little hearts away until the day breaks, then we can pass out in our hotel rooms. In the morning, we can go for breakfast and I’ll even book us another night there so we can have a spa day. Deal?”

The determined, begging look on Stefan’s face reminded me of a kicked puppy. I began to tap my right knee, debating what to do. I wanted to say no, tell him to fuck off and do all that with his partner. But I then let out a huff of air, my mouth deciding ahead of my brain.

“Fine.”

Casey, with her impeccable timing, spoke up. “I see you have all just seen the email sent out by HR. I want all of us to try our best to attend, I want to show everyone the Customer Services and Design Team are one to be envious of.

“But to follow on from my last comments about a task force being created for the Mr King contract we shall call it… Whoever wishes to put their name down for it is welcome to do so, however we are going to be assessing your overall performance in the team from the date of your recruitment. Only those who we believe are best fit for the job will join the task force.

“If you get onto the task force successfully, not only do you get the honour of showing off your design skills to Mr King and Mrs King personally, but you also get an all expenses paid work trip to Mr King’s Monaco residence. Mr King had some of the former Customer Design team members work on his Monaco home and he loves how it was designed, so he wants you to take inspiration from his abroad home and merge that with your own ideas for his new home.”

Stefan gasped into my ear again, and I fucking swore that if he did that again, I would be turning around to fucking punch him in the stupid throat. It made me jump every time he did it.

“Butty, Casey is begging you to join the task force and not even that will sell it to you?” He asked, to which I shrugged.

By the huff of air he let out through pursed lips, I could tell I was starting to get on Stefan’s nerves. Good, he was getting on mine too.

“I said I’ll think about it, will you quit bugging me about it? All you’ve done today is nag at me. About Owen, about the task force, about the event. Leave me a-fucking-lone for five fucking minutes,” I snapped, my eyes on my computer as my fingers finally glided along the keyboard keys, forming a response to the customer who was assigned to me.

There was silence from Stefan for several long seconds, and I felt my stomach drop. I was a little too mean, I realised. I went to turn to him to apologise, to see if he was upset or mad at me for snapping at him.

But instead he silently reached for my mug and turned to the canteen where after some minutes, he came back with two fresh brews for us. A milky tea for himself, and a dark sugary coffee for me.

“Thank you,” I mumbled as I picked it up, bringing the mug to my lips. That was when I dared a glance sideways at him.

Instead of the angry look I expected of him, Stefan was just smiling at me. “I’ll quit bugging you… For today. I can’t promise about tomorrow. Tomorrow is a new day,” He smiled, to which I let out a small laugh in response.

“Deal,” I stated, holding my right hand out to him in a closed fist.

“Deal,” He copied, his own closed fist bumping against mine.


ELEVEN



I wished I had more authority when it came to my best friends, I cursed myself as I sat in the back of Peyton’s car.

My eyes stared ahead at the back of the driver’s seat, my eyes daring to shoot holes into the back of Peyton’s head as Stefan was allowed free reign of the AUX lead. It was like he was punishing me for snapping at him in work the other day—which yes I deserved, but being tortured by his shit taste in music was taking it a step too far.

Stefan had called shotgun, which was no fair since I had known Peyton much longer than he ever had. If it wasn’t for me, the pair of them would never have met and become friends. I was being made to go shopping with them, I was forced to sit in the back of the car like some petulant child, and I was being tortured with endless Abba songs.

There were many other ways I could think of spending my day off work, and none of them were close to containing any of the events I was being subjected to.

“Come on, sing along,” Stefan held his phone to his mouth like a microphone, swaying his free hand back and forth in the air as he mumbled the words to the song. It was clear he didn’t really know the words, but he was enjoyed himself nonetheless. And surprisingly, Peyton joined in.

Meanwhile I sat in the back with my arms crossed, my eyes staring at the pair before me with temporary hatred. I could have put my earphones in and drown them out, but one, that felt rude. And two… It warmed my heart to see them happy.

Not that I would ever admit that to either of them. While sober, at least.

Peyton pulled up outside the clothing shop she and Stefan had chosen, and I felt the urge to run the other direction the second I stepped out of the car. She turned the engine off, my ears being saved from the bad, half arsed singing of Stefan.

As I looked at the store to my right, I thought one thing. I didn’t want to fucking be there.

I wanted to be far away in the comfort of my own home. I didn’t want to go to some fancy work event, I wanted to spend the night in bed with a good show on in the background. I didn’t want to go on stupid dates with Owen Greenwich, I wanted to blink and magically be married to the man I really wanted.

But I never got what I wanted half of the time. I had to make compromises in life, just as everyone else did. And if that meant spending one day to go dress shopping, and a further night in a few weeks time at a work event, then so be it.

I had intended to go shopping on my own closer to the event date, but would the pair ever let me have one single day of peace to myself? Never, apparently. The second Stefan told Peyton about the whole thing, she had made plans with him to take me shopping without even consulting me—the main person involved in the plan.

“Stop pouting,” Peyton warned, narrowing her eyes as she looked back at me in the rear view mirror. She used the same voice she would for Novie, and I hated it. I wasn’t some child she could tell what to do and what not to do. I was an adult who just wanted to be in the comfort of her own home.

Stefan got out of the car firstly and made his way around it to the pavement. Then Peyton got out of the car, Stefan handing her the bag he had been holding on his lap for her during the drive.

It was just me left in the car, and a part of me didn’t want to move.

“I’m not pouting,” I tried to defend myself through the door, to which Stefan pulled a face behind Peyton’s shoulder as if he was trying to mimic how my face looked at that moment. As if he was trying to prove I was indeed pouting.

I finally got out of the car, slamming the door a little harder than I intended. I flinched at the loud noise, then I smiled awkwardly at Peyton. “Sorry,” I mumbled, my hands reaching for the strap of my small satchel bag which sat over my left shoulder.

I sighed as I walked ahead of the pair into the store, not sparing either of them a second glance before I made my way to the far right corner away from prying eyes.

As I walked past displays and small sections of rails with varying hanging coloured dresses in varying sizes, I felt out of my depth. I wanted to leave, say I would order something online instead and just hope for the best.

But I knew both of them wouldn’t allow me such peace. The night before in our group chat, I was hounded by texts by them both saying that I need to try dresses on, as if I ordered one and it didn’t fit, they both knew I would just not attend.

Damn them both for knowing me so well.

As I got to the secluded area in the far corner, I noted that some of the dresses were very vivid in colour. They looked more prom dress style—not what I was looking for.

It didn’t stop me from reaching my hands out the second I reached a stack of dresses though, my fingers trailing over the different materials slowly.

I cringed as I felt the material range from silk, to a suede, to a tulle. I shook my head, pulling my hand back from the dresses.

“I think black is the safest option, then I could wear it again another time,” I stated when I heard their familiar footsteps approach me.

While I was dragged out against my own will, the least I could do was invest some attention into the activity.

“Good idea, we never have reason to go to fancy events so getting something you can wear more than once would be better to the bank,” Peyton sounded impressed, coming to stand beside me.

By the look on her face, I could tell she half expected me to remain pouting and angry the whole time we shopped. She made me sound childish sometimes. I guess I could be, but couldn’t everyone? Especially when you’re being forced to do something you would rather not be doing.

Stefan stood the other side of me with his hand to his chin as his eyes wandered over the scraps of material before him. He seemed to be pondering what may or may not look good, but I was unsure if it was for me, or his girlfriend who was a little disheartened that he didn’t invite her to the work event.

I knew there was a chance it wasn’t just me who was going to be leaving with a new dress. He would likely choose one for his girlfriend to make it up to her with hopes she would forgive him. I doubted she was actually mad he wasn’t inviting her to the event, but Stefan lived to make sure his girlfriend was happy at all times. I was half surprised he hadn’t asked her to marry him already.

Peyton reached around me and grabbed a dress on the smaller rail, picking it up to show a shorter style black dress which had one tiny strap for one of the shoulders, and a puffy skirt which looked horrendous. Not to mention it looked more of a dark dirty green in the light, rather than a black.

I must have pulled a face, to which Peyton let out a small sigh. But she kept the dress in her hands. I hoped she wasn’t considering buying one for herself, Will would for sure never take her out in such a mess of scrap that was being sold with the label of dress.

“God Peyton, we’re trying to make her hot for her finance boyfriend,” Stefan grabbed the dress from of her and shoved it back on the rail. “How else will we marry her off to the rich bachelor?”

“For the hundredth time, he is not my boyfriend,” I snapped, to which Stefan waved his hand dismissively. I knew he was never going to drop it, but I still tried to fight my argument anyway.

“Tomahto, tomayto,” He repeated the world’s second most annoying saying. The first being my father’s favourite. “If he ain’t your boyfriend, then you’ll have no complaints if we want to make you look hot for the new pool of potential men joining us at long last then, yes?”

I bit back a complaint, but I knew Stefan would take it the wrong way and once again defend Owen with his life—a man he had never met. I wasn’t going to show myself off as a potential partner to random men in the company, or the external hired company. I was going to show my department and company support, otherwise I knew Casey would never get off my back.

So instead of arguing with Stefan, I just forced a smile and nodded. “Go right ahead,” I said, but my tone didn’t quite match the faux cavalier attitude I was trying to display.

I turned away from the rack we were assessing, turning around to look at the ones behind us. My hands ghosted over the dresses again, but this time they all felt soft and luxe. They looked much more elegant than the last set I looked through.

I even dared to part the dresses, my eyes skimming quickly over each one before I found them land on a long sleeved black dress. My hand ran down the sleeve, and while I hated the feeling of the lace, the dress looked appropriate for the work event and still looked like it had a good wearability chance.

I reached around the dress for the hanger, then carefully pulled it from the rack. I held the dress up, and found it was floor length to accompany the long sleeves.

The dress was all black and looked mostly fitted, but flowed out slightly at the bottom. The dress seemed to be designed to look as if it was cut off at the shoulders before it went into the long lace sleeves, the detail intricate and sheer.

“Wow, not too shabby. A little Morticia Addams for my taste, but looks right up your street,” Stefan attempted a compliment. “You should try it on, we can make it a little runway show.”

I laughed at the idea. But he wasn’t wrong, I most definitely should try the dress on. I didn’t want the same mistake from a few weeks ago to happen, where I had bought a new black dress for a funeral just for it to not fit and I had to wear a turtle neck and black trousers.

I knew when I went into the store they would make me try on clothes, and so I hoped this dress would be the perfect one for me to land on without much further debate at the rest of the store. I hated trying on clothes as much as I hated shopping, and so if this one looked at least good enough on me, then I wouldn’t even bother trying to look at alternative ones. I would just settle for this dress.

So I silently turned and looked up at the ceiling, finding hand painted signs that pointed to the dressing rooms. I followed the signs, and at first Peyton and Stefan followed in surprise. But once they realised where I was going, they stopped following me and instead found home on the cream armchairs near the entrance of the dressing room.

I walked down a wide hallway with floor lights, the walls getting darker as I moved further. Then the space opened to the left with several cubicles, red curtains pushed to the left side of each one to show which ones were available to use.

I walked a little down the space, choosing a single cubicle in the middle. I walked inside, then I closed the curtain tight behind me, even stopping to make sure there was no peaking possible by just walking by.

Once I was sure I was successfully hidden in the room out of any prying eyes, I turned to my right and noticed some hooks, so I placed the dress on one before I turned my back to the curtain. My thought process was that if anyone walked in, the worst they would see would be my back and my knickers.

But as I came to a stop, I found there was a mirror secure to the wall, showing me the view of myself perfectly.

I felt self conscious, seeing myself so up close, and so I turned away from the mirror to the left, facing the dark red painted wall.

I sucked in a breath as I grabbed the bottom of my t-shirt and pulled it off, then I messily lay it on the small black leather stood beside me tucked neat into the corner of the tiny room. I then kicked my ankle boots off before I reached down and pushed my leggings down my legs.

I stood feeling bare and vulnerable in the small room for a second. I didn’t want to put the dress on and show them. What if it looked ugly and they laughed at me? Or what if they told me it looked good, but it actually looked terrible and they just didn’t know how to say the brutal truth?

I had to push the thoughts aside, my friends were always for the truth, even if it was harsh. So I sucked in a breath and closed my eyes as I turned around so I wouldn’t have to see my reflection.

My hands carefully turned the dress around on the hook to reveal it’s back to me, where I then unzipped it to free it from the hanger. I then carefully picked the dress up from it and lowered it towards the floor. I stepped carefully into it before I lifted the material up.

I almost thought it was going to be too tight to go past my thighs and arse, but thankfully it glided past both freely without so much as a catch. I let out a small breath at that and found a small smile on my lips.

I then pulled the dress up high enough for me to slip my arms into each one. I tried to reach behind me to pull the zip up, but I couldn’t quite reach it with the way the sleeves hugged my arms.

I held the front of the dress onto my body with dear life, then I walked out of the dressing room back down the small hallway to the small lounging area.

I was careful as I walked terrified I would somehow trip on the bottom of the dress and fall right onto my fucking face. Or worse, rip the dress. Then I would have to buy it regardless, and I had no clue how to sew so I would be left with a broken dress.

As I neared the small waiting area, my friends at first were too absorbed in their phones and chatting animatedly at something. But then Peyton seemed to notice me from her peripheral and lowered her phone as her eyes sought me out. Her lips parted, her eyes travelling up and down.

It made me even more self conscious. Fuck you, Peyton.

Seemingly realising she had been staring at me for a few seconds too long, Peyton finally jumped from her seat and wordlessly made her way to me. She grabbed my shoulders and gently turned me to face away from her before I felt her cold, slender fingers brush against my back.

She grabbed the tiny zip and pulled it up, the material feeling warm as it finally covered the rest of my body.

Once the dress was on securely, Peyton took a step back and nodded her head. I let my hands fall, feeling relief when the dress stayed up on its own. I knew my bra straps were likely on full display, but that would be something I would need to sort out at a later day. I was not going bra shopping with the pair also. That was something I wanted to do alone.

Peyton made her way back to her chair beside Stefan, whose lips were slightly parted as his attention was finally on me—something I wished I didn’t have. “Wow, you look great in that.”

“Imagine how much hotter she’ll look when she gets her hair and makeup done professionally with it too,” Peyton smiled, and I knew she was likely already planning the dates to book them for me.

I rolled my eyes, not trusting my friends and their judgement. “It’s just a dress guys,” I stated, but then I moved to the small red carpet that was laid out over a platform in front of a mirror.

I stood up on the platform and turned to the mirror, finally looking at my own reflection.

I was surprised to find that they were right. My skin, while naturally pale, didn’t look washed out by the black dress. My blonde messy ponytail for sure was not going to be the vision for the night, but the dress made my hair look even brighter than usual I noted.

I saw my cheeks turn red, and so I forced my body away from the mirror to face Stefan and Peyton once again.

I saw a flash to my left and turned my head to face Stefan with my phone in his hands. I raised an eyebrow, but then placed a hand on my hip as I jutted it out slightly, playfully posing. Stefan let out a small chuckle, but took another photo.

“I think I’ll buy this, why bother trying on a ton of shit when I like this one just fine,” I said, stepping off the platform.

Really, I just fucking hated shopping. I wanted to go for the food they promised me, and so the sooner I chose a dress, the sooner we could be tucking into a plate of margarita pizza.

I walked to Stefan and took my phone off him, wanting to check my messages to make sure he hadn’t sent anything inappropriate to the wrong person.

“You’d be stupid to choose another dress,” Stefan called after me as I turned and made my way back to the dressing room. “You look smoking hot in that one and Owen and all the other pool of men will be eye fucking you!” I heard his voice get louder the further I got away.

I felt a smile tug at my lips at his words, then I heard a dull thud before he complained. I assumed Peyton had hit him for swearing out loud like that in public.

I was thankful for my friends, despite how irritating they could be sometimes. At least they knew a good shop when they saw one.

I reached behind my back, and this time I managed to grab the zip just fine as I pulled it down. I then pulled the dress down and stepped out of it before I out it back on it’s home, the hanger.

I closed the back of the dress to secure it, then I grabbed my clothed off the stool. I sat down on it, in all my underwear glory, and finally unlocked my phone.

I opened my usual messaging app and my lips parted when I found Owen at the top of my messages, a green bubble by his name to show he had replied. I clicked the message, finding Stefan had sent a selfie of himself and Peyton with a small introduction about themselves. I then saw the photos he took of me in my dress.

Owen: You’re right, she looks amazing in that dress.

I typed back a quick response that I was sorry my friends had bugged him and closed off the chat. I noted my chat with Kota sat waiting. He hadn’t responded in several days, and I had no clue if he had even read my messages. He had his settings to not show when he was active, or when he had read a message. It was infuriating.

I accepted it as him ghosting me, despite knowing in the night I would likely drink one too many glasses of wine and choose to text him again, doing anything to get his attention for just a second.

I guess I was addicted again. I was addicted to the way he could control me even over messages. I was addicted to the feeling of his attention, and I was addicted to chasing it.

I was Kota Vernon addicted again. And this time, no rehab was going to fucking help.


TWELVE



Thankfully I didn’t have to pay for dinner after dishing out money on the dress. It was much more expensive than I first expected it would be, but luckily I had been saving my money to invest in new art supplies. Ones I doubted I would use for a while, based on my recent track record of avoiding doing anything creative.

I could buy the supplies some other time, I promised myself as I handed my card over to the cashier after reading the till screen, my lips parting in surprise.

In response to the loss of money that I hadn’t been expecting, Peyton paid for my food. So I went all out. I ordered fried zucchini sticks for starters, then a margherita pizza for my main with a side of cheesy garlic bread—for all of us to share, not just for me. I knew I was a fat bitch, but I wasn’t that selfish.

For dessert, I had a cheese cake with a scoop of vanilla ice cream. And throughout the meal, I had two Oreo milkshakes, and a refillable raspberry flavoured Coke.

After we had our fill of food and drinks, we decided to drive around a bit so we could natter away, filling each other in on any and all gossip we had—which was surprising we even had any left since usually as soon as we had something to share, we posted it into the group chat we shared.

After we noticed the sun began to set, we decided it was best to make our way back home.

The offer was silent, but Stefan decided not to stay the night with Peyton and I. So we drove to his side of town, dropping him off at his girlfriend’s house. While he lived the opposite side of town away from us and felt guilty Peyton had to drive so far, she assured him it was nothing and that his company more than made up for it.

I didn’t miss him slip a twenty pound note into her purse when she wasn’t looking though. I smiled to myself at the action. He hadn’t known I had seen him, so it was better to keep his secret. She would just use it on Nova anyway, and he knew that. It wasn’t going to be wasted.

As Peyton stopped the car when we pulled up down the driveway, I was surprised to find what looked like a mini mansion at the end. But my awe had to wait, I rushed to jump out of the back seat and made my way to the passenger door.

I threw the door open and stood expectantly, waiting for Stefan to exit the vehicle. He looked up at me, only just unclipping his seat belt. He raised an eyebrow, standing from the seat at long last.

“I didn’t know Peyton’s rides included a door handler. How lucky am I to not have to open a door?” He teased, and then held his closed fist to me. I closed my own, then connected our knuckles in our usual greeting and goodbye motion. “See you at work butty.”

“Yeah, see you soon,” I smiled as I moved to get into the seat, then I slammed the door closed behind me. I rolled the window down, waving dramatically before I rushed to connect my phone to the bluetooth the second he disconnected.

My music began playing quietly through the speakers. I turned to face him. “You know you can invite her, right?” I nodded my head in the direction of the house behind him.

Stefan had once told me his girlfriend’s parents were very rich, and very posh. He even said he put on a posher accent when he was around them just so he could fit in with them a little more. It was sad to hear that, but if it meant keeping his girlfriend happy, he didn’t care what he had to do.

Stefan raised a quizzical eyebrow at first, but then seemingly realised and left out a silent ‘ah’. He then reached for the car and gently patted sill where the window sat inside. “I’m not going to risk making you a third wheel butty. We can have some us time anyway, we don’t hang out often just the two of us.”

“Our team will be there, it won’t be ‘just the two of us’,” I laughed. I then folded my fingers at the knuckles a few times in a motion of trying to shoo him away. “Now go, before your girlfriend gets mad.”

Stefan stood back from the car and nodded his head before he gave a broad wave. “Don’t forget to hang that dress up the second you get home,” His eyes flickered to the cloth clothing bag hanging from the hook on the rear passenger side of Peyton’s car. “Got it?”

I held out my hand with my pinky finger extended. And then with that, Peyton made a turn in the vehicle on the large driveway, then we made our way back down it to the freedom of the main road.
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I threw myself into the sofa, closing my eyes as I sank into the large feather pillows surrounding me. I let out a dramatic sigh, hearing the ruffle of a material bag disrupt my peace.

“You can’t just leave this dress in my car, you know. You have to, like, actually hang it up and take care of it before the event,” Peyton sounded scolding, to which I waved my hand dismissively.

“You promised Stefan, you can’t let him down,” She sounded as if she was trying to scold me like you would a child, but I couldn’t care less. If the dress got wrinkled, well then I still had plenty of time to hang it up. The wrinkles would fall from it naturally in that time… I hoped.

Peyton stood by the living room door and raised the hook to hang the dress over the door, the bottom of the dress not touching the floor for even a single second.

She cared more about the dress than I did.

She then walked over to the free space beside me and rested her leg down first, then she sat on her leg. She lent back against the back of the sofa and closed her eyes. She let out a sigh.

“Thank fuck Will took her to see his parents this weekend. I needed the time alone, and she needed a trip out of the house,” Peyton mumbled, sounding more as if she were speaking to herself rather than me. But I still responded to her comment.

“How is she feeling now? Have the doctors said anything else they can recommend? I remember when my wisdom tooth came through and I was in agony but she can’t even explain to you when she’s in pain. Must be hard,” I let out a sigh after I finished speaking.

Peyton gave a simple mhm before the room fell into silence. I kept my eyes on the ceiling, wishing July would come and go already. I wanted to be back to my peaceful weekends, no impending work events to worry about.

I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket, and I knew it was likely Owen who had messaged me. But I was in no mood to reply to his messages. I wanted to be free from my phone for a few more hours.

Peyton then broke the silence. “You and Kota… How is that going? Do you think… You’ll make plans to see each other this time?” She asked, her words careful and considered.

I bit the inside of my cheek, debating what to say. “He warned me already he was a workaholic, so I get it. I am too. But he…” I closed my eyes for a brief second, raising my hand to rub my forehead. I wondered how vulnerable I should be. But I never kept anything from her, and no matter what I said, I knew she would be reasonable while also trying to sympathise with me.

“It pisses me off so much and I know you’ll tell me to forget about him but sometimes he takes days to reply. I could message him once a day a greeting like good morning or good evening, and he still won’t reply. It’s like he forgets I exist until it’s like a Tuesday and he’s had a long day at work and wants to tell me what to do while sexting me,” I laid out my feelings, feelings I knew I would never have the guts to tell him.

“He doesn’t want a relationship, and you need to remind yourself of that. I know it hurts, and it’s a painful or harsh reminder, but it’s a useful one,” Peyton spoke her reason, but then as I opened my eyes and turned my head to look at her, I noticed a mischievous grin on her lips. “Sparing me no dirty details, what sort of things do you guys… Text about?”
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A couple of glasses of wine later and I was reading through my text messages with Owen to Peyton, telling her the details and glossing over some with contained content of a certain topic. Then I did the same with Kota.

Peyton had decided it was going to be a night of ‘revelation’. She sat us down at the kitchen table with notebooks before us, the page split down the middle with Kota on one side, and Owen on the other.

“We’re going to make a list of all the good things about each man first, and then we’re going to make a list about all the bad things,” Peyton stated, handing me a pink glitter pen.

I rolled my eyes, but smiled and joined in with her antics anyway. She seemed to be having fun, and it was nice to see. I felt a bit vulnerable letting my… I didn’t even know what I could call it.

Neither of them counted as ‘love lives’ as one didn’t want a relationship, and one I wasn’t even sure I was going to keep seeing.

It was complicated, and while I didn’t want a simple, easy relationship, I didn’t want complicated either. I wanted something dry and cut, where I knew where I sat with him, and where he sat with me.

What I really wanted was Kota Vernon to fuck me, but also be utterly obsessed with me as if his life depended on my very existence.

He had fed into the delusion I allowed myself to think when he confessed he had kept my number over the years, however when he took days to message me back, it knocked me back a few notches.

I wanted to befriend him, get to know every little dirty secret he kept from the world. I wanted to be someone, something, to him. But then he went and reminded me he had other women he was talking to.

Sure, I was being hypocritical by being upset he had other women. I had Owen. But deep down I knew Owen wasn’t the one for me and that was never going to go anywhere in the long run.

I didn’t think that meant Kota was the one for me. It just meant that because he matched my needs so much, and knew what I wanted without judgement, that I thought we may had been compatible.

There was no harm in having a little fun with him, right? But I wasn’t wired for just ‘fun’. I needed intense passion and obsession. I was addicted to him, and a part of me wanted him to feel the same way about me.

A part of me knew he was likely going to hurt me again, and as I sat at Peyton’s dining table, I felt a sting behind my nose before my eyesight felt like it was getting glossy.

I was fucked up for how I approached relationships, I knew that. Everyone wanted romance and love, fireworks and fun. I wanted to be destroyed, and built back up just for it to happen again.

I picked up my phone and locked the screen, deciding it was enough, that we should stop reading my messages.

“Ash?” Peyton asked surprised, then her eyes flickered from my phone in my hand to my face. She saw my eyes, and she must had known how I was feeling. She sighed softly, then she placed her pen down.

Without another word, she stood and made her way to the fridge. Seconds later, she came back with a fresh bottle of jammy red for us to drink.

I knew the wine was probably what was making me so emotional at the time, but I didn’t care. I was realising that maybe I really did mean nothing to this man and when he was degrading me over text messages, he wasn’t just degrading me for our mutual pleasure… He was revealing how he really felt about me.

That he thought I was worthless, and I meant nothing to him—that I was just a set of wholes for him to use as he wished, when he wished. Until he would get bored, and move onto the next.

I was just another next, I told myself in that moment.

I felt my lower lip quiver, but I refused to cry. I picked up the bottle of wine and poured myself a new glass. I poured so much, half of the bottle was gone and in my glass.

I picked the glass up by the stem and brought it to my lips, then I tilted my head back and took a large gulp. Wine wasn’t a good drink to try to down, but we had ran out of lemonade quite early into the night and downing vodka with mixer wasn’t an option.

“You’re going to be okay, you know that, right?” Peyton said after several minutes of silence between us, the only sound in the house the music playing from the TV in the living room.

I swallowed and nodded my head. Then I forced a smiled. “I know.” But my voice quiver and gave me up.

I lent my head back with my eyes staring at the ceiling, begging me not to cry. My hands were pressed palms down into the table top. I let out a sob, but at the way I held my head, my eyes found it hard to let loose any tears.

“Oh, babe,” Peyton sighed as she pulled her chair closer to mine. She rest her head on my shoulder, her hand reaching for one of mine. She grabbed it, entwining our fingers.

“Maybe we should get married, fuck men,” Peyton let out a small laugh, to which I laughed and nodded quickly.

“I wish we could.”


THIRTEEN



I stood at the open driver’s door of my car with my hands thrown up. I then rest my right arm on the roof of my car. “Stefan, we’re going for two nights, not a fucking week,” I stated as I eyed his suitcase, and overnight bag.

He struggled to carry both from his car which was parked a few spaces away, and I knew I should have offered to help him, but he was the one who made the stupid mistake of bringing too much shit, not me.

So I basked in the glory of peace and the sun as I leant against my car, free from the stress he had put himself under.

“I know, dickhead. This isn’t all for our trip, this is for when I get back, too. I have a week off work remember?” He asked, raising an eyebrow at me as he came to a stop before the boot of my car.

“You can’t just go get the suitcase from your house when we come back? Surely it’s easier that way,” I asked, to which Stefan shook his head dramatically.

“No, because the second you drop me back here, I have to go right to my missus to pick her up, then we have to start the drive to the caravan site,” Stefan went to check his watch, but realised it would be a bad idea as he would have to pick his heavy bag up higher. “God I wish I hadn’t had done fucking arms last night at the gym.”

Stefan looked up at the sky, admiring the clear blue sky and the shining sun. “Plus, I don’t want to risk someone breaking into my car and taking my suitcase. My clothes are a little spenny, and my missus got me half of them so I don’t want to risk it.”

I laughed. “You know what that sounds like?” I asked, pausing for a second. I could tell from behind his own sunglasses that he was glaring at me, silently wishing I would not continue the saying he had grown to hate.

But I didn’t care.

“A you problem.”

He knew I was joking. I would never make him leave his suitcase behind, not when I knew whatever was inside had to have at least meant something to him. But then again, even if it was filled with snacks or other meaningless shit, I would have still acted like I was against him bringing it but I would still allow him to take up all the space he needed in my car.

Stefan had learned quite quickly into our friendship that just because I complained about something, it did not mean I actually meant it. If complaining was a love language, then it would be my number one pick, Peyton had once joked.

I let my right arm drop from the car and reached into near the steering wheel, then I felt around for a button. I then pressed it, and heard the familiar click of the lock disengaging to reveal the boot was unlocked.

Stefan leant his suitcase with his heavy bag on top against his leg, then he carefully reached for the button on the boot. He pressed it, then lifted the boot door high above his head.

Stefan let out a puff of air before he grabbed his bag and threw it over his shoulder. He then wrapped his fingers around the handle on the side of his suitcase. He seemed to need to hype himself up first before he then picked up the case and threw it into the back of my car.

The car shook, and I grabbed the corner of my sunglasses to pull them to the end of my nose as I attempted a glare over the top of them at him. “Careful, my baby doesn’t like it when she gets manhandled.”

“She’s nothing like her owner then,” Stefan replied playfully before he slammed the boot shut. He then walked around the car to the passenger side and opened the door.

He stood with the door open, his eyes on me. “Well, get in then dickhead,” He laughed before he climbed into the passenger seat of my car.

I smiled to myself, doing the same before closing the door firmly behind me.

I reached for my phone and changed the playlist to a more upbeat one Stefan had made us previously, titled ASHTON AND STEFAN’S ROAD TRIP PLAYLIST.

I then placed my phone back in the drink holder, knowing within the hour and a half drive it would be moved. I had promised Stefan a drive through on the way since we had just left work and we aimed to go to the hotel right after—so we had no time for a quick bite to eat beforehand.

“You ready to get going now? You haven’t left anything else behind?” I asked, more so joked.

Stefan waved his hand lazily. “Ah, fuck it. If I forgot something, I’ll just have to deal with it later.”

As I looked around, I noted the car park for our office building was mostly empty. I then looked across the road that separated us from the showroom and found most of the cars had left their usual parking spaces too. An announcement earlier that week came out saying the branch would shut earlier for us to have plenty of time to make ourselves look dashing ahead of the eventful night that was upcoming.

I gave Stefan one last chance to go back to his car should he have forgotten anything—I knew what he was like, he would forget his head if it wasn’t attached to his body. But he denied my offer with a claim he was around 75% sure he had everything he needed.

And with that, I pulled my car out of the parking space and we began our drive to the hotel, the music blasting with the windows down, the wind whipping at our hair as we sang along to the playlist.
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About halfway into the drive, I pulled over into a service station on the side of a motorway. Why the company chose a place on the furthest side of what was deemed our county was beyond me. There were much closer locations that I was sure people would have been much happier with. But I guess they wanted to show off to the company owner. Anything to look good to Mr King.

I turned off the main road to the slip road, then I followed the few signs which seemingly led us to a more hilly and country path road hidden away from prying eyes. Then I turned and a newly paved road met my tyres.

I followed the road, and not far down it I was met by barriers and security guards. I turned the blasting music down to a low hum and chewed my bottom lip, thinking I had gone the wrong way.

I let my car come to a slow roll the closer I got to the small security hut, then I finally sopped with my window rolled as far down as it could go. I looked at the open window of the booth, confusion and nerves meddling inside my head.

“Are you here for the spa, the hotel, or for another event?” The man from inside the tiny cabin asked, his hands typing away on a computer. He sounded bored, as if this had been a question he had been asking all day long.

The radio beside him buzzed to life with chatter, but he seemed to pay it no attention as he awaited my response.

Stefan cleared his throat, urging me to finally speak up. “Oh, right!” I let out a small awkward laugh, the man in the booth finally tearing his eyes away from the computer to stare at me.

I noticed in the rear view mirror other cars began to pile up behind me, some similar to the ones my other coworkers drove. “I’m here for the King Family Furniture event,” I finally mustered up the right words, despite feeling intimidated.

“Name?” The man asked, holding out his hand to me. “And ID please?”

I looked at Stefan who held my bag on his lap. He silently opened it. And pulled out my purse. I took it, then opened the pocket where cash was meant to be stored to reveal it was the hiding place for my passport.

“Ashton Barett,” I stated as I handed my passport over to the man. The man stared at me, then at the passport in his hands, and back again. At that, I let one hand go of my steering wheel to grab the corner of my glasses. I pulled them off my face.

The man nodded as he seemed to verify my identity, and he then handed the passport back to me after he typed a few things into his computer, then the barriers opened wide. The man reached across and handed me a paper hanger. “Please place this on your rear view mirror.”

I leant forward and placed it on as the man requested, to which he nodded his head in approval. “Than you for confirming that for me, Miss Barett. I hope you enjoy your stay,” The man in the booth finished with what seemed to be parting words.

I then took the hint and threw my purse and passport back at Stefan before I continued the drive down the dark, seemingly freshly laid road.

Once we passed the barriers, they swiftly shut after us as the guard stopped and checked the next vehicle’s authenticity. I couldn’t help the smile forming, the tense feeling disappearing after we passed the security check.

We turned a corner between some trees, the booth disappearing from the view of my wing mirrors shortly after. And then we began to drive along what seemed to be a zig zag road for what felt like miles.

The trees began to appear less crowded the further we drove, and finally the road opened up to reveal green grassy fields before us as the zig zags began to straighten out.

I was unsure how much land the Manor actually consisted of, but I noted randomly around the fields there seemed to be large white function tents set up all over the place.

As I followed the road to the front of the building, I tried my best not to let my attention be diverted by the golf carts whizzing by. The place was huge, and it had become clear as to why the company had chosen such a place to re-welcome Mr King back into the company.

“This place is fucking huge,” Stefan mumbled as I pulled my car up to a stop by a sign that read STOP HERE, the metal circle on top of a tiny metal pole which seemed to be cemented ground.

I turned the engine off and stepped out of the car, my lips parted as I stared at the building. I had looked up Marefield Manor online, and while it looked beautiful in photos, they didn’t do the actual place any justice. The beautiful weather only added to the vision.

Marefield Manor had dated back to the mid-19th century, I remembered reading online when Stefan and I pre-booked our hotel rooms.

The outside stood fairly tall, Victorian Gothic in style. The stones were dark and made the building look imposing, but around sections below large modern black framed windows, I noted ivy growing on the walls atop the flower beds. The greenery gave the building a brief splash of beauty amongst the intimidating exterior.

A gentleman in a white shirt, dark grey trousers and a black tie came rushing down that gravel path that led from the fresh cemented road, up some stone steps, and then ultimately to the large black wooden doors which were held open by unforeseen forces.

“Welcome to Marefield Manor,” The man smiled, his cheeks blushed pink from running around in the heat in such clothing. He was likely also incredibly busy and had been doing this for the last hour if not longer, I had assumed. “If you hand me your keys, I can arrange for your vehicle to be parked and I can bring your bags up to your room?”

I seemed not to hear his words, my eyes remaining on the building before me. I could feel my lips were slightly parted, feeling the insides of my lips getting slightly dry from the exposure to the outside air. But I didn’t care.

As I stared up at the building, I couldn’t help but imagine it to be a place I would consider getting married at someday—that was if they accepted wedding events. Sure, I had to have a fiancé for that, but a girl could dream.

At my extended silence, Stefan rushed around the car with the cloth clothing bag that my dress had resided in for the last few weeks, and grabbed the car keys from my hand, shoving them into the man’s open palm. “That would be amazing, thank you so much.”

Stefan gently wrapped his fingers around my wrist, then he tugged my arm gently before letting it go. The motion pulled me out of my staring trance, and I let out a smile as my eyes found Stefan who was stood not too far away, but his body was turned back to face me.

Seemingly wanting to get inside and away from the sweltering heat, Stefan cocked an eyebrow. “What are you doing? Come on, stop zoning out,” He turned back to the path, and made his way up the steps.

I rushed to follow after Stefan, noting he held my purse in his hand. I rushed to grab it off of him before I fell in step with him. “Let’s go check out our rooms.,” He stated.

As we got past the few stone steps and got closer to the building, only then could I appreciate the sheer size of the front doors to the building. “Wow,” I let out in a faint whisper. “This place is beautiful.”

I heard a simple mhm beside me in agreement before we stepped into the shade, away from the risk of sunburn.

Once we got past the open doors, I pulled my sunglasses off and noted we were in a small hallway made purely of stone, making the small space feel very cool. It was a refreshing feeling after coming in from the 29 degree sunshine outside.

We took the few small steps through a small stone hallway and found another set of doors. Large glass doors, black framed with a grid running through them both.

Once through the second set of doors, my eyes widened as I took in the beauty of the place. I thought the outside was breathtaking, but the modern interior was something to be admired. The place was perfect, a mix of historic architecture with modern design on the inside.

I found we had entered into what seemed to be a foyer reception area. I couldn’t help my wandering eyes, them daring to look up. The reception ceilings were incredibly tall, so high I almost found it impossible to tell just how tall they went before they came to a stop. The ceiling was painted white, to match the inside walls. The place felt airy and light, as if trying to encourage an aura of calm.

I let my eyes fall to the desk in front of me, pushed seemingly to the far back out of the way. The desk stood between two walls, and while there was no obvious way to get behind it in sight, I found a woman behind the long marble white counter, behind a black sleek computer monitor.

A door built into the wall behind the desk opened, then closed as a man came into addition behind the desk Well, that answered my question. “Wow,” I breathed out again to which Stefan let out a bark of laughter.

“Have you never been here before?” He asked, seemingly surprised by how shocked I was by the building and its contents. “I had my prom here when I finished Sixth Form.”

I shook my head as I followed Stefan in a daze to the desk. Stefan placed his arms down on the counter, a smile on his face. “Hi, we’re here for the King Furniture Company event. We booked rooms here, Stefan Moore and Ashton Barett,” Stefan spoke up for me, probably positive I was in no state to talk as I was stuck in a trance.

The woman typed away on her keyboard, her long nails clicking against the plastic. “Can I see your IDs please?” The woman asked, to which I placed my passport on the desk, and Stefan shortly placed his open wallet to show his drivers licence.

The woman turned both to face her, then nodded with a smile before she pushed them back to us. We both picked up our own IDs, and I rushed to push my purse into my deep jacket pocket—otherwise I felt like I would easily lose it and Marefield Manor seemed like it would be unforgiving should you lose something there.

Her fingers stilled for a second, then she hummed and nodded before she reached under the desk.

The woman’s hand came back and slammed two cards on the desk, one with the number 108 on it, and the other with the number 110. “Here are your rooms. 108 for Stefan Moore, and 110 for Ashton Barett,” The woman smiled.

Stefan went to reach for the card, but was stopped when the woman slammed down two pieces of paper and a pen. “Please read the hotel rules and sign to state you agree to follow them while staying here as a patron.”

I didn’t care to read the rules, I suspected they were the basic ones telling us to behave well or else we would be forced to leave the premises. So I grabbed the pen and blindly signed my name before I pushed the paper at the woman and grabbed my room card.

Stefan shrugged as he followed my actions, and once the cards were secured into our palms, the woman gave us a bright smile. “Please enjoy your stay. The elevators are on the right, or you can follow the stairs behind me to the first floor where your rooms are.”

“Let’s go up the stairs,” I stated, my eyes ghosting to them. I noted that on either side of the white counter, the stairs sat tall and made of wood but seemed to have been stained black in colour, standing out against the clean slate the rest of the place showed.

Stefan and I walked past the modern dark grey sofas pushed to face the windows, giving anyone who sat down a wide view of the beautiful lands The Manor owned.

I looked up as we reached the start of the stairs, and for the briefest of seconds I saw a small group of people walk at the top and turn a corner. I saw a man with slightly tan skin, brown hair with a ginger tinge to his beard. He looked all too familiar, like the photo of the contact that haunted me.

I stopped in my steps, my hand holding onto the banister. I stared at the empty space the man disappeared through with the group of people, and this caused Stefan to stop in his tracks a few steps ahead of me.

I looked at Stefan, my eyes wide and my lips parted slightly. This caused him to frown, dropping back down a step to get closer to me. “Ash, are you okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

I swallowed, then forced a smile and shook my head. “Huh? Oh, yeah no I’m fine. Shall we go to our rooms? Our bags should be there waiting for us by now.”

Stefan didn’t look convinced by me brushing off his concern, but he said nothing as I finally fell back into step with him.

We walked up the grand staircase and once we reached the hallway at top, we found a walkway that led to the other stairs. We read the signs on the wall before us to ensure we went the right way, and then we made our way down the left hallway towards our rooms.

We walked down a hallway, then onto another connecting one. We found a hallway with windows on one wall, and rooms on the opposing side. I stared out the windows as we passed, noting we seemed to be on the far left of the building tucked away with beautiful views of the golfing fields, and the event tents.

Stefan reached his arm out silently, throwing my dress in its bag at me. I laughed and grabbed the clothing bag, folding it carefully over my arm and ensuring it didn’t drag on the floor—or else I knew there would be hell to pay should Stefan see.

Stefan paused his walking and looked at the signs on the doors. Outside the closest room, room 110, sat a small pile of my overnight bag, and then beside it was Stefan’s suitcase and his overpacked gym bag.

I reached for my bag and threw it over my arm, then I walked around Stefan to unlock my door. I placed my bag in the way so the door wouldn’t close, then I turned back to him. “Do you want some help with your bags?” I offered.

I watched as Stefan picked his bag up and threw it over his shoulder, flinching from the sudden weight. “Nah butty, you’re alright,” He replied, grabbing the handle of his suitcase.

And with that, Stefan and the obnoxious sound of the suitcase wheels made their way down the hallway, past the room next to mine to his own.

I stood in the doorway, watching down the right to ensure he got to his room okay. Once Stefan threw his bags inside, he then peaked his head back out to me.

Stefan noticed me and let out a laugh which was inaudible. He waved his hand, then retreated back into his room. Once I heard the distant thud of the door shutting, I then entered my own room.

The black painted door shut behind me, and I turned to face inside the room.

Inside the room, I found a small door to my right which I assumed shut the bathroom off from the rest of the space. I looked to the left and noticed a large grey wooden wardrobe, missing the doors. I smiled, reaching in to the open rail to place my dress in its home for the next few hours while I got ready.

I turned to the bathroom once again and grabbed the silver door handle. I pulled it down, and stepped inside.

I let my lips part, surprised by how elegant and modern the room look. To the right, there was a boxy bath tub with a wall holding a small TV screen, and behind the wall I noticed there was a glass door that blocked off a walk in shower from the rest of the room. On the right, there sat a his and hers counter, with two sinks, two mirrors, and two hand towels folded on top of the counter. In the far right corner of the room, the toilet was tucked away neatly.

I stepped back out of the bathroom, closing the door behind me. I then decided to pick my bag up and stepped further into the room.

Just past the archway, on the right tucked out of sight was a small breakfast table with two armchairs, dark grey in colour. That seemed to be the focal point of the room, I noted.

I placed my bag carefully on one of the armchairs, then I looked around the rest of the room.

The whole right wall revealed a large window, from floor to ceiling. I smiled, coming to stand before the open curtains to admire the whizzing golf carts which seemed to don both staff and patrons.

I turned back to face the room. On the right of the room was a large historic styled vanity table, again dark grey in colour. There sat a chair under it, simple and white wood to match the walls and bedding.

My eyes drifted to the centre of the sleeping space. I found a large queen size white bed, two decorative grey pillows and then two navy ones in front of the white pillows to add a pop of colour. At the end of the bed sat a grey and navy throw to complete the ensemble.

Either side of the bed sat grey wooden tables, one with a small clock and the other with a lamp. On top of the bed sat a mirror, and then on the right wall which joined to the bathroom sat a tall mirror attached to the wall, no frame to it. It was modern and sleek to finish off the space.

I turned and sat on the edge of my bed, smiling before I lay back. I closed my eyes, basking in the silence.

I felt my phone vibrate from my pocket, and so I pulled it out and checked out the group chat I shared with Stefan and Peyton. Stefan had shared selfies of himself around his room, revealing it to be identical to mine.

I raised my phone and held it above my head, smiling at the camera as I took a shot of myself with my hair sprawled around my head like a golden halo. I then sent that to the chat to show the both of them I was still alive, and then I closed off the chat.

I opened my music app and clicked my shower playlist. I sat back up and kicked my shoes off messily, allowing them to scatter around the room. I finally stood once again and made my way back to my bag.

I pushed open the zip to reveal my wash bag tucked neat on top of the contents. I grabbed the small holographic bag and then grabbed my pink towel which was just under it.

And with that, I made my way to the bathroom to clean off the stress of the day, and to begin the process of making me look pretty for the event slowly creeping up on me. I had a few hours left, and then I would finally have a glass of champagne in my hand.

But as I got read, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of dread come over me in the pits of my stomach. I felt like something bad was going to happen that night, and I had been feeling off since I had seen the man.

The man who looked like Dakota Vernon.

But surely it wasn’t him. It had to be someone else who looked like him. Why would he be there? I pushed the anxiety and concerns to the back of my mind and I hummed to myself while I finished styling my makeup and hair.
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I stood in the full body mirror of Stefan’s room, my hands gliding over the material of the dress as I eyed myself carefully. “The makeup isn’t too much or anything, right?” I asked.

I next to never wore makeup. Not because I didn’t like it or anything, but for the simple fact I was shit at applying it and it took too much effort. I applauded the women who wore it every day, it was time consuming to apply.

Stefan, who had chosen to use the mirror in the bathroom to tie his tie—he claimed it was because the bathroom had better lighting—called back in response. “No, you look great!” He tried to reassure me, but I still felt mildly self conscious.

I hummed lazily in reply, my hands wishing I could run them through my hair. But I had to be strict with myself, I had to make sure I looked perfect for a few hours. At least until everyone was drunk enough that they would start to care less and less about appearances as they too got messy in their drunk hazes.

My eyes wandered from the dress to my makeup. My eyes found my lips firstly. I had used a lip gloss, clear in colour, to add a bit of shine and to make sure my makeup remained understated yet elegant.

That, and I knew if I scoffed too much food it would get all over my face and stain my skin if I wore any lipstick of a vivid colour.

My eyes wandered higher, the dusting of pink on my cheeks accented with a small dusting of white highlighter on the highest part of my cheeks, where my bones stuck out ever so slightly.

My eyes wandered up to look at them directly in the reflection of the mirror. I noted my eyeshadow was barely there, but it still gave the faintest of colour to make my blue eyes stand out the slightest bit. I used a pale grey eyeshadow, and barely a dusting of a little black eyeshadow to smoke out the look before I highlighted the inner corner of my eyes with some melted white eyeliner—a trick I learnt from Peyton.

I smiled, nodding in appreciation. I was never good at doing makeup, but surprisingly I had pulled off the subtle look. I then let my eyes wander to my hair for the final time.

My golden hair was half tied back, the other half let loose to dangle down as it wished. I had curled the ends, hoping to add some depth to the look. I was bad at makeup, but when it came to styling my hair, I was even worse.

Stefan came out from the bathroom, his tie intact and snug against his neck. He smiled at me as he walked to the wardrobe to grab his jacket, baby blue to match his trousers. “Are you ready to go?” He asked, to which I nodded and turned to the bed to pick up the silver clutch bag I had thrown on it earlier.

“Ready when you are,” I stated.

“Mind if I throw my stuff in your bag?” Stefan asked, shovelling up his phone, wallet and room card from the breakfast table all in one hand. He smiled sheepishly as he looked from his hand to me. “I don’t want to shove them in my trousers because they’re too tight already, and I’m worried if I fill my pockets I’ll burst the button.”

I raised an eyebrow as I placed a closed fist on my hip, even jutting it out. I looked him up and down, shaking my head. “So much for being 75% sure everything was perfect,” I teased. “Surprised your missus even let you bring those if they’re that tight.”

But then I let my arm drop and I laughed before nodding my head. I then opened my clutch from the small tab on top before holding it wide open out to him. “Come on then, shove them in.”

Stefan took two long, fluid steps to me and dropped his items inside the bag. Despite the heeled black boots I wore, Stefan was still taller than me, which he was self conscious about. He was tall and lanky, which was why he was trying to bulk up his muscles at the gym.

I closed the bag, and then Stefan held his elbow out with a goofy smile to me. I raised an eyebrow as I stared at his arm with confusion, to which he rolled his eyes and laughed. “Grab my arm, you muppet.”

I did as he requested, wrapping my arm around his. And with that, Stefan led me out of the room and we began the walk down to the foyer.

“Would your girlfriend not get jealous if she saw us like this?” I asked, gently nudging him as I teased him.

Stefan made a faux gag noise and twisted his face into a look of disgust. “Shut it will you, you’re like an older sister and she knows that.”

I laughed as I made sure to keep an eye on my feet, ensuring I stayed in step with him. I wasn’t used to wearing heels anymore, and I was pretty positive if I didn’t pay attention, I would end up flat on my arse with a twisted ankle.

Other staff members, some I knew quite well and some I had only seen in passing once or twice, walked through the hallway and down the stairs to the same area we were seeking out. It seemed as if the turnout was looking good, and I nodded as I pulled an impressed face to Stefan.

When we got to the foyer, we found in the time we had spent getting ready The Manor had placed little blackboards with pale blue and white writing on them, pointing the King Family Furniture employees in the right direction.

We made our way out the front doors, both sets, as the signs pointed us to. Outside we found a row of golf carts, seemingly ready to take us to one of the function tents I assumed. Stefan and I both shot each other a look, once again confirming how we were both impressed by how fancy the event was kicking off to be.

But then again, anything to make Mr King impressed. I wished the Christmas parties were half as extravagant—and I had no doubt everyone else was thinking the same after the poor turn out of last year.

We got to the nearest golf cart, and the staff member checked our names against a tablet they had in their hand before they allowed us to climb in. The staff member then began the drive, and we held on tight as we looked around with wide eyes.

Other golf carts whizzed around, and I had to bite back a laugh at how strange the whole thing felt to me. Within no time, we pulled up to a gravel road that led to what seemed to be a barn that looked to be renovated to host functions.

I could see from the open doors that inside, there was a wood floor with large wooden rustic tabled lined up more so to one side of the room.

The golf cart stopped, and Stefan climbed out first before he extended his hand out to me. I smiled and took it, then stepped off the golf cart after him. He let go of my hand shortly after, and we walked side by side to the open doors.

Once inside, I had to stop the gasp begging to form on my lips. There were already a good few people inside the barn, I noted. They were all sipping varying drinks, and I looked around to find in a cut out on the right wall stood a bar, a blackboard above it with white writing reading FREE BAR.

The barn had exposed wooden beams along the ceiling, white fairy lights twisted around them to add some light into the room without making it too bright.

“I’m going to get us some drinks, you go snag us some seats by Casey will you?” Stefan didn’t bother to wait around for my response as he rushed off to the bar, rubbing his hands together as he eyed the varying drinks with careful consideration.

I let out a soft sigh, but the smile remained on my lips. The place was beautiful, I couldn’t help but think.

And once again my mind wandered to what it would be like to have a wedding there. I imagined staying in a beautiful honeymoon suite, and getting married under an elegant flower arch in the fields before the reception was to be held in the beautiful barn later in the afternoon.

I shook my head, pushing the thoughts aside. I didn’t even have a boyfriend, bear in mind a fiancé. There was no reason to be planning a hypothetical wedding.

I looked around the tables, trying to scout out the greying hair of Casey. But before I could find her, my attention was diverted when I felt a warm hand touch my lower back from behind.

I gasped at the sudden contact and turned, fully prepared to tell whoever touched me to not so nicely fuck off, only to be met face to face with Owen fucking Greenwich.

I tried my best to school my expression, but I had no doubt I was staring at him like some deer stuck in headlights. Stefan was going to have a field day knowing her was here, I couldn’t help but curse myself.

I had known he was considering coming, but he said his sister had broken her arm a few days ago when she tried to ride his skateboard without any help. I hadn’t even bothered to confirm if he was coming or not, and I had avoided his messages all day—a fact I hoped he had not picked up on and had assumed I was just too busy getting ready to reply.

I tried my best to keep the smile on my lips, my eyes trying their hardest not to scan the room for a place to run away to. “Owen, hey,” I smiled.

Owen went in for a hug, and at first my brain malfunctioned as I was at a loss as to how to respond. But as I felt his hands snake around my sides to my back, I threw my arms around his neck in a rushed attempt to hug him and then I pulled away.

Owen looked surprised by how quick I was to push him away. I had never done that before, and when we had been together in private I was more than willing to be touchy with him. But in a room with our co-workers, where only a handful of people knew I had been dating him? I was not going to risk any rumours spreading about me.

He may not have cared, but I did.

“You look lovely,” He commented after he took a few minutes to compose himself after my sudden rejection.

I let out a small laugh, looking down at the floor for a second before I looked back up at him. “Thank you,” I replied softly, not even sure he could hear my voice over the music which had begun playing through the speakers.

“I’ll catch you later, save me a dance, yeah?” He gently rest his hand on my forearm before he turned and walked off in the direction of a group of other men, all also in suits—half of them with their backs to me.

I wondered if any of them were part of the external finance company hired by Mr King.

Stefan cleared his throat from behind me, and I turned in surprise for the second time that night. I looked at his hands, a pint of bitter shandy in one hand for me, and a San Fransisco cocktail in his other hand for himself.

I took my drink and smiled sheepishly, to which Stefan raised a playful eyebrow. His eyes looked behind me to the group which Owen joined, and then back at me. I sighed, turning away from him as I made my way to the table where Casey and a few others from our department were situated around.

“Not right now,” I warned Stefan with a slight glare.

He held up his free hand in mock surrender. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” He began, his lips turning up into a devious smirk. “But I think I just saw our boyfriend, Owen,” He spoke in a sing-song tone.

I turned to him and lightly slapped him in the stomach with my hand before I pulled up the chair opposite Casey. I smiled at her, placing my drink on one of the coasters. But Casey’s eyes never once found me, instead she seemed to be looking through me, around me.

It felt like the room fell into silent whispers, the music becoming deafeningly loud in the quiet. I frowned and turned to look over my shoulder, only to find Mr and Mrs King enter in matching clothing. Mrs King wore a pale green dress, long and flowy held up by straps around her shoulders, and Mr King wore a matching suit in the same colour, but with a white shirt to accompany it.

“They have to be the hottest couple in the whole of the UK,” I heard Stefan mutter to someone sat beside us. I laughed and rolled my eyes, turning back to face the middle of the table. I was sure the Kings had enough eyes on them—and they would all night.

“I bet you wish you and your girlfriend could be half as powerful as the Kings,” Casey stated as she grabbed her glass of white wine and stood. She used her hands to brush off imaginary dust from her clothes. “Do I look okay?”

I nodded my head with a smile, picking my drink up to take a gulp. I knew I needed alcohol to get through the night. “You look great,” I finally replied as I placed my drink back down.

“I better get over there before Colin comes hunting for me,” Casey stated, placing her purse on the table. “Keep my spot for me, I shan’t be long,” She stated before she waltzed off in the direction of the company owners.

Stefan gasped and leant close to me, the smell of orange juice thick on his breath as he whispered into my face, “Your boyfriend is there chatting up Mrs King.”

“He’s not my fucking—” I began, but as I turned my head to look behind me where the couple stood, I let my lips part in surprise for a moment.

I noted Owen stood beside Mrs King, his smile radiant and infectious. But it wasn’t Owen who had stolen my attention, it was the man slotted between Colin and Casey who I couldn’t keep my eyes off of.

The man stood slightly angled so it was only a portion of his face I could see, but something about him was unmistakeable, recognisable.

Stood before me, across the room in a navy suit and black dress shirt stood a familiar man. His dark brown hair was cut short, and his short beard looked neatly, freshly trimmed. In the dark lighting of the barn, it was hard to be sure it was him.

But then he let out a laugh and the smile on his face was one I had seen in photos, and I was positive it was him.

Dakota fucking Vernon.

I felt my throat get tight as I let out a breath of air. He was here. Why the fuck was he here? He told me he worked in the finance sector, sure, but I never thought his company was the one Mr King had hired.

I was fucked. Royally fucked.

Stefan seemed to notice the change in my demeanour and frowned, placing a gentle hand on my arm to try to call for my attention. “Ash, butty, are you okay? You look pale…”

But I ignored Stefan as I stared at him from across the room. No, surely not. Surely it wasn’t him. Maybe it was another man who looked just like him? I tried to reason.

But as if he could sense my presence, sense my eyes on him… He turned from the slight angle he stood at to then face me fully. His eyes seemed to scan the room lazily, but within no time, they locked in on mine.

It was undeniably him.

I had seen him only in photos, sure, but he looked just like the ones I had secretly screenshot from his dating profile—photos I sometimes sneaked a look at when I was awaiting his responses.

His social media accounts were private, so I didn’t have access to much, but from the profile photo I had seen with his large smile, I was 100% positive he was the man stood across the room from me, sucking the air from around me.

Somehow, despite the distance that separated us, I could see his eyes were not the grey I believed them to be. The room lighting was dark, but his eyes were such a vivid green I could even see them from my seat.

“Beautiful,” I heard my voice whisper, to which I shook my head and tried to pull myself out of my staring trance.

As if the man had heard me, Kota Vernon quirked an eyebrow. It was as if he was teasing me.

He knew I would be there, I had told him weeks ago about the work event. And he never once told me he would be attending an event in the area, bear in mind the same one. Did he keep it a secret from me on purpose?

My face flushed hot at the extended eye contact, and I had to force my eyes to pull away from him.

I took in a deep breath, but it felt as if my lungs were getting no relief. I slammed my hand on the table as I stood, accidentally calling for the attention of the people around me. Stefan looked wide eyed and surprised. He looked as if he was going to stand with me, but I held my hand out to him to urge him to remain seated.

I placed my clutch bag down on the table and forced a smile at Stefan as I said coolly, “I’ll be back now, I’m just going to the bathroom.”

I didn’t bother waiting for a response as I turned on my heels and walked around the table. I looked around, frantic. I noticed signs pointing to the toilets, and sure enough I had to walk past Mr King and his crowd that consisted of both Owen and Kota.

Despite my throat feeling as if I had a noose around it, tightening with every second passing, I took in another deep breath before I kept my head straight. I walked right past the group of people, ignoring Casey when she tried to call for my attention.

I reached the toilet door without a hiccup, and slammed it open. I walked through the small hallway in a rush, reaching the door with the woman symbol on it before I slammed through that one too.

The bathroom was empty, thank fuck.

So I made my way to the sink and turned on the cold tap. I was about to cup my hands to throw water on my face, but then I realised it would mess up my makeup. So instead I turned and entered one of the toilet stalls and grabbed a roll of toilet paper.

I made my way back to the sink and hurriedly wrapped the toilet roll around my hand a few times before I placed it under the cold tap, wetting the paper. Once cold and wet, I placed the paper against my forehead to try and cool my skin.

I felt like I had woken up in a nightmare, and Kota was the demon hunting me down.

I wasn’t sure if I was angry and upset, or surprised.

Angry and upset, because he knew where I worked and what I was doing, but he never once told me he would be attending the same event as me.

Surprised, because I never thought I would meet him, bear in mind have to work with him in some capacity.

Despite the shock, my heart thudded loudly in my ribcage, as if begging for me to go back out there and spend the night admiring his beauty. I barely had a long enough look at him to engrave his face into my mind, so why an extended glance seemed to affect me so much was a mystery to myself.

I pursed my lips and let out a sigh before I finally pulled the wet paper from my head. I felt I had cooled down enough and I was in a good enough condition to go back out there.

I knew Stefan would have questions, but I had hoped in the time I was gone, he had noted the man stood across the room from us. He had seen photos of him, and had even claimed he was positive he had seen the man before. A thought that mortified me.

I decided the best way to get through the night without making a hiccup was to act like he wasn’t there. I had to keep my head high and a drink in my hands. Only then would I be relaxed enough to forget he even existed.

Or so I hoped.


FIFTEEN



I held my head up high as I made my way back to the function room once I felt like I had calmed down enough. I kept my eyes on the path before me, never once looking away. Even as I sat down beside Stefan with a glare at the table as if I had a personal vendetta against it, I kept my eyes from seeking him—Kota Vernon—out.

As if a certain posture would keep me strict in my plans, I made sure when I sat at the table, my hands remained flat on the table top and my eyes remained focused on the coworkers sat opposite me.

Thankfully Stefan seemed to know better than to ask me if I was okay. When I came back from the bathroom, I found a fresh bottle of water beside my bitter shandy and smiled. He could be sweet sometimes.

I picked up my drink and took a gulp, finishing the pint at long last. I had to resist the urge to turn around, resist seeking out his green eyes.

Within no time, a welcome distraction came in the form of starters.

I had chosen the seared scallops with lemon herb butter, while Stefan had gone with the soup of the day—seemingly some kind of mushroom soup that looked a little too pale for my tastes.

The food was delicious, and was more than welcomed to distract myself. But throughout the three courses, I kept feeling as if I had eyes on me. I couldn’t tell it if was from Owen or Kota, but neither pick were the better option.

I tried to ensure my full attention was either on my food, or my department coworkers. Stefan, being the annoying angel he was, did everything in his power to ensure I stayed calm. Each time my drink emptied, he came back baring more, despite the fact I was slowly but surely getting drunk.

The flowing alcohol was more than enough to keep my attention from diverting around the room. But then the food got whisked away and my welcomed distraction was shattered.

“Are you going to tell me why you’re acting so strange?” Stefan asked, to which I shook my head and chewed on my bottom lip.

“I… can’t,” I mumbled, my eyes begging to wander the room in search for him. But I forced my body to keep facing Stefan, my eyes locked in on his rich chocolate brown ones.

“Was it because I made that Owen joke?” He asked, to which I stayed silent a little too long. “Look, you know it was a joke right? Since he’s within the same vicinity as us, I’ll stop if that’s what you want.”

“It’s not about Owen,” I rushed out, feeling guilty he thought he was the cause of my concern. “Someone else is here, someone who knows me a little too intimately for my own liking,” I stated before I picked up my drink, which had been swapped for a double vodka and coke. I took a large gulp of the pint, half of it gone at the action. “It’s making me feel anxious.”

I placed my drink down and then stood, holding my hands out to Stefan who looked doe eyed and confused. I rolled my eyes before I forced out a laugh. “Come on dickhead, let’s go dance.”

The food had been taken away from me, and so I needed a new distraction. While I hated dancing and felt like I looked like a tit whenever I did, anything was better than nothing. It would be enough to keep my attention from diverting.

Or so I hoped.

Stefan placed his hands in mine, and I used all the strength I could muster to pull him to stand. We laughed, then I let go of one of his hands so I could drag him along behind me as I made my way to the dance floor.

‘She Keeps Me Up’ by Nickleback began to blast through the speakers, and I positioned us on the dance floor so even if I allowed my eyes to scan the room, there would be a few groups of dancing people between us to disturb my eyeline.

From the place I had last seen Kota, there was no way I would notice him from any angle with my new on the dance floor.

I threw my hands up and swayed my body from side to side, to which Stefan laughed but followed the same action. The chorus began, and we sang the lyrics embarrassingly loud. Luckily we were close to the speaker, so no one else could hear us.

We danced to the song to the very end, and I felt the alcohol begin to buzz under my skin. “I’m going to go get us more drinks,” I shouted into Stefan’s ear, close enough that his cologne was suffocating.

It probably wasn’t a good idea to throw myself so much into the alcohol, but it was a free bar and everyone else around us was getting drunk so why the fuck not follow them.

He nodded as he smiled, his body still moving as the next song played. While he seemed reluctant to dance first of all, he had soon opened up to be in his element—and seeing him so carefree and happy made me feel happier.

I walked around him, then pushed my way through the growing crowd of dancers. I almost stumbled when I managed to tackle my way free from the last group of people on the dance floor, closest to the bar.

Two strong, firm and familiar hands steadied me as fingers entwined around my hands. I looked up, met with the familiar soft eyes of Owen. I smiled, too buzzed to even care if anyone whispered and gossiped about us being together.

“Owen!” My voice didn’t even sound like it was coming from myself, I sounded high pitched and overly enthusiastic. “How are you? Did you enjoy the food? I loved the dessert, it was chocolatey and fruity, a perfect mix of both!” I babbled on as I made my way to the bar, Owen following suit.

His eyes remained on me, his lips turning up into the faintest of smiles. I frowned as I looked at him, resting my lower arms on the bar top as I waited for the person behind it to finish up with the drinks of the other people stood not far from us.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” I asked, tilting my head slightly to the side.

In my bathroom freakout earlier, I had pulled my hair down from the half up, half down style. I used my former bangs which had grown out in an attempt to hide my face, hoping Kota wouldn’t look at me again for the whole night.

Owen used his hand closest to me, raising it to cup my cheek slightly before his fingers dragged their way through my hair. His fingers danced along my scalp and I closed my eyes at the soothing feeling. Then I felt his fingers brush downwards, tucking my hair behind my ear to expose my face to him better.

“Are you having fun?” He asked, a little sparkle in his eyes.

I laughed and nodded my head enthusiastically. The person behind the bar finally made their way to us. “What are you having?” Owen asked, to which I shrugged.

He rolled his eyes playfully, the smile not once leaving his lips. He ordered two of something which I didn’t care to listen to, and a pint of beer which I assumed was for himself.

“So that man you’re with, that’s… Stefan, right?” He asked, leaning closer to me so he didn’t have to shout so loud over the music.

I hummed and nodded my head as my hands wrapping around the glasses of the drinks I assumed Owen had ordered for Stefan and I the second the bar host placed them down before us. “Yeah, he’s like in love with you or something. He won’t stop eyeing you up and calling you my boyfriend!”

I realised the second the words left my lips how ridiculous and drunk I sounded, however instead of looking at me with disgust, Owen cocked an eyebrow. “Sounds like you have to fight him over me, or else he may just steal me away first.”

I laughed and nodded my head, a little more animated than I meant. “Maybe, but if you’re so easy to steal away, then I don’t want you,” I joked, to which Owen used his free arm to wrap around my waist.

He pulled me close, the familiar scent of his vanilla and citrus cologne hitting me and invading my senses. He smelt warm and safe. He pulled my body against his chest, and I found it hard to keep the drinks in my hands stable in my drunken state.

But then he pressed his lips against my forehead in a gentle manner, and somehow I felt deep inside me that was his way of ‘claiming’ both himself and me to all of our coworkers to one another.

His lips lingered for a second, and I felt a chill run down my spine. The eyes that had been haunting me all night were looking at me again, which made me realise it was not Owen’s whose attention had been on me the whole time.

And the thought made me feel queasy.

As if he couldn’t bear the thought of missing out on meeting the famed Owen Greenwich, I felt a presence behind me before a cool hand reached out and wrapped around the glass in my right hand.

I pulled back from Owen and turned to face Stefan beside us, my eyes wide as he brought the drink to his lips and took a small sip from the straw. “Well, well, well. What do we have here?” Stefan asked, a mischievous look on his face as his eyes flickered from me, to Owen.

Owen thrust his hand towards Stefan with a wide smile on his face, and I couldn’t help but admire how good looking he was in that moment. His hair messy, his cheeks red, his shirt buttons undone at the top and his tie loose. He looked relaxed and happy.

I tore my eyes away from Owen to speak directly to Stefan. “Stefan, as you know, this is Owen. And Owen, this is Stefan.”

Stefan wrapped his hand around Owen’s, and the pair shook hands in greeting for the first time. “It’s lovely to meet you, I’ve heard so much about you from Ashton.”

Stefan quirked an eyebrow as he shot me a look. “I assume all bad,” He joked, to which Owen let out a loud laugh, louder than appropriate at the little joke.

I bit the inside of my lip, finally tearing my eyes away from the men before me to scan the room. I failed my mission the second my eyes found Kota Vernon in the corner of the room with a glass of red wine in his hand, his eyes trained on me.

I stared at him for a few seconds, as if I was daring him to do something, but when his lips turned up into the faintest of smiles, I felt rage course through my veins. I tore my eyes away from him and threw my drink into Stefan’s free hand.

“Owen, let’s go dance!” I grabbed his arm.

Owen placed his drink on the bar counter behind me. “Keep an eye on it for me will you?” He asked Stefan, who nodded his head with a wide smile on his face.

Without any argument Owen allowed me to drag him to the dance floor where I had just been with Stefan. I turned to him once we got to a space without too many people crowding us, and I knew if I wrapped my arms around him I would finally be announcing I was something with one of my coworkers.

It wasn’t against company rules for us to date, but I still felt a sense of shame come over me at the idea of dating him, especially since he had such a powerful job and I was basically the bottom of the food chain.

And a voice in the back of my head reminded me that Kota was in the same room as us—and if he saw us together he would get the wrong idea. Well, not the wrong idea… but he—Kota—was the one I really wanted. Not Owen. Not that I would ever have the guts to admit that out loud.

I realised during my growing concerns over our power imbalance, when Owen and I were together, we never talked about work and he had never once judged me for not being a higher role in the company like himself.

The song changed from the upbeat tune to a slower paced one, and my lips parted in surprise as I realised that the dancing Owen and I were about to do had changed to a slow dance. I had no fucking clue how to dance normally, bear in mind slow dance.

As if he could sense my panic, Owen’s hands gently snaked to my sides, His grip was firm, but not painful. It was as if he was trying to call for my attention. So I did as he silently asked, my eyes looking up into his.

I gently moved my hands to rest on his shoulders and let out a sigh. “I’m so sorry, I had no idea the song was going to change.”

Owen laughed and shook his head, slowly swaying us back and forth. “Don’t stress, it’s not like you have any control over the DJ beautiful.”

I felt a small smile ghost my lips, allowing him to take control as I tried my best to follow his steps when he began to move us in slow circles. The dance floor began to clear, I noticed as I looked around. Couples were joining, even Mr and Mrs King had joined as well as Casey and Colin.

I looked back at Owen, and he seemed to notice something hidden in my expression. “Are you… scared of being seem with me?” He asked, his eyes intense as he stared into my own.

I nodded slowly, taking in a deep breath. “I’m not ashamed or anything so please don’t think that’s why. I’m just a private person and dancing with you like this… it’s like I’m opening myself up to gossip and I just know come Monday, everyone will be emailing me or seeking me out to find out ‘the drama’.”

Owen nodded his head slowly in understanding. “If it makes you feel better, I’ll be in the exact same boat. Everyone in the showroom talks about how amazing you are at your job, and they all talk about how you should be a manager instead of just a team leader.”

Owen’s serious face turned to one of smiles again, and I felt my cheeks flush hot. I looked down at my hands on his shoulders, the small smile returning to haunt my lips. “Thank you.” I whispered.

The music wasn’t loud enough to hide my gentle words. “Why are you thanking me?” Owen asked, his eyebrow raised in slight confusion.

I smiled as I shook my head. I couldn’t find the words, but I just felt like I had to thank him. “For being you. For being so nice. You’re like a breath of fresh air.”

Owen beamed, shrugging one shoulder. “Why, thank you. I’ve never been compared to oxygen before, but I’ll accept it.”

The song came to an end, thankfully, and we decided to go in search of Stefan and our drinks. I found him at the bar, the drinks safely in front of him while his own was half gone already.

“Hey pretty girl,” Stefan greeted as I got to him. I rolled my eyes and smiled, picking up my drink to take a gulp. Owen reached for his own drink, taking a sip of it while his free hand found home on my lower back.

“How about I take you to meet some of my coworkers?” Owen offered, to which at first I parted my lips to reject the offer, however I noticed Casey seemed to be mingling with the finance department and that made me feel ease.

Casey, despite being a high ranked manager, was a friend and having her around me while I met new people sounded like an ideal situation. I wasn’t very good with new people, it made me anxious. But I knew two out of the however many people in the group of new people, and to add to that I was drunk so my nerves were much less than they would have been if I had been sober.

So I shot Stefan a final look, who nodded his head eagerly, before I turned to Owen and gave him a smile which I had no doubt I looked drunk and goofy. “Sure, why not.”

And with that, Owen kept his hand on my lower back as he led me to a small crowd of people stood around Mr and Mrs King who seemed to have also retired from dancing.

I smiled sheepishly at Casey as we got to her, and rushed to stand beside her. Owen looked like he was biting back a smile before he dove right into chatter with some of his coworkers, momentarily forgetting the reason he had brought me over.

“Miss Barett, it’s lovely to see you again,” Mr King offered his hand halfway through a conversation with another staff member, which caused the balding man to shoot me an angry glare at the interruption.

“Mr King, I hear you’ve been enjoying life in the French Rivera,” I commented, trying my best to sound as sober and composed as possible. I shook his hand for the briefest of seconds before I pulled my hand back, worried my palms were sweaty in my drunken state.

“Of course, but there’s nothing quite like home,” Mr King commented. “I hear you have reservations about joining the team for my new home?” The older man with greying hair slicked back quizzed me, but his pale blue eyes sparkled to show he wasn’t angry by the statement, more so confused.

I swallowed the imaginary lump in my throat, trying to find the right words to say. “It’s not that I’m reserved about the idea,” I began, looking around at Casey for help who just shot me a raised eyebrow. I had accidentally played right into her hands and by the end of the night, I knew I would be the lead of the new team.

“I just fear the outcome may not live up to expectations. I feel like other members of the department may suit your style better than my portfolio,” I finished, feeling the warmth of Owen by my side once again.

And then I felt the piercing eyes on me, the eyes that caused anxiety to erupt under my skin. Why did he have to stare at me right then? I was nervous enough talking to the company owner without the need for any further concerns of Kota Vernon enveloping the back of my mind like thick, black smoke.

“Your portfolio is beautiful, you add an elegant touch to family homes. It certainly impressed my wife, didn’t it dear?” Mr King asked, his arm gently coming to wrap around his wife’s waist as he called for her attention.

Mrs King, who was speaking to a small crowd of people behind, looked at her husband with tired eyes. But even from where I stood I could see the endless love in her eyes as she looked up at her tall husband. “What is it, Mal?”

“I was just telling Ashton how you admired her touch on family homes, how she designs them to be clean and minimalistic with the hidden storage features,” Mr King—Malcolm—repeated to his wife.

“Oh, yes!” The woman reached for my hands, her voice animated and bubbly as she spoke. But despite the endless compliments she threw my way, my attention drifted to behind her shoulder where not but a few feet away stood Kota Vernon.

He was close, so close if we both reached out our fingertips would brush, I had no doubt. “I’m so sorry to disrupt you Mrs King—” I began, feeling the need to get myself as far away from Kota Vernon as possible.

“Call me Carol, please!” She cut me off, giving me a faux stern look before her bubbly and bright smile returned.

“Carol, sorry. Well, I need some fresh air so if you’ll excuse me,” I smiled at the woman, but I felt my lips wobble as the anxiety grew within me. His eyes were locked in on me, I could feel them, following my every move.

“Make sure to catch up with me before you go to bed, or otherwise we’re going to have some strong words over breakfast,” The woman wagged her finger at me, to which I let out a laugh and nodded my head in fake agreement.

I stepped back to get myself away from the conversation. Owen hadn’t heard me, so he grabbed my arm to try to pull me closer as he joined the other group—the one where Kota stood centre of attention.

“Ash, babe, come meet the new guys. They’re the ones we hired in to help us plan that new branch launch,” Owen leant close to me, his breath hot as it fanned across my face and along the exposed skin of my neck and shoulders.

“I need some fresh air,” I yelled back, a little harsher than intended. My eyes sought Kota automatically, only to see him smirking at the sudden snap of my tone at Owen.

His smirk pissed me off.

Owen seemed unfazed and nodded his head. “Shall we go outside?” He asked, to which I pushed his hand away and shook my head.

“You stay here, I need some space to recharge my social battery,” I called back, my tone lighter this time.

And with that, I didn’t bother to shoot Kota another look to see if he was watching me as I marched my way to the closed doors.

I grabbed the large metal handle and pushed it open wide before I rushed outside. The summer air was cool and hit me like a ton of bricks, sobering me up rather quickly.

I turned and walked a few meters down the side of the barn, then I turned to the building and reached out to hold my hand against it as I closed my eyes and lowered my head to the floor.

I took several deep breaths and forced them out through pursed lips, hoping they would calm my beating heart.

I heard the crunching of gravel nearby, and turned my head to look sideways. I saw a navy suit clad man saunter his way to me and so I let go of the wall, coming to stand straight as I kept my eyes on him.

I felt the lump in the throat tighten, begging for me to cry or throw up—I wasn’t sure which one it wanted more.

“What are you…” I began, my voice barely a whisper. The thumping of the music inside the barn wasn’t enough to drown my voice out, though.

“Your company hired me, just like your boyfriend said,” For the first time in my life, I heard his voice.

His voice was smooth and deep, but sounded well spoken. He sounded like a posh fucking prick, but he fit right in with Owen with that.

“He’s not…” I began, my voice small and scared sounding. I was cursing myself, where the fuck was Ashton Barett? Because the woman speaking was not fucking her.

“He’s not what?” Kota asked, his voice holding an air of authority. I remained silent for a few seconds, and that seemed to be seconds too long for the man before me.

I stared into his green eyes, not noticing when his right hand came up and run gently through the side of my hair. His eyes looking from mine to check me from head to toe before they landed on mine once again. “I asked you a question.”

Unlike with Owen, the warmth of his hand caused tingles to follow the every brush of his touch. I closed my eyes at the feeling, basking in it. I had never met this man face to face before, but my body reacted as if I was his—as if he owned me.

With my eyes closed, my other senses were heightened. I breathed in deep through my nose, the smell of his cologne intoxicating and making me feel drunk once again. He smelt of cardamon and leather, with hints of floral undertones. He smelt like power and authority.

His fingers gently tugged my hair, as if he was silently commanding me to open my eyes and look up into his. I did just that, noticing how tall he really was as I tilted my head back to get a better view of his face. He was 6 foot 3 after all.

His little finger stretched out as his fingertip brushed against a section of my neck, causing goosebumps to erupt in its wake. I let out a breath I hadn’t know I was holding before I whispered out my response. “He’s not my boyfriend.”

Kota’s fingers gently brushed my hair behind my ear, just as Owen had done at the bar. His face was expressionless as his lips parted.

“That means nothing to me,” His voice sounded carefree, as if I was nothing more than some dirt on his shoe.

“Kota, let’s get back to the room. We have an early morning,” A feminine voice called for him by the doors to the barn.

I gasped and pushed the man away from me, looking around him to find a beautiful woman with caramel skin stood not too far away from us. She wore an orange dress that sparkled with the light shining in through the glass doors behind her, and her left hand had a large silver ring sat around her ring finger.

Kota gave me one last look before he turned and made his way to the woman. He held his arm out to her, and she wrapped her hand around his forearm before the pair made their way to a golf cart as a staff member awaited further instructions.

I watched as the golf cart whizzed away, and I couldn’t help but feel a sinking pit form in my stomach. I had someone else, I had Owen. But I didn’t expect he would have someone else, too.

But I had to humble myself, I had to remind myself I was nothing to him, and he was nothing to me. We just wanted sex from one another, nothing more and nothing less.

So I forced my head high despite the sting behind my eyes and marched my way back inside to down a few more vodka and cokes before I decided to shred up the dance floor once again with Stefan.
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I woke with a pounding headache and a churning feeling in my stomach, finding myself face down into the mountain of pillows on my bed while still wearing my dress from the night before.

I slowly turned to sit, my hand coming up to cover my eyes from the sun shining brightly through the open curtains. Then the memories of the night before flooded through my head like a slideshow of photos.

Entering the barn and noticing Kota was also there, in the same space as me for the first time. Getting drunk and dancing with Stefan. Stefan meeting Owen for the first time. And finally, me meeting Kota for the first time. His words were harsh, his touch a contrasting gentle.

At the memory of his touch, I closed my eyes and dared my hand to wander as his had against the side of my head, but my touch failed to elicit the same tingles his had.

I let out a sigh, letting my hand drop to my bed. I reached around in search for my phone, then my fingers finally wrapped around the device. I raised it to my face to unlock it, and found there were no messages.

I wasn’t sure what I expected. A part of me wanted to wake up to find a message from him, asking to do over our first meeting. A part of me also wanted Peyton to text me so I could reply with a massive paragraph about the drama the night before. But she had to have been busy, I excused.

I sighed softly as I finally stood from my bed and made my way to the breakfast table at the end of the room. I shoved my hand into my open bag and grabbed my joggers and oversized jumper which were folded neat and shoved into the depths of the bag.

I made my way to the bathroom, assessing the damage of the night before in the mirror. My makeup was smudged all around my eyes in the panda style, and my hair was beyond frizzy and knotted all over.

I sighed softly as I placed my fresh clothes on top of the closed toilet lid, then I grabbed my hairbrush from the sink counter. I ran the bristles through my hair, flinching whenever the brush tugged on a set of knots a little too hard. After what felt like hours, but was probably only a few minutes at best, my hair remained frizzy but had become knot free.

I let out a sigh at my own reflection and then closed my eyes. I felt rough, and the sooner I got home the better.

I turned around and reached into the shower, turning the tap for the water to fall from the waterfall shower head. I then stripped from my dress and underwear before I stepped inside the shower, closing the door behind me.

I closed my eyes as my hands came to my hair, pushing the wet mess from my face. I tilted my head up, basking in the feeling of the warm water covering my skin.

I let out a soft sob, feeling the need to cry but tears failed me. So I did my best to force a strong and carefree mindset as I kept my mouth shut and went about my usual cleaning routine, making the small shower space smell of oat milk shampoo and my favourite vanilla body wash.

Once I was convinced I was clean of both Owen and Kota’s touches, I stepped out of the shower and didn’t bother to shut the door behind me as I dried off in the main bathroom space. Once dry, I pulled on my fresh clothes and then tied my wet hair back into a lazy bun.

I left the bathroom with my towel and wash up bag in tow, making sure to tuck them away back neat into my weekend bag. Then I went back to the bathroom for my dress, placing it back in its home, the cloth bag hanging in the wardrobe by the front door of the room.

I then made my way to the bed and lazily pulled the blanket back into place. It wasn’t perfect, but it was neater than the mess I had left it initially. Then I sat on the end of the bed and slipped on the trainers I had worn on the way to the place.

I was ready for the day ahead, albeit feeling a little dead inside—both from being hungover and from being upset at the memory of the night before. I picked up my weekend bag, phone and room card from the coffee table before I made my way to the front door. I grabbed the dress from its place, then I left the room and made my way to Stefan’s room two doors down.

I rapped my knuckles against the wood and then waited for a few seconds, the sounds of quiet shuffling heard from the other side of the door. It was still early, but I wanted to chow down on the free breakfast before I began the drive back home where I didn’t doubt I would spend all day sleeping, or wallowing in self pity.

The door finally pulled open slowly, and I gave Stefan a forced toothy grin. His room was in utter darkness, and he looked exhausted with his hair a mess all over his head, sticking out in all directions. “Ashton?” He spoke, his voice deep and sleep ridden.

I smiled as I pushed past him into his room, and then I grabbed the curtains with my free arm to push them open. “Wake up dickhead, we have to have breakfast and leave soon.”

Stefan flinched at the sudden intrusion of the sunlight as he entered the room after me. He let out a yawn as he spoke, “I thought you wanted to stay an extra night for the spa?”

I stood straighter, and shook my head. I was unsure how to pass off the excitement the morning before. Both Stefan and I had made plans to pay for the room an extra day at breakfast, then we would dish out on the most expensive spa treatment and spend the day in the inside pool. But I was far from the happy I felt 24 hours ago. I needed to go home and wallow in a nest of self pity.

I thought for a second to come up with a reasonable explanation, before I lied coolly to him, “I have to get home, my mother is apparently coming to town today.”

Stefan blinked slowly as he tried to register my words, then he just nodded before he made his way to the bathroom. I sat on the edge of his bed as he left the door open. I heard a stream of water and cringed at the idea he was using the toilet with the door open.

“You must hate it when she does that,” Stefan called out, to which I frowned.

“Hate what?” I called back. Stefan remained silent for a few seconds once again, then I heard the flush of the toilet. I heard a stream of water, which I assumed was from the sink, and then some splashing. Then the noises ceased save for the padding of heavy and tired footsteps.

Stefan came back into view from the bathroom, and only then had I noticed he was wearing nothing save for boxer shorts. I looked away, regretting waking him up so early. But the sooner I could place distance between myself and the recently forsaken Manor, the better.

I heard the ruffle of clothing, and then noticed Stefan wandering around the room in an outfit similar to my own, joggers and a baggy t-shirt. His hair remained a mess, and I suspected he would leave it that way until he got home at least.

I watched as Stefan wandered around the room, grabbing random items and shoving them in his weekend bag. Before I could stand and usher us out, he made his way to the phone on one of the bedside tables and picked it up after pressing the number one.

The phone rang loudly, so loud I could hear it from where I sat almost perfectly. Someone seemed to pick up the call on the other end as I heard a muffled voice speaking.

“Hi, this is Stefan Moore of room 110. Myself and my friend would like to arrange for our bags to be taken from the room to our car, please?” Stefan went silent, nodding to the person on the other end. “No problem, we’ll leave our bags outside the room then. Thank you.” And with that, Stefan placed the phone back down on the receiver gently.

“The less of that heavy shit I had to drag around, the better I’ll feel,” Stefan stated as he stood and closed his eyes. His body swayed, and I let out a small laugh in response.

“You’re so dramatic sometimes,” I stated, to which Stefan’s eyes flew open. He stared at me with narrowed eyes and furrowed eyebrows. “Plus, it was you who decided to bring all that stuff, so you only have yourself to blame.”

“How the fuck are you so awake and so fine? You drank more than me, and you’re usually a lightweight,” Stefan looked baffled as he checked himself out in the mirror with a frown.

“Oh trust me, I feel like shit,” I stated, standing from my space on the bed.

Little did he know, it was not down to a hangover but instead it was down to the fact I had been caught by Kota in another man’s arms—I had been caught being called babe by another man right in front of him.

Stefan walked to his suitcase and bag lazing by the front door of the room and then pulled the door open. I moved to stand in the doorway, pushing my back against the door to hold it open for Stefan. “Thanks,” He murmured.

Then he continued. “You look like you’ve been awake for hours and like you’re not even hungover, it’s not fair.”

I laughed, but the action caused the throb from inside my brain to get worse. I closed my eyes and let out a breath between pursed lips before I opened my eyes again. “Let’s just go eat some breakfast, we should sober up quicker then.”

“If I throw up in your car, don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Stefan joked as he placed his bags outside the hotel room carefully, then he rushed back inside to check every surface to ensure he hadn’t left anything behind.

“If anyone’s going to throw up, it’ll probably be me since I mixed my drinks all night. You stayed mostly on the same thing,” I finally stepped away from the door once Stefan resurfaced with his phone, wallet and room card in his hands.

We made our way to the stairs after I placed my bag and dress down beside Stefan’s. At first he went to lecture me about leaving my dress in a messy pile, but the glare I gave him told him not to try anything.

So he pursed his lips before we made our way to the first floor. Once we reached the bottom of the stairs, we noted the chalkboard signs from the night before then pointed in the direction of ‘the café’.

“I hope they make good coffee,” Stefan mumbled before he walked ahead of me, following the signs around the right side of the foyer until we found a large open room with rows of tables, serving tables lined on the sides of the room filled with varying foods, and a counter down the far bottom with many fancy looking coffee machines pushed against the wall behind.

I followed Stefan with careful steps, my eyes wandering around the room. I bit the inside of my lower lip, seeking out Kota or Owen so I could run in the opposite direction. But when I found neither of them in the café, I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.

I hoped it stayed that way since it was still fairly early, and most people slept in when it was the weekend—especially if they got drunk the night before. But then the voice of the woman the night before haunted me, reminding me he went back to the hotel with another woman who said they had an early morning to look forward to.

I shook my head, trying to rid myself of the memory of the night before.

I followed Stefan closely as he led us to the counter where the plates sat. We grabbed a place each, then we walked around the tables on the edges of the room. I gave myself essentially a full English breakfast before I found us a table by the large glass windows so we could admire the view of the fields in the summer sunlight.

Stefan left his plate on the table with me as he went and got us drinks, a latte for each of us, and a glass of orange juice for myself while he opted for an apple juice. Two trips to the drinks counter, and he was finally back for good.

Once Stefan sat down, I grabbed my orange juice and downed half of the drink in one go. He stared at me wide eyed and surprised. I slammed the glass down on the table and opened my mouth, ready to expose why I was in such a shitty mood, but then I felt a gentle hand grab my shoulder.

I stiffened and turned, but instead of being met with one of the two men I wished to avoid for the rest of the fucking year, I was met by the beautiful, yet very tired looking, Mrs Carol King.

“Mrs King,” I stood, a smile on my face.

The woman pushed my shoulder down to make me sit back in my seat, then waved her hand as she sat beside me. “Ashton, it’s Carol, please.”

I nodded slowly. “Sorry, Carol,” I repeated her name at her request, to which she gave me a beaming smile that showed off her perfect white teeth. “Would you like me to go get you coffee or anything?”

“Oh, no bother. Malcolm is getting our food and drinks now,” The woman replied, her hometown accent, the same as my own, thicker in her tired state. Mrs King was a native to the area, whereby in contrast her husband was from London, born to a French mother and an English father.

“Did you both enjoy your night?” She asked, a yawn then disturbing the peace. She used her left hand to cover her mouth, showing off the beautiful silver band encrusted with tiny diamonds. Mr and Mrs King had been married for 20 years, however due to them being so busy with work they never invested in wedding rings until recent years—so the ring looked fresh off the showroom still.

I nodded, picking up a slice of dry toast before biting into it. “We did, thank you,” I replied, finishing the bread in just three large bites. I then picked up my coffee and took a sip. “And yourself?” I asked, half expecting her to answer without me asking but she had remained silent.

The woman gave me a little mischievous grin, even daring to nudge me gently with her elbow. “My whole weekend will be made if you agree to become team lead for my home project.”

My eyes widened. I knew if I joined the project I would have likely been made team lead due to being the most senior in our department, however I didn’t expect for the company owner herself to request me as team lead.

“Mrs K—Carol,” I let out breathily. “I appreciate the offer, I really do,” I began, to which she waved her hand.

“Then you’ll be fucking stupid to reject it,” Swearing sounded natural from the woman’s mouth, but that didn’t stop the shocked expressions both Stefan and I held as we turned to look at one another.

I was at a loss of words, but the small kick Stefan gave me under the table told me all I had to know. I should accept the offer. So I turned to the woman and forced my biggest smile. I noted from not far away, her husband came holding two trays of food and drinks, so I decided it was the best chance to just agree before I had both Kings trying to convince me.

“Fine, I’ll join the team. I’ll tell Casey first thing onMonday morning,” But Mrs King stopped listening from when I said the word ‘join’. She rushed to grab her laptop from the bag by her feet and pulled it open in front of her.

“It’s too early to start work, don’t you think Ca?” Mr King spoke as he placed the trays on the free space on the table. He then pulled up the seat next to Stefan, even shaking his hand in greeting.

“What the fuck is going on?” Stefan mouthed at me, to which I shrugged.

“I’m emailing Casey to let her know we have Ashton on board for our home project,” She stated, then paused her typing. Her eyes flickered to Stefan, narrowing slightly. “I take it you’re on the team too, Mr Moore?”

Stefan’s lips parted, looking considerably more sober than he had looked half an hour ago. He nodded slowly, not daring to say anything. The woman just smiled as she hummed a tune to herself, her fingers dancing along the keys once again as she seemed to be typing up an email.

“Forgive my wife, she can be such a workaholic,” Malcolm stated as he picked up a forkful of eggs and shovelled them into his mouth.

The table fell into silence, but it wasn’t an uncomfortable one. Despite the intimidating aura the King couple usually gave off, sitting with them for breakfast felt oddly comfortable. They asked about Stefan and I, how we enjoyed work and how we lived our lives. The couple felt as if they cared, as if they wanted to get to know us beyond just being people on their payroll.

And it was a welcome distraction from Owen and Dakota.
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I drove home with a soft acoustic song playing through my speakers. Stefan and I both don our sunglasses, the bright sun only increasing the unwelcome headaches forming in our skulls.

The drive was silent mostly, and I could tell it was because Stefan didn’t want to make me feel like he was forcing me to tell him what was wrong, why I was so wound up the night before. Owen was with us, so obviously the reason wasn’t down to him.

I cleared my throat as I shifted in my seat as I whizzed my car a little too fast down the motorway. I wanted to close my eyes, but I needed to remain awake and alert so I decided maybe it best I just talk to him, tell him what was going on.

“You remember that man I told you I liked, Dakota Vernon, yeah?” I asked, to which Stefan sat up straighter. He nodded slowly before he let out a drawn out hm. “Well, he was there last night…”

Stefan remained silent for a few seconds, as if he was trying to register the words. He then turned his head to me, and I knew him well enough to know his eyes were likely wide and surprised from behind the brown lenses.

“You never told me he worked for us,” Stefan sounded slightly betrayed, to which I pressed the button on my steering wheel to change the song playing to a more upbeat one. I didn’t need songs about love and heartbreak at that moment.

“Well, I didn’t know until last night either,” I replied, to which Stefan’s body posture softened. I swallowed the lump forming in my throat and tried my best to speak, while also trying not to get overwhelmed by the experience.

“He’s one of the people hired in from that external finance company. I noticed him… Just before food,” I relayed, to which Stefan nodded slowly. He reached for the volume nob of my radio and turned the music down so he could ensure he heard everything. “That was why I began to act weird. I wasn’t even sure it was him at first, I thought it was just someone who looked like him or that I was so addicted to him his fucking ghost was haunting my every move.”

“Did you two actually talk? Like face to face?” Stefan asked, his lips parting to which I nodded my head slowly. “Woah, how the hell did I miss that, I was by your side most of the night.

I smiled sadly and nodded my head, the memory of the gorgeous woman with her black hair tied up in a beautiful knit with braided pieces a taunt to the calm I was trying to feel. “Yeah, we did. He saw me with Owen and when I said he wasn’t my boyfriend, he said it means nothing to him anyway.”

Stefan’s lips parted even wide. “I think we took that in the same way,” He replied, to which I nodded my head slowly.

“As if he was telling me that I meant nothing? Yeah, that’s how I took it too,” I replied, my grip on the steering wheel getting slightly tighter. The sadness was slipping, and anger was beginning to replace it, bubbling just under the surface of my skin.

“That probably wasn’t what he meant,” Stefan began, but I shot him a quick look and even though I had sunglasses covering my eyes, he knew it was a warning glare not to defend him.

Stefan put his hands up in surrender, before he reached for the volume nob on the radio again. He turned it up and gasped when he realised the song playing and began to belt the lyrics as he rolled the window down.

I smiled slightly, thankful I had him as a distraction. Until we would part ways at least. Then my distraction was going to come in the form of a day-long nap.

“If it helps, from what I heard, Owen is the better option anyway,” Stefan stated between song changes, the final words on the topic.
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Within no time, too quick for my liking really, I pulled up in our office car park where Stefan’s car sat abandoned.

I didn’t help him with his bags again, I just leant against the back of my car as I watched him struggle to pull the suitcase out with huffs and puffs. But finally the bags were moved from the back of my car, into his own.

Stefan and I never hugged, he usually settled for a fist bump and called it a day. I barely even hugged Peyton unless I felt like I needed a hug. But Stefan could tell I needed a moment of comfort, even if it was fleeting. So he reached out and wrapped his arms around me. He didn’t even bother to wait for me to wrap my arms around him in return, he just lightly patted my head then let me go.

“Text me when you get home, yeah?” Stefan pushed his sunglasses to sit on top of his head as the sun began to get covered up by forming clouds above.

I smiled and nodded my head, holding my hand out with my fingers all closed save for my thumb and little finger. Stefan rolled his eyes but smiled and brought his own hand to mine before he connected our pinky fingers. He pressed this thumb into mine, then we shook our hands.

“And you tell me about your holiday,” I returned when Stefan turned to walk back to his car. He waved his hand above his head in acknowledgement before he climbed into his car.

The drive home was silent and uncomfortable, but music just felt like it was slowly pissing me off. I drove a little too fast, and I wouldn’t have been surprised had I been sent speeding fines in the post a few weeks later due to it.

I pulled my car up into my driveway and turned the engine off before I had even fully stopped. I then pressed my brake hard and lifted my handbrake. It was a terrible habit I had learnt from my father. But I was in a rush, and I just wanted—needed—to be in the comfort of my bed.

I stepped out of my car and slammed the door shut harder than intended. I then pressed the button to lock it, my bags could wait until later. I then made my way to the front door and felt the sting behind my eyes as I fumbled to push the key into the lock.

I let out a sob of frustration, some tears finally daring to fall. I blinked them away, finally managing to push the key into the barrel. I turned the key and threw the door open before I stepped inside and pulled my key from the front of the door before I slammed it shut and secured the key back in the barrel from the inside.

Once safe inside my home, I grabbed the wooden unit by my front door and came to a squat before it as I let out some more tears. I tried to shake them away, but I knew once the barrier had broke, there was no stopping me until I got too exhausted to keep crying.

I stood and kicked off my shoes before I made my way with blurry tear filled eyes to my stairs. I held onto the white banister as I made careful steps up them. My room was the first one when you reached the top of the stairs for which I was thankful for at that moment.

I rushed in to my room, ignoring the mess around me on the floor, and threw myself into my bed. I pulled my duvet up to my neck and closed my eyes, basking in the familiar warmth that had comforted me since I was 18 years old. I didn’t doubt I had done the same thing three years ago, the last time I allowed him to hurt me.

I sniffled, trying my best to calm myself down. I was older, and adult. I was more mature. I would just move onto the next, like I had been doing for the last few years each time a man pissed me off and upset me.

But the words I tried to convince myself with fell flat as I reached into my joggers and pulled out my phone. I stared at it, a handful of notifications from social media apps where people had tagged me in photos, a message from Casey, a message from Stefan, and even a few messages from Owen which I had no energy to open or entertain at that moment.

I ignored everything in the notifications panel on my phone and opened the messaging app I used to talk to Kota and typed out a message.

Me: I hope she gives you a fucking STD.

The curser blinked at the end of the message, as if asking me I was really sure that was what I wanted to send him. So I rushed to erase the message and stared at my screen as I considered how to reach out.

Me: Did you enjoy your night?

Before I could reconsider, my thumb automatically pressed the green arrow at the end of the message box to send it. I stared, the tick turning from one grey, to two grey ticks. I knew they would never turn blue and I would never know when he was active, but that somehow made me feel even worse.

What if he never replied again?

I stared at my screen for what felt like hours, waiting for a response. Nothing. It was only adding to my agitation.

So I placed my phone on my bedside table and closed my eyes, hoping sleep would ease me of my troubles for a short while at least.
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I woke in a daze, sitting up hurriedly as I looked around my room with confusion for the briefest of moments. Then the memories flooded back.

Right, I had gone to the work event, I had fucked up my chances with Kota, and I had gone home to cry. Got it.

I reached for my phone on my bedside table to check the time, but instead of my eyes finding the time, they found the familiar photo of his face to reveal he had replied to my message, the one I had forgot I had even sent.

I felt butterflies fly around my chest, and bit my bottom lip to try to stop myself from smiling. He could have sent me a message ending… whatever the fuck we were.

But even at that potential, I still clicked the message and opened it. I had to see what he said, I was addicted to his notifications and his attention, even if he barely gave me the bare minimum of it.

Kota: I did. Seeing how beautiful you looked in that dress was the highlight of the night. Shame I couldn’t go back to your hotel room and help you take it off..

My lips parted for a second. I wasn’t sure what I expected him to reply with, but it wasn’t that. However, I would take it. It seemed to show he was fine with what had happened the night before.

Me: I mean it, he wasn’t my boyfriend

Kota: Oh, I know

Me: Yeah, because I told you

Kota: No, because of how you pushed him away

Me: I didn’t push him away

Kota: You didn’t react in the same way as you had when I touched you though…

At the reminder of his touch, my cheeks heated and I rushed to lock my phone as I carefully considered how to answer his message. I could play it off on being too drunk to even register what was going on, maybe.

But as I lay back down and placed my phone on my chest, my lips turned up into a smile. Things seemed okay between us.


SEVENTEEN



I sat at my desk with my head in my hands and my eyes closed. Over a week had passed since the work event, and since I had agreed to the Kings that I would take on the project they so desperately wanted me on for some unknown reason. No one had spoken about it since, save for Casey the Monday morning after when she asked if Stefan and I had really joined.

The team was short on staff, what with annual leave and the rise of pollen in the air making those who suffered with allergies unable to stomach the day ahead. I had picked up the work of three of my other coworkers, and I was up to my eyeballs in emails and stress.

The gentle sound of a plastic bottle hitting the desk beside mine pulled my attention up. I looked to the desk beside me as I did so, and was met by the soft smile of Stefan. He had sunglasses sitting on top of his head, and his skin was lightly tanned from his week away.

“You ready to go over the showroom butt?” He asked, to which I let out a sigh and nodded my head.

“I wish we didn’t have to go there,” I mumbled, wishing I could get on with my work. The sooner I got it done, the sooner my stress would ease up. Or so I liked to believe.

“Well I think we’re going to be there for the rest of the day, so at least you get a break from emails,” Stefan tried to look at the silver lining, but I was in no mood to try to be positive with him.

I read before the email I had typed out for one final time before I moved my mouse to press the send button, then I pressed the button on my keyboard to lock my computer from prying eyes.

I grabbed my keys from my drawers once I ensured they were locked. Once everything was secure, I picked up the bottle of cold coke Stefan bought for me from the nearby vending machine and held it tight in my hand. I knew they would likely have things we could buy in the showroom to drink, but on the off chance I decided it would be a good idea to bring something.

Especially since I heard last week the showroom’s air conditioning broke and in the offices, I heard it could get pretty sticky and warm. A cold drink wasn’t going to do much to help that, but it was something at least.

Stefan and I walked by Casey’s desk who looked up over the edge of glasses that sat low on her nose. She flashed us a smile, but she looked exhausted. “The Kings are in one of the meeting rooms on the second floor, just go upstairs and you should find them right away.”

Stefan nodded, while I remained silent and exhausted. I followed after Stefan as he pushed the door open, and then we traversed the hallways of our building before we reached the freedom of the front door.

“Do we have to go? Can’t we just sneak off for a drive and then finish early?” I mumbled, using one of my hands to cover my mouth as a yawn ripped through me.

“Sadly,” Stefan began as we walked side by side towards the showroom. “We have a job to do. You should go to sleep early tonight, and give yourself a lie in tomorrow morning. It’s stupid that you wake up at half past five every morning when you don’t need to.”

“It’s called routine and discipline, learn it,” I joked as I nudged Stefan gently.

We made our way through the car park that separated our building from the main road, then we checked the main road before we crossed—I was pretty sure Mr and Mrs King wanted their employees alive. We then reached the showroom’s car park and walked through it slowly.

The showroom clearly earned more money than us, Stefan and I noted as we looked around us and found new plate vehicles everywhere. They ranged from Audis, to Mercedes, to even a Porsche SUV which I had no doubt belong to the King couple.

Their car surely put my old second-second-second hand Mini to shame. But she was my baby regardless, even if she looked old and worn out compared to the shining beauties in the showroom car park.

We got to the front doors of the showroom, a large glass roof hanging out over them. We made our way through the large and open glass doors, then we were met by the receptionists.

“Good morning,” The woman nearest us, a short, grey haired woman, welcomed us.

“We’re not customers, we’re just here for a meeting from the offices across the road,” Stefan waved his hand dismissively, and at the news the woman sat back down and slouched against her chair, paying us no further attention.

“What a warm welcome,” I whispered to Stefan which was accompanied by an eye roll. “At least now we know how they make their sales, but pouncing on anyone who steps foot through those doors.”

Stefan gave a half arsed nod before we made our way through the foyer to the showroom. The metal stairs that led to the second floor sat on the far right, and had a sign that the area was just for staff so no customers would go wandering and get lost.

Stefan stepped aside and threw his arm in the direction of the steps, offering me to go up first. I smiled, but only out of courtesy. I fucking hated the metal stairs in the showroom. There felt like there was no support, and I worried I would slip and fall to my death on them.

Once I got to the top, I turned off the steps onto solid floor and let out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding. Then Stefan stepped off, close behind me. I looked up and down the tiny exposed hallway, hoping they were in one of the main meeting rooms and not in one in the back of the building where I had no doubt we would get lost.

And sure enough, inside a room just two doors away, Mrs King sat head at the table while her husband stood behind her, massaging her shoulders with a loving smile on his face. I watched as a group of people stepped out of the office, all wearing suits and dressed in much fancier clothes than Stefan and I—who just wore the work uniform colours, mostly formal clothing in black and white.

Stefan wore a white informal shirt that had the top few buttons undone, and some black trousers which looked luxe but secretly were from some summer range in M&S on sale. I wore black formal trousers, and just like Stefan, an informal white shirt. But I accompanied by outfit with a black cardigan cropped at my waist where the trousers sat.

I kept my eyes on the small group of people, noticing Owen amongst them. I smiled at him, parting my lips to call for his attention when he seemed too lost in conversation. But then right behind him, I finally noticed Kota Vernon, his green eyes locked in on me in such an intense stare that I felt as if he was trying to curse me or something.

My lips closed instantly and my smile dropped. Not because I wasn’t happy to see him, but because it felt unreal seeing him before me. I was used to seeing him as a photo on my screen, so much so that I had convinced myself he wasn’t really real and the memory of the work party was just some twisted dream.

The small group of people passed us, and I felt Stefan tense up from behind us when he seemed to noticed just who was in the group before us. He leant closer to me, as if that would cause the abnormally tall and very fit Kota to back off.

Kota gave no attention to Stefan as his eyes remained on me, and he even turned his neck slightly once he had passed me. But finally he snapped his head forward and continued to walk once again with such elegance and pose I was in awe.

Knowing he was in the same building as me was going to effect me for the foreseeable hours until I was allowed the freedom to go home, but he seemed to not even be bothered by the fact he had just walked past me, a touch away.

But I guess that summed us up. I was some obsessed, addicted fool and he just couldn’t give two fucks about my existence. I was some obedient dog that barked when he told me to.

“I thought we agreed you weren’t going to go there,” Stefan asked, coming to stand beside me. After the work event weekend, Stefan had called me during his morning jog and ranted to me that I deserved better and that I should cut the man off, focusing only on Owen.

He had taken my half arsed hums as agreement, which wasn’t my fault. I never agreed to anything, Dakota Vernon was very much still in my life and would be for as long as he wished to be.

I said nothing as I shrugged my shoulder nearest to him, then I began the walk to the meeting room where the King couple sat awaiting us.

Mrs King looked radiant, wearing a colour palette of pale green and pink which added some pops of colour to the mostly white room. Mr King retired from massaging his wife as we entered, a wide smile on his face. He wore a similar pale green to his wife, but in suit form.

That was the third time I had seen them, and had noted it was the second time I had seen them matching when it came to their clothing and colour choices.

“Ashton, Stefan, welcome. Please take a seat,” Mr King extended his hand to the multiple free seats in the room. “We’re sorry it’s so cluttered in here, we haven’t planned how we want the new office to look so we kept it as the unofficial meeting room for the time being.”

I smiled, taking a seat not too close to the head of the table, but close enough so that I didn’t look like I was trying to put too much distance between us. Stefan made his way around the other side of the table, sitting down beside Mr King who took up a seat beside his wife. We all sat so we could look at one another freely.

Somehow, the couple were much less intimidating than they had been at the work event. They looked carefree and happy there, yet here they looked professional and ready to get down to business while also keeping a happy aura about them. Maybe the breakfast we shared had opened me up to them, made them trust us that little bit and drop the walls they may have held tall against all others that were not part of their inner trusted circle.

“Thank you both for coming,” Mrs King spoke up, picking up a stack of papers beside her laptop. She bounced the papers on the table, then she picked up a stapler from the other side of her laptop before she punched the metal into the corner. The papers came to stick together, and then she reached across her husband to place the paper before Stefan.

Mrs King repeated the action three more times, placing one set of papers before her husband, then myself, then she kept the final stack in her own hand for herself. “I printed off a booklet for us to look through. It shows photos of our holiday home and the decorations, and then it shows how our new house looks and each room which is obviously bare for the time being as works are being done to the structure.”

Mr King, who remained mostly silent and observant of his wife, spoke up as she finished her piece. “We likely won’t be able to move in for over a year, so we have some time to consider making custom furniture pieces in the mean time.”

“I want you guys to keep this booklet as your bible for the coming weeks,” Mrs King continued after she picked up her cup of coffee and took a mouthful. She cringed as she placed the cup back down, to which Mr King rushed to stand and grabbed the mug.

“Shall I go make us all a fresh brew?” He offered, pointing his hands out to me and Stefan as he called for our attention momentarily. We both nodded and asked for tea, and within no time, the very rich and very powerful businessman rushed out of the room to make us all a cup of tea.

I was shocked to find the main company owner, a tall and buff businessman with a hard aura about him, was the secret tea boy for not just his wife, but her meetings also. It was almost comical for me to imagine. I had seen Mr King many times in our company newsletters, but he was nothing how I expected him to.

I half began to suspect that while Malcolm King’s name was the one registered as the main leader of the company, it was secretly his wife behind the scenes who pulled all the strings that led them to success.

“I’m leading this project as everything to do with our house is where I hold all control,” Mrs King excused when asked Stefan had asked if we should wait for her husband. “Whatever I say, goes. He won’t argue it, so don’t you worry about Malcolm.”

I opened the paper before me, my fingers ghosting over the photos as I tried to come up with creative ways to keep her an airy feel to her home while maximising storage, something she said she needed a lot of.

I found her holiday home consisted of pieces made from pale wood colours, white soft fabrics, and the odd splash of colour here and there mostly in blue. The bedrooms were all colourful and separate entities, which I knew was why Stefan was brought on to the job. He loved colour, and I loved the elegant minimalistic colour style.

“I know Casey probably told you both,” Mrs King spoke up after a few moments of silence as she allowed Stefan and I to asses the papers before us. “But I wanted you to hear it from myself also. Of course as you know we have a home in Monaco, and now we have a home back here too.”

We both nodded in understanding, placing the papers down to ensure we gave the woman full attention each time she spoke. Mrs King was friendly and bright, but despite that she held as much power as her husband. Her power wasn’t in the way she held herself or how she walked. Her power was silent, but felt in the air of the room.

“We want to pay for a trip in a few months time for you both to attend our Monaco home. It likely won’t be until May next year when the weather is it’s best, but we felt like if you could see the actual spaces we live in and want to bring here, it would help you understand our wants better. Photos can only show you so much,” She smiled towards the end of her words when she noticed our shocked expressions.

Sure, Casey had noted the potential of us going to the King former family home, but we never expected it was true. I half expected Casey had said it just to pull me onto the team in a failed attempt at seduction, but it turned out it wasn’t just flowery words.

“Do you have a problem with that?” Mrs King asked as she quirked a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. She was beautiful, and anyone could tell that. I was envious of how perfect she looked, how amazing her personality had seemed to be, and how loved she was by her husband.

They were all things I would never get. But it wasn’t the time to wallow in that. I had to focus on the task at hand. I had a job to do, and I would be fucking damned if I didn’t do it to the best of my fucking abilities. I was good at my job, and I was going to give the King family project my all.

I could use it as a distraction from my addiction to Kota, and from my lessening feelings for Owen the more the former man existed in my life.

My love life was becoming a joke, but at least work was always there for me.
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“That’s during Formula 1 season, isn’t it?” Stefan asked as we finally walked back through the front doors of the showroom back to freedom.

“What is?” I asked with a quirked eyebrow as I turned to look at him. I noticed the car park was much emptier than it had been the few hours earlier when we had first entered the building.

“Monaco. Monte Carlo. May. God Ashton, you need to get a fucking hobby,” Stefan let out a laugh to show he was joking.

“I have one, thanks,” I stated, pushing my hair off my shoulder.

Stefan quirked an eyebrow, shaking his head. “Stalking a man on LinkedIn to see when he was on his phone last to prove if he if or is not ignoring you is not a hobby Ashton, it’s the start of a potential arrest warrant.”

I shrugged, about to part my lips to defend myself from his half-truth, half-joke before a smooth voice from behind us spoke up. The voice was deep, and caused a chill to run up my spine. I knew who it was before even turning to look.

I had only heard his voice twice, once in a three second voice note three years ago and once face to face some weeks ago, but it still seemed to haunt me. His voice had been engraved into my mind, and I half suspected I would never forget it. It would be a haunting melody to put me to sleep.

The voice wasn’t directed at us, I soon realised. It seemed as if it was involved in a chat amongst other people when I heard some responses, and it took all my will not to turn around and look. And based on the glare Stefan shot over my shoulder, my suspicions were confirmed.

Dakota Vernon was behind us.

“Don’t you dare. Ashton, don’t you—” Stefan warned, his voice low and deep as he tried not to call for the attention from anyone else—for his attention. But I couldn’t stop myself as I snapped my body around, my hair whipping me in the face.

I rushed my hands up to claw my hair from my face, a gasp leaving my lips as I noticed the back of Kota walking towards a handful of cars parked together in the corner of the car park, some of the few cars still remaining.

“Ashton, let’s go,” Stefan warned from behind me, and I knew I should have followed him but I was locked in place.

I watched as the people in the small group separated into their own vehicles, some getting in together and some driving off alone.

I watched as Kota climbed into a white Range Rover, the plate revealing it was essentially brand new. Somehow, the vehicle suited him, I noted as Stefan came to stand beside me.

“Woah,” He let out breathily as he watched the scene before me also. “I have to get home, it’s already past our finishing time,” Stefan checked his watch, then turned to look at me. “Get home safe, and don’t get in a stranger’s Range Rover, got it?”

I nodded my head, biting my lip. I didn’t really listen to whatever warning Stefan gave me, but if it meant he would leave me be to admire beauty in silence, then I would take it.

Stefan walked away silently, but I paid him no attention. The cars from before me pulled off one by one, but for some reason the white Range Rover remained in place, not once moving. The lights came on to reveal the ignition had been turned on, but the car didn’t move. Not an inch.

I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket, then my smart watch. I raised my left wrist to my face and read the message.

Kota: Get in then.

I was torn between walking away, because who the fuck does he think he is to demand me to get into his car. But another part of me wanted to comply. I wanted to get in and be near him, I wanted a chance to talk to him and hear more of his voice.

I looked behind me to the retreating back of Stefan. He heeded a warning, but he knew I wouldn’t listen to him. That was likely why he left me behind, because he knew I would end up leaving with Kota anyway.

I looked back to his car, only to see him looking down at his phone as he seemed to be typing away. I bit my lower lip, debating the choices. But the choice had been made for me the second he text me, I knew I wouldn’t reject his offer.

So I sucked in a breath and pushed the nerves aside the best I could as I made my way to the car. I was conscious of every step I made and wondered if I looked stupid—but he wasn’t watching me anyway, so what was the point of stressing?

I counted the steps to try to distract myself, then finally I got close enough I could reach out and touch the car. I seized my steps, staring at the door handle which begged for my touch, for me to throw the door open and be in the same space as him.

But I hesitated.

So he took control of the situation and reached across the car to pull the handle and pushed the door open from the inside. I looked up at him, my eyes wide and my hands feeling shaky.

“What are you doing? Get in,” He called to me, to which I rushed my way around the door and climbed in. I hoped no one—especially Owen—would see me.

I closed the door behind me with a soft thud, and then looked at my hands as my nails picked at my fingers. I was anxious being in the same building as him, bear in mind being confined to such a small space as him.

I could smell his intoxicating cologne. I wasn’t sure what it was, but it smelt like power and authority, and I felt the need to laugh at that. He had all the power over me he could ever want, and I wasn’t even sure if he knew that.

It was something I hated myself for, allowing a man I didn’t know to hold this power over me. It was a sick addiction, one that I knew was about to get worse at the fact that the man had been roped in to working close me, alongside living close to me.

We had all the opportunities in the world to meet up, I realised.

And God was I going to abuse that as much as he would let me.


EIGHTEEN



The air felt awkward as we sat opposite one another in a café on the outskirts of town, hidden away on a side street where we both suspected no one would see or notice us.

I knew at least both my best friends lived far away from where we sat. And I was sure Owen lived in the opposite direction—not that he would be allowed a right to get upset at seeing me with another man. I wasn’t his, unlike what Stefan liked to believe.

We had driven around for some time, trying to find the perfect place that didn’t look too ‘date like’, but we also wanted a place that would grant us some peaceful solace, if not for just a few minutes.

I picked up my latte and sipped it slowly, my eyes on the table, not once daring to shoot him a glance. He was intimidating, and the fact he had invited me out for a fucking coffee when he said we were never going to go on dates, etc. only added to the intimidation factor.

Why had he invited me out?

My mind was overthinking every possible scenario.

I heard the clink of china, then Kota cleared his throat before he spoke in that Goddamned addicting sounding voice. “Aren’t you going to at least look at me?” He asked, sounding more humoured by my lack of eye contact rather than irritated.

I didn’t want to, but I managed to tare my eyes away from the clean white table top to look into his eyes, green and bright and inviting.

But it was all a ruse. I knew deep behind the beautiful splashes of colour lay a monster clawing to get out, clawing to get to me and destroy every piece of me. And that thought thrilled me more than I cared to admit.

I chewed on my bottom lip as I placed my glass cup back down, my hands coming to surrounding it to warm them. “Why did you bring me here?” I asked, my voice so quiet I wasn’t even sure he had heard me at first.

But then he spoke smoothly, his voice unashamed and unwavering. The confidence he exuded made me jealous. I wished I could have been as carefree about his presence as he was about mine.

But then again, even over texts, his presence always meant more to me than mine did to him. He could go days without texting me, and the second my phone dinged with his notification, I came running like a lost puppy in search of their owner.

“You said we could be friends too, right? Friends go for coffee sometimes,” He replied, but there was something hidden behind his words, something I wanted to dig further into.

“I did, but we aren’t really friends,” I replied, picking up my glass with both hands to take another sip. I was worried my words would offend him, but he said nothing as he turned to look out of the window beside us, and that made me sure that my words had no affect on him regardless of what I said.

“Okay, fine. So maybe I do have a reason for meeting you like this,” He stated coolly, his eyes flickering from the window, to give me a brief look before they went back to the setting sun once again.

“What is it?” I asked, embracing myself for him to tell me we had to end… whatever the fuck we were. I was sure he was going to ask us to stop our sexting, and that we were never going to happen in any capacity, even as friends with benefits.

But instead, I stared at him with surprise as I blinked. I blinked once, twice, three times. Then I registered that he had spoken but my brain hadn’t retained the information. “Sorry, can you repeat that?” I asked, trying to sound as posh as he did. Guaranteed his accent was natural, but it made me feel like some small town country hick when I heard my own accent compared to his.

He sighed softly, taking a small sip of his coffee smoothly. His eyes never once looked away from the setting sun, and I couldn’t help but admire how beautiful he looked. He was perfect in every sense of the word. Or at least he was to me. “When are you going to invite me to stay the night?” He repeated his words.

I was stunned into silence by shock. I hadn’t expected that. I wasn’t sure what I was preparing for, but it wasn’t for him to demand to spend the night in my bed.

“I’m just saying that I think we should arrange a schedule for us to meet up around our work commitments. Now we’re basically always going to be in the same area, we may as well as finally go ahead with it all, right?” He cocked an eyebrow, talking about us as if he where discussing buying some unimportant art pieces to furnish his home.

My lips parted as I sucked in a breath, but then they closed as words failed me. My eyes went back to the table as I thought deeply. He didn’t want to end us before we even had a chance to begin—he wanted us to begin. He wanted us to fuck on the regular, sure, but that was better than the inevitable ending I was sat waiting for.

“You want us to meet up on the regular?” I finally asked, disbelief lacing my voice.

He finally tore his eyes away from the setting sun and stared right into my own, as if he was trying to see through me to the darkest depths of my soul. “Yes, if you still want to go along with our…” He paused, as if trying to find the right words. As he did so, his eyes flickered to the silver pendant hanging on my chest, meeting right where the top button of my shirt hid my cleavage from prying eyes—like his. “Arrangement.”

I let out a laugh, but it was brief and barely lasted a few seconds. I pushed my coffee away, no longer wanting to drink something he had bought. “You want us to start fucking is what you’re saying.” I stated, more so than questioned.

He threw one shoulder up in a shrug, picking his drink up to sip the contents. He seemed so unaffected at all times, and it was fucking infuriating. But the way he stared at me, right into my eyes, felt as if he was silently begging me to agree. As if his hands would rather fall off than risk never touching me.

“You know I have a… thing with Owen,” I replied, letting out a sigh. He said nothing, but the way his eyes closed slowly then opened again revealed he was giving me his full attention. “It’s not serious with him though. I don’t have sex with him so you don’t have to worry about me… spreading anything. I just go on dates with him and have fun, that’s all,” I stated, defending why I wanted to keep both him and Owen in my life.

Kota shrugged, finishing his coffee in one fluid gulp before he placed his cup back down. “Ashton, quite frankly I don’t give two shits about who you do or don’t fuck,” He replied, to which I felt a knife dig into my heart. I knew he didn’t care about me, but I wanted to at least pretend he did for just a few seconds.

“As long as you’re smart about it and don’t go around getting pregnant or spreading stuff, I don’t care. I’m too busy for more than one fuck buddy at a time, and you’re the closest option currently,” He said, turning his head to look back out of the window.

I watched him as his eyes followed a couple walking their dog together, their arms entwined as they seemed to be laughing about something. I watched as something flashed through his eyes, but it was gone as quick as it appeared.

“I’m not having sex with anyone else,” I stated as I stood and grabbed my bag from the back of my chair. “So your dick isn’t going to grow warts or anything, you’re safe.” My voice sounded bitter, much more so than I intended.

His eyes found me again, and he cocked an eyebrow. “What are you doing?” He asked, watching as I pulled my purse from my bag before slipping the strap of the bag over my shoulder.

“I’m going to call a taxi to take me back to my car so I can go home,” I stated, shooting him a pointed look. “Just because you can survive sleeping on four hours every night doesn’t mean everyone else can.”

He gave a short laugh, mostly silent save for the sound of rushed air from his nose. “Don’t be a dickhead, let me drive you back,” He stated as he stood, the action fluid and powerful. He could command a room without much effort.

It was strange hearing swearing come from his accent, but it was also a breath of fresh air to hear. It made him more human, less of the image of the man he wanted the world to see. A man made of power and control.

I wanted to see more of the real him.

I looked at him, about to argue my case, but then I remembered he wouldn’t care if I got home safe or not, he was just asking out of basic courtesy. I didn’t half doubt he would expect me to say no, and then he would leave without so much as a second thought about me until he next got his cock hard and wished he had someone to fuck.

So I nodded my head. “Fine, drive me back.” I tried to keep a strong aura, trying to sound powerful and demanding. But the narrowed look he shot me caused me to bite my lip momentarily. “Please,” I whispered barely audible.

He smirked at the word, then walked around the table before he wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me close to his side. “I knew I would love how that word sounded past your lips.”

I took in a small breath through parted lips as I craned my neck to look up at him from beside me, my body allowing him to manoeuvre me freely through the mostly empty café and back outside to where his car sat waiting for us.

Once the cool air hit our bodies, Kota pulled away from me and rushed down the small steps to his car. He pulled his keys from his trousers pocket and clicked the button to unlock it before he got in the driver’s seat without so much as a second glance in my direction.

I followed after him, my hands a mix between clammy yet cold. I had survived the drive here with him mostly because I felt like it was all a dream, but being in the confined space with him once again…

I felt like all the air in my lungs had been stolen just at the thought.

But I let my feet navigate me to the passenger side of his car without allowing my brain much room to think. I pulled open the handle then got in, closing the door behind me with a soft thud. I pulled on the seatbelt, chewing on the inside of my bottom lip as I waited for him to start the drive back to my car.

“You know,” Kota began, rushing to type something on his phone before he threw it into a small cubby space between us by the cup holders. “You looked stunning that night, at the work thing. It’s a shame I couldn’t squeeze in a dance with you.”

A part of me felt cold and numb at his words, as if they weren’t genuine and were more of a taunt. I cleared the anxious lump in my throat and then spoke in a small, barely there voice. “Thank you, I guess.”

Kota raised an eyebrow as he turned the key in the ignition. He said nothing further, though, as he began the car and pulled out of the space in the blink of an eye.

The radio came to life a little slower than anticipated, so for a few seconds we sat in awkward silence. But then the media screen turned on and his music flowed through the radio quietly.

It seemed he knew I wasn’t in the talking mood, so he moved his fingers along the steering wheel before the music became louder through the cabin. I raised my eyebrows in surprise, turning in my seat slightly to get a better look at him.

“I never took you as someone who enjoyed Arctic Monkeys,” I stated, my eyes glancing over his attire. His smart and shiny black shoes, his clean cut suit with the custom silver cufflinks, his sparkling and rather expensive looking silver watch.

I watched as he moved his hand closest to me to run through the barely there brown strands of his hair. He sucked in a breath, letting out a breathy laugh in response. “Why is that?”

“Well, you look a little…” I began, moving my hands from his head, to his feet and back again as if trying to make my point. “A little posh. I half expected you to be a fan of Ludovico in your down time.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I can appreciate a good piano piece in the right circumstances, but I’m not all that image of a ‘rich posh boy’ that you seem to have conjured up in that pretty little head of yours,” He placed his hand back on the steering wheel.

My lips parted slightly. “I never meant to offend—” I began, but he cut me off with a laugh.

“No, you didn’t, don’t worry. I was just saying, if I was the little rich posh boy you think me to be, then I wouldn’t be so turned on by the idea of ruining the fuck out of you at any given chance. In that tight little white shirt, God,” He closed his eyes for the briefest of seconds, and I had to resist the urge to grab the steering wheel from him to ensure our safety. “You look so fucking corruptible right now.”

“I look… what?” I asked, confused for a moment by how brazen and unashamed he was to speak with such vulgar words at our first official meeting.

“What, you’re that much of a perfect little virgin girl that you don’t even know what that means?” He seemed to taunt me, and I felt my cheeks heat. I wasn’t sure if he was saying it as a joke, or to humiliate me—which I had grown accustomed to when it came to him. It was a Kota special.

I stayed silent, longer than he seemed to expect I would. So he cleared his throat and then rushed out as if trying to defend himself, “I was kidding, by the way.”

“I’m not,” I rushed out in a needy mess. He stayed silent, but the cock of his eyebrow seemed to confirm he was wondering what I was claiming. “A virgin, I mean. I was when we first talked years ago but after that I had sex. Once, and it fucking sucked. But I’m not a virgin… anymore…” I mumbled, the words coming to a decrescendo towards the end.

I saw his lips turn up into the fainted of smiles once I finished speaking, and I felt my own twitch in the need to smile in return. I sighed softly to try to calm them down, looking down at my hands as my nails picked at my fingers sat atop my lap.

I felt sudden warmth invade my space, and fingers danced along my thigh. I looked up at the source, surprised he would be so brazen to touch me after the comments he made in the café. But as I looked at his face, his expression was unreadable and his eyes were locked in on the road ahead.

I stared at him, for a few seconds, trying to engrave his face to memory. God, he was fucking beautiful. He would hate me if I ever said such a word, he would probably be like those wannabe macho men who would claim I have to call them handsome as beautiful was a feminine compliment. But at that moment my brain was becoming a foggy cloud and I wasn’t thinking straight.

My lips parted, as if that would help burn his image behind my eyelids so when I closed my eyes at night I would sleep to images of him. He seemed to sense my staring as he shot me a sideways glance, his eyebrow raising once again. He looked straight again, but he spoke directly to me with words deeper than previous.

“If you keep looking at me with those eyes, I’m going to pull you over and fuck you in my back seat. So I suggest you stop.”

I took a sharp breath in and pushed my lips together, folding them between my teeth. I felt the urge to smile come over me, and decided why not to play into his little dirty word game.

“And what if that’s exactly what my goal is?” I dared to ask. I watched as he shuffled slightly in his seat to sit straighter, and I felt his hand move higher from my knee to my mid thigh before his hand squeezed gently.

“Ashton,” He spoke my name, a silent warning.

Ha, two can play that game!

“Dakota,” I dared to use his full name, the one he swore he fucking hated with a passion. I cleared my throat, trying my best to not let out a mischievous giggle. The way his jaw hardened revealed all I needed to know. I had an effect on him.

All of a sudden, the car made a sharp turn and I had been too distracted to notice he had stopped driving us towards work when I looked around and found us parked up in an abandoned looking car park, no other vehicles in sight.

I looked from the windscreen back to him. He turned the ignition off but kept the key inside the barrel so the lights inside the cabin remained illuminating the space. He turned to face me, his face hard but his eyes oddly soft.

“I dare you to try that little attitude now, while staring into my eyes,” His eyes flickered from my own, down to my lips and back, ever so slightly hardening but I could sense behind them was a promise—a promise that if I asked to stop and go back to my car, he would do so without a second thought or request.

I felt like the air around me was held in the soft yet firm hands of the man before me, and with one clench of his first I would be doomed.

I dared to sit up straighter, trying to call to every strength within me to call his bluff. He wouldn’t dare do anything to me, not like this, not in his precious recently bought ‘family’ car.

“My friends in work all think you’re a drug dealer,” I tried to steer the conversation in another direction, the nerves bubbling inside my stomach begging for me to keep his attention for as long as possible.

“You talk about me?” He asked, his eyes seeming surprised for a second before he caught himself and regained his composure.

I smiled slightly, and had to resist the urge to reach out and touch his cheek, to trace my fingers along his barely-there freckles. He looked so cute when he was caught off guard, a difference to the usual hard and professional look I was used to him showing off.

“I never said your name, I just talked about you in passing as one of my many ‘dating app boys’,” I used air quotes. My eyes remained locked in on his face, waiting for a spark of jealousy. But his face remained stoic, unmoving.

He really couldn’t care less about sharing me, I was just another fuck to him.

And I had to learn to be okay with that.

But the thought still hurt, and I had to resist the urge from storming out of his car and walking my way back to the car despite having no clue where the fuck we were. I pulled away, leaning against the door to try to gain as much space between us as possible.

“Are we going then?” I asked, to which I felt the fingers on my thigh gently dance their way higher.

“What’s suddenly got you in a mood?” He asked, sounding humorous even. “Is it because I don’t tell anyone in my life about you?”

“I couldn’t care less if you talked about me or not,” I snapped, a little harsher than I intended. And with that, I gave myself up to him and revealed that it was most certainly one of the potential reasons I was getting myself worked up.

He let out a small laugh between closed lips, his lips turning up into a fucking obnoxious smile that I wanted to slap off of his fucking perfect face. Fuck you Dakota Vernon, and not in the good way, I cursed silently.

“I do talk about you, you know,” He stated quietly, turning away from me to pick up his phone.

But I wanted his full attention.

I was unsure where the sudden courage came from, but I grabbed his phone from his hands and placed it back where it sat previously before I grabbed the back of his neck and leant across the car to him.

I got close to him, close enough our hot breaths were mixing and fanning over our faces. “What do you say about me to other people?” I tries my best to sound as demanding as possible.

For a brief second, I had all the power in my hands. But just as quick as my courage came, my power was taken away when Kota grabbed my wrist and pinned it between us with my other wrist, both tight in his one hand.

Just as I had done, his other hand grabbed the back of my neck. He dared to bring his face closer to mine, his lips barely ghosting over my own. “I tell them how fucking perfect and obedient you can be.”

I felt my stomach drop again, but before I could attempt to push the man off of me or tell him to piss off, his lips gently brushed against my own in a barely-there kiss.

I felt my lips heat, as if they were on fire. He pulled his head back slightly, and I even dared to chase after him in an attempt to beg for more. That seemed to play right into his game as he smirked, his eyes flickering down to my lips before he finally pressed his lips firm against mine while his hand migrated from the back of my neck to the front, holding me gently in place while his thumb came to rub along my jaw.

The kiss was rough, rougher than the very few kisses I had before. His lips were relentless, the force against my own feeling almost bruising. I wanted to pull back for air, but he seemed to only want more when I pulled away from him for just a few seconds.

I was drunk off his lips, even more so when they dared to press into my own and part my lips so his tongue could very softly and briefly dare to brush against my own. I wanted to feel more.

I twisted my hands in his grip, but he didn’t let up. Whatever we were going to do, it seemed he wanted to have control over me and that consisted of me not touching him for a single second.

Just as I felt his hand from around my neck dare to inch lower, touching the top button of my shirt where my silver pendant sat, a loud ringing filled the cabin and I jumped back in surprise at the sudden intrusion.

I looked around, as if expecting to find some alarm. But instead I watched as Kota picked up his phone.

He sighed and pressed to accept a call, then pulled the device to his ear. “Yes Olivia,” He spoke in place of a greeting. He hummed a few times, nodding his head. He then closed his eyes and let out a breath between pursed lips before he pulled his phone from his ear and ended the call.

“I have to get back home,” He stated as he threw his phone back in its cubby a little more aggressive than I was expecting him to. I flinched at the loud clatter, and tried to cover it up as I turned to face forward with my hands firm on my lap.

“I’m sorry,” He said softly into the empty space before he began the silent drive back to the car park where my car sat abandoned.

“You should be nicer to her,” I muttered, my eyes flickering to his phone to find the screen locked. I wondered what kind of wallpaper a man like him would have on his phone.

“Pardon?” He asked, blinking in surprise.

“Olivia. I don’t know who she is but you didn’t even greet her, wish her a good day or say goodbye. You should be nicer to her,” I felt mild jealousy that the woman I was talking about likely knew him more than I ever could, but I also felt the need to defend her.

The air between us was silent for a second as the smooth acoustics of Cigarettes After Sex filled the car, but then a laugh filled the space. “Trust me, she is my most prized assistant and she knows I mean well. We don’t have time for chit chat in our line of work, and she understands that.”

At the reminder she knew him more than I, that she understood him, my stomach felt as if it dropped to the floor. I turned in my seat, my elbow resting on the door as I turned to face the window beside me. I rest my cheek on my raised hand and watched as the stars began to sparkle the darker the night got.

I had no idea when I was going to talk to him again, but I was thankful he at least gave me some of his time, even though it was barely enough to satiate my addiction to him.


NINETEEN



“You’re not seriously drinking at 11:30 in the morning, are you?” I heard my mother’s voice holding a jokingly warning tone to it come from the other end of the video chat from where she was propped up against my vanity through my phone screen, while I stood on the other side of the room checking out the contents of my wardrobe.

“It’s midday somewhere, mother,” I replied with a clipped edge to my tone before I pulled out a blue dress which was designed to be off the shoulder, with the bust being two pieces of fabric overlapping one another so the cut was low to show off as much cleavage as possible. The only redemption was the dress had white flowers to make it look summery. Surely no one would bat an eye at it, even if I did almost let a nip slip, I tried to reassure myself.

It was that dress, or the black one I wore to the work event. And sitting under the blasting sun in a beer garden dressed in all black sounded like a recipe for disaster. I wasn’t the kind of girl who had many dresses, I just had a few which often were themed around events such as Christmas, or very special occasions which next to never happened in my life.

“How is Peyton holding up?” My mother finally spoke up after she finished her berating after she had noticed the glass bottle of Desperados on the vanity. Her voice sounded a different manner of concerned for my friend, the girl she used to call her second daughter in our teenage years.

I was close to Peyton’s family, and she was close to mine. She was the sibling I never had, the second daughter my parents couldn’t push their arguments aside to conceive. But she didn’t have to be blood related for them to love her. They were firm believers that blood was not always thicker than water. A sentiment I believed in, but refused to say around certain members of my family for fear of their reactions.

“Well, as you would expect.” I began, letting out a sigh. “I couldn’t imagine how she feels, being told by the man who she allowed into her and her daughter’s life to tell her he fell out of love with her,” I took my head as I walked over to my vanity, holding the dress up. “Think this looks good enough?”

“Babe, I don’t think anyone will care what you wear. In the end the both of you will end up drunk enough you could open a brewery with your blood,” I heard the familiar voice of Franki Cavanaugh sound from beside her.

I smiled at my stepfather’s voice, but said nothing as I laid my dress carefully on my bed, then I sat back in my uncomfortable desk chair which was meant to be a temporary thing for my vanity. I had gotten too lazy to buy a new one in all truth of the matter, but sitting on it reminded me I needed to finally scour Amazon for a good enough chair that matched the rest of the aesthetics of my bedroom, but was also designed to be durable and comfortable.

“I should go and get ready, I’ll talk to you guys later or something, yeah?” I picked up my phone when I realised the time and waved at the pair, rushing out goodbyes and I love yous before I ended the call.

I placed my phone back down, and the music that had been playing before the intrusion through the speaker in the corner of my room continued. I picked up my makeup brushes and my base products, then went about making myself look as good as my makeup skills would allow.

Once I was sure my face looked good enough—my eye bags and freckles covered with the faint touches of pink on my eyes, cheeks and lips—I then changed into my dress. It was long, so I didn’t have to worry about showing off too much leg. I just had to make sure not to move too much or for sure a tit was going to fall out.

But I was sure it would not be the first or last time Peyton would see my tits. Stefan was a different matter. If he saw any part of my body naked beyond my face, neck and arms, I was sure I would likely throw up my stomach on the spot and be the cause of him needing to start therapy.

I then made my way downstairs with my phone tight in my hand. I placed it on the console in the hallway as I reached down and slipped on some black sandals. I wasn’t sure if they even matched the outfit, but I was not about to wear boots in the blistering summer heat and I was positive that pink trainers would just make me look like a dickhead.

I stood once again, then I grabbed my phone and bag from the console. I made my way to the front door, not even bothering to give myself a final once over before I unlocked the door and slipped outside.

Perfect timing, I thought just as I noticed a taxi pull up down my driveway. I made my way down, smiling when the rear door opened to reveal the smiley face of Stefan Moore. “You ready to get going butty?” He asked, to which I nodded and rushed to lock my door before I stumbled my way in the uncomfortable sandals to the taxi.

I felt the strap of leather that went around the place where my toes met my foot tighten and rub with every step, and I knew I would likely end up in blisters by the end of the night. But I had to push the thought aside—it was too late and I had already picked my poison.

We were going out to a restaurant cross pub for dinner, and then we were going to stay as long into the night as our bodies would allow us as we planned to down as many drinks as humanly possible.

We, being Stefan, Peyton and I.

A few nights ago, Peyton had messaged a simple, short text into our group chat.

Peyton: We broke up.

I would be lying if I said I was shocked. But the news still stung. Peyton had loved William with her whole heart—well, as much as she could. James had broken her down to have major trust issues in all of her future relationships. Some men couldn’t handle it, but William sat her down and talked her through all her anxieties—he assured her he was there to stay for not just herself, but Nova also.

Stefan: What? No way. What happened butty?

Peyton: He said he’s too busy with his work, and that he feels like we lost the spark and he has fallen out of love with me.

Me: Why didn’t he just suggest some ways to spice the relationship back up? Could bring the ‘spark’ back.

Peyton: Yeah… That’s what I suggested/asked too.

In the days following, surprisingly she kept her composure. Maybe it was because of Nova, or maybe it was because she suspected the breakup was coming, but I was proud of her for continuing her schedule with discipline, and keeping her head high as she let the world know that the breakup would not be the fucking end of her. And I knew Stefan was proud of her for that too.

I also didn’t notice the unusual sparkle behind his eyes as he shut the taxi door once I was inside, his eyes flickering to Peyton who sat pushed against the other car door. I felt my stomach drop, as I knew what that look meant. As it was the look I was sure Kota gave me when we parted ways the other night.

I tore my eyes away from the pair and stared out of the window beside me. I let out a sigh, hoping my eyes were playing cruel tricks on me.
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The Silver Stag was situated close to the centre of the nearest city, however it was still far enough away that it was considered to be on the outskirts. So while the pub was bustling with activity, it wasn’t too much for me and my introverted self.

We walked to the open beer garden in the back and found a host stood behind a counter with a large smile on their face, wearing a white vest and black shorts covered by a wrap around apron on their waist.

“Do you have a reservation?” She asked, her smile bright and beautiful as her dark hair flowed in the wind.

“Yeah, we’re booked in under Summers, Peyton Summers,” Stefan replied when it was becoming apparent both Peyton and I were not about to speak up. While Peyton usually held her head high in public, she looked beyond her usual self. Slightly dazed, as if she wasn’t really there. While I hated public speaking, so there was no chance I would have said anything regardless.

The woman looked down at a phone looking device in her hand, then she tapped it with her long nail before she smiled. “I see you, let me take you to your table.”

The woman led us around the side of the building, where surprisingly sat a much larger space filled with tables, placed at least a meter apart where the patrons had plenty of space to themselves.

The woman led us to the centre, nearest to a tall tree with green leaves and small white budding flowers. The table was a dark wood, and looked to be recently stained, while there were four matching seats around it. Above us sat a navy umbrella, perfect to keep us shaded from the sun.

I sat down with my back to the building so I could watch the walking path on the opposite side, which was separated by a wooden fence and a drop, then a river.

Peyton sat opposite me, and Stefan chose to sit beside her. I placed my bag on the seat beside me, then instantly reached for the smallest of the menus sat atop a bigger one—a drinks menu.

“Oh, they sell Desperados here. Yummy,” I stated, placing the paper back down. I looked up, and found Stefan was looking at the drinks menu just as I had, however Peyton sat with her hands folded on top of her lap and her eyes stared at the table, but seemed to be staring through it—not registering the situation in some ways.

I was both thankful, and disheartened by the sight before me. Thankful, because Stefan was keeping his eyes to himself and was not making lover boy eyes at Peyton. That had sold it to me that whatever I saw in the car was just a part of my imagination and meant nothing. Disheartened, because Peyton looked so lost and empty, as if she wasn’t really there.

“Hey,” I whispered softly, reaching my hand out to gently brush my fingertips along her arm. She snapped her eyes up and blinked in surprise, then she forced a small smile. “Are you okay? We can go back to mine, chill in the garden—” I began, but she rushed to hold her hand up as she shut me down.

“No way, I’m excited to be here. It’s nice to be out in the sun and having some time away from Nova and that empty house. It fucking sucks without him being there, even though he was barely around half the time as of late.” She picked up the drink menu and scanned over it lazily, then placed it back down.

“I’m just going to get San Franciscos all night I think,” She hummed to herself before she picked up the food menu.

I looked at Stefan, to find him looking right back at me. We shared a look, a mutual look of concern and understanding. But we let it go as we picked up our own food menus.

I wanted to let her know I was there for her, but a part of me knew even if I didn’t say it, she could feel it. We were just like that sometimes—we could communicate without saying any words to one another. I found peace with her, even during our silences.

I let my eyes looked over the organised rows of food, and decided on a simple bruschetta for starters, a ‘dirty hot dog’ (that consisted of smothering the sausage in mince sauce and cheese) for my main, and I couldn’t help but eye up the tiramisu for dessert.

It didn’t take a waitress long to come over to our table. We all settled for the same drink as Peyton—it sounded delicious on paper and so we thought why not. The drinks came much quicker than our food, however the wait wasn’t necessarily long.

I picked up the orange and yellow drink, sipping it slowly to savour the fresh taste. However Peyton seemed to have other things on her mind as she downed the drink in several long gulps through the small black straws we were provided.

I smiled faintly, she had always had the terrible habit of drinking her alcohol too fast. But then again, she was a mother and she was free of her child for the next three nights, so she could afford to get drunk and let loose for once.

“How are things with you and your girlfriend?” Peyton asked as she placed her empty glass down and gathered our menus to place them opposite the empty seat, so we would have all the space in the world to place our dishes across the table.

Stefan pushed his lips together, then took a deep breath in through his nose. He closed his eyes for a second, then pushed a breath out through his nose in an attempt at a sigh. He leant back against his chair in a carefree manner, then threw his arm around the back of Peyton’s chair.

“She’s been cheating on me,” He began, then let out a small laugh before he continued. “With my own sister.”

My lips parted in surprise. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to make a joke or not. But the smile on his lips that didn’t quite reach his eyes revealed all I needed to know. He was serious.

So maybe what I saw in the car was real, a voice in the back of my head taunted me.

“Why is it when my love life seems to start looking up yours goes to shit?” I asked, hoping to ease the awkward tension that had come over us.

But the attempts were short lived when within no time, our starters joined the table.

We fell into silence, choosing to scoff our food and drinks down until the buzz took over.
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Around six San Francisco cocktails, three jäger bombs and two double vodka and cokes later, and Peyton, Stefan and I found ourselves in the main section of the pub, where the bar and dance floor sat, while the sun began to set and the locals pooled in for their nightly drinks.

The music thumped loudly, some rock music from the 80s or 90s that I was sure my dad would have liked. I swayed my body regardless of not being the biggest fan of the music. Peyton joined me, while Stefan kept the alcohol running through our veins.

I could already sense the dehydrating forming, my mouth dry and my brain thudding in the back of my head. But I could ignore those things. They were matters that tomorrow’s Ashton would have to deal with.

“I’m going to go to the bathroom, are you okay here on your own? Shall I go get Stefan?” I shouted over the loud music. We had been fucking stupid and chosen to dance right by the speakers. I knew she needed it though. The louder the noise, the less her brain had to think about—as if it was numbing her thoughts.

The thought of leaving her alone—drunk—scared me. But Stefan was nearby after all, and if what I had seen earlier in the day was true, then I knew he would have his eyes glued onto her all night.

“I’ll be fine. Go piss girl,” I heard her laugh, the sound barely there over the thumping of the music. I grabbed her lower arm, squeezing it gently to let her know I would be back quickly. Then I rushed off the dance floor in search of a bathroom.

I looked around with frantic movements of my head, my phone held tight in my hand for the fear it would either be stolen, or I would place it down somewhere unknowingly and lose it.

My eyes found a chalk board sign hanging from the wooden beams on the ceiling, then I nodded to myself as I undertook my new mission.

I followed the signs, pushing my way past people who were too ignorant to notice my presence. And within no time, I began to find a break in the crowd and came to my freedom.

A hallway sat off of the large open space where the main dance floor and bar area stood. I walked down the hallway, a few other people walking in and out of doors down it. I made my way to the one I noticed some women walking out of, then made my way to it.

I checked the sign, and once I was sure it read WOMEN, I pushed the door open and stumbled inside. My feet were numb—hell, my whole fucking body was. But it was as if somehow I still knew my feet were in pain.

I was thankful to find most of the stalls in the bathroom were empty, and so I rushed to the farthest end and pushed it open before I ran inside and locked it behind me. I pulled my dress up and my underwear down before I sat down on the toilet seat and relieved myself.

I unlocked my phone and opened my messaging app, finding no response to the message I sent three nights ago.

Me: Good evening.

I even added a full stop to show I was annoyed at his lack of conversation, but nothing. Crickets. If you looked hard enough at the chat, I believed you would even see moths begin to form from all the dust coating the messages.

I went to type a message, a passive aggressive one that wanted to wish him well and to fuck off. But all reason had gone from my systems, and I thought why settle for a text, you should call him.

I knew sober Ashton would go fucking insane if she knew what I was about to do, but she wasn’t in control. The vodka running through my veins was.

So I clicked his profile photo in the app which then opened his contact on my phone.

Without a second thought, I pressed the phone button and the line began to ring. I placed my phone to my ear, half expecting him not to answer and for me to drunkenly babble at his voicemail.

But after four rings, the line went silent before I heard his deep voice speak from the other end. “Hello?” He sounded tired and confused, but hearing his voice wasn’t enough to soothe the fire that was burning through me at the irritation from the lack of contact from him.

“You know I fucking hate your guts, right?” I spat, very much aware that I was likely slurring and sounded much less threatening than I intended to.

“Ashton?” He asked, and I heard the ruffle of fabric as I assumed he sat up in bed. I wasn’t sure what time it was, but I was surprised he was in bed. He could handle his day to day life with very minimal sleep—a superpower I wished I could share.

“You suck,” I mumbled, and sniffled a little harder than I intended. Only then did I notice I was crying. Where the fuck had my tears come from? I wasn’t usually one to cry while drunk—I was usually a very happy and loving drunk person.

But I guess the Kota-addiction changed that. It seemed to change me in ways I was unable to see until it was too late.

“Are you drunk? Where are you?” He shot the question after the first, without giving me any time to respond. But unlike him, I was a queen at multitasking.

I placed my phone on top of the metal toilet roll holder and then stood after ensuring I was dry and clean. I spoke towards my phone as I pulled my underwear up, and the bottom part of my dress down. “Yes, I’m drunk. And I’m out at a pub with my friends.”

I picked the phone back up and pressed the button on top of the toilet, then the water flushed down. I turned to the door of the cubical and unlocked the door before I walked out to the sinks.

I placed my phone in a way where it was wedged between my shoulder and my cheek as I tilted my head so I could still hear him. I turned the tap, pushing my hands under the ice cold water.

“Tell me exactly where you are,” He spoke, his voice stern and much more awake sounding than previously.

“Why should I? You’re not my owner,” I spat back, then I had to metaphorically bite my tongue to make sure I didn’t reveal too much to him. I had to keep strong, I had to show him he had less control over me than I first let him believe.

“Tell me where you are Ashton or I swear to fucking God, I will hunt you down,” He warned, and with the serious edge to his tone, I knew better than to keep fucking around. He hated when I didn’t follow his orders—like a control freak.

I let out a frustrated breath through my nose, then I turned the tap off once all the suds had washed from my skin. I turned to the hand dryer, shoving my hands under it as I shouted into the phone, “The Silver Stag.”

The line felt silent, and I was sure I heard something along the lines of a mumbled, “When I get my hands on you…” But before I could ask him to repeat himself over the deafening hum of the dryer, the line beeped to signal the call had been ended.

I pulled my left hand away from the dryer and pulled my phone from the wedge I had made. I frowned, the screen confirming the line had ended. I sighed, then pulled my other hand free before I left the bathroom.

I followed the way I had entered until I found myself home on the dance floor once again. I moved my body to the music with much less enthusiasm, the thought of Kota coming to the bar more than enough to start to sober me up.

I pushed my way past small groups and dancing hooligans until I found Peyton, a new drink in her hand. Her eyes were closed as she drunkenly swayed to the music, and at her ease of demeanour, I felt my own body relax.

He wasn’t going to come here, no fucking chance, I cursed myself to stop thinking up imaginary scenarios. He could barely bring himself to answer my texts, bear in mind to hunt me down and drag me from some pub. I didn’t doubt the next time we saw one another, he would expect it to end in him getting his dick wet.

As Peyton seemed to notice a shadow cross her face from the lights moving around erratically above, her eyes opened in a flash. Her lips turned up into a smile when she noticed it was me, and she threw her hands up in the air, even splashing some of her drink on herself and the ground.

“Ashton!” She yelled excitedly, as if she hadn’t spent all day with me.

“Peyton!” I yelled back, mimicking her actions and tone before I threw my head back to the ceiling, closed my eyes and swayed my body to the music with no care in the world.

In half an hour, I was starting to lose counts of how many shots Stefan had bought us. I took them without a second guess, to get the buzz back under my skin. And sure enough, the room became blurry and I could barely walk in a straight line.

“Maybe we should go home now!” Stefan shouted over the music to both Peyton and I. Peyton looked exhausted, and nodded her head in agreement. I sighed, wanting to stay out a little longer. I was usually a homebody, but with how free I felt, it was something I wanted to embrace for as long as I possibly could.

I felt hands gently grab my sides from behind, and I wanted to snap my head to check out who dared to touch me. But as I tried to turn my head, faces became blurry and I felt my stomach churn.

I closed my eyes, believing it to be Stefan the likely culprit. “Let’s get you home,” The voice almost whispered into my ear, deeper than I remembered Stefan sounding.

I allowed him to lead me through the dance floor, to the table where I heard clanging of metal. A few seconds later, I felt the person lead me further through the pub to the front doors.

Within no time, I felt the cold air hit my skin and shivered. I opened my eyes to attempt to see if a taxi had arrived for us yet, but the second I did, the dizzy and nautious feeling came over me again so I closed my eyes and hoped Stefan and Peyton were sober enough to hunt down a taxi for us all.

I heard what sounded to be exchanging of words, whispers and mumbles which almost started to sound like they were beginning to turn into an argument, but then within no time I heard the soft thuds of doors shutting.

The hands on me led me on some gravel path, then I felt them lean me against their side as they grabbed the door handle and pulled it open. I smelt a familiar scent, but I couldn’t place where I had smelt it before. Then I was manoeuvred to sit in a leather seat that felt beyond luxe for a taxi.

I kept my eyes closed, even as I felt my bag land on top of my lap. Then I heard the door beside me close before the crunching of faint footsteps. Another door opened and closed, then the engine of the car purred to life before I felt it moving.

I leant my head against the window, refusing to open my eyes. “I feel so sick,” I mumbled.

“Don’t you dare throw up inside of my car, or I’m going to charge you for a valet,” The voice sounded both close, yet distant at the same time.

I assumed it was the taxi driver, warning Stefan about how he planned to treat us if either Peyton or I made a mess.

“I won’t throw up, I promise,” I attempted to hold my hand up with my pinky finger extended, but my body felt heavy as I felt sleep was begging to settle in and take me over into it’s warm embrace.

I felt the car turn and accelerate several times throughout the drive, which made the drive feel as if I was being transported for miles, spanning the length of hours. But then I felt the car stop and the engine shut off.

I heard a door open and shut again, then I felt the familiar hands from earlier touch me gently once the door beside me was open again. “Come on, let’s get you inside,” The male voice whispered.

I groaned, but allowed them to lead me to the front door. I leant against the wall beside my door, and tried to dig through my bag for my keys with no luck. I couldn’t grab any items, my hand feeling weak.

I felt a warm, strong hand slide into the bag along with mine, then I felt the fingers grip something before the hand slid back out of my bag. There was a jangle noise, which I assumed to be my eyes, then I heard the door handle as the door was thrown open.

“I should probably help you up the stairs,” The voice mumbled, seemingly more so to himself than to me.

The hands gently reached for me again, pulling my hair from my face before they led me inside. I heard the front door shut behind us, then the person led me to where I knew my stairs began.

I heard the person whisper instructions into my ear, telling me to take each step one at a time as their hand rested on top of mine to keep me holding onto the banister. Once I felt the turn in the stairs, I knew we weren’t far.

The person led me down the hallway for barely a few steps, then they stopped. “Which one is yours, damn it,” The voice whispered.

“Pink with green leaves green on the bedding,” I mumbled.

Stefan had visited my house before. He had even slept in one of my spare bedrooms. So why he was asking which room was mine was beyond me—confused me. But it had been some months since then, and so I assumed he must had just forgotten the layout of my house.

The hands led me to the direction of the bedroom I signalled was mine, then I felt the scent of my perfume drifting through the air to confirm it was indeed my bedroom.

The warm hands gently turned me to sit me on the edge of my bed. The second my arse hit the memory foam mattress, I leant back and laid down on the bed despite my feet still being planted to the floor.

I heard a loud sigh, then I felt the warm fingers gently glide around my ankles. The fingers fiddled with the leather strap on my ankle before the sandal on my right foot felt as it slid off of my skin, then the same happened to the sandal on my left foot.

“Come on, get up so we can get you into some pyjamas and tuck you up," The voice continued to whisper softly, like a calming lullaby.

I forced my body to sit, everything feeling heavy. I forced myself to stand, almost stumbling over my discarded sandals which I then kicked out of my way. I felt myself swaying, but managed to open my eyes before I pointed to the bottom drawer of the wardrobe nearest to me. “They’re in there. Shorts and vest top, please. It’s so warm,” I mumbled, half asleep, and half dizzy from all the vodka.

I heard ruffling, then the drawer opened. I heard fabric being moved around, then I felt a presence before me, shoving the pyjamas at me. I sighed, then turned to drop them on top of the bed.

I kept my back to the person, no care in the world as I pulled my dress off. I knew Stefan wouldn’t ogle my mostly naked body. He had probably turned away already, I reasoned.

I threw the dress somewhere on the floor beside me, then I picked up the vest top and slipped that on over my head first. Then I picked the shorts up and almost stumbled before I managed to slip my legs into each hole.

I was sure when I felt myself being stumble, that I heard the other person in the room try to make their way to me, but I stopped myself before I needed their assistance.

As they had prompted earlier, I walked to the side of my bed and threw off the duvet before I used my knee to lean against the bed, then I turned my body and flipped so I landed on my back. I then turned to lie on my left side, the side I knew was the best side to sleep on when you felt sick—something about your stomach being lower making you less likely to throw up.

I closed my eyes, not even caring to bid the person goodbye. Stefan could crash in the guest bedroom, and Peyton could take another. I didn’t care.

I felt gentle fingertips ghost along the exposed skin on the bottom of my back, then I felt the weight of my duvet as the person covered my body. I hummed, enjoying the feeling. Before I could ask them to lock the front door, sleep overcame me.

I hoped they had pulled my key out of the front door, was my last thought before my mind went blank.


TWENTY



A loud ringing disturbed the peace of my sleep, and so I groaned as I flipped over from my stomach to my side. I carefully opened my eyes, finding my phone on its magnetic charging stand with the screen shining brightly—as if taunting me.

I reached across the bed and pulled the phone from the magnet. As I brought my phone closer to me, the noise of the alarm grew louder. I cringed at the volume, then rushed to swipe the alarm off of the screen.

I then let my arm, still holding my phone, fall to my bed as I turned to lie on my back. My eyes wandered to the left where my curtains remained open, revealing the sky was mostly grey with clouds, save for tiny little spaces of blue where the sky was threatening to shine through.

I remembered it was a Saturday. Why the fuck was the alarm going off? I never set alarms for the weekends I didn’t work.

I sat up, then I remembered why I had set the alarm as I felt my phone vibrate in my hand. I looked down at it, reading the message from Owen.

Owen: I’m awake now, so let me know whenever you’re ready and then we can go for breakfast and to the lake.

I felt instant regret filling me. Why had I agreed to go on an early morning date? I had slept late, and when I tried to sleep I couldn’t drift off so I was running on basically fumes. But at least I was only to spend the morning with him, then I could nap after he dropped me back home, I mentally made the plan.

I unwillingly pulled my duvet off my body, then I climbed out of bed. I closed my eyes for a brief second, finding comfort for my dry and tired eyes. But then I forced my eyes back open and made my way to the upstairs bathroom.

I went about using the toilet and washing my hands, then I made my way downstairs. I sleepily made my way to the kitchen, walking like a zombie. I got to the cupboard where underneath I stored three of my top cereal. I picked up the tub containing the corn flakes, then I opened the cupboard underneath to get myself a bowl.

I placed the bowl on the counter, then pulled the top of the cereal storage tub open before I poured some in the bowl. I closed the tub and pushed it back in its home, then I walked to the fridge to pull out some milk. I added that into the bowl, then I completed my quick breakfast with a spoon.

I brought the bowl to the table and sat down, pushing the clutter away from my seat. I then picked up my phone from my pyjama trousers pocket, finally responding to Owen.

Me: I just got up. Waiting to feel a little more human first before I shower, then I’ll get changed and we can go. Call it, I’ll be ready in an hour and a half? So pick me up at 7:30?

His response was almost instantaneous, as if he had been waiting for my reply.

Owen: 7:30, got it! See you soon.

I closed off the messaging app, then I opened my music app and began to shuffle my music in hopes of it waking me up. I cringed at the loud volume and rushed to lower it before I picked up my spoon and shovelled some cereal into my mouth.

I felt my stomach drop and guilt filled my chest like fluttering butterflies begging to drown my lungs. I had the sudden thought of Kota, and wondered what his idea of a date would be.

Technically, if you squinted hard enough, I had already gone on a date with him. Was it a good one? Well, it was… a coffee and an almost-make out in his car, but it was better than nothing.

I knew we were never going to do it again, the ‘date like’ atmosphere. He was against dating me for some reason, not that I blamed him. He was young and successful, and always stressed. Dating wasn’t on the cards sprawled across his table, and that was okay.

Or so I liked to lie to myself.
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Once my wet hair was clean, I tied it back in a very loose bun which probably looked a mess. But I didn’t care, and Owen never seemed to care if I looked perfect or not either. He just enjoyed my company.

Which was a mystery to me. Men had never cared about my presence so much before. Sure, I had been on dates that seemingly went great and such, but there was something about Owen that felt different. He didn’t try to make a move on me, he left everything in my court. He was a gentleman about it all.

And the depraved parts of my mind that I pushed bag tangled into the edges of my conscious, taunting me for being with him instead of allowing Kota to destroy my entire being just to build me back up again.

I wore some jogging trousers and a t-shirt, accompanied by the matching hoodie. I was all set, and right on time, Owen turned up on my drive and popped me a text message to let me know he was there. He had grown accustomed to me hating when people honked as it sounded obnoxious and irritating—I claimed every time I heard a car horn when unneeded.

I walked to my front door, opened it and stepped outside. I then locked the door behind me before I made my way to Owen’s car, a familiar sight as of recent weeks. I let out a smile as I opened the passenger door and stepped inside.

Owen smiled at me, watching my every move as I closed the door behind me and buckled my seatbelt. “Hey beautiful, how was your week? Still suffering that hangover from last weekend?”

I laughed and nodded my head, leaning back into the seat as I relaxed with my bag on my lap. “Sure feels like it, I’ve been so tired all week no matter how much I sleep. But I barely slept last night.”

“Any reason why?” Owen asked as he turned the car around on the drive, then began the drive to this café he had said he loved to visit as a kid, near a lake he used to go walk around with his parents and sister in their childhood.

Dakota Vernon, the black fingers tried to wrap around the edges of my brain, but I managed to gain enough strength to push them back. I had seen his face in my dreams. I had stared into his green eyes and felt the warmth of his fingertips brush against my skin. I had been loved by him. And that was when I realised it was all a dream, a fantasy that would never materialise.

“No reason really, just one of those nights where you can’t sleep no matter what you do,” I replied, moving my hand to cover my mouth as I let out a yawn. “Oh, excuse me.”

Owen let out a small laugh as he shook his head and took a hand from the steering wheel to give a very brief wave of dismissal. “I’ll let it pass for today because you’re so cute when you’re sleepy.”

I felt my cheeks heat, and I had no doubt my skin was turning pink. I smiled slightly and shook my head as I looked down at my lap. Words failed me, but that was okay because Owen played his music through the car as usual.

Even though the Dakota in my dreams wasn’t real, it still felt like I was cheating every time I hung out with Owen. I wasn’t, I knew that. But I still felt strange about it. I hated the feeling. But Owen never seemed to pick up on my mood changes—something I was thankful for.

Owen’s music taste was very different from Kota’s. Kota seemed to like the more indie rock music, music I dared to say I had been listening to since that night I was in his car. It made me feel closer to him, oddly. As if I was inserting myself more into his life, which he probably would hate if he knew that was my mindset. I was like a gnat, buzzing around his face for attention only to be swatted away for being an annoyance.

I had barely crossed paths with him since, and we had shared a handful of messages which irritated me more than anything else. He was so carefree about my existence, yet I was dying to see him again. It was hard, but I knew my place. My place was to be used when he wanted me. Not when I wanted to be involved in his life, which was all the time I was ashamed to admit.

I didn’t mean to compare them—Owen and Dakota. But Kota consumed me, without even being that involved in my life. I knew it, and he knew it. I was addicted and hung up on his every word. I had to stop myself last night from asking him to come over in my sleepy, yet unable to sleep phase.

The fact that when I closed my eyes I saw his inviting green eyes didn’t help matters. He was destroying me even in the times he didn’t intend to. But then again, it was my fault for being to hung up on a person. When it came to him, I had an addictive personality. It was out of order for me, and it felt like a punishment for a crime I was never led privy to.

He hadn’t been answering my messages in the few days leading up to my date with Owen, so he wouldn’t likely had come over the night before. Regardless, I reminded myself to keep my composure and discipline and kept my phone screen locked as I stared at the ceiling, begging for sleep to take me over fully once and for all.

“Have you decided what you’re going to order?” Owen asked, knowing me well enough to know I had already looked up the menu.

“I’m going to get a cinnamon hot chocolate and I think I’m going to get a toasted croissant with cheese and ham,” I replied, turning in my seat so I was ever so slightly facing him better.

“Oh, good choices,” He replied, his lips formed up into a beaming smile. He let go of the steering wheel with his left hand, then reached across the car to rest it on my knee as he drove. “I may just get the same you know.”

Owen was never one for random physical touch, so that was a big move for him. When he let his hand barely ghost on top of my thigh for a few seconds, as if waiting for me to push his hand away, I had to stop the smile from creeping onto my lips. He finally seemed to realise I wasn’t about to push him away, and then he finally decided to rest the full weight of his hand on top of me.

“Yeah?” I asked, my eyes drifting to his hand for a second before they went back to his face.

“Yeah,” He replied with a firm and final nod of his head.

His hands were becoming familiar, yet they weren’t the ones I craved. His hands weren’t too much bigger than mine, but were strong and the grip comforting. His skin was warm, much warmer than mine. I was always somehow cold.

But a part of me craved another’s touch. They craved the only-just-there warmth, and the much larger yet gentle hands of Dakota Vernon.

I forced the thoughts to the back of my mind. It was cruel to be thinking of someone else while with Owen. So I used everything within me to keep the thoughts at the back of my mind as I paid my full attention to Owen.

[image: ]


We pulled up to the gravel car park beside the lake which held a few cars. The sky was bright blue, a handful of white clouds slowly filtering across the sky. I smiled as I stepped out of the car, turning my head back to appreciate the warm sun rays covering my skin between the cracks of the leaves on the trees.

“You ready to grab our breakfast? We can have a small walk around the lake or sit and watch the ducks,” Owen suggested. I looked back at him over the top of the car and nodded before I made my way around the car. When I reached him, without a second thought he held his hand out to me.

I wrapped my hand around his own, and basked in the feeling of his thumb rubbing against the back of my hand. It was soothing and comforting, and somehow I felt like it eased any troubles I had woken up with.

The smile never once wavered from my lips as we made our way to the hut nearby. I turned to him, opening my lips as I prepared to order for us. But he was one step ahead of me, and he ordered two of everything I had said I wanted.

While I hated ordering food, I felt slight agitation bubble beneath the surface. I wanted to order for once. I knew he was trying to be a gentleman, but I could still order for myself sometimes.

It was a small thing to get annoyed by, so I looked sideways to admire the small waterfall as we waited for the treats. It didn’t take the person inside the small hut long before they placed our things before us.

I grabbed my drink with my free hand, then I finally dropped Owen’s hand to grab my piping hot croissant which the person inside the hut wrapped up in a piece of paper so I could hold it and eat it without burning myself.

I took a few steps ahead of Owen, making my way to the little cemented platform which went over a section of the lake, but not much. On it sat a few picnic tables in the centre, benches around the edge, then a fence to ensure no one fell in.

I walked to the bench at the end of the furthest part of the curve and sat down, admiring the water. It looked a little muggy, but any water sources I found solace in. The beach was a great place for me to go when my brain became muddled with too many thoughts.

Not long after I had sat, a breeze brushed past my side and then I felt sudden warmth. I smiled, turning my head to Owen. “You’re right, this place is beautiful, especially at this hour.”

“I knew you’d like it,” He replied, nudging me softly with his elbow. I rolled my eyes, but kept my smile as I raised the toasty croissant to my lips before I took a bite. “Do you have much planned for the rest of the day?”

I knew Owen had plans with his family, that was why we had planned our weekly date for the morning—so he would have the rest of the day to drive his parents and sister around wherever they requested.

I couldn’t help but think about Dakota when he asked my plans. I knew it would be a bad idea to ask him to come over, especially after spending the morning with Owen. It felt sleazy to do so. So I just shrugged as I pushed the option away. “Not really, I’ll probably just watch some shows and chill I think.”

“Shame I can’t come over and chill with you,” He stated. Should it had been any other man beside me, I would have known they were insinuating something along the lines of sex. But Owen.. for some reason he didn’t seem to care about us having no sex. I had once joked I was saving myself for marriage, and he took it quite literal.

I didn’t have the heart to tell him the truth.

“We can always plan a movie date some other time. You could sleep in the guest bedroom if you wanted,” I replied.

Owen shot me a sideways glance and pulled an expression that was on par with disgust. “Why would I sleep in the guest room when I can just sleep in yours? How else will we cuddle?”

I let out a small laugh, to which he reciprocated. I knew he was partially serious. If he could keep a hand on me at all times, he would. But he would never make a move that make me uncomfortable. He was gentle and caring, and I loved that about him.

But he wasn’t the one you wanted, my brained dared to taunt me. I wished I could shut her the fuck out sometimes.

“How is your sister?” I asked in an attempt to distract my brain from her taunting.

Owen beamed at the mention of his favourite person. “She’s good. She’s going to college next year, I think she’s going to do her A Levels in math and science, from the last I heard.”

I hummed as I nodded slowly. “I could never have done that at her age. While my grades were decent, I hated being an academic. Being a creative is the way to go for me.”

The air fell silent save for the distant sounds of water flowing, and birds chirping above us. I frowned, had whatever I said been a mistake? Owen never stayed silent when we talked, he was all for asking questions and responding to my statements.

My mind began to wander, trying to think of something new to talk about. Just as I sucked in a breath and parted my lips, Owen finally spoke up.

“How would you feel about meeting my family some time?” He asked, his eyes locked in on the water before us as his fingers lightly trailed along the ribbed cardboard of his coffee cup.

I gasped silently and swallowed the imaginary lump that had formed in my throat. I turned to face the water fully, regret filling me. I wanted to say no, because he wasn’t the man I wanted.

But my lips betrayed me.
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The date with Owen, despite the sudden question being thrown my way when I least expected it, went perfectly fine. Just as all our dates did. I had never had a bad date with Owen, even when we just sat and talked. He felt like a friend, it felt as if I was talking to someone along the lines of Stefan—but without the endless berating of my singleness.

The date, while having not done much, was better than it was with Desmond or whatever his name had been all those months ago. A part of that, though, was because Owen made me feel comfortable and heard. He asked me about me, and he joined in with conversations about me, not just turning the topic around to discuss more about himself.

I lay on my back with my eyes staring up at the ceiling, my hands resting atop my stomach. I was debating having a nap, but I felt my phone vibrate from beside me. I knew it was Dakota.

I didn’t mean to be such a heartless bitch, but while we were on the way back from the date and I was having a million mental breakdowns at the fact I hadn’t responded to Owen’s question about meeting his family, I had opened the messaging app to text Kota a quick message.

Me: Are you busy this weekend?

I moved my hand to my side and wrapped my fingers around my phone. I closed my eyes, wanting to see the message but feeling guilty to both men.

I felt guilty to Owen, knowing that I could never fully open up to him so long as Dakota Vernon existed in this miserable world.

And I felt guilty to Dakota, because somewhere deep down, despite the fact I meant nothing to the man, I still felt like I was cheating on him. He had assured me he gave no fucks who I went out with, as long as I was protected should I have sex with them to ensure his own protection whenever we finally decide to seal the deal and hook up.

I felt like I was playing any man that wasn’t Kota, and I felt like I was addicted to Kota despite the fact he would never have feelings for me. It was something I was coming to terms with, a harsh reality I didn’t want to face.

I locked my phone screen and placed my phone on my chest, half expecting him not to answer. But after a few seconds of staring at the ceiling once again, I felt the device vibrate. I gasped and picked up my phone, unlocking it to read the message immediately.

Dakota: I have a few work events this weekend in Bristol so I’m there right now. How about you?

I chewed on my lower lip, debating if I should tell him how I was really feeling. A part of me also wanted to tell him what I had been doing. Who I had been with. I wanted to see if I could make him jealous—make him cave in and admit he wanted me.

I knew it was petty, but I decided to at least make a joke out of it. So I caved in and sent him a message to reveal just what I had been doing that morning.

Me: I went on a date with Owen

I felt anxious at sending the message. Would he stop replying? He did that sometimes. I would send a message, and I wouldn’t even know if he had read it as his read receipts were turned off.

In a slight panic, I felt the need to rush out another message as if trying to defend myself.

Me: Tell me why it feels like I’m cheating on you

His response was almost instantaneous.

Kota: Did you do anything with him?

Me: No, we just held hands and hugged, casual stuff

Kota: Why didn’t you kiss him?

I let out a small sigh as I sat up, as if I needed the extra posture to give myself some strength as I laid my heart out to him.

Me: Because he isn’t you

Kota: See, even when you’re trying to get attention off other men, you’re still a desperate whore for my attention. You crave it, you crave me.

I sighed. That was not what I was intending or what I meant. But if that was the only way he would accept my affections for him, then I would just have to accept it.


TWENTY-ONE



Kota: Are you busy this evening?

The message came one random Friday evening. Coincidentally, I wasn’t scheduled to work the following day.

Me: No, I’m just chilling.

Kota: What are you currently doing?

Me: Just catching up on my favourite show with a bottle of jammy red, why?

I locked my phone and placed it screen down on my thigh. I picked up the wine glass from the side table beside my usual seat on the sofa, then I sipped the glass. I hummed at the taste, the sweet flavour of fruit bursting on my tongue.

I wanted to get drunk, but downing red wine was a bad idea. It was a recipe for me ending the night throwing up. It was also the only drink I had in my house of an alcoholic nature, so I gave in to the idea that it was going to be a very long night.

I half expected there to be no further responses from Kota. Sometimes he did that, asked what I was up to, then he would never respond once I gave him the answer. It was almost as if he wanted me to be doing something—with someone else.

I felt my phone vibrate on my thigh, pleasantly surprised at seeing his face once I unlocked the screen. I clicked his notification once his message met my eyes.

Kota: How about I finally come over. We can test out how obedient you can be once and for all.

My lips parted, my fingers tightening on the stem of my wine glass in my other hand. I let out a small breath I hadn’t realised I was holding before I chewed the inside of my lip as I typed out a response.

Me: You want to come over?

Kota: That’s what I just said isn’t it.

I looked at my TV screen for several long seconds, debating with myself in my head. I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea to invite the man over, but at the same time I was a single and young woman. There was no harm in me inviting a man to my house for some fun.

But I had never had a man inside my house that had also been given the opportunity to go to my bedroom. The few times I invited men over, all we did was hang out in the living room and watch some movies or whatever show I put on. I had never asked a man to come upstairs, and I had never had a man inside my bed.

The thought remained daunting, but I really wanted him over. I wanted to feel his skin under my fingertips and hear his voice whisper filthy commands into my ears. It was a new thing for me, to invite a man to my house for sex. But I had to remove the stigma I was allowing myself to believe in.

Humans were sexual beings, and there was only so much a vibrator could do to ease my need. I was pretty positive a man could fix all my sexual frustrations. And we were both overworked and stressed. The perfect cure for stress was sex, or so that was what Stefan and Peyton had both drunkenly told me over a few cocktails one time.

I looked back at my phone and prayed he hadn’t left his phone to be discarded at my delayed response.

Me: Sure, come over.

Me: *maps attachment sent*

His reply was instantaneous, and it made me smile despite the butterflies angrily fighting within my ribcage.

Kota: I’m on the way.

I knew he lived on the other side of the mountain from me, but there was no direct road and the route to get to mine would take him half an hour. So I did was any self respecting woman would. I decided to doll myself up in the time I had left until he was to come over.

I threw my glass of wine down, not bothering to check if any spilled over. Thankfully I had spent an hour every day after work cleaning in an attempt to late-Spring-clean my house, so there was next to no mess for me to clean up.

I breezed my way to the bathroom and turned the shower on, then my speaker as I began to play some music which would put me in the mood. I picked up my waterproof shower cap, then slipped my hair inside as I secured it around my head. I had washed my hair the night before, so it was still in good condition and I didn’t want wet hair to ruin the mood.

I stepped into the shower and let the water soak my skin before I picked up my favourite scent, one that was a typical scent for me but with a sexier edge to it.

I placed a large dollop of the soap onto my loofa, then I turned the water off so I could rub every inch of my skin without the water washing the suds away. I leant down, starting with scrubbing my feet. My hand moved up my calves, one at a time. I scrubbed as hard as I could, hoping the redness would be gone by the time he arrived.

My hand travelled from one leg to the other, then made it’s way up to my thighs. My hands scrubbed the skin, and I tried my best not to let my mind wandered to thoughts of him. I had to focus on cleaning as fast as I could, then dying off quickly before applying any moisturiser to make sure my skin wasn’t dried out from the abuse I was submitting it to.

My hand moved to between my legs, rubbing the parts which needed cleaning. The most sensitive of parts needed no soap, I wasn’t about to fuck up my pH balance, there was no need to.

My hand then snaked around my hips to my arse, and I scrubbed the skin to ensure any butt acne was gone to the best of my abilities. Then I moved my hand to scrubs as high up my back as I could. My hand snaked around my body, rubbing along my stomach and between my chest before I ensured my armpits were clean and body odour free.

Once I was sure every inch of my skin smelt like the body wash and not of my natural scent, I stepped out of the shower. I picked up the towel folded on top of the toilet seat, then rubbed it along my skin to dry every bit of water off I could save for my legs. I only gently patted the skin to ensure they were still slightly wet before I picked up my body oil.

I did an ‘everything shower’ at least once a week, but I was making so much effort for a man that I had never done before. I never even made half as much effort for Owen, and I felt mildly guilty for that. But then wasn’t the time to let my mind wander to such thoughts, I cursed myself.

I rubbed my slightly minty body oil over the skin of my legs, then on my arms just to make sure they looked a little more shiny and hydrated. Then I placed the spray bottle back on it’s place in the bathroom window before I picked up my pot of cocoa body lotion.

I twisted off the lid, a hard feat with my hands slightly oiled up. Then I dipped my fingers into the liquidly white, almost glittery, lotion. I scooped up a good amount between slightly cupped fingers, then I rubbed the product between my hands before I rubbed them along the lengths of my legs. I kept rubbing until I felt any slick disappear and I was sure my skin was absorbing the product nicely. Then I followed the same with my arms.

My mind began to wander back to Dakota, and that time I let it. My mind wandered to how it would feel to have his hands drag over my skin. Would he appreciate how soft my skin felt? Would he care that I had made so much effort for him?

I walked to my sink where the mirror sat, fogged up. I reached a hand out and rubbed it over the glass to remove the fog, then I was met with my reflection. I reached up and pulled my shower cap off my head before I washed my hands in the sink to rid myself of the slimy feeling from the oil and lotion.

I then picked up the tub of mascara I had left discarded on my sink from a few mornings earlier and opened it, applying a generous layer to ensure my eyelashes looked extended and made my eyes look prettier. Then I closed the tub and deemed myself in working order.

I picked up a sweet scented body spray, coconut and white chocolate, and sprayed some over my skin before I turned my speaker off. I picked my phone from it’s place on top of the radiator, then I made my way to the door that left to my utility room.

I opened the door to the tumble dryer and picked out a night dress, pale pink with tiny bits of lace around the top and bottom—where the dress met mid thigh. The dress was held up with two tiny white straps, easy for Dakota to take off to gain access to my body.

I sucked in a deep breath once I was home on the sofa again, and picked up my wine to take a long sip of it. I swallowed, then I considered if I had made a mistake. I wondered if I should brush my teeth, what if he hated the taste of wine?

But then I reminded myself he was likely not caring half as much about myself and how I would feel about him/what we were about to be doing. He wasn’t likely worrying his skin was dry or that I would taste what he had been drinking on his tongue.

I let out a sigh, and just as I tried to calm my mind into reminding myself he was just another man who I was likely going to fuck to get out of my system then never talk to again, my phone vibrated to reveal I had a new message.

I almost didn’t want to open it. I didn’t want to see if it was him. But I couldn’t just air him now that we were actually doing what we had been talking about for months.

I picked up my phone, and sure enough, it was him confirming he had arrived. So I picked up my wine glass, took a long sip of the glass once again until barely a dribble was left at the bottom of the glass, then I made my way to the front door.

I unlocked the door and opened it to find his white car in my driveway, an unfamiliar sight but one I almost hoped became a regular occurrence.

I pushed the thought from my mind and watched as he climbed out of the driver’s door. His hair had grown slightly from the last time I had seen him, but it still wasn’t quite long enough to style yet. I couldn’t help but let my eyes wander, moving down to asses the outfit he had chosen to wear.

He wore light grey joggers and some football t-shirt—which team he wore or supported, I had no clue. I assumed England, but which county? Or city? No clue. But it joined the bucket list of things I had to find out about hm—what sports teams he followed.

I chewed the inside of my lower lip as I watched him saunter his way to me. He walked as if he owned the land, as if he owned me. The way he kept his head high and shoulders relaxed seemed as if he had been here a million times before.

I sucked in a small breath as he got but a few steps away. I watched as his green eyes snaked down my body, but his face remained expressionless. He then snapped his eyes back up to mine, a slight twinkle in them as he smirked one corner of his lips. “I’ve never seen you in those pyjamas before.” He referenced out texting endeavours, where I had sent photos of me in pyjamas, and further pictures of me undressing from them at his command.

He was trying to ease the mood firstly before we got into the nitty gritty, I realised. And I silently thanked him for it. Maybe he could sense my anxiety from a mile away—I wondered if my anticipation was that obvious.

I smiled and stepped out of the way for him, throwing my arm up behind me. “Come in,” I spoke, my voice sounding rather calm compared to how I actually felt inside.

He smiled and nodded his head before he stepped inside and made a few further paces into the hallway before he turned to me. He slipped his shoes off without me asking him to do so, and then crouched to push them against the wall neatly—beside the line of some of my own shoes.

I closed the front door behind me, then I watched as he stood back to his height. He was taller than me, and while I was of average height, his 6 foot 3 inches felt so much more intimidating in the cramped hallway of my home.

He stood, just staring at me. I tried my best to look back at him, right into his eyes, but I couldn’t I could barely handle staring at him for a few seconds before I looked away. He was intimidating, and without even lifting a finger, he held all the power in his hands. I wasn’t sure if he knew that, but it was a fact I was unhappy to admit.

“Are we just going to stand here all night, or…” He spoke up, his voice loud in the quiet of my home. I looked back at him and let out a small nervous laugh in response before I took a few steps towards him.

“Do you want to chill out first, or just go upstairs?” I asked, unsure what the appropriate action for us would be.

“Let’s just chill upstairs first, yeah?” He sounded as if he was giving me a choice to say no in the matter, but a part of me knew there was no debate to be had. He probably wanted to get the quick fuck out of his system, then leave. For all I knew, he had more ‘meet ups’ to go to that night.

So I nodded and made my way past him. It wasn’t a tight squeeze to walk past him, but the scent of his perfume felt like it was choking me when I manoeuvred around him. Once I was free around him, I felt all the air rush back to my lungs.

I turned to check he was following me, and I found him closer than I expected him to be. His walk had been silent. He must have noticed he surprised me, as when I began to ascend up the stairs, it seemed as if he made extra effort to make noise so I knew he was a few steps behind me.

I got to the top stair, then I debated if I wanted him to come into my room or if we should use the spare room. My thought process was that I could sleep in my bed without memories of it being tainted, and so that I wouldn’t need to change the bedding before I went to bed when I had only changed it three nights ago.

Kota got to the top step and stood so close to me I could feel the heat of his chest radiating through his clothes . He leant down, his breath lightly tickling my neck as he spoke in a barely-there whisper, “Are we going to fuck in the hallway?”

I let out a small and nervous laugh before I moved my feet to my bedroom. They felt heavy, and the reality of the situation was beginning to hit me more and more with every step I took.

“You don’t have many decorations on your walls,” I heard Kota note from a few steps behind me.

I entered my bedroom, then turned to face him. I watched as he walked through the door frame with grace, and his eyes scanned the room as if he was trying to take in every bit of information about me from the way it was styled. “Yeah, I never had many decorations on the walls when I was growing up. I like canvas paintings, so I need to find a place that sells ones that suit my style.”

He hummed in response with a lazy nod before he moved further into my room—before he moved closer to me. I tilted my head to look up at him, my eyes now daring to find courage as I started right into his. But his eyes were locked in on my lips.

“You look pretty right now, but you didn’t need to make so much effort. I would have fucked you even if you were in the ugliest of pyjamas,” He smiled slightly, to which I rolled my eyes.

“Of course you would have,” My voice sounded more bitter than I intended. But then I tried my best to focus on the fact he had noticed I had put a lot of effort in, and he seemed to appreciate it.

We fell back into silence as his hand moved up to my jaw, his thumb daring to ghost along my bottom lip. I had to resist the urge from biting it.

“Ever since our first kiss,” He began, his voice whispered. It was as if he wanted to make sure I was the only person in the world to hear what he has to say, and it made my lower stomach churn with a feeling I wasn’t sure another man had ever stirred up in me before. “I haven’t stopped thinking about feeling your lips on me again. God, I need to get you out of my fucking system.”

Swearing sounded harsher on his tongue, as if it wasn’t supposed to be part of his vocabulary. But then my mind registered his words. I sucked in a breath and turned my head slightly so my eyes could assess the window.

I watched the clouds flying around at a rather brisk speed, as welcome distraction as I let my lips speak what my mind was thinking. “So this is just a one time hook up so you can get me out of your system?”

He gently pulled my face back to face his. His eyes flickered from my lips to my eyes for a brief second. “We’ll see.”

I let out a mild scoff at his words, but before I could fester in my sour mood, he leant down and pressed his gentle lips to mine. As he did so, a burst of synthetic watermelon hit my tongue. I had to laugh a little into the kiss to which he pulled back just enough to ask, “What?”

“You put watermelon lip balm on?” I asked between giggles to which I barely heard him urge me to shut up before he pressed his lips to mine, but I felt a smile against the kiss from him.

His free hand moved to wrap around my waist, and he began to lead me backwards. It was hard not to trip, but for some reason I trusted him enough to lead me. He commanded the room as if eh had been there a million times before, and as if he would be there a million times more.

The backs of my legs hit my bed, and I allowed him to gently lie me down. He came to kneel one leg beside my hip as his lips pulled away from my own to read my face, to make sure I was still into this as much as he was.

My hands moved to gently rest on his shoulders as I leant up to press a gentle kiss to his lips before I pulled back to lie back down, but my hands remained in their place. He accepted my challenge, his arm from my waist moving to grip my hip over my nightdress as he leant down to pepper kissed from the corner of my lip to my jaw, then down my neck.

I let out a soft gasp at the feeling, enjoying the effect his lips had on my skin. I tilted my head to the side to give him better access, and I had to stop myself from letting another gasp slip as I felt his teeth and tongue brush against my skin. But not once did he try to leave a mark. It was as if he was taunting me, as if he was trying to see if I would stop him if he did decide to mark me up as a way of showing the world I was his.

He pulled back once again. He kept his knee on the bed, but the rest of his body moved upright as he grabbed the bottom of his shirt and pulled it up over his head. He then threw it somewhere on the floor behind him, and I made no effort to even bother seeing where it went. It was something we would have to find later.

I tried my best to keep my eyes from wandering and managed to close my eyes as I awaited further instruction. But as I lay there for a few seconds, nothing came. I opened my eyes again, only to find him staring down at me with a faint smile on his lips.

I raised an eyebrow, daring to lean up on my elbows slightly. “What are you doing, hurry up.”

He let out a small laugh, then his hand came to caress my cheek as his thumb rubbed along my cheekbone. “While I would love to sink into you right this seconds, we need to warm you up a bit first.”

“Warm me…” I began, muttering more so to myself. But as his hand disappeared from my face and reappeared on the inside of my left thigh, I realised what he meant and let out a small gasp in response at the new contact.

I lay back down and tried my best to focus on the feeling. His fingers, gentle on pressure but the skin rough from years of abusing his hands in ways I had yet to learn. It was a feeling I thought I could quite easy get addicted to.

“Tell me what you want me to do to you,” Kota’s voice was barley there, and I half believed I had imagined it at first until I fluttered my eyes open to look into his. I was met by his vivid green eyes, and I was reminded of their vibrance. I was beyond confused as to why I had ever believed them to be grey.

As if his eyes put me into a trance, I heard my voice speak on it’s own volition. “I want to feel you… between my legs. I want you inside me.”

The room fell into silence for several long seconds, and I felt as if my lungs were beginning to be deprived oxygen. His aura was intimidating, and commanded a room without much effort from him.

“Well,” He began, his voice low and deadly as his eyes stared at me—through me. “What a shame you’re only here to please me. Are you ready to do as you’re told like a good girl?” His words hit the dark depraved pit in my chest.

“What is it that you want me to do?” I asked in the smallest voice I could manage, as if the room was full of spectators ready to judge me at any given second.

He hummed lowly and leant down, but his lips refused to kiss me. They brushed against my own, but as I tried to chase him for contact, he only pulled back. “You don’t get to be greedy, got it?” His words were harsh, and I knew that it was just the beginning to his degradation.

“Understood,” I nodded my head slightly.

He seemed not to like my response, however, as he sucked in a breath through his nose. “Understood, what?” He finally asked once he realised I had nothing further to say.

“What?” I asked confused for a second, then I remembered the way we sexted and felt my face flush. “You actually want me to call you that?”

He nodded slowly, his eyes never once leaving mine.

In response, one I knew he would hate as I felt a giggle bubble within my chest. In tried my best not to let it escape my lips, but the noise still filled the room which only caused an eye roll from him, and his lips turned up at the corners into the faintest of smiles.

“I’ll allow it this one time, got it? Next time you laugh at me though, you’re getting punished,” He began, then his eyes sparkled as if he needed to test his own dominance over me. “Understood?”

I felt mild shame fill me, so I looked away from him to my vanity where my eyes watched the perfume bottles sat atop of it. “Understood…” My voice became quieter, barely there, even I almost couldn’t hear myself. “Daddy.”


TWENTY-TWO



His fingertips danced along the inside of my thigh, daring to move higher. Just as I was basking in the feeling, he pulled his fingers back with a slow drag back towards my knee. I let out a frustrated gasp.

“Tell me what you want me to do, in detail. Tell me how you’ve been waiting for this for weeks,” He demanded, his eyes flickering from my eyes, to my lips, and back again.

I tried not to let my voice waver, I tried to find the courage I had in the voice messages I had sent when he had asked me for the same over text messages. But feeling the man’s warm so close to me, being able to touch him if I reached out—it intimidated me more than anything else ever had.

“I…” I began, my choice quiet and insecure. I paused, and realised all the times I could let myself laugh and let loose before I sent him whatever he wanted to hear or see by text… I couldn’t hide from it with him there.

“You what?” He asked, his voice gentle as his fingers trailed back up my thigh, even higher this time so that the tips could brush against the cotton of my plain white underwear.

“I want you to fuck me,” I began, whispering. I was ashamed by what I was saying, but really, I shouldn’t had been. Sex was a natural thing, everyone did it or would eventually do it.

He nodded slowly, as if urging me to continue. I kept my voice as a whisper as I did just that. “I want you to fuck me hard, rough enough so I can still feel it a fe days later as a reminder of you. I don’t mind if you leave marks on me,” My voice then wavered as I considered the final part of his request.

He was right, I had wanted this for weeks. But did he know I had also been wanting him for years? That I had been looking for what he gave me in the form of other men? I doubted he did, and it was probably best I kept it that way.

“I’ve wanted this for weeks. I’ve wanted you to make me yours for weeks,” I raised my voice ever so slightly, to which I saw a sparkle of something behind his eyes.

He hummed lowly as he leant down and pressed a lingering kiss on my lips, then he pulled back as finally his fingers dared to push the cotton of my underwear to the side.

I let out a gasp at the small rush of cold air hitting my core, then I felt his fingers dance their way towards my place of need. I felt a wanton throb between my legs, which was eased almost immediately when one of his fingers found my clit with ease.

I tried not to let my mind wander with dark thoughts at how easy he found it, but he tore any thoughts from my mind regardless when he decided to move his finger in slow circles with a ever-so-slight pressure.

I let out a gasp at the feeling, then I felt him lean down to press a gentle kiss just below my earlobe before he began to whisper filth. “You’ve been a needy whore for daddy for the last few weeks, haven’t you? Maybe I should reward you for being so good and waiting for me all this time.”

At that, he pressed a bit firmer with his finger, the slow circles he was rubbing against my clit becoming ever so slightly faster in a more back and forth motion. I placed my hands palm down on the bedsheets under me, my fingers daring to ever so slightly grip at the blanket as I closed my eyes to focus on the feeling.

He ceased moving his finger at that, and my eyes flew open as I heard a tsk tsk come from him. I looked into his eyes with a mix of frustration and confusion, to which he let out a small chuckle which sounded much more like a taunt.

“Eyes on mine, got it?” He more so stated than questioned, but I nodded my head in dull agreement regardless.

His finger began to move slowly once again as I stared right into his eyes. I had no clue where he was going with his plans, but if I got off first, then I wasn’t going to question it. I half expected, from the way we texted, that he would use me as a toy for his own pleasure regardless of if I got off or not. So that had been a pleasant surprise.

I kept my eyes on his as I let out a small gasp. I wanted to close my eyes, focus on the feeling. But I also feared the consequences if I looked away.

He leant down to kiss me, a singular kiss which lingered a few seconds before he pulled back. His finger moved lower, the feeling of electricity moving from my clit to my opening where I needed to feel him inside me.

He moved to get a better look at my pussy, and I felt my whole body flush hot at his assessment. Did he think I looked ugly there? I tried not to let my insecurities ruin the good moment as I watched him.

He stared between my legs as I left his fingers gently move against the inside of my thigh once again. But without warning, his hand disappeared from my skin before I felt a slight pinching at my entrance. I realised he was pushing a finger in, and the pressure of finally having something enter me felt good.

Sure, I had a dildo that I fucked myself with sometimes which he even got to witness over videos at his own request, but I suspected feeling him inside me was going to be a whole new experience. Not just because my body count was that one awful time, but because I had feelings for the man above me—a thing my friends had said made sex all the more better even if the other person sucked at sex.

He pushed his finger in at an even speed, and once he was knuckle deep, I felt the need for more. He looked back from between my legs back to my face, a small smirk on his lips. In his photos, he often looked slightly goofy when he smiled which gave him an endearing look, but the smirk he was giving me was far from goofy. It leaked sex appeal and confidence. Two things I seemed to lack, but he made up for.

I wanted to look away, but I knew the second I did, he would pull his hands away and would use me in the way I had thought he would. Only he would be getting pleasure that night, and I would be left pathetically trying to use a vibrator on my clit to get off which I suspected wouldn’t work much longer after having a taste of him.

He pulled his finger out, almost to the tip, then pushed it back in. He repeated the action before daring to try to add a second finger which added a slight uncomfortable stretch which soon disappeared the more he pumped his fingers.

“God, you’re soaked already. Guess you really are a filthy whore waiting to be fucking destroyed by me, huh?” Words so vulgar sounded foreign from his accent, as if they didn’t match and should never be said by someone who sounded like they came from a high calibre background.

I let out a small, breathy moan as I did my best to look nowhere by his eyes. He cocked an eyebrow, as if urging me to step out of line so he could punish me. But I wasn’t going to fall for it. I was going to be good—for the first night at least.

But then a thought hit me, maybe this was our only night together. He wanted to get me out of his system, and maybe one night was all it would take. Maybe tomorrow when he woke, he would have no further use for me and I would be left to pick up the pieces worse than before.

He added slight pressure to my clit once again in the form of slow circles, by his thumb this time. And all fears slipped away into a fog for me to ponder later when I was alone again.

He kept pumping his hand and rubbing his thumb against me as he moved to lean back over me, leaning down to press lazy kisses against my lips. I missed back, just as lazy and sloppy. Between kisses, I began to let out more and more breathy moans, which I suspected he hated due to the volume. He was the kind of man who wanted, needed, more vocalisation. It just added to the power he felt he had over someone.

So I gave in and let out louder moans. There was no need to be shy and hold them in. My neighbours were never there, and even if they were, they wouldn’t have heard my moans. There was no one to judge me, so why I kept myself so quiet was a mystery.

My semi-loud moans sounded foreign, as if they were coming from a different source. But when they turned muffled each time he came down for a kiss, it only revealed that I was in fact the true source of the noise.

I felt a knot begin to form in my lower stomach, and wondered had I ever gotten so close to coming so quick before. My moans became much quicker, a sign for him to not fucking stop no matter what. But the cocky shit pulled his hand back.

I watched as he pulled his hand between us, then he placed his middle and ring finger in front of my mouth. His eyes held a little mischief behind them as he spoke confidently, “Suck.”

I felt my cheeks flush hot once again, but I parted my lips at his command. I was never quite good at following his orders over text, I questioned every one. But having him in front of me made it harder for me to try to push his buttons.

He gently pushed his fingers into my mouth, and pushed them against my tongue. His eyes remained on my lips, as if the view was worth every penny in the world and more. I tried my best not to cringe, tasting a slight sweetness to the substance on his fingers.

The spark in his eyes told me everything I needed to know. He was enjoying seeing me taste myself on his fingers. It was what he had been waiting for this whole time, expecting it and needing to see it through.

He finally pulled his fingers back, despite the fact I half expected he would try to make me gag on them. Thankfully he didn’t. I was in no mood to be sucking off his fingers or cock that night. I was needy, and I wanted him inside me sooner rather than later.

As if he had x-ray vision and could read my thoughts, he pulled back to stand as he pulled his bottoms and boxers off in one smooth sweep. He stepped out of them, leaving them discarded on my floor somewhere along with his t-shirt. He then tapped my knee. “Move up.”

His words were a request, one I followed all too embarrassingly well. I moved up the bed, then I lay my head on the pillows. I closed my eyes for the briefest of seconds, debating if I was going to regret letting him into my bedroom. I half suspected I would encounter sleepless nights in the coming weeks with memories of our night together should he decide he never wants to fuck me again.

I felt the bed dip beside my thigh and opened my eyes in a flash, watching as he knelt beside me. He tapped the inside of my knee, and without further word I parted my legs as he commanded.

He smiled to himself as he moved to kneel between my legs. “So obedient for me already.”

I leant up on my elbows, unintentionally catching sight of his cock and noting a condom had been placed securely on there. I let out a sigh of relief. It was something I had failed to consider before I had seen it on him.

He watched me like a hawk, as if trying to determine what my next actions were. I raised an eyebrow at him. “What?” I asked, my tone a little more blunt than I had intended.

He cocked an eyebrow in return, mimicking me. “Did you just sass me?” He asked, to which I parted my lips slightly and shook my head in a firm shake. He smiled at that and moved his hands to my thighs, pushing the nightdress up to my hips slowly. “Good, or we were going to have to show you how to behave better for daddy.”

I swallowed the imaginary dry lump in my throat, then I watched as he leant closer to me, moving so that he was almost lying on top of me. I felt the brush of his cock against my thigh, and the need between my legs throbbed once again.

I felt embarrassment as I felt my own wetness, and I wanted nothing more than to hide away. But there was no way I was able to do that in the predicament. So I decided to fake an air of confidence, trying to match that of his own.

He pressed a gentle kiss to my lips, a contrast to the earlier almost ruthless pumping of his hand. But I turned my head away from the kiss and raised my hips daringly. He took the hint rather briskly, and moved his hands to grip the top of my underwear.

Without his command, I raised my hips so he could pull my underwear down, then I lowered them once I felt the smooth fabric brush down my thighs, down my calves, and to my ankles.

I heard the faint ruffle of the fabric being thrown on the floor, and I went to lean on my elbows to find where they went but his lips dared to attack mine—but his kiss was no longer gentle. The pressure was firm as his lips parted my own, his tongue daring to brush against my own.

I usually hated swapping saliva. Nothing made me cringe more than germs. But with him… It felt different. I didn’t feel the need to cower away. I allowed him to explore the inside of my mouth without argument. If it was anyone else, I would have for sure ended up screaming at them.

He moved to lie almost on top of me once again, and that time his cock covered by nothing but some thin barrier as it brushed against the highest inner part of my thigh, almost rubbing against my bare cunt.

I hadn’t bothered to assess his size in much detail, but feeling him against me, he felt bigger than my one experience. He was around the size of my dildo, if not a little bigger. And I felt a needing throb between my legs.

I wanted to grab his hips and force him inside me in one go, but I knew he was going to take his time as much as he could until he too got frustrated and decided to give in to the need to fuck me until he came.

It was as if he could read m thoughts.

He said nothing as he reached between us and grabbed his cock. He pumped it once, twice. He closed his eyes at the feeling and let out a breathy gasp. I wanted to hear him moan, I wanted him to whisper filthy things in my ear as he brought us both to the edge of oblivion.

He looked into my eyes as he stilled. He said nothing, but he tilted his chin down slightly as if he was asking me silently if it was okay for us to still go on. I nodded. Sure, I would have liked more of a conversation with the man beforehand but… I would take what I could get.

Kota moved his tip to my begging entrance, wet with arousal. He pulled his lower lip between his lips, seeming as if he was trying to hold back a smirk. “Pretty girl gets super wet thinking about being abused by daddy’s cock, doesn’t she?”

I felt pressure as he placed the tip at my entrance, but he failed to push in. He stilled, staring at my face as if he was waiting for my verbal confirmation. I nodded slowly, but that only elicited a tsk tsk from him. “Use your words, my pretty little filthy whore.”

I cleared my throat as I went to turn my head away from him, but then I remembered his warning and snapped my neck back to his. I noticed he smirked, almost looking proud that I was following his requests.

I wanted to tell him to fuck off for that, but I decided it best not to throw everything into a mess on our first night, and maybe only night, together.

So I gave in to what he wanted. It took all my strength and fake confidence, but I whispered out the words which I could barely hear over my hammering heart. “I want you to fuck me. Imagining your dick inside me makes me so wet.”

My cheeks flushed hot, and I knew they had to have been bright red. But that was what he wanted, what he liked. He liked humiliating me, and this was just going to be the start of it. I had no doubt if he decided he wanted to fuck more, then he would have a lot more in store for me.

“Good girl,” He cooed, then without warning, he began to push his cock into me. I let out a gasp at the stretching feeling as I closed my eyes and arched my back slightly—as if that would ease the mild sting.

“Eyes on me, pretty girl,” He whispered, and I rushed to open my eyes for fear of him making me say the filthiest of things—things he had made me say over text messages in the past.

My eyes stared into his green ones, and it felt magnetic yet embarrassing. I tried my best not to focus on the fact we were baring one another’s souls to each other. I tried to focus on the feel of him entering me, until I felt his hips still once he was fully inside me.

I let out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding, a moan slipping out also. It sounded all too erotic, and new. I wasn’t faking dramatic loud moans in videos to help men get off, I was actually enjoying the feeling of the man above me.

“God, your perfect pussy is so tight for me. You’re going to strangle my cock and take every last drop of cum like the good girl I know you can be, aren’t you?” His voice was a million octaves deeper than I had ever heard it, and the erotic tone he spoke with only caused me to nod my head all too enthusiastically with a moan. “Greedy cock hungry slut.”

The words should have hurt, and in any other circumstance they perhaps would have for the briefest of seconds. But this was him, and I knew how he liked to be pleased. He liked to degrade and punish. He liked to humiliate and threaten to dehumanise.

He was fucked up, but the fact I got soaked at the idea of it all made me just as messed up. It made me sick—made us both sick. He’s just as sick at me.

He pulled back and then pushed back in, the friction new yet delicious feeling. I moved my hands to rest by my head, and as if he could read my mind, his hands snaked their way up from my sides. They lifted my nightdress slightly but found home on each of my wrists as he pinned them down.

Dakota Vernon was strong. Very fucking strong. He saw every morning, and then had the fucking audacity to go to the gym during lunch times at work to bulk up on his weight lifting. He was fucking inside for that. And to add to it all, sometimes after work he would go for a walk. He was a very fit, very strong man.

And the fact he could fling me around like some rag doll made my clit ache with need. I raised my hips, as if begging him to quick the games and fuck me how we both knew I wanted. I didn’t care if it was uncomfortable at first, I would get used to the feeling.

He took the silent hint and moved one hand to my hips as if to steady me. His one hand then pushed my right wrist down moved my wrist above my head. He then pulled my left wrist to rest atop my other arm, then he pinned both my wrists down with one hand.

I let out a gasp, then his grip on my side tightened before he pulled back and pushed back in, the motions carried out within mere seconds of one another. He kept doing that, a steady pace as he moved in and out of me.

He parted his lips, letting out light moans as he focused on the feeling my cunt was giving him. The fact I had some kind of effect on him, no matter how small, made pride swell in my chest for a few moments.

But as he noticed me smiling, he narrowed his eyes. He seemed as if he felt like I was challenging him as he pulled out almost all the way, then he thrust in harsh. He continued his pace from earlier, but he put as much tantalising pressure behind each thrust so much so if he left go of my hip I was sure I would fly across the bed and smack my head on the headboard.

My moans became more consistent as I turned my head to the side with my eyes closed, but he seemed not to care about holding eye contact any longer. Thank God. With my eyes closed, I could focus more on his feeling.

I was trying to imprint the feel of him pumping inside me to my brain, as if I would never feel the sensation again. Everywhere his skin touched me felt like it was on fire, and I wanted nothing more than to make him feel the same.

“You feel so fucking good, as if you were made for me,” He spoke, his voice barely there as he let out breathy gasps. I assumed he was close, his face getting faster as his grip on my wrists tightened.

I wasn’t sure I was going to come just from penetration, but a silent part of me had an agreement that when I fucked Dakota, unless he put the focus on me, he was going to be the only one to come. I was to be used as his toy and nothing more.

And deep down, I loved the idea of that. I wanted to be the one to bring him to pleasure. It almost made my chest swell with pride.

His hips stuttered after one particularly harsh thrust, then he stilled inside me as he let out a louder gasp. Finally he pulled back out, and his body pressure disappeared from my own.

I kept my eyes closed as I tried to focus on my breathing, but I felt as if all the air had been sucked out of the room. I sat up the best I could and flinched, a strange feeling between my legs that I had never experience before‚ my cunt tender from the moments of abuse I had allowed him to subject it to.

I watched as he pulled the condom from his cock, then he flung it in the metal bin beside the door. He then picked up his boxers and the rest of his clothes.

I knitted my eyebrows together, parting my lips. “You’re… leaving? Already?” I asked.

He pulled his phone from his pocket once he placed his clothes on, and checked the time. “Ash, it’s like almost 1 am,” He laughed.

I stood, wrapping my arms around my body as the sudden feeling of shame filled me. I had let a man fuck me, and he wasn’t going to even at least ask to stay the night? I would have said no, but there was no aftercare involved.

Sure, our sexapade wasn’t extravagant or long standing, but I at least expected a short cuddle session maybe before he decided to leave me high and dry.

He turned and began to walk out my bedroom door, so I followed after him like some lost fucking puppy in chase of their owner. I followed his steps down the hallway, down the stairs, and back to the front door where his shoes sat.

I watched as he slipped his shoes on silently, then he stood and turned to me. What the fuck was I supposed to say to a man I just let fuck me, and who seemed to be in a rush to run away? Had he caught that ‘PNC’ thing Stefan talked about? Had he realised I was fucking ugly and wanted nothing more than to be free of me?

As if he could sense my brain was riddling with thoughts, he grabbed the top of my head and pulled me to tilt towards his direction, then he pressed a gentle kiss to my forehead in a poor attempt to console me.

I smiled briefly, then I walked around him to the front door. I pulled it out without another word, and he followed suit. He made his way past the front door, then turned to face me once he was outside.

“I’ll see you,” He said, standing on the other side of the empty door.

I raised an eyebrow, but just nodded slowly as I decided it was best not to further push the matter. I didn’t doubt he would text me once he needed to get off to someone being obedient for him. If we ever saw each other again outside of work, that was something I would have to wait and find out for.

I watched as he turned and made his way back to his car. The lights flashed before he even got to the car, then once he was at the driver’s door, he pulled the handle without needing to pull the key from his pocket.

I watched him get into his car as I leant against the door frame. I wasn’t sure if I was intimidating him by watching him leave, but quite frankly I didn’t fucking care. I wanted to see as much of him as I could before he disappeared. For fear I would never see him again.

In watched as he seemed to do something on his phone, then the distant playing of indie rock music played from his car. I watched as he lifted a hand in an awkward wave to me, the typical British man move, then I watched as he turned his car in my driveway before he made his way to the road.

In seconds, his car was gone and I was left along again. I closed the door and locked it, then I made my way through my house to the back door where my garden sat.

I opened that door, then walked outside. In my garden sat a small wall, so I made my way to it and sat atop it. I looked up at the sky, noticing the twinkling stars. I closed my eyes as I prayed to them.

I prayed to see him again. I prayed for him to catch feelings for me. I prayed for…


TWENTY-THREE



It was coming to the end of August. Some trees were daring to shed some leaves, but for the most part, the scenery remained green while the sun was starting to set earlier and the weather was beginning to cool off.

Stefan drove us in his brand-new-to-himself Audi Q3 through country lanes. We were driving so far, I was sure we were leaving the Hadley borders and had wandered into surrounding towns. The roads wound and bend all which ways, and I felt like it was going to be never ending.

The windows were rolled down, the air rushing in and whipping my hair into every possible direction while “Chasing The Sun” by The Wanted blasted through the speakers. Stefan drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as he nodded his head to music, while I just kept my eyes trained on the passing fields in search of the famed King manor.

“You need to loosen up a little!” Stefan yelled over the music, a quieter section before the loudness of the chorus hit once again.

I turned to him and narrowed my eyes. I reached to the radio and grabbed the dial to turn the volume down, then I let loose my feelings. “You want me to ‘loosen up’ when I have to spend my first weekend off in weeks touring the family home of our company owners?”

“Look,” Stefan began, holding one hand up in a motion of peace before he gripped the steering wheel once again, slowing down around a particularly covered bend. “You agreed to cover those weekends for me. It’s not my fault all my friends and family decided to get married this time of year.”

“Two weddings two weeks apart? Come on Stef, have off it and come back to me with a better lie,” I held a little venom behind my voice, but I soon let the anger fade as I let out a breath through pursed lips.

“You’re just mad you had to turn down dick appointments with Mr Land Rover,” Stefan teased.

I narrowed my eyes, about to defend myself but before I could, I felt Stefan slam the brakes on harshly and the car came to a stop. I reached my hands out to steady myself, looking around us for a sign of danger. “What the fuck?” I asked, snapping my head to the man beside me.

Stefan smiled sheepishly as he threw his thumb at the sign beside us on a wooden pole dug into the ground, reading KING in gold lettering. “I was driving to fast to take the turn,” He tried to defend himself as he turned his steering wheel, then he pulled the car off slowly down the gravel road.

A few metres past the entrance to the road, which was covered by green hedges and made the place hard to spot, the gravel road became neater before it turned into cemented road. New and smooth, dark in colour—the wheels soundless as we drove around the bend until a large driveway sat front a huge stone house greeted us.

The driveway was long and ran to the house, but turned into a more circular shape near the house. In the middle of the circle stood what looked like a fountain structure, which had been filled with greenery instead.

To the left of the driveway sat what looked like a garage, four white doors showing that at least four vehicles could fit inside. I let my mouth part in surprise at the sheer size of the place.

The closer we got to the house, I reached out to the radio and shut it off. The car fell into silence before it came to a stop on the far edge of the right side of the drive. As if they had some kind of cameras watching our every move, Malcolm and Carol stepped out of the large dark blue doors of their home.

I turned to Stefan, a silent warning with my eyes that we were here to do our work and not to chat up the middle aged company owner. I then stepped out of the car, picking my bag from the floor. I held the handles of it in a tight grip, making my way to the couple with a forced smile on my face.

I had been in a few meetings with the couple, and while they were extremely friendly and easy to get along with, I still found it intimidating to be around them. They had more power in their pinky fingers than Stefan and I combined. I just hoped I didn’t let them down.

“Mrs—” I began, then caught myself. “Carol, it’s lovely to see you. Your home is beautiful,” I held my hand out to her to shake, but the woman surprised me as she pushed my arm aside and instead she stepped off the stone step to wrap her arms around me in a welcoming hug.

“Ashton, darling, there’s no need for all that formality. You are here as a guest before you are here as my employee. Please, allow yourself to loosen up a little.”

I could feel the ‘I told you so’ smirk behind me from Stefan, and I wanted nothing more than to turn around and slap the stupid smirk off his face. But I kept my composure. I felt his presence beside me as he gave Malcolm a bro-hug of sorts mixed with a handshake.

I had to remind myself the couple were just normal people, like the rest of us. But it was hard to remember that fact when their name was engraved into every aspect of my professional life.

I pulled back from the hug and turned to look at Stefan at my side. Carol sighed softly, almost dreamily, as she looked from me to Stefan. She looked down at my left hand, staring at my fingers a little too long for my liking. “Are the pair of you a couple?” She asked.

I shook my head and opened my mouth to vehemently reject the claim, but Stefan beat me to it. “Actually, Ashton quite fancies herself one of the hired in finance guys.” His response surprised me, as I expected him to dob me and Owen in. Maybe it was worse he had hinted at Dakota, what if it risked his contract with the company? I had no clue if there was a secret ‘no dating KFF staff’ rule implemented.

Carol wiggled her eyebrows with a knowing smirk. “Oh, I know just the one. This tall,” She held her hand out above her head, an exaggeration but not far off. “Brilliant green eyes, bit of a buzz cut going on.”

Malcolm gave his wife a narrowed stare in warning, to which she giggled and waved her hand dismissively. “Didn’t you hear honey, he’s taken goods. Ashton has a little claim on him.”

“Enough chit chat,” Malcolm clapped his hands together, a smile forming on his lips at the sound of his wife’s laughter. “Shall we show you around? We’re currently staying in the hotel in town, so the place is pretty empty and so you can let your imaginations run wild.”

“All I know is with how much land we have, I want a swimming pool! I think the kids may agree,” Carol turned from us and walked inside, her strut powerful and commanding. She was all the woman I aspired to be.

Malcolm threw his hand in after his wife, motioning for Stefan and I to follow after her. We did so, hurried to ensure we kept up with the woman and didn’t risk getting lost in the vance manor—which basically looked like a historic mansion.

As we entered through the large wooden doors, we were greeted with a large entryway with stone flooring and beige walls. On either side of the square foyer to the house sat two sets of stone stairs that led to what looked like an open walkway. The foyer seemed to have high ceilings—high enough they reached those of the second floor.

“This space is beautiful, I can imagine weddings being hosted here,” I mumbled, to which Carol turned to me and slapped her hands together with a wide smile on her face.

“Is that an invitation for us to host yours?” She asked, pointing her chin downwards as she stared at me with mischievous eyes.

I shook my head, my body flushing. I had no doubt my cheeks were bright red. “I’m not in a relationship, so I don’t know if or when I will get married,” I replied, my voice smaller than I intended for it to be.

Carol let out a laugh and waved her hand dramatically, dismissing me. “Just say the word and I’ll set you up with that green eyed hunk, got it?”

I opened my mouth to protest, but Malcolm saved the day as he walked through the foyer an wrapped an arm around his wife’s waist. “Now that’s enough darling. We aren’t here to play matchmaker, they’re here to check out our house and decorate it how you want it.”

Carol rolled her eyes, but the smile she kept on her lips revealed she didn’t mean the minor attitude towards her husband. “Fine, let’s show you guys where we want the kitchen and entertaining room.”

And with that, Carol made her way through the foyer, through an archway which led to a hallway that made a sharp right. There were two archways, one on either side of us. I liked the fact the house kept it’s elements from it’s history, but a part of me wanted to add modern frosted glass doors to ensure the rooms kept their heat.

Carol led us to the end of the hallway which opened up to a large room. On one side of the space sat counters of dark wood, the countertops a black marble. I walked over to the island, admiring the sheer size of it. It could fit at least six seats along the length of it.

My hand ghosted over the countertop as my eyes scanned the space. The kitchen looked dated and lacked modernity, the element the King family were known for. I walked around the counter and placed myself between the island and the side cabinets attached to the wall. I turned to face the large open space opposite.

“So from what I can gauge of this,” I began, waving my hands around the space as if trying to highlight my point. “You watch the kitchen to remain on this side with updating, and you want to install a bathroom and walk in pantry over there,” I threw my hand to the left of us where it looked as if a wall had been knocked down, wooden beams the remaining skeleton.

Carol nodded as she placed her car keys on the countertop. Her keys revealed she drove a Jaguar, and the key looked sparkling so I half suspected it was brand new as of their arrival back in Wales. “We would like the space to feel light, with white cabinets and countertops, and then maybe a paler colour wood as an accent in the space.”

Stefan jotted notes down on a pad of paper I hadn’t seen him take out. He had nominated himself as the note taker, so I was thankful he kept to his word. Other times when we worked on site in other clients’ homes, he often left me to make the notes.

I pointed to the empt space before me, my eyes glazing over the empty canvas without a direction. “And here is where I assume you want the entertaining room?” I asked, to which the woman gave a curt nod. I continued, “So would you like it to be more of a dining area, or would you like there to be sofas and maybe even storage that could hide away board games for game nights in the future?”

Carol hummed as she leant her elbows on the counter, then she bent her back as she looked up and considered the options. “How about in the middle we have a breakfast table of sorts. A circular table that we could have our quick lunches on, large enough for six maximum so it doesn’t take up much space. We could put that closer to where we plan to make a wall of window doors.” Carol nodded her head to the right, where I could already see the former windows had been removed from their frames leaving the spaces empty and open to the elements.

“Then behind us we can have two large sofas, and three arm chairs. We could have the sofas one on each side, then the arm chairs could face the wall. We plan to add an electric fire there and a large TV.”

I nodded, trying my best to imagine the vision. It would be better when we were back in work, so we could use the modelling software to imagine not only the space, but the sizes of the items and how they would look in certain layouts.

“I can work with that,” I stated, then smiled to break the seriousness the room had fallen into. “Mr King, any requests?”

He nodded quickly. “Add a second garage I can use as a gym, please and thank you! If Carol and the kids get a pool, I get a space to work out alone.”

I gave a small laugh and smiled before nodding my head, feeling the loose bun which contained my hair bounce against the skin on the top of my neck.
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“So,” Stefan began, a mischievous smirk on his lips as he placed the plastic straw between his lips. He sucked the thick liquid of his milkshake for a few seconds, then wiggled his eyebrows after he swallowed. “When shall I expect the wedding.”

Peyton, sat beside him, let out a gaps and slammed her hands on the table. “What wedding? What did I miss?” She asked, looking from Stefan to me and back again.

On our way home, we decided we should get some food and Peyton happened to be free, so we thought why not to invite her.

“She’s marrying Kota, of course. She found his playlists on that music app like some stalking sleuth just so she can woo him with the idea that she likes the same music as him,” Stefan exposed the secret I had told him in the car that morning against my will.

“You fucking traitor!” I yelled as I picked up a handful of paper napkins and threw them in his face. “I told you that in confidence! Plus, Pey knew I had done that weeks ago.”

Stefan sat straight so his back touched the red leather booth, his hand coming to rest over his chest as his lips parted in a dramatic gasp. “You left me out of one of your psycho moments? How could you.”

“Trust me, I called her a stalker for it too,” Peyton spoke with a single shrug of her shoulder, as if she had decided me a lost cause, before she sipped her cola in the same manner Stefan had just drank his vanilla milkshake.

“Look, I searched his name on it by change and he just so happened to be, like, the only person on the app with his name. It’s not my fault, okay?” I tries to defend myself weakly. I had the full understanding what I had done was creepy, but what person didn’t search social media for the person they liked?

His music taste was wank anyway. It was a little breath of fresh air that I needed from the simmering anger flowing through me from his lack of contact once again. I felt used and abandoned, but I chose to embrace that I had agreed to the predicament and I was also to blame.

“Can we not talk about him, please? Thanks,” I stated a little harsher than I intended, then I threw myself back against the leather behind me as I even dared to slide down the seat slightly.

I picked up my drink, a cherry and coke flavoured cocktail with sherbet around the rim. I sipped the drink through the tiny black straw as I kept my eyes on my phone case. I placed my phone screen down on the table, and the bright pink and purple swirls of the case was taunting me, as if begging for me to turn the device around the keep eye out on his every response.

I heard Stefan gasp, his eyes trained on the front door behind me. His eyes widened, and when Peyton followed his gaze, her own lips parted in surprise. “No fucking way.”

I frowned and began to turn in my seat, “What is it guys?” But I was cut off when Stefan reached across the table, almost tipping his drink over in the process. He grabbed my shoulders and pinned me in place.

“Don’t turn around, just keep your eyes on us. Shall we leave?” He asked turning his head to Peyton who shook her head.

“No, he hasn’t seen us here but if we get up we may call attention to ourselves.”

I rolled my eyes. “Why are you both acting so mysterious?” I asked, the compulsion to turn around overwhelming since they had deemed it was something I should not do. The only human in the world I let command me, as of recent that was, was Dakota Vernon. And even his commands fell on arguments. Guaranteed they were sexual demands over text, but they were still demands nonetheless.

“Babe, your little boyfriend is here with another woman,” Peyton rushed out.

Stefan let out a noise of annoyance between gritted teeth at Peyton, but decided to let my shoulders go. I rushed to turn in my seat, and I found that Dakota Vernon was being seated at a table for two with the woman from the night of the work event.

She smiled at something he said, and she looked radiant. He smiled back in response, and I felt my stomach drop. Sure, he had told me there was nothing going on between the two of them, but the way they smiled at one another showed they were close. Closer than I probably ever would be to him.

I turned back to my friends and forced a smile. I shrugged, then sipped my drink until the contents were gone. “Why are you both looking like something bad has happened. He doesn’t own me and I don’t own him. We’re not together.” My voice sounded calm, much calmer than I felt. I almost didn’t even sound like myself.

“What do you guys think about a night out at Club Temptation tonight?” I asked as I placed my then empty glass down. I pushed my wavy hair off my shoulders and smirked.

I stood, grabbing my bag. I didn’t bother to wait for my friends or their responses, as I knew they would agree regardless of if they wanted to or not.

I stepped out of the booth and turned, making my way in the direction of Dakota and the woman I remembered to be called Olivia, or something like that. I kept my eyes on him, turning at the last second towards the door.

I didn’t look at the image of them for too long, however it was still engraved into my eyes like a prediction whenever I blinked. She sat opposite him with her hands in the middle of the table, as if reaching out to him. She laughed, her smile bright. And he laughed in response, rubbing the side of his neck with a slight awkwardness to him.

He looked as if he had feelings for the woman before him, and that fucking pissed me off. It added to the growing irritation that was booming worse with every second I remembered he existed, and that he couldn’t care less about my existence in his life.

Once I got to the door, I stormed my way through it and the cold air hit me as a rude awakening. He looked like he was having a very cozy meal with a very beautiful woman. That likely meant one thing, and one thing only.

He was on a date with her.
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I gave the bouncer on the door of Club Temptation a sardonic smile, as if I was blaming and punishing him for my sour mood. He looked less than impressed by my attitude, but allowed myself and my friends to enter without comment.

The music from the floor below, where the nightlife say dancing, allured me. I followed the hallway down to the stairs, then the bottom floor. I didn’t even bother to check if my friends were following me, I just hoped they were.

I took a few swift steps, then I stopped as I reached the bar. Sure enough, a few seconds later I felt a person brush against either side of me. “What are we drinking?” I had to yell, the music loud enough to drown out most noise.

“Is getting drunk really going to solve your problems? I think the fuck not!” Stefan replied, but picked the menu up from the bar top regardless. His eyes scanned the menu before he placed it back down. “Let’s just get double vodka and cokes, I’ll get the first round.”

“You don’t have to offer twice!” I grinned before I placed my hands on the edge of the bar, then leant my body back as I closed my eyes.

The music was distracting me from all thought, and despite the heat of the place by all the dancing bodies just a short space away from, the environment of the space felt oddly comforting.

I had become a homebody who enjoyed staying at home with a glass (or bottle) of wine and a bowl of vanilla ice cream to drown my sorrows. But sometimes, when I feel too overwhelmed by the idea of being alone, I fell back into the habits of my late teens, early twenties.

Sure, those years were just a few years ago for me, but they felt like millennia before for me.

I hadn’t even heard Stefan order the drinks, but I was met with two glasses for each of us as I finally pulled myself to stand properly. I picked up my glasses just as Stefan and Peyton did, then we walked from the bar around the edge of the dance floor where the tables sat.

I placed my drinks down, then I leant against the tall table with my arms folded close to my body. “Last time we got drunk was weeks ago. I still can’t believe you followed me all the way home to make sure I got there safe.” I pouted my lips, reaching out to grab Stefan’s cheeks in one hand. I pushed his cheeks together, making his lips puff out.

He made no effort to remove my hand, but he tilted his head to the side with one eyebrow cocked. His eyes looked confused, so I pulled my hand back and frowned. “You forgot you followed me home and tucked me into bed? It was my most pure memory of us and you can’t even remember it.”

I laughed to show I wasn’t actually upset by the fact he had forgotten such a thing. All we did was squabble like siblings, so it had been a small fresh breath of air for us. But it was also out of place for Stefan to pick me over Peyton.

“I didn’t take you home that night,” He began as he shot a look at Peyton who was sat beside him, her fingers chasing the water droplets on the outside of the glass as her own eyes sought out Stefan’s. The pair shared a look, a silent conversation I was clearly not allowed to be part of. Then they turned to face me at the same time.

“Who took me home then? Did you let me leave alone with some rando? That’s low guys, even for you,” I shrugged the idea off. It had been weeks ago, and I hadn’t noticed any of my belongings were missing so whoever the now-mystery person was, they hadn’t stolen any of my belongings.

“Babe, do you really not know who it was?” Peyton asked before she took a sip of her drink. She looked nervous, and a nervous Peyton included her having a dry mouth.

I shook my head and pulled my lips down into an upside down smile. I then cocked one shoulder and let out a small laugh to dismiss the conversation. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Babes, it was Dakota. You called him when you were drunk and he asked you where you were… He said you called him to take you home…” She began, and I felt my stomach drop momentarily.

I shook my head, denial consuming me. “No, you’re kidding. He wouldn’t waste his time on me like that. Now isn’t the time for jokes about him,” I mumbled, picking up my drink and taking several long gulps of it until it was almost gone.

I then dropped my glass back on the table as I threw my arms up in the air just as “Filthy/Gorgeous” by the Scissor Sisters began to boom through the speakers. “Let’s just forget about it and dance!” I yelled as I forced a smile.

They could probably tell I was tackling something deep down, but they chose to say nothing as they dropped their own glasses down and followed after me to the middle of the dance floor.

I moved my body to the beat, closing my eyes as I prayed I would find a man to dance with, one who I could use to forget my stresses as of recent weeks.

Work was hectic. Picking up the work others lagged behind on, and then working Stefan’s shifts without much break between. It was as if I was begging to become stressed. I wanted some time to relax, to acknowledge I was overworking myself and that it was okay to take time to breath sometimes.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Peyton asked, shouting into my ear as she neared me for a second, then she stepped back to allow me space once again. I shook my head, closing my eyes as I tried to force myself to feel nothing.

I felt everything at that moment though. As if every emotion I had been hiding in for months had knocked on the door all at once with such force they flung it open and my brain was finding it hard to shut the door once again.

I felt the fear of never falling in love, and I saw the faces of the men I had shared dates with that went no where. I saw the face of Owen, and knew that while I enjoyed his presence, I could never truly love him.

I felt the anger and abandonment of Dakota not just all those years ago, but now too. I remembered every time I sat on my phone waiting for his response, for him to ask to see me. Only for him to either not reply for days on end, or for him to claim he was too busy to see me.

I felt shame that I allowed myself to allow a man to turn me into a pathetic dog begging for attention. I knew that if he told me to bark, I would sit and happily do so.

I felt the overwhelming and sinking stress cling to the edges of my brain, telling me I wasn’t good enough and that all my effort was for nothing—it told me I was going to fail at the end of the day anyway, so why was I making so much effort?

I tried to push every nasty thought aside, regardless of how truthful they may have been. I opened my eyes again to be met with the concerned ones of not just Peyton, but Stefan stood close behind her.

But I couldn’t help but notice his hands on her hips, his stance like that of a protector. He must have made his move on her at some point, otherwise she wouldn’t be allowing him to touch her in areas she deemed almost intimate of nature.

“You guys know I love you with my whole heart, right?” I asked, and at first they seemed not to hear what I said but as they read my lips, they seemed to finally absorb the information. They both smile, but it was Peyton’s beaming one that made my own smile form.

“I know babes,” She reached out for my hands, but I took a step back, moving into the start of a crowd. Peyton looked shocked by my avoidance, I had next to never avoided her contact. It looked like it stung for a moment as an emotion of hurt crossed her eyes, but she soon covered it up.

“I’m going to the bathroom, I’ll be back before you have the chance to miss me!” I shouted, waving my hand to her before I retreated further into the dancing group behind me. I made my way through them, the bodies pushing against me without much thought or apology.

I cringed, the sweat mixed with the scent of men’s woody scent or women’s fruity cocktails a mixture that smelt less that alluring. Once I broke free from the group, instead of making my way to the bathroom, I turned right and walked along the edge of the room.

I pulled my phone out, and sure enough he had text me.

Kota: I think I just saw you and your friends leaving Frankie’s. Why didn’t you come over and say hi before you left?

I scoffed and rolled my eyes, then rushed to type back.

Me: Because your date was ogling you up a little too much. I would hate to let her know you love to wank your tiny dick off to the memory of fucking me.

I looked away from my phone and held my head high, my chin slightly raised as my shoulder pushed back. I sure fucking told him, I convinced myself my jealous words of rage were worth the potential backlash.

I didn’t bother to wait for his response as I raised my phone and clicked the plus button next to the message bar. I clicked the camera, then I held my phone up to show myself reflected back on the screen.

I smiled, a bitter and vengeful one. I even dared to move myself and the camera a little to show a man behind me, hinting that I was with him. It was a petty move, but I wanted to make him think I had other options beyond him too.

But he probably knew me all too well. He probably knew if I sent it I was trying to get a rise or reaction out of him. He probably would chose not to reply. After all, I was on date 9 of no response from him.

God, I felt fucking pathetic begging for his attention. Like some desperate whore that couldn’t wait until he gave me his attention even if it ended in him degrading and humiliating me until he found his release in the idea.

I stared at the photo for a phew seconds, then went to lock my phone but the man from behind me bumped into me. He stunk if alcohol, and looked beyond wasted. He had to have been drinking of hours, and he looked in no mood to be stopping anytime sooner.

My phone fell to the floor with a loud clatter, and I rushed to bend down and pick the decide up. I sighed, turning the screen to face me to show it was unsplintered and looked just as new as it had before.

But something else caught my eye on the screen.

The photo had sent.

My mouth fell open and I went to try to delete the photo in a panicked rush, but before I could do so, I saw that he was typing. I decided to leave the photo there. He had clearly seen it, and somehow, it had finally elicited a response from him.

The word typing showed up, then disappeared several times until finally my phone buzzed in my hand to reveal he had finally sent a response. I looked down at the message.

Kota: You look like you’re having fun.

At the lack of reaction to my message, I couldn’t help but let out a scoff, a bark of laughter. I went to lock my phone and storm my way back to my friends to take some shots, but as I looked over the crowd and saw them grinding against one another to the beat of the music with their lips locked in a passionate makeup, I decided to give them their space for the time being.

I unlocked my screen as I took a few steps backwards. My back his the wall, and I knew I was safe from the dancing hooligans around me. So I typed on my phone, deleting and retyping the message until I felt proud enough of my response.

Me: Much better than I had with you. Boring fuck.

In mere seconds, the word typing appeared under his name once again, and I bit the inside of my cheek as I tried to stop myself from giggling manically. I had no clue why I wanted to piss him off so bad, why I was trying to self destruct us with my harsh words. But a part of me knew he wouldn’t take what I said to heart. He probably knew I was in a wind up mood.

Kota: You want me to prove how much of a ‘boring fuck’ I can be, whore?

There he was, caught hook, line and sinker.

I had to bite down harder on my cheek to stop me smiling like a fucking idiot.

Me: Your date boring you?

Kota: I told you, Olivia and I aren’t like that.

Kota: Is that why you’re acting out? My dumb pretty whore jealous her daddy was sharing his time with someone else?

I let out a huff. He was right, but I wasn’t about to admit that to him.

Me: No, I couldn’t give two fucks who you sleep with.

Kota: Liar, you’re totally jealous. Don’t worry, I know you’re my good slag and you’ll do as I say.

Kota: Send me your location. I’ll come pick you up and we can go back to yours. Then I can rein you in a bit for that fucking attitude.

Me: No.

Kota: You think I won’t find you? Try me.

I shrugged and locked my phone screen, then slipped my phone into my bag before I made my way back to my friends, who when the second they saw me, flung apart like two teenagers caught kissing on the front door after night out with their friends.

I smiled, but looked away in a rush to pretend I hadn’t seen them playing tonsil tennis. They looked flushed, their cheeks read and their hair messy. I bit back a smirk as I got to the pair, swaying my body to the music.

“Miss me?” I asked, despite the fact I had only been gone for a song and a half maximum. Peyton wrapped her arms around my waist and faux pouted, nodding her head. I laughed, rolling my eyes. But I tapped the top of her head nonetheless.

She pulled away from me, and I noticed from the corner of my eye she reached her hand behind her so she could entwine her little finger with Stefans. I looked away, smiling to myself.

At least my friends’ love lives were looking up.
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I had downed my two drinks before Stefan had gone up to the growing queue of the bar to buy us more. I had danced to several songs, and I felt a buzz forming as my legs began to feel numb.

Peyton stayed with me as we dance, just enjoying one another’s company. It felt like Stefan had been gone hours, but it was likely no more than a few minutes at most.

Like the worried wannabe girlfriend, Peyton tapped my arm to call for my attention before she leant into my ear and shouted over the music, “I’m going to go find Stefan, make sure he doesn’t need any help with the drinks.”

I smiled as I nodded my head. I wagged my hands to tell her to go off and find him, then I tilted my head back as I tried to absorb myself back into the music. I kept my body swaying to the beat of the music the best I could, despite the fact I was most uncoordinated person I knew.

I felt as if there were eyes in me, but I pushed the thought aside. No one would be checking me out, not in the simple clothes and little to no makeup I wore with my hair tied back in the laziest of styles.

But the feeling never once left me, and it only got worse. My stomach felt as if it dropped, and I rushed to open my eyes. I looked around, and sure enough, no one was looking at me.

I turned around in hurried circles, my eyes frantic to search out whoever was causing the chill up my spine. But a voice in the back of my head told me that I knew exactly who it was. The only man who could ever cause such a feeling to overcome me.

Dakota Vernon.
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I failed to seek him out, no matter how hard I looked for him.

I thought finding Dakota Vernon in a crowded night club would be easy, since he was so tall and his eyes stood out against all other eye colours I had ever seen before. But I had the sense he wanted to hide from me, and if he didn’t want to be found, then I would have no chance of finding him.

I wanted to get off the dance floor, go in search of my friends, but the crowds of dancing people bumping into me only got worse. I felt like my skin was itching, my mind racing with a million thoughts.

Surely he wouldn’t have actually come to the club, right? I had sent a joking photo, which if he looked hard enough he would see the man was nowhere near me. He also had next to no chance of knowing where I was, unless he had visited any of the Club Temptation properties before.

Club Temptation was famed for it’s purple neon lights everywhere, and the black tiles lining every wall in the dance section. It was considered a ‘high class’ establishment, but anyone could get in for a decent enough price. It was the foreign destinations that had much stricter entrance rules—Stefan had once told me upon his return from his holiday to Gran Canaria.

With all the dancing bodies being so packed together, surrounding me in almost every direction, it made me feel like I was drowning at sea and I couldn’t quite reach the buoy no matter how fast or hard I swam.

Why the fuck did I think it was a good idea to go to Club fucking Temptation on a fucking Saturday night? Clearly, everyone else had the same idea of going there. It was a famous location after all, so I have no clue what I suspected would have happened.

I felt my throat turn dry, and I felt as if I couldn’t suck enough oxygen into my lungs. The music turned into threats of tinnitus, and the room felt hot and stuffy, suffocatingly so. I wanted—no, had—to get out of there.

Just as I went to make my way to our table, strong and warm hands snaked their way around my waist from behind, and a muscular chest brushed up against my back. I closed my eyes, the scent of spice, wood and lavender filled my senses like a toxic fume.

I was a fucking goner.

All my suspicions were true. My Dakota Vernon radar was surprisingly very sensitive, or maybe my subconscious felt threatened by eyes being locked in on me for God knows how long.

I felt like prey, being stalked by the predator.

I wanted to turn in his arms, to check out his forest green eyes and seek out what he was feeling. Had I really pissed him off enough he would trek his way to the centre of Hadley just to seek me out in the middle of a stupid fucking night club?

I wondered if I had disturbed his meeting with that woman, the one he swore wasn’t a girlfriend and that he had no romantic feelings for. He wasn’t mine, and I wasn’t his, so whatever he did with whoever should have meant nothing to me.

But deep down I was his. He may not had wanted me, but it was a secret I held deep inside my chest where my heart ached for his attention. A part of me felt like he knew I was devoted to him in some kind of way, that I was ready to sell myself to be his, but neither of us ever spoke on the matter.

Apparently he was the kind of man who would hunt me down if I annoyed him just the right amount, my brain cursed me as his body began to move to the music which made my own sway in time with his. I closed my eyes, shamelessly basking in the feeling of him against me.

He was on a date with another woman not but a few hours earlier, you stupid bitch. Get the fuck away from him! My mind tried to remind me that I was meant to be mad at him, but did I ever listen to her? Apparently not.

I felt movement from behind me, then a brush of hot air fanned my neck before a voice spoke into my ear, “I found you.”

“How did you find me?” I asked, daring to turn my head just enough so I didn’t have to shout too loud, but still not enough so I could get a peak of his face past more than just his beard—which looked more like a three day old stubble. He must had shaved a few days prior, I noted.

“I have my ways,” He spoke with a sultry tone, and I could see the evil grin just touching his lips. A part of me wanted to dig more into that, figure out what he meant by that. But I restrained myself from asking further questions into his ‘ways’, partially scared of the response that may have come after.

“Are you stalking me?” I joked, not expecting an answer from him.

His hands gripped my hips ever so slightly tighter, his chin coming to rest on my shoulder. His cheek brushed against my ear, and I swore that if I listened hard enough, I could hear his heartbeat from his neck in a steady yet loud rhythm.

“Are you not stalking me?” He asked, and I felt lips brush my cheek which revealed he was pouting. He sounded partially disheartened by the words leaving his lips, but before I could inquire further, his body felt as if it had been seemingly ripped from me as the air of the room rushed back in and caused a shiver to run up my spine once again.

I turned around to find Stefan, stood just a few inches shorter than Kota, with his fist full of the luxe looking black polo shirt the taller man wore.

Kota held his hands up to show he was no threat, to show he was signalling a sign of peace. I rushed over to my best friend and wrapped my fingers around his arm, tugging gently.

He stared into Dakota’s eyes, but the taller, older man looked a little too relaxed for my liking. He looked positive that Stefan didn’t have the guts to do anything to him. His pride was a stupid fucking thing. I knew if Stefan put his mind to it, he would have no qualms about punching the fuck out of him.

Especially after what he had hard after the work event some weeks earlier.

Stefan finally tore his eyes away from Dakota, looking at me. His eyes searched my face, trying to figure out whether I was giving him permission to punch him, or if I was demanding he let him go.

I shook my head, the action so slight I wasn’t sure he had noticed at first. But I watched as his chest moved in the motion of taking in a deep breath, then sighing it out. He finally loosened his grip and let his arm drop.

I smiled at him and nodded gently to show he had done the right thing, pushing my body between them. My back remained facing Kota while my hands gently pushed Stefan’s shoulders as a way to try to make him give the poor man some space.

“He was just dating another woman right in front of you, how can you defend him?” He asked, his eyes flickering between my own. He looked confused, trying to see through me to my brain to decipher my most inner thoughts.

I nodded slowly. “You’re right, but we’re not official or committed to one another. I’m going on dates with Owen all the time too, remember,” I defended him by reminding my friends that I was just as much a hypocrite. “I appreciate your concern and help though.”

Stefan stepped back at my words and looked down for a second, then he sucked in a breath as his chest heaved. He then forced a bright smile and looked up to the man behind me.

“My bad, mate,” Stefan reached his hand out, a peace offering.

I had to resist the urge to hold my arms out at my sides, as if I was the barrier that would ensure peace between the pair.

But Kota kept his cool and reached his arm around me, his skin brushing against my arm as he interlocked his hand with Stefan’s. The pair shook hands in mutual agreement to end the war that hadn’t had the chance the begin, and I turned my neck to try to get a better look at him.

I sucked in a breath at his beauty. He was even more mesmerising up close, and I had to resist the urge to reach a hand out and trace the lines of his face. His eyes remained on Stefan, but the edges of his lips turned up into the smallest of smiles as he must had noticed I was admiring his face from the corner of his eye.

I rushed to look away, my eyes finding Peyton who raised an eyebrow and even placed her hand on her hip for extra effect. I smiled sheepishly and shrugged. Sure, seeing the man behind me with another woman had soured my mood a few hours earlier, but he was there with me at that time instead of doing God knows what with her.

Technically it could be seen as a score on my count, even though he kept claiming she was just a friend. I would rather bury myself alive than believe a man when he called a woman ‘just a friend’.

It didn’t matter that he said they weren’t like that. I didn’t know the woman, or enough about Dakota’s personal life, for me to feel comfort in his words. I had to know every little detail bout him, carve my way through his veins until I could feel confident in his words.

I wanted to be so deep in his bloodstream, even if he dared to look at another woman, he wouldn’t be able to stop his mind from wandering to thoughts of me.

“I think we should go home, it’s getting late,” His words were a demand clouded by the illusion of it being a question. The look on his face when his eyes finally tore from Stefan when the pair dropped hands revealed to me there was no debate to be had, and that I had best listen to him.

I wanted to tell him to not so kindly piss off, to ask him who he thought he was to be demanding what I did when he was nothing more than a man I wanted, the man I had allowed into my bed one time—ignoring the fact it would have been more by that time if he gave me the time of day.

But his stare softened, and his hand moved to rest on my lower arm. His thumb rubbed the skin gently as he spoke softly, almost indistinguishable from the pounding music. “Let’s go home, yeah?”

I shot Stefan and Peyton a look. Peyton shook her head slightly, as if she were warning me not to go home with the man. But then my eyes went to Stefan who seemed to debate inwardly. He shot Peyton a look behind him, then he let out what appeared to be a sigh before he gave a singular nod and waved his hand dismissively.

“I’ll see you at work Monday, yeah butty?” Stefan asked, but didn’t bother to wait for my response before he turned to Peyton and seemed to tell her something that managed to distract her enough from my situation.

Peyton shot me a warning look with narrowed eyes, a look similar to one she gave Nova when she threw her toys out of the pram. She then shot her eyes to Kota and pointed her finger at him, then she used her thumb to motion the action of slicing her neck.

Kota held up his hands in place of a white flag, then I felt his chest rumble as he seemed to be laughing at the short yet feisty woman I called a best friend.

Peyton turned and made her way through the dancing people, disappearing between them with Stefan close behind her. I knew she would be safe since she was leaving with him. I wondered when the pair would finally reveal to me they had been hooking up. The lingering hands and withering looks were becoming exhausting to ignore.

I felt fingers on my shoulder, then felt the small strap of my tiny going out bag slip from my arm. I watched in surprise as Dakota placed it over his shoulder, then he held his hand out to me.

I stared at his hand, to his face, and back again. I heard him laugh, then he grabbed my hand and pulled me along close behind him as he led us to the edge of the dance floor where it was easier to navigate our way to freedom.

“I was telling you to hold my hand, you muppet,” He paused to lean back so I could hear his words and his laugh, then we managed to break free and fought out way to the bottom of the stairs.

“I fucking hate these stairs,” I complained, looking up at them. The stairs of Club Temptation were similar to the black tile that lined the walls, but they were slippery given the fact drunken patrons tipped all what liquids all over them.

“Want me to carry you?” Kota offered in a tone a little too serious for my liking, no longer needing to lean closer to shout with the music becoming much more tolerable in volume the further we got from the speakers.

I felt my cheeks flush and pulled my hand from his. “I didn’t mean that,” I stepped around him, holding onto the rail with a death grip as I made my way up them to the first floor.

I felt my feet slide slightly against the tiles, but thankfully the steady speed I walked with ensured my shoes didn’t slip from the stairs. One too many people had been escorted out of the place in an ambulance with neck, head, or twisted limb conditions from the stairs—and I refused to join that growing list of embarrassment.

Once my feet were planted back on one level, I turned to face him to find him a few steps down from me. He stopped on a step so his face was almost level with my own, raising an eyebrow as he looked me up and down.

“Are you going to move, or just stand there?” He asked, motioning around us to emphasise there wasn’t much space for him to walk around me. I pulled my hand to come between us and fisted it, then I light punched his shoulder. “What the fuck was that for?” He asked, bringing his hand up to rub the mildly injured shoulder.

He was brave to not hold onto the railing, I noted as his other hand held my bag in a tight grip of security from any potential threat.

“That’s for being an absolute dickhead and not answering my texts for, what, 12 days?” I stated, crossing my arms over my chest as I refused to move. If I didn’t call him out on his bullshit then, then I feared I never would.

“It was actually 14 and a half, but hey, who’s counting,” He commented sarcastically, and I narrowed my eyes to show I wasn’t about to pull up with his bullshit then. I wanted answers even if he didn’t want to give them.

He shrugged one shoulder lazily at my reaction, rolling his head back slightly as he looked up at the ceiling. The expression on his face revealed he wished to be anywhere but there in that moment. But it was his fault, he deserved a good talking to.

“Not going to defend yourself?” I asked after several seconds of silence. He continued to say nothing, but tore his eyes away from the ceiling back to me. He raised an eyebrow, and I decided to admit defeat for the time behind as I dropped my arms and turned to face the hallway.

I walked down the hallway towards the open doors without even bothering to check if he were following behind me. I had no clue if he drove there himself, or if he caught a taxi. I saw no sight of the familiar Range Rover, so I turned to the left and began to take a few steps in the direction of the bus station.

I heard a whistle from behind me, and turned to find Dakota stood in the middle of the pavement with a smirk on his face. “My car is this way,” He replied, to which I let out a scoff.

“Did you just whistle at me? Like a fucking dog?” I asked, my arms coming back to their home across my chest in a show of irritation.

“So what if I did? What are you going to do about it?” He quizzed. I narrowed my eyes in an attempt at a glare. But then I dropped my arms when I noticed my bag tight in his hand. I let out a sigh and walked over to him, then snatched my bag from his hand before I walked briskly a few steps ahead of him.

“I thought so,” He called after before following. I didn’t need to turn around to his smirk had likely turned into a wide toothy grin, I could hear it in his voice.

“I refuse to sit and bark for you while wearing a collar. If you want an obedient pet, then go get yourself a fucking dog,” I spat over my shoulder before I trained my head on the path forward.

Sure, I could have still got the bus home and we could have gone our separate ways. But I wanted to see him, despite my want to make him suffer for making me wait for him. I took a deep breath in, trying to push irritation away.

I wanted to be amicable for the night, mostly because deep inside my brain a voice asked me a question I didn’t want to consider. What if you never see him again after tonight? What if he gets sick of you?

I walked at a brisk pace, regardless of not knowing where he had parked the car. As I reached a crossroads, I looked ahead, then left and right. Sure enough tucked away not too far away down the right, the familiar white Range Rover came into view.

I made my way to the car well before him, and turned to lean against the vehicle’s passenger door with my arms crossed over my chest. I watched the pavement, waiting for the black and white trainers to come into view.

Soon enough, Dakota followed after me and smirked when his eyes found me.

“I find it funny how you complain about everything, yet here you are, still waiting outside my car for me,” He dove his hand into his jeans pocket, digging out keys that jingled faintly.

He got close enough for the doors to unlock, so I said nothing as I pushed myself off the car and rushed to get inside it. I pulled my seatbelt on and finished clicking it in when the driver’s door opened.

“You piss me off so much sometimes,” I stated as he climbed into the seat. He said nothing as he just closed the door then pulled his phone from his back pocket.

I watched as he unlocked it and types a quick message. I wasn’t proud of myself, but I dared to spare a glance at the screen only to find that of fucking course—he had a privacy screen that looked black from an angle.

I rolled my eyes and sat back in the seat, slumping down slightly and I hugged my bag to my chest. Soon after, music began to play through the speakers of the car shortly after the ignition was turned on.

I raised my eyebrows in surprise, soft piano music playing through the speakers. I let out a small laugh through my nose, turning to face him as he locked his phone screen and shot me a look of mild concern. “What are you laughing about?”

I listened to the music for a few seconds in silence, then I finally responded to his question. “Are you really listening to a piano cover of Taylor Swift right now?” I asked, to which he shrugged and pulled his seatbelt on at long last.

“It sounds beautiful, I like to drive with calm music at night time,” He replied as if it should have been a well known fact.

“You are full of surprises,” I mumbled low enough for just myself to hear, my lips turning up into a faint smile as the piano rendition of “Enchanted” by Taylor Swift filled the silence of the car.
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As he pulled up to my house, I had to stop myself from demanding to know how he knew where I lived. For a brief moment, I had forgotten all about our late night rendezvous, but once the memory of his hands ghosting over my skin came flooding back, I relaxed.

I stood in the open door of the passenger side, and leant forward to get a better look at him. “You could… come in, you know,” I offered, chewing the inside of my cheek.

He looked like he was debating the offer, but then I heard his phone buzz from the little space he kept it secure as he drove. He looked down at the device, then back at me. “I have to get home, I have an early morning tomorrow.”

He gave no further explanation, and while I wanted to ask him more, I decided it best not to dig too much. I doubted he would have told me much more than that, anyway. He had a penchant for giving me just enough information that his words were not deemed a lie or a secret, but he withheld more than enough to ensure he kept the air of mystery about him.

“Right, well then…” I began, taking a step back away from the car. My hand held onto the edge of the door, not wanting to close it and say goodbye to him just yet. I had just got my short fill of him, but I needed more.

He seemed to notice my hesitation and smiled wide, almost looking proud of himself. “I’ll come over again soon.” His words were firm, not a question but a silent promise.

I nodded my head slight and gave a half hearted smile to show I wasn’t going to hold him to his words.

And without another words, I closed the car door and took several steps back towards my front door.

I watched as he turned his car around, then he began the drive down towards the road. I saw his indicators flash, almost as if he was using the emergency button to say goodbye to me. Then in a flash, he was gone.

I turned back to my house and looked up at the place. It was a beautiful house, and I was thankful I had help from my family to buy it, but it was starting to feel too big for me alone.

I walked to the front door and unlocked it, the feeling of loneliness hitting me like waves as I stepped inside to silence. I closed the door behind me once, leaning my back against it to bask in the feeling of the cold.

I closed my eyes, making a silent wish that he would keep his promise.


TWENTY-SIX



“I think we should all dress up for Halloween, don’t you agree?” Stefan asked loudly into the office to no one in particular. He was fishing for at least one person to agree so he could make the claim to Casey that it was a great idea and that everyone was on board.

But the room remained silent, to which Stefan narrowed his eyes. He expected at least one person to speak up, but the few people in the room at the time remained silent.

Casey shot him a look from over her computer on the far side of the room, while Stefan dared to nudge me in the side with his elbow. “Ash,” He whispered, and pulled a face close to a puppy dog’s. “Come on butty, you love Halloween.”

“That doesn’t mean I want to dress up for it while at work,” I rolled my eyes at him, continuing to make notes on the shared PowerPoint we used to send Mrs King—Carol—the vision for her new home.

We were on iteration six, and I half suspected we weren’t even halfway through all the demands. Carol had a vision for what she wanted, and while we tried our best to follow her notes, it was hard to ensure we could design everything to be perfect to her tastes.

Some of her wants were unrealistic, but I found it hard to tell her so. So I did as she asked and showed her samples of her requests, only for her to discover the unrealistic wishes on her own.

Sure, she had told me she wanted me to be harsh with her if something was too much, but I refused to offend one of the company owners. I doubted she would have argued with me over it, but I refused to potentially risk my job.

It also didn’t help that we had to make a separate document with a bullet point list of all the things we would need to hire other external people in for, such as building on to the garage to include a gym space for Mr King, and landscapers to build a large pool on the grounds somewhere.

I sat back and closed my eyes for a second, my fingers lightly resting on top of my keyboard without pushing down any keys. I let out a slow breath, trying my best to clear my mind of any fog.

I had been staring at the same page for what felt like hours, and the words were starting to blur together. I had to finish the page, then I would close it on and move onto something else, I silently promised myself.

But Stefan seemed to be oblivious to my growing tension and dared to kick the side of my boot with his shoe. I opened my eyes quickly and turned my head to the side to shoot him a glare. “Wise up.”

Stefan shook his head, and only then did I notice his eyes were not on me, but locked in on something behind me. “Butty, I hate to be the barer of bad news but is that your boyfriend and fuck buddy walking towards us?”

I snapped my head to the hallway where the glass doors gave our room a false sense of privacy. My lips parted, and sure enough walking down the hallway towards us was a small group of people.

At the head of the group stood Jodie Clay, the finance manager for King Family Furniture. Closely behind her was an older looking man, short with grey hair that looked neatly gelled and locked into place.

Behind him by just a few paces, I noticed the shorter and muscular Owen, his white shirt hugging his biceps that looked almost uncomfortably so. Beside him stood Dakota, in his tall glory. He was muscular in a lean way, so his shirt fit him perfectly and somehow made him look all the more distinguished.

It was wrong to be thirsting over the man who was my ‘boyfriend’s’ co-worker. But Owen had claimed himself my boyfriend without ever asking me to be official. Sure, we went on several dates and often tried to meet up once a week which had turned into movie and takeaway nights as of recent, but something about him made me feel like I was missing something—someone.

Owen was all sunshines and butterflies. He was like a breath of fresh air that kept coming even in my darkest of days, when I felt like the current was going to drag me to the depths and steal all my oxygen.

In contrast, Dakota was more like the suffocating darkness at the bottom of the waters. It was alluring and made you curious to explore the depths, but a part of me felt like I was never going to be allowed close enough to learn more.

I finally tore my eyes away from the group and looked to my side to find Stefan moving his fingers over his keyboard, without pressing down a single key. He was trying to look busy, I noted.

Not but a few seconds later, the sound of the doors slamming open became the introduction tune to the hurricane of a woman known as Jodie Clay. Casey had been unsuspecting to the intrusion and stood as if on instinct to the noise, only for her shocked expression to turn into a warm smile.

“Jodie, to what do I owe the pleasure?” Casey walked around her desk to give her best friend a small hug.

Jodie was tall in her heels, and it made her look all the more intimidating. Jodie had the worst case of resting bitch face I had ever seen, and it didn’t help that she often sounded monotone. But she was secretly the sweetest woman you would ever meet.

“I’m just showing the FinOptix guys around the branch. They’ve only seen the showroom so I thought I would show them some of our other department like the design team,” Jodie smiled, looking around the room.

Casey kept her hand’s on Jodie’s lower arms, but leant her body to see around the woman. “Welcome to the customer services and design department. Would any of you like a cuppa?” She asked, her eyes crinkling at the edges as she smiled.

The small group of people before her listed off what they wanted, to which Casey waved them off to sit at one of the empty ‘meeting tables’—a circular table in the empty space between our desks and hers.

Casey walked over to where Stefan and I sat, the break room right behind us. I felt eyes on me at that moment, but I kept my own trained on the computer before me. I couldn’t register the words I was reading, but if I looked busy, then I would at least get some peace.

“Shall I come and help you,” Stefan offered, to which Casey gave a quick nod of her head. Stefan leant down and gently tapped my arm, correctly assuming that I was beginning to zone out. “Do you want a coffee butty?”

I looked to the right to see him, nodding my head. I ensured I kept facing away from the group of intruders, mostly to make sure Owen didn’t see me and speak to me in front of Dakota. Sure, Dakota knew Stefan and I were an item, but that didn’t mean I wanted to rub the fact into his face.

Not that he would give two fucks, he would just act as if he never saw the whole ordeal or would probably use it as an excuse to humiliate and degrade me during our sexual texting sessions.

I turned back to my desk, the soft thud of the door closing behind me sounding deafening. It felt as if all my senses were amplified, as if my body was on high alert expecting there to be a threat.

I sucked in a deep breath, then let it out slowly before I placed my hands back on my keyboard. I read over the comments on the right side of the screen, implementing them onto the page.

I then opened the internet tab and scrolled through more inspiration photos, trying to chose the right ones that mostly matched the demands of the Kings’. The more I focused on my work, the less I focused on the intruders in the room causing my hairs to stand on edge.

I heard talking, but none of the voices were the one I had become addicted to. The voices were mostly quiet, so I couldn’t gauge what they were talking about. Not that it was my place to.

But then the soft melody of his voice sounded, and even though it was quiet, it still felt as if the words were directed right at me. My hands seized for a second, but the impeccable timing of Stefan Moore saved me from the uneasiness.

Stefan opened the door behind me and placed our drinks down on our tables firstly. I gave him a small smile, whispering a small thanks. I picked up the drink immediately, my hands coming to wrap around the mug to warm them.

I tried my hardest not to look as Casey and Stefan then carried drinks over to the table of newcomers. I kept my eyes on my computer, but all the words felt as if they were merging together once again and I couldn’t keep focus.

“Thank you,” Kota’s velvety voice sounded into the room, and I had to resist the urge to sneak a peak of him. I had noted he wore a black suit when I saw him in the hallway, but other than that brief glance, I kept my resolve strong.

I was meant to be meeting Owen that night for a movie night, our ‘date night’ of the week. But after seeing Dakota, all I could think about was asking that man to come over my house instead so I could waste my time on someone I deemed worth while.

That made me sound harsh, as if I was saying Owen was a waste of time. While he was a lovely man, he wasn’t the one that I was wishing for. He was still fun to spend time with. He made me laugh and made me smile, and what more could a woman ask for?

But I wasn’t a normal woman. I didn’t want someone who could bring me butterflies. I wanted someone who would destroy me, bring me to the depths of myself that even I didn’t know existed, only just to build me back up again.

And that was partially what Dakota did.

He brought me down, destroyed me in some ways. But he never stuck around long enough to build me back up, be that over text or the time we actually hooked up. He left me on the floor wondering what I did so wrong to not even be worth two extra minutes of his time to bring me back.

The reminder of the sinking pit in my stomach after our sexual encounter reminded me that I deserved better than that, I deserved someone who would do the best of both worlds for me and not just half.

But I was addicted to begging for his attention again. I was left hanging for the next time he decided he wanted me.

I did my best to push the thought process aside as I sipped my coffee. I flinched and rushed to place the cup down, the liquid hot. Stefan sat in his seat right at that perfect timing and let out a small laugh.

“Be careful butty, it’s hot,” Stefan warned a little too late. I rolled my eyes, and just as I finished my eyes landed on the group sat around the curved table—the one place I was avoiding.

My eyes found him immediately, only to find he was already looking at me. I sucked in a small breath through parted lips, finding it hard to look away. Thankfully Owen seemed too locked in a conversation with another man beside him to notice.

“Babe, you’re staring,” Stefan leant close to me and he spoke in a low voice, loud enough for just himself and I to hear.

I let out a sigh, knowing he was right. So I tore my eyes away from him reluctantly and used all my strength not to look at him again.

But thankfully, I had the king of distraction as my best friend and desk mate. “So, did you decide what you wanted to dress up as for Halloween?”

“For the office,” I narrowed my eyes, turning in my chair to better face him. “I’m going to dress up as the professional Ashton Barret. For the night out with you and Pey… I have no idea.” I let out a sigh.

It wasn’t like me to not know what I wanted to be. Autumn was my time of year, and Halloween was what I looked forward to most. “Are we going to that scare fest thing up the Jones’ farm again?” Stefan asked.

Two years ago, when I first met Stefan, he introduced Peyton and I to the farm his family used to take him to as a kid. In the early Autumn time, you could go there picking pumpkins and squashes of all sizes. Closer to Halloween, and on the night of, they hosted scare routes which you could drive around on a tractor, or you could walk your way through their haunted mazes.

It had changed our tradition ever so slightly, but Stefan was a great addition to our lives regardless. Peyton and I would get ready at mine on Halloween, then we would go pick Stefan up who sometimes drove us to the location.

We would go inside the main hall area, get some drinks and unwind. Then we would go in groups around the routes. We spent most the night there, and then we ensured as we drove home if it reached midnight, then we would play “Fairytale of New York” by The Pogues, the song we always used to kick off the festive Christmas season.

“What are you and Peyton going as? Are you going in a couple costume?” I asked, to which Stefan choked on his tea. He rushed to place it down, his eyes seeking out the emotion on my face. He wanted to know if I was mad, if I had really caught them out. “Come off it butty, I saw the way you two were the other week at Club Temptation.”

Stefan let out a sigh. He neither confirmed nor denied there was anything going on between them. He just replied to my question, as if it had been any other mundane question, with a simple, “We’re going to be Mavis and Johnny from Hotel Transylvania.”

I let out a small laugh, but the look on his face told me he was serious. I chewed the inside of my lower lip, trying to stop my smile. “That’s so fucking cute, you’re such a Johnny it hurts.”

Stefan rolled his eyes but smiled, and I could tell he was proud of the compliment. That meant he was the one to choose the outfits for them, and I half suspected Peyton disagreed with the choice but followed along with it after much begging from Stefan. Stefan could be very persuasive if he put his mind to it.

“If we want to go on Halloween night, we’ll want to preorder the tickets now. It’s £14 per person to preorder, but we get the £5 back once we attend the night,” Stefan switched tabs on his computer to reveal he had already been scoping out booking the tickets. “Is your man coming with us?” He asked, his eyes flickering over to the circle table.

“Which one?” I asked unironically, to which Stefan let out a large bark of laughter. I felt my cheeks flush and eyes on my skin. He was looking at us. So I kept my reserve and remained trained on Stefan.

“I am not inviting either man, it’ll be just you, Peyton and I, got it?” I said quietly, leaning closer to Stefan to ensure our conversation could not be overheard by prying ears.

Stefan held his hands up in self defence, then moved his hands over his keyboard as he dove back into work. I followed suit, trying to finish up the final notes before I closed the PowerPoint and opened up my emails.

From the corner of my eye, I couldn’t help but notice Stefan kept shooting looks past me to the circle table. I kicked his leg gently under the table, then I opened the private messages we shared on our work systems.

I scrolled through the list, then I found my messages threat with Stefan. I clicked his name, then typed into the message bar to warn him.

Me: Stop staring at them.

Stefan shot me a sideways glance, his lips turning up ever so slightly at the edges to reveal the hint of a smile on his lips.

Stefan M: I can’t help it, new people make me nosy.

Within no time, I rushed back a response.

Me: Well learn to be un-nosy then.

I then closed off the messages and went back to reading emails.

Not but ten minutes later, Casey walked the intruders out of the department, even following them through the building to the front doors where I half suspected she would use her time to natter to Jodie about anything and everything.

I let out a sigh of relief at the peace being brought back to the room. Stefan wiped his arm over his forehead dramatically, then he turned to me and wagged his eyebrows. “Your boyfriends were both here eying you up, which one will you go home with tonight?”

As if right on queue, I felt my watch vibrate on my wrist. But I resisted the urge to move my wrist to read whatever the notification was. I half suspected it to be from Owen, probably telling me he just saw me but I looked ‘too busy at work’.

I was in no mood to answer him.

“I hate how much you promote me and my multi-dating life,” I stated, then frowned slightly before shrugged. “Well, dating one man while sleeping with another. Technically I’m only dating one man.”

“You’re telling me you and Kota have not gone on one single date, and will not go on a date?” Stefan asked, spinning his chair around to face me.

Stefan was a romantic, and looked surprised by my claim. He knew me as somewhat a romantic too, but parts of me were starting to realise maybe I wasn’t cut out for dating. Maybe the dark side of me that Dakota had woken back up took over all my relationship potential.

I shrugged again. “I don’t know.”

“Do you not want to go on dates with him?” He asked, tilting his head to the side like a confused puppy.

“I don’t know,” I repeated the words, finishing up the email I had been writing before pressing send. “I just know that whatever we have works for us. I don’t think I’m cut out for dating.”

“If that’s the case,” Stefan let out a small sigh, running his tongue over the front of his teeth nervously. “You should end it with Owen, otherwise you’re just going to lead him on. He deserves better than that.”

We both knew Owen was a relationship man. He was likely what most women would want in a boyfriend, and I was hogging him and holding him up from meeting whoever the woman he was going to spend the rest of his life with.

But I wanted to be selfish for a little longer. I enjoyed Owen as a person, and I wasn’t sure that if I ended things, he would remain my friend. If he knew what I was doing with Dakota, that would hurt him more. But that was something I would need to figure out.

“Yeah,” I whispered as I nodded my head in agreement. “He does.”
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TWENTY-SEVEN



Mrs Whitney Moore was a beautiful woman, short in height with bright white money pieces framing her face, a bright contrast against her dark brown hair. The pieces looked dyed, but they were very much natural and just perfect chance.

I entered the kitchen in my red wedding style dress, the red veil itching the back of my shoulders as I pinned it just above where my hair sat half up on my head. I let out a puff of air, calling for the attention of the woman.

“Ashton, honey, could you help me lay the food on the dining table? Those pair are still getting ready and everyone will start showing up soon, I feel so unprepared!” The middle-aged woman rushed around the kitchen, pulling out the plastic tub of varying dips from the fridge before placing it on the crowded kitchen island.

The Moores’ hosted Halloween parties every year, but they hosted it on the night before Halloween. Mostly because they enjoyed spending time with their family and friends, and most people had plans on Halloween night as it was. So they settled for their annual Halloween party to be the night before.

Mrs Moore was dressed up in a tartan skirt, and a grey cardigan atop a white dress shirt that she cut lazily into a crop style. Her hair was tied back into ponytails on either side of her head while her money pieces remained free, framing her face.

“Sure thing Mrs Moore,” I smiled as I picked up a bowl of tortilla crisps, and a wooden board that had a bowl of hummus in the middle with different slices of vegetables around the edges.

“Thank you sweetheart,” The older woman called after me as I walked around the corner to the slightly-pushed-to-the-side dining table that could fit at least six people around it. I placed the plates down, knowing that within no time Mrs Moore would place everything wherever she deemed fit once she got all the items on the table.

Sure enough, the woman walked into the room with a hurricane force. She smiled at me before she placed down bowls of foods, then she turned to me. “Are you staying the night? I need to know if we need to set up one of the spare room.”

I hummed as I debated the offer. I nodded slowly, then smiled in return to the woman. “Yes please, if you’ll have me and it won’t be too much of a hassle.”

Mrs Moore waved her hand, dismissing my concerns. She then made her way back to the kitchen and so I followed her to grab more items. Once the dining table was full of sweet and savoury treats, and the paper plates dotted around neatly, I found myself at home on the sofa in the kitchen where the glass doors welcomed you to the back garden.

The Moore family lived in an area which looked much like where I did. Their house was between the city and the countryside, and they had plenty of land around them so they had a large garden which was often used during the summer of family and friend wide BBQs.

“I’m more than happy to have you stay with us, we don’t see you all too often since you and Stef started the new project,” She began as she came back to the dining room with a par cart full of varying drinks. “Plus we’re going to have so much food left over, we can snack on it in the middle of the night or in the morning, we could use the help.”

I laughed slightly, but nodded my head in agreement. “I’ll go check that Stefan and Peyton are done styling the front porch,” I tore myself away from the woman for some space. When she had her mind focused on something, such as making sure the dining room was packed full of food, then it was best to be out of her way and leave her to it.

I made my way around the hallway that led to the living room, then to the front inside porch which then led to the outside front porch.

I got to the porch and opened the door, half expecting to intrude on my best friends in the middle of a make out session or something. But surprisingly, I found them metre apart as Peyton hung fake spiderwebs from the wall that blocked the garden from the view of the driveway, and Stefan was busy making it look like a skeleton had been buried in the flower bow at the end of the steps.

I noted on the middle steps to one side, there were two pumpkins which had been carved, flames flickering inside from tiny tea lights. Along the edge of the steps, there were battery operated candles all lit to ensure everyone had a clear path of their way to the front door.

I made my way to Peyton, sensing a mild bit of tension between the pair. I leant against the wall, which earned me a slight glare from Peyton as she paused her fussing. She slapped my shoulder, harder than it seemed she intended to, which earned a flinch and gasp from myself.

I pushed myself off the wall and turned my back to Stefan who was none the wiser to my intrusion. I followed Peyton, keeping myself as close to her as possible while I spoke in a voice I hoped only she could hear. “What’s going on? Couple’s fight?”

“I ended… Whatever the hell we were,” She stated matter of factly, not seeming the bit phased by it.

I raised my eyebrows in surprise, but then she shot me a look that showed me she had never expected things to work between the pair regardless. “We got together in a rush after our relationships ended. It was quick sex that we mistook for feelings.”

“He’s liked you a while, you know,” I stated, pulling one side of my lips up into a half smile. “But I agree, you both rushed into things. You can always try again at a later time once you’re both sure you’re not using one another as a rebound.”

Peyton looked irritated by my response, and so I decided it best to let the topic go but not after I gave her a warning. “Don’t let it ruin the night, we all love spending this time of year together and if you two begin fighting, you’re going to ruin the mood for everyone.”

“I’m an adult,” She snapped at me, moving me out of the way as her hands fussed with the fake cobwebs again. “I’m going to act civil and as if nothing ever happened between the pair of us. It’s him that may be the problem.”

I shot Stefan a look over my shoulder as he stood from the flowerbed. He gave me a wide smile and waved slightly, and I couldn’t help but frown as I turned my head back to Peyton. “Stefan looks perfectly happy and civil,” I defended him.

Peyton rolled her eyes. “That’s the problem,” She stated.

Footsteps sounded, then the squeaking of trainers as Stefan made his way inside to seek our his parents to see if they had other requests to busy himself with. I then moved back to give Peyton more space. I was then free to speak as loud as I needed.

“Let me get this straight, you broke up with him, and you’re mad that he isn’t all ‘gloom and doom’ about the whole thing?” I asked, to which she closed her eyes and tilted her head back.

“I know he likes me, I knew he liked me months ago. I used him as a rebound, I know I did. I enjoyed my time with him but I don’t want to hurt him. But at the same time, I want him to hate me,” She spoke, her head remaining to the sky.

“Above all things, you guys were friends first. We’re all great friends, and that kind of thing seems rare these days. He was fine never acting on his feelings for you before, and he seems happy he at least gave it a shot,” I tried to be the voice of reason.

Why was it I was good at giving advice, but when it came to my own fucked up romance, I could barely muster up three words before my mind went blank?

“You need to feel what you feel, and embrace that. Then you need to overcome it, and once you have, you’ll find a new normal,” I replied, stepping close to her and placing my arms around her in a loose hug.

Peyton didn’t hug back, but she also didn’t push me away. She stood there, taking in deep breaths through her nose and pushing them out past her lips. She finally whispered against my hair, “I think we should seriously consider getting married to each other.”

I let out a laugh and pulled back, which revealed she had a smile on her own lips. I raised my hand to gently poke her arm. “There she is. Now come on, we need to make sure everything is all sorted inside before people start turning up.”
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Two hours later, the main lights throughout the Moore household were turned off while varying LED lights and fairy light trails became the main source of vision throughout the property.

I stood with Peyton to my right, and Stefan to my left as I held a plastic orange cup with bats over it in my hand. Inside was some fruity punch, chunks of fruit floating inside it. Mrs Moore had made it earlier that day, and it tastes great.

The vodka Stefan let us use to spike the drinks in our cups made it all the more better, though.

Peyton seemed to loosen up once she had a drink down her, and Stefan remained his happy self. I was thankful he didn’t seem heartbroken. But then again, the pair had only been hooking up for a few weeks at most, not quite long enough to fall in love.

That made my mind wander to my own love life, though. I had told Dakota I would send him a photo of my outfit the day before, to which I had no response. I then sent him a mirror selfie earlier of my outfit, which again earned crickets from our chat.

Owen, in contrast, had sent me a message that very morning asking me my plans. I had given him a brief rundown, and then I ignored his following message as I felt I was in no mood to entertain him.

I felt bad. I knew I was leading him on, but we never did much when we were together and it felt as if we were more of a companionship, rather than a relationship. We basked in basked in one another’s company with very minimal physical intimacy.

It I had both Owen and Dakota, I got the best of both worlds. One gave me a connection of loyalty and the feeling of comfort. The other made my skin feel like it was on fire from his every touch, a feeling I was finding myself addicted to despite how fleeting the experience had felt.

I wanted to chose just one of them, with the hopes they could somehow bring me what the other person did within time. But it was wrong to compare the men. They were different. They had different names, different backgrounds, different personalities and life goals.

I knew who the one I wanted was, and I hated to admit it. Because it meant I would be breaking the heart of a lovely man.

I downed my drink in one go, then I pulled my phone off of the table in the conservatory which was usually used for breakfasts when the whole Moore household took the time to sit down together.

I opened the messaging app I used for both men and opened Owen’s message.

Owen: I hope you have a great evening!

I smiled at the sweet message, but then I closed my eyes. He isn’t who you want, my mind reminded me.

The heart wanted what it wanted, and it was Dakota Vernon.

It felt selfish to end things over text with Owen, especially when we had been hanging out for months. But I could imagine the crushed look on his face, knowing he was the only one falling in love while my attentions were diverted elsewhere.

I felt the device be ripped from my hand, then I watched as Mrs Moore placed the phone in a plastic bag after she locked the screen. She gave me a wide toothy smile. “Come on, get off your phone and enjoy the company!” She yelled, louder than necessary since the music was more so in the dining room.

The Moore house was an older build, but had been modernised before they moved in around seven years ago. Around the three story house were speakers, which they used to their full advantage during any parties they threw.

The conservatory, a small glass room built onto the ‘utility room’ beside the kitchen, was a new addition to the house as of last year. It hadn’t been fitted with a speaker as it was a place Mr Moore used to read, and secretly smoke away from the prying eyes of his family.

I let my lips part, wanting to reach out for my phone. But the woman was a typical Welsh mother. There was no arguing with her.

“You three get your arses inside the house now, and have a good party and eat so much you feel like your trousers are going to rip open. Got it?” She asked.

I saw how much effort the woman had put into the party, and us sneaking off to drink the alcoholic punch was a low blow to her efforts. So I nodded my head and pushed myself off the counters I had been leaning against.

Mrs Moore grabbed my arm gently and pulled me close, kissing my cheek gently to show she meant no harm and just wanted us to connect with other patrons at the party. I understood her intentions. If I agreed with them was another thing, but I could part from my phone for a few hours. I probably needed the distance.

Mrs Moore held her hand out, and Peyton wasted no time in throwing her phone into it before she followed after me to the open glass doors. Stefan gave a bit more of a debate about it, but one narrow-eyed look from his mother was all the warning he needed to hand the thing over.

So the three of us went back inside the main section of the house, the music loud. We made our way to the dining table, and found there to be more than enough food to feed a small village.

I picked up a plate, then piled on varying picky bits such as sandwiches, warmed up mozzarella sticks, slices of pizza, and all other sorts. Mrs Moore had everything covered. It would have been hard to find something you didn’t want to eat. Savoury snacks, to sweet treats. And on a separate side table against one the walls, she listed gluten and allergen free foods, and even vegetarian and vegan alternatives to the spread on the main table.

I had my plate full, as did Stefan and Peyton. But we barely made a dent in all the mountains of food, and I half suspected the following morning I would be coerced into taking a tray of food home with me. All the better for me, really. The less cooking I had to do, the better.

We made our way to the living room, which was two rooms split by a folding divider wall which could be pushed open whenever you wished to expend the living room area.

The house had people dotted all around, talking about varying things and some even dancing. Thankfully the side of the open living room where the fire sat was empty, whereas the side with the TV was full of kids watching spooky movies.

“No fair, those kids get to watch TV but we can’t even hold our phones?” Stefan pouted as he threw himself into the navy sofa that faced the window. I then took a seat in the matching sofa pushed against the window, while Peyton took a seat on the grey armchair sat facing the small fireplace.

“We need to be less reliant on our phones. They never had mobiles like twenty years ago, and now we’re addicted to them,” Peyton tried to defend our friends mother, to which he looked less than impressed with but the look he gave revealed he knew she—and his mother—were right.

“How your lover boys anyway?” Stefan asked. Peyton tensed up slightly, but then she shook the feeling off as she stuffed her face with a battered chicken nuggets.

I shrugged one shoulder lazily. “I’m thinking of ending things,” I replied a little cryptically.

Stefan gasped and sat on the edge of the sofa, his paper plate with a cartoon monster on it barely able to support on his knees from the sudden movement. “With which one? Please don’t say my boy Owen. You know how much I adore him.”

“You’ve only met him, like, once,” I laughed and rolled my eyes, to which Stefan let out a groan and slouched back against the sofa.

“My poor boy is about to be broken hearted,” He replied dramatically, which earned us a few annoyed shushes from the kids on the other side of the room.

“Hey, kids, it’s my damn house,” He replied, which earned him no further responses. He then turned back to me and put on his most serious tone. “If that’s what you think is best for you though, then do it butty. You’re stringing the poor man along and it pains me to see.”

“Are you my friend, or his?” I laughed at his response, which earned a quiet retaliation from Peyton by our sides.

“Leave her to make her own choices, Stefan,” She spoke softly, her eyes on the unlit fireplace opposite. “She needs to make her own mistakes, and to learn from them. We can’t control what she does.”

Stefan went silent and the humour wiped from his face as he turned to Peyton. He looked paler, slightly worried by her response. “Hey, Pey, are you okay?” He asked, reaching a gentle hand out to touch her knee.

Peyton flinched, then she placed her plate down and stood. She forced a smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes—and both of us could tell. “I’m going to go to the bathroom for a minute, don’t miss me.”

She almost ran off to the direction of the stairs. All guests who were only there for the party had been directed to use the downstairs toilet, but Peyton was staying the night and also gave no concern for the rules as she sought her way to one of the upstairs bathrooms.

I suspected she would be going to the one on the third floor, the place where her spare room for the night would be. She needed peace and quiet, and that was the best place to go for it.

“Do you know if there’s anything going on with her?” I asked Stefan, unsure if she had begun to confide in him more during the short period he claimed himself to be her boyfriend.

He gave a single raise of his shoulder. “She hasn’t told me of any concerns lately other than feeling like she was using me as a rebound, so we broke up. She seemed fine, but something about her today feels… off.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” I mumbled, looking to the unlit fireplace as if it would expose all her secrets.

That night, Peyton crawled into my bed. She said nothing as she lay there on her back. And I said nothing in response. I had the feeling she would find it hard to verbalise her feelings, and that she just needed to be near me to gain some sense of comfort.

Whatever she needed, I would be that for her or give it to her. No questions asked.


TWENTY-EIGHT



I had said it a million times before, but I fucking loved Autumn and Halloween time.

And I was reminded as to exactly why when I stepped out of Stefan’s car at the Jones’ Family Farm.

I felt the crunch of the orange and brown leaves under my feet, and the air I breathed out caused a puff of smoke to appear. It was cold, but not cold enough to deter us from the night’s events.

I grabbed the zip of my body warmed and pulled it up to my neck, ensuring my scarf was tucked safely inside. I wore a beanie with a large pom pom on top, and wondered if it was worth taking it off just in case.

I debated for no more than three seconds before I decided fuck it and left it on.

I followed Peyton and and Stefan closely as we made our way from the car part towards the wooden gates where a queue of people was slowly growing, but not long enough so that you had to wait ages to get inside.

A few steps, and we were greeted by a man in a carnival looking suit, a wide smile plastered on his face which seemed to be painted a ghostly shade of white. “Tickets, please,” He asked as he held a new looking iPad in his hands.

Stefan opened his phone and showed a QR code. The man used the iPad to scan it, then he looked at the three of us before nodding, a sign to show we were then allowed inside.

I entered the large plot of land which held varying ‘maps’, as the Jones Family Farm workers liked to call them. There were little run down looking barns and warehouses made of metal, where inside sat mazes full of jump-scares and beautifully horrific visuals to add to the tense atmosphere of spookiness.

I looked around, debating where to go first. “Shall we get ourselves some spiced warm cider?” Stefan asked, to which I cocked an eyebrow. He rolled his eyes and waved a dismissive hand that made him look much like his mother. “Have off it butty, I’ll only have one. It won’t be enough to deem me unfit to drive.”

I shot Peyton a look, and she just nodded her head in agreement at his statement. She trusted him, and so I decided to let the worry go, too.

“Fine, but just one,” I stated before I made my way to walk beside the pair of them. We made out way around a rocky path, made of tiny stones that would have killed my feet had I not worn my black combat boots.

I pushed my way to the counter first before the other two, wanting to pay for the drinks at least since Stefan ended up paying for our tickets, and Peyton paid the petrol money to keep Stefan’s car tank full.

“Pey, you too?” I asked, throwing a look at her over my shoulder. She nodded her head in agreement, and so I turned to the man inside the van and smiled up at him. The warmth coming from the truck was comforting, if only fleeting. “Three warm spiced ciders, please.”

I pressed my bank card to the machine seconds later, and the ding! revealed the payment had gone through. The man then turned his back to us and began to pour us three styrofoam cups from a large metal drink container.

The man turned back not long later and placed the drinks down. We all grabbed one each, then we thanked the man before we decided to walk around the paths of the area to scope out the mazes before our assigned hay ride time slot was to begin.

We walked slowly, side by side. Peyton kept doing her little habit of not walking straight, meaning she kept nudging into me, but. Was enjoying the crisp feel of the air against my skin too much to let the irritation overcome me.

“Hey, so,” Peyton began, raising her cup to her lips. She took a sip, then she pulled it away just enough to speak. “Did you break up with Owen yet?” She asked, then she went back to sipping her drink between hefty puffs on it in attempts to cool it down.

I wavered for a moment, falling a step behind. But I quickly caught up with my friends once again before I let out a loud exhale of air. “I was going to break it to him over text, but I decided I owed it to him to do it face to face.”

Peyton nodded slowly. “Good choice, or I would have kicked your arse for being such a heartless bitch,” She smiled to show she didn’t mean the threat.

“I still think Owen is the better choice,” Stefan’s sing-song voice filled the space. But before I could argue in Kota’s defence, his phone buzzed to show it was time for us to show up to the tractor maze.

Stefan had gone on the tractor maze many times before, so he led the way. He led us almost to the front gates again, but then just before we left the field he took a sharp right and led us along a path around the back of the maze buildings.

The car park was just to the left of us, so there was plenty of light for us to see where we were going. We followed after Stefan like lost puppies, trying to find out way home.

We had gone to the mazes many times before, enjoying the old and the new. But we had never gone on the tractor ride before. Mostly because the tickets for those sold out so quick we never had the time to try.

But that year, the company added a new ‘pay more to pre-order’ scheme which some people complained about, but in the end it came out better for the company. It was there to stop those from hogging tickets just to not show up.

All the better for us.

Stefan led us around to the back of the field where the barn sat, and inside we found other people having a drink or picking on some snacks. We joined a nearby table which was empty, and then we waited for further instructions from the staff.

In no time, a staff member dressed in what could be described as old timely chimney sweep attire, with a haunting clown face painted on, walked into the room with a large horn. The man squeezed the horn to gain the attention of everyone, then he spoke in a boom voice that commanded the space. “Tractor ride in 5, please take your seats!”

We were closest to the door, but we were one of the last ones out. We let the other people around us choose their seats on the tractor trailer first. The trailer was large enough for all twenty or so of us, and around the edge of it were wooden built seats like one long running bench.

Stefan chose to sit us nearer to the end, claiming it was the best seat for the best scares. I loved being scared, it gave me some moment of thrill. Stefan shared the sentiment to an extent, meanwhile Peyton hated the idea of being scared. She loved all things horror, but jump scares pulled out a reaction of momentary silent fear which just irritated her more than anything.

Once we were all seated, the tractor began to pull off at a speed slow enough so that we could register our surroundings, but not slow enough that it felt as if the ride was dragging.

We passed varying scare sights, such as a man with a chainsaw who I assumed was meant to be a rip off of a cannibal, we saw a few nuns with haunting melodies playing from hidden speaks amongst the trees, and we saw scarecrows with hauntingly ugly masks come to life among other things.

The ride was fun. Cold, but very fun. It lasted around 20 minutes, but it felt as if it had barely just begun before it had ended.

As we climbed off at the barn where we had first embarked, Peyton let out a bark of laughter to try to hide the fact she had been jump scared one too many times and felt a surge of anger within her.

“Let’s go through the haunted clown maze,”She spoke loudly, her voice a little faster in pace than usual as her legs carried her at a million miles an hour which almost had Stefan and I jogging to keep up with her.

Peyton followed the same path we had used to get to the barn, then as we found ourselves back in the main ‘town’ of the mazes and stalls, I felt my blood turn cold and my body stilled.

Stefan walked into the back of me, making a loud noise as if he had been winded which had called for Peyton’s attention, stopping her in her tracks to turn and face us with a concerned look on her face.

“Are you okay?” She asked, looking behind me to Stefan who used his hand to rub his stomach as he came to stand beside me.

“Ash, what the hall are you stopping for?” He asked, but seemed to read the emotion on my face.

I stared ahead, behind Peyton to a stall selling hot drinks much like the cider stall from earlier. In front of the stall stood Dakota Vernon with the woman from before, and two other men.

Kota walked with his arm around her shoulders, a drink in his free hand. He was smiling wide enough to show off his teeth, and he looked carefree and happy. I felt my stomach drop at the sight.

I had never envisioned Kota as a man who liked horror and scared, so seeing him there had not only thrown me off guard, but had also revealed a piece of information about him that he seemed to be withholding.

But then I remembered what I was going to do. I was going to break up with Owen so I could sleep with Dakota whenever he deemed me worthy of his time, just so I didn’t have to feel guilty about seeing both men.

I was going to break up with a man who always wanted me around, to sleep with a man who picked and chose when he wanted me around—which wasn’t often.

In that moment, watching as he laughed and smiled with the woman and walked off down the centre of what Jones Family Farm called ‘the street’, I had made my decision that I would not be ending things with Owen—I would be doubling down with them.

Sure, my decision had been made in spire, but he didn’t fucking deserve any more of my attention after he kept blowing it off to hang out with another woman who he smiled at like that, as if he was in love with her or something.

Stefan’s eyes followed mine, and he saw the back of Kota and the mystery woman as they walked away towards the entrance of one of the mazes. He had no clue what Kota looked like from behind.

In a sudden action which caused me to scream and wrap my hands around my ears, a thin yet tall woman jumped in front of me in an orange prison suit with her face covered in blood, and a butchers knife in her hand which she waved a little too close to my face for comfort.

The scare actress wasted no time as she then skipped her way behind us towards the tractor trail, and I was left stood in a daze with Stefan’s hands gently rubbing my shoulders under the misunderstanding the scare actress had caught me in a good scare.

The scream was loud, loud enough that it managed to tare the attention of Kota from the woman beside him. His green eyes sought out the noise of disturbance, and as if a magnet pulled us together, his eyes finally found me.

He stared at me for a few seconds, showing no emotion of concern or even recognition at my presence. He finally tore his eyes away and nodded at something the woman said, then he followed after her and the other two men into the maze of clowns.

Peyton rushed to me with a laugh. “God, she got you good, Ash! You never get jump scared like that!” She giggled, but grabbed my hand to show she was there for me, her way of trying to pull me out of the trance.

The sight of Kota mixed with the sudden scare turned me into a compliant zombie. I said nothing as Peyton pulled me to the nearest attraction.

The fucking clown maze.

It had been almost a minute since he had gone inside, and I hoped that meant he would be almost out the other end so we wouldn’t risk running into one another. I remained silent about my concerns as Peyton kept a tight grip on my hand, and led me inside.

Darkness greeted us, and the sound of slowed down carnival music that was out of tune began to fade into existence. I felt on edge. I fucking hated clowns, and everyone who knew me knew that simple fact.

I expected it to be just the three of us inside as we made out way through the start of the winding maze. We walked past curtain that covered a doorway, only for a clown to open it and scream at us. The makeup the clown wore made it look infected with some kind of virus—likely a take on a zombie clown.

We walked to the end of the small hallway where a small woman stood in clown clothing, her smile abnormally large which matched her wide eyes. She waved, almost robotic looking. The only thing that made me notice she was indeed human and not an animatronic was the way she spoke.

“You’re going to die in there,” She almost sang as Peyton turned to the right and pulled me into a narrow hallway made of bars on either side of us, clowns looking as if they had been brutally attacked clinging onto the bars as they shook and screamed.

I felt a hand wrap around my shoulder and pull me back. One of the clowns grabbed me. Peyton gave no attention as my hand slipped from hers. She soldiered on after Stefan, who was laughing manically as if he was actually enjoying the whole fucking thing.

I closed my eyes as my nose stung. If I looked down, I would be able to keep walking past them. I prayed they didn’t grab for me again as I opened my eyes but trained them on my feet.

Finally I got to the end of the small hallway which opened up into a larger hallway, made of crazy mirrors which showed all kinds of optical illusions in their reflections.

One mirror had been replaced with a frame, a clown standing inside of it. The clown honked at me, pressing it’s nose for effect. I let out a mixture of a laugh and a scream, then I followed my way onwards with tears threatening to spill.

I felt like I was in my own fucking personal hell.

I paid no attention as a group of people came out of one of the optional rooms you could go inside, a room that looked to hold a normal looking young woman inside a tiger’s cage while a clown sat on a chair lazily, throwing popcorn her way as if trying to get her to perform for onlookers.

I bumped into one of the people leaving the room, and looked up to apologise. I feared they would find me pathetic for crying in the middle of a maze, but I didn’t care. Clowns were an irrational fear I had, a fear Peyton either chose to ignore or wanted to torture me with.

I was surprised she hadn’t realised I was missing from her grasp. The thought stung.

I nodded my head slightly to the person, yelling over the carnival music, “I’m so sorry!”

But then I realised who she was, and the man standing directly behind her.

Whatever the fuck I had done in my last life to deserve that, I hoped I had just paid up all my bad karma.

The people before me were Kota’s group, and the person I had walked into was none other than the woman he had been cuddling with minutes earlier. The woman looked around, noticing I was along.

“Oh my God, you look terrified. Would you like to finish the maze with us? Did you come with anyone? Did you get separated?” I almost felt like a child with all the questions she threw my way, but the soothing way her voice sounded made me want to sob into her arms.

“I got grabbed… My friends, they carried on,” I gave a minimal rundown of the situation as to why I was alone, and the woman nodded her head gently before she held her hand out to me.

“Here, take my hand,” She gave me the warmest smile, a smile so warm it could melt chocolate faster than a bain-marie.

I wanted to push her hand away, and I wanted to confront Kota right there and then. I wanted to curse him out for constantly telling me he didn’t have feelings or a romantic connection to the woman, when it was clear she was something to him that I suspected I would never be.

But a clown behind us made a loud cackle, and the sound of a whip shot through the air which made me fear a clown would jump out at as at any second. So I decided to keep the confrontation for later and went to wrap my fingers around her hand.

Kota had been silent during the interaction to that point, but I watched as he slapped the woman’s hand away from me. I gasped and looked up at him, confusion and slight betrayal thick on my face.

Was he really that much of a dickhead to just leave me alone in a horror maze with one of my worst fears while crying?

But in a turn of events, he pushed the woman past him as if urging her to continue, then held his own hand out to me. As the woman stood by his side, he turned his head to whisper something to her, and a look of recognition passed across her features.

Did he talk about me to her?

I watched as she whispered something back, then she walked ahead a few paces slowly before waiting for us to follow her.

I remained in a trance, staring down at the hand before me. I looked back up at Kota, mildly confused. I watched as he rolled his eyes, then he bounced his hand in the air. “Take it, stupid.”

“Why are you…” I began, but decided not to bite the hand that had decided to feed me. I grabbed his hand with no further query, and within no time he turned and led me down the hallway.

I walked with my eyes screwed tight, my hand feeling as if it was clammy and going to slip from his grip at any second, leaving me alone once again. But he kept his grip tight, not once risking losing me. At the times he felt like I was most scared, he even dared to pull me impossibly close to his back—as if giving me a place to hide.

The maze felt never ending, but with the help of Kota, we finally reached the end I realised when the bitter air stung my exposed face and hands. I let out a breath I didn’t know I had been holding, then pulled my hand back quickly as I looked up at Kota in surprise.

I never took him for a man who would help me out when I was in need. I half suspected he would have dragged his friends along to leave me alone in that maze. But I didn’t mean as little to him as I first thought, I considered the idea.

I felt my lips twitch up in a faint smile, and his followed the motion as his taller frame stared back down at me. I went to open my mouth to thank him, but before I could, I heard the loud voices of Stefan and Peyton.

“Ashton!” I heard Peyton before I saw her. I had no idea where she came from, but within seconds of her voice, I felt her strong arms almost tackle me to the floor as she held me in a tight embrace. “I was so fucking worried, I’m so sorry I lost you.”

Stefan let out a small laugh and gently patted the top of Peyton’s head. “She’s fine, let go of the poor girl and let her breathe.”

Peyton pulled back and held me at arms length away. She noticed I wasn’t looking back at her, but at someone behind her. She turned her head to shoot a look behind her, and I watched as her lips parted in surprise.

She pulled back from me, then came to stand beside me. She smiled at the man, then leant closer to me and spoke while barely moving her lips, “Why are you with him?”

My smile grew wider, and I watched as the woman from earlier came over from the duo of other men to speak to Kota. “He found me inside with his friends, and so he held my hand and led me through.

“That’s awfully sweet of him,” She began, narrowing her eyes. “Think he’s just trying to get a Halloween hook up out of you?”

“Shut up,” I snapped as I turned my head away so he couldn’t read my lips and gauge what the conversation was about. I then looked back at him and took a step towards him. “Thank you, for that,” I said quieter than I intended.

“Don’t worry about it,” He smiled down at me, and I felt the urge to drop everything I was doing and to follow him for the night, to spend my time with him until morning. But that would break my tradition with Peyton.

The woman at his side held her hand out, a wide smile on her face. “Nice to finally meet you, I’m Olivia. Kota here has told me all about you,” Her voice sang playfully, to which my lips parted slightly in surprise.

“He’s talked about me?” I asked, to which Olivia went to expose him I half suspected, but she was shut up by a soft elbow to the side from Kota.

“Just a little,” She giggled as I placed my hand in hers, and then we shook.

At that sudden revelation, I realised the woman in front of me wasn’t a rival. A part of me suspected her to be a secret supporter.

“Do you have any other plans for tonight?” I asked the pair, but the question was more so pointed to Kota than anyone else.

“We’re just taking the night as it comes, we have no solid plans,” Kota’s voice was deep and soothing, the sound addicting as always. “How about you?” He asked.

Peyton answered for me. “We tend to walk around here all night in the mazes, and then we go home for around 11. We sometimes stop in McDonalds on the way home, and then when it hits midnight, our Ashton loves to play Christmas music.”

I turned to my best friend to question her case of verbal diarrhoea, only to find she seemed unashamed by her response. I almost suspected she used our little ritual against him to show I was unavailable for the night, but there was a spark behind his eyes.

“So nothing important then,” He said, his eyebrow cocked at me.

I pushed my chin up to better look at him, shrugging one shoulder. “It’s something we do every year, it’s our tradition. So it is kind of important to us.”

Kota nodded slowly, looking around as he got rather quickly uninterested in the conversation. “Shame. I was going to ask if you wanted to… Get out of here together.”

I shot Peyton a look who seemed to be debating the offer for me. Stefan stood beside her nodded his head, holding a thumb up briefly to shoot me a sign.

Peyton noticed his actions from her peripheral and rolled her eyes, but then she nodded her head begrudgingly.

“Sure, I can do that,” I replied, which earned me his full attention and his lips turning up into a knowing smile.

“Let’s get going then, shall we?”


TWENTY-NINE



Kota sat on the sofa of my living room on the edge of the cushions, his hands on his knees as he looked around. He looked out of place, but gratefully accepted my offer of water regardless.

I came back from the kitchen and held the glass out to him, one eyebrow raised. “You know you can sit back, right?” I asked, slight humour in my voice.

He rolled his eyes but smiled and sat back against the cushions, and I could see his body instantly relax. Why he felt the need to be so on edge was beyond me, but I was thankful he was allowing himself to rest at last.

He took the glass from me and gave me a small smile before he took a sip. “Thank you, he mumbled between sips of the liquid.

I moved to sit on the other side of the sofa, unsure if he wanted me to sit next to him or not. I had no clue what he wanted us to do, he never really said. He just offered to spend the rest of the night together, which I agreed.

I was positive watching spooky movies wasn’t on his agenda. But he had made no move on me since he rolled up to my house, and I refused to make the first move for fear of misunderstanding his motivations.

A random slasher I had thrown on played on the TV rather quietly, and neither of us said a word. He was sitting where Owen usually sat, and a part of it felt wrong. I felt like I was cheating on the man, and technically I guess it could be classed as that. We had been hanging out for 5 months almost weekly. Whereas Kota and I had only seen one another a handful of times, give or take.

The silence between us was awkward and I was trying to rack my brain for a million topic conversations. My lips parted as I considered what to say, but then I closed them again as my thought process cut off.

“This movie sucks,” I heard Kota say, and I raised an eyebrow as I turned in my place to face him slightly.

“Are you joking? This is a classic, everyone loves this movie,” I stated, but it didn’t surprise me he wasn’t one of those people who liked Halloween or spooky things very much. He seemed far too serious of a person for that.

“I prefer action movies,” He stated, as if it was a piece of well known knowledge about him.

“Well technically, this is an action. An action horror movie,” I replied, to which he raised one shoulder.

“I guess you’re right. But it has too many failed attempts at a jump scare, it’s boring and predictable,” He replied, his voice sounding less than impressed.

I rolled my eyes in response. “You know it’s just a movie, right? It isn’t that deep.”

Kota smirked slightly and raised his eyebrows once in a wag. “No, but I can be.”

It took me several seconds to register his dirty comment, and once I had, I felt my face burn hot and I had no doubt my cheeks were glowing red. My lips parted in surprise, to which he noticed and let out a low chuckle.

“You look cute when you blush like that,” He spoke softly, only making my cheeks feel warmer.

I rolled my eyes, shaking my head. “Cute isn’t what I want to be when it comes to your opinions of me,” I stated, crossing my arms over my chest.

I leant back against the sofa, my eyes begging to close. I was exhausted, but thankfully I had the week off work so there was nothing stopping me from having a long lie in for a handful of days until I feel like I caught up with my sleep.

“What do you want me to see you as, then?” He spoke, and I felt the sofa dip beside me. I opened my eyes and turned my head slightly to find he had moved over to sit in the middle of the sofa.

“What do you think a grown woman wants a man to see her as?” I asked, laughing slightly as I shoved my hand to the gap between my right thigh and the sofa arm. I grabbed one of my pillows, a pumpkin made of a fleece-like material, and held it to my body.

“Well, most women want to be respected and called beautiful,” He began, his voice getting ever so slightly deeper as his eyes stared through me to the depths of my darkness. I knew where this was going to go, and I felt as if my body had begun to vibrate at the idea of it.

“You are beautiful. Most men probably look at you and think you’re just another pretty face,” His words turned to a whisper at the end as his hand raised and gently rested on my thigh.

When we had got to mine, I had stripped from my jeans and jumper to get changed into warm pyjamas fresh out the tumble dryer. I had picked out baggy fleece trousers, and a vest top that wasn’t meant to match but somehow did.

I was comfortable, but maybe choosing to wear my every day comfort loungewear was a bad idea. I suspected he was saying what I wanted to hear, over what he actually felt about me.

“You’re more than just a pretty face though, aren’t you?” He leant closer, his hand daring to ghost up my thigh. It was as if he was testing the waters, checking to see if I would push his touch away. “You’re an addicted cock hungry whore, aren’t you?”

My stomach felt as if it had dropped to the floor, but not out of concern. I was confused by his words at first, taking a few seconds to register them. But once I had, I felt a pit inside me begin to form. A pit that wanted to be widened until he decided he wanted to fill it back up and make me whole again.

His hand ghosted higher and higher, finally reaching the top of my trousers where my vest top disappeared underneath, tucked nice and neat in. “I asked you a question, Ashton.” He sounded harsh with his words, but his touch was a contrasting gentle.

His fingers ghosted into the top of my trousers, and I closed my eyes and pushed the pillow away. I hummed lazily, hoping that would be response enough for him. But it wasn’t—I knew it wouldn’t have been.

His hand stopped moving, and he reached his other hand around himself to gently wrap his fingers around my neck. He held my head in place, no pressure applied. But it was a warning, one that wanted me to look at him and to answer his damn question.

I swallowed, feeling the groves of his fingers as if they were burning into my skin. I nodded slowly, parting my lips before I gave a simple response. “Yes.”

“Yes what?” He asked, to which I felt myself cringe slightly. I knew what he wanted me to say, and I wasn’t against it. But it was still so new to me, and the idea of looking a man in the eyes as I called him that made my cheeks flush hot.

I sucked in a deep breath, then I exhaled before I whispered the name he enjoyed. “Yes Daddy.”

I felt shame come over me at the usage of the word, but at the sight of my red cheeks and my eyes wandering anywhere but his, I realised I had walked right into his trap and given him exactly what he had wanted. He wanted to see me embarrassed. He got off on that.

“You look so pretty when you get all shy,” He whispered, his hand gently moving from my neck to brush my hair out of my face to get a better view of my glowing cheeks. His other hand pushed further into my trousers, then his fingers danced along the elastic band of my underwear.

I would have been lying if I hadn’t expected us to have sex at the end of the night, but the fact he had his hands on me and was giving me his attention at that moment in time still managed to stump me.

Dakota Vernon oozed sex appeal, and I half suspected he had no clue he did. Everything about him was perfect. He was tall, which most women desired. He had pretty short hair, but the style suited him somehow. He was growing some facial hair, which he kept neatly trimmed. His skin was clear. And his eyes…

My God, his fucking eyes. They would be the end of me.

In the dark, they were a deep forest green, comparable to the leaves of a shaded path in the mountains. In the light, they were much lighter, but still a very noticeably vivid green. They were intoxicating, and I wanted more. The more I got to see such beauty, the more I found myself getting addicted to it.

I felt his fingers still just as the tips brushed into the top band of my underwear. I sucked in a breath, then managed to force my eyes to stare into his. I swallowed nervously, wondering what he had in store for me.

“Tell me what you think about when you fuck that tight pussy with that little dildo of yours,” He demanded, and my lips parted. I regretted ever sending him a video of me using it to try to get his attention some days ago.

“I,” I began, my choice barely there. He narrowed his eyes, as if warning me if I didn’t speak up then he would have worse in store for me. So I swallowed the lump forming in my throat before I decided to continue. “I think about you fucking me, nice and deep at first.”

“And then?” He continued, trying to pull a further response out of me. He wanted more detail. He wanted to keep keep on the edge of embarrassed.

“And then I start fucking myself harder, knowing that’s how you’d actually fuck me,” My voice turned more into a hushed mumble, but it remained clear enough that his royal fucking highness wouldn’t complain.

“Good girl,” He complimented, his hand moving from the side of my head to the back, gently tangling into my hair as if he was showing he still held all the power. It was a warning, that if I didn’t behave, he would pull my hair and force my head wherever he wanted.

His hands indulged me once again as his fingers moved down the front of my underwear. I felt his middle finger push it’s way past my folds, pushing down to my entrance as he tested to see if I was wet or not.

I wasn’t at the time, as he hadn’t done much to turn me on. But the fierce look in his eyes revealed he was determined to turn me on and fuck me senseless by the end of the night.

His finger moved up and I let out a small gasp when I felt light pressure against my clit. I closed my eyes at the feeling, enjoying it for a moment before his finger began to roll in small circles.

I let out a gasping breath, the faintest of moans releasing at the action. I leant my head back and closed my eyes, trying to focus on the feeling. But he was not having any of that.

His hand which had turned into a fist at the back of my head tugged hard enough to force my head up, and my eyes opened to stare back into his.

“Eyes on me, pretty girl,” He demanded, and I nodded my head in understanding. He leant forward at that and pressed a gentle kiss to my lips. He used tongue, the kiss messy despite how soft he was being.

He pulled back and I kept my eyes on him as my lips parted, letting loose breathy moans. I stared into his eyes, and I had never felt more vulnerable than I did in that moment.

I wanted to return the favour, make him feel good just as he was doing for me. I reached my hand out, trying to reach for his crotch but in return, he pushed my hand away. “We can focus on me another time. Let me prepare you before I fuck you as hard as you fucked yourself in that video.”

My gasp was much more audible that time, and it only elicit a smirk form him. Cocky fucking shit, I couldn’t help but think internally. But the thought was washed away within seconds when he added more pressure to his finger.

I raised my hips slightly, wanting to feel more. He complied, moving his hand so his thumb replaced his middle finger which had instead found home inside my pussy as he pushed the digit in slowly.

He pushed the finger in, then pulled it back out almost all the way before he pushed back in. That sensation, mixed with the movement on my clit was a delightful mixture. I went to close my eyes agin, but when I felt the faintest of tugs against my scalp, I rushed to keep them open and on him.

He pulled his hand back, and I went to protest, but instead I watched as he pulled away from me. He stood and looked down at me, a debate seemingly clear on his features. “Shall we take this upstairs, or shall we stay down here?” He offered.

I bit the inside of my lower lip lightly, debating how I wanted the night to play out. I then stood, not bothering to straighten out my pyjamas as I walked around him and began to path to my bedroom.

He was but a few steps away from me, following my every move. I turned the corner to my room at long last, and as I stepped through the doorway, I felt hands snake on my hips from behind.

I sucked in a breath and went to turn around, but his firm grip kept my back to his firm chest. He leant down and whispered into my ear, “I want you to get on your knees for me.”

I swallowed the imaginary lump in my throat, closing my eyes. I had never done that before for a man, and he knew that. But the idea of him being my first experience at that filled me with some kind of suspense and pride. I wanted to please him, regardless of if I got the same pleasure back or not.

His hands finally let me go, and he remained in place as he waited for my next moves. I sucked in a breath, then I took a few steps away from him.

I cursed myself for the mess on my bedroom floor, random piles of discarded clothes around the place. I hoped he wouldn’t pick up on them and think me a slob. I just got too tired to fold the clean clothes from the night before, and my laundry bag had recently broke so the dirty clothes were in a pile for me to carry downstairs whenever I found the motivation.

I turned to face him and tried my best to push the anxieties aside. He was here to fuck, not to check out my home and assess it. So I lowered myself onto my knees and looked up at him as my hands came to rest on my thighs.

He looked down at me, his eyes darkening as the corners of his lips turned up into the faintest of smiles. He stalked towards me. Slow and silent. It was intimidating, but I somewhat liked the feeling of being his prey.

I watched his every move, the urge to look away once he was but a hand away from me overcoming me. But I followed his rule and I kept eye contact on him the whole time.

He reached a hand out, his fingers gently combing through my hair as he pushed it away from my face. His hand then pulled back enough to trace the shape of my face before his hand cupped my cheek. His thumb rubbed my lips, and his eyes seemed transfixed by the view.

His thumb dared to push between my lips, and I took his silent command and parted my lips. He pushed his thumb inside and rubbed the pad of his thumb along my tongue.

Usually I would hate the idea of swapping saliva or getting any of mine on him, but somehow I wasn’t against the idea of what he was doing. A part of me cringed inwardly, but I didn’t dare to go against his commands.

“You look so pretty right now,” His deep voice cooed the praise, and I felt my cheeks flush. A part of me wanted to reply with a quick witted comment that would have likely irritated him, but I chose to say nothing as his hand pulled away from my face.

“Grab the top of my jeans and undo my belt,” He began to talk me through the process, and while what he was telling me sounded like the basic start to any good blow job, I was thankful for the tutorial.

I reached my careful hands up and worried he would sense my nerves. My hands felt the soft leather under my fingertips, which then hit the warm metal of his belt. I rushed to pull the belt out of the loop that secured the extended part of the strap, then I pulled the metal hook out of the hole to finally free the leather strap from his lips.

I pulled the metal loop off the leather, then I pulled my hands back as I looked back at his face, awaiting the next steps. He smiled lightly down at me, his eyes somehow looking even darker from the angle I watched him from.

“Undo the button and zip,” He spoke quietly into the room, as if he was trying to make sure the moment remained private between the both of us.

My hands went back to his hips, seeking the button. I unhooked the metal button from its hole, then I left my hand drop to unzip the zip before I pulled my hands back once again.

“Pull my jeans down,” He requested.

The idea of being face to face with his cock was daunting, due to the simple fact it would be a first time for me to be so close to a male appendage. The fact it was his made it all the more nerve wrecking.

I reached up with apprehensive hands. My fingers curled into the loops on the sides of the top of his jeans where it sat on his hips, and then I pulled them down slowly.

His prominent V line came into view, and I swallowed nervously. I pulled the jeans down more, his white Calvin Klein boxers coming out on full display. I pulled them down past his thighs, over his knees, and then finally down his calves to his ankles.

I looked back up at him once again, to which he nodded as a way of assuring me I had done a good job. His hand came out to gently cup my cheek, his touch soft despite the following dirty words. “Pull my cock out now.”

I chewed the inside of my cheek nervously, but my hands had a mind of their own as they followed his command. My hands grabbed for the material of his boxers, and I pulled them down quickly to finally match where his jeans sat.

His cock stood thick and hard, ready for use. I looked up at him, and he smirked at the expression on my face. “Now lick it.”

My lips parted as I went to dispute with him, however I knew the complaints would fall on deaf ears. Whatever demands he had for me, I half suspected the process was to make it easier on me.

I stuck my tongue out, shame washing over me as I leant forward to his hips. I wrapped my hand around the base of his cock, then my tongue dared to brush against the underside of his cock ever so slightly.

The sensation was weird, but I suspected that was just due to the fact I knew it was a cock and I had never had one in my mouth before. I looked up at him as I stuck my tongue back in my mouth, which earned a tut tut from him.

“Lick to the tip,” He requested, his hand coming to rest on the side of my head. He made no move to push my head, for which I was thankful.

I stuck my tongue back out, placing it against him as I run it along the length to the tip as he had requested, and I even dared to close my lips around the tip for a brief suck before I pulled back and looked up at him again.

He had his eyes closed for a brief second, then he opened them again to stare down at me. “Fuck, that felt good. Since you seem to have an idea as to what to do, surprise me with your skills.”

I parted my lips to request he keep teaching me, but I decided not to say a word. He probably suspected me to make everything harder for him throughout the whole thing, but I was in no mood to make him give me ultimatums. I wanted to please him. He should use that to his advantage, as the next time I may not be so well behaved.

I parted my lips and pushed the tip into my mouth, sucking ever so slightly. He let out the faintest of hisses at the sensation, and I felt a swell of pride in my chest. I then decided to push my head further, closing my eyes as I tried to forget the fact I had a very active gag reflex on the usual.

I pushed my head down his length the best I felt I could, and I felt as if I reached around half his length, then I pulled my head back to the tip. I moved my head up and down slowly at first, which earned me faint breathy moans from him.

But I wanted to hear more of his sounds. I wanted to engrave them into my memory.

So I moved my head faster, trying to take as much of him in my mouth as I could. He pulled his hand back from my head, which gave me a bit more courage. I was thankful he didn’t push my head down, but I half suspected after a few more sexual sessions he would have no qualms about fucking my throat even if I choked.

His breathy moans got faster, and I couldn’t help but keep moving faster. I wanted to make him cum, even if that meant our session for the night was over and he was going to leave. His pleasure was the only thing on my mind at that time.

I moved my head faster, as fast as I could manage. My jaw felt as if it was begging to ache, the action of my activity being a new thing for my muscles to experience. But they were to feel relief in the coming moments as I felt Dakota’s hips stiffen.

“Ash, I’m going to cum, you can pull off,” His voice sounded strangled as his hand gently touched the side of my face. But he made no move to push me off. And I made no move to stop.

A few more movements of my head, and finally I felt a twitch in my mouth before I felt something slightly thick and salty in flavour coat my mouth.

Kota pulled his cock out and gasped down at me. He looked around, then reached over me to grab a box of tissues from my vanity desk. He pulled the top one out, then he held the tissue out to me. “Spit it out.”

I spat the cum from him on the tissue, then watched as he rolled the tissue up into a ball before he threw it into the bin beside my bedroom door.

I stood, expecting that to be the end of our night. But then I watched in surprise as he stepped out of his jeans and boxers, and bent down to pick them up. He folded them, then walked around me to place them on the chair of my vanity.

“What are you doing?” I asked with a cocked eyebrow.

He shrugged one shoulder as he walked around the side of my bed, then he pulled the duvet back. He pulled his t-shirt off and looked at the vanity, looking as if he were debating for a moment. He then shrugged once again before he dropped the t-shirt on the floor before he climbed into my bed.

I stared at him, surprised as he made himself comfy against the pillows. He reached to my bedside table and turned the lamp on, then he looked back at me. “Turn the main light off, will you?”

“I asked you something,” I demanded, but followed his command as I went to my light switch and turned the light off.

“I’m sleeping here tonight, duh,” He replied matter of factly, as if it was something I should have known.

I opened my mouth, about to request he leave. But then I realised this was likely going to be one of the few times he wouldn’t leave me after some kind of sexual activity. And so I decided to walk over to the left side of my bed and pulled the duvet back.

“You actually sleep in pyjamas?” He asked, eyeing my clothing up. I nodded as I sat on my bed, then I pulled the duvet over myself.

I lay down and cuddled into the blanket, my back to him. I closed my eyes, the mild fear of waking up to an empty bed in the back of my mind.

I heard a huff from behind me, then a click as the beside lamp was turned off. I then felt hand wrap around my body from behind before my body was pulled across the bed into a warm, naked chest.

“Goodnight, Ashton,” Kota whispered into my ear.


THIRTY



A handful of days passed by in the blink of an eye, and that was where I found myself sat in Owen’s car with my eyes and lips parted wide open in mild surprise. “What did you just say?” I asked, trying to hold back a scoff of mild disgust.

“I said,” He began, the brightest of smiles on his lips as he seemed to either ignore, or entirely miss, the agitation hidden beneath my words. “We may bump into my family tonight.”

His family were there. And he suspected we would bump into them. Right, I had caught myself up on the rundown.

That made me think he had told them we would be there, and that he half expected them to seek us out. That thought terrified me, it made me feel disgusting and my skin itch. Not because I would be meeting a man’s family for the first time in my life. No, that was something I almost looked forward to in the dating scene. But I felt so off focus because of one thing, and one thing only.

Dakota fucking Vernon. The man who I had let make me come from his fingers, the second man I had allowed inside me, and the first man I had ever given a blowjob to. Which had happened just a few nights prior.

I hoped Owen didn’t kiss me. The idea of it made me feel nauseous. Again, at no fault of his own.

Climbing out of the car, I felt my stomach drop with shame. It still felt like cheating, even if Kota had made his stance about us being purely physical quite clear when he had left the morning after without even allowing himself time to drink a glass of water. If he had wings, he would have jumped out of the window and flown away at speed humans could never comprehend.

Ever since, neither one of us had messaged each other. My messages remained empty with the sound of crickets.

“Maybe it’s for the best,” Peyton spoke over the three way call when I had video called our group chat a few hours earlier, asking for opinions on my makeup and outfit choices for the night.

“Yeah, think about it this way,” Stefan spoke, using his hand to push his growing hair out of his eyes. I had no doubt that in a week or two, he would be back to his buzz cut. “You’ve gotten him out of your system now. Now you can settle down and become ‘little housewife Ashton’.”

I scoffed at the thought of being nothing more than a sweet loving wife to a man who spent all his time working. I needed my own identity. And part of me knew that Owen would never share the same fantasies as my own. He looked as vanilla as they came.

I walked around the car and held my hand out to Owen, and like a magnet, his fingers found my hand and wrapped around them tightly. His hands were only just bigger than my own, and my hands were considered small. Despite how much I tried not to, I couldn’t help but compare his hand size to Kota’s much larger ones.

I didn’t mean to do it, compare him to the other man so much. But something about me remained addicted to the cavalier Englishman. Sure, Owen was incredibly good looking and friendly in his own right. But he didn’t keep me on edge like I wanted. He didn’t make my skin tingle or my blood boil.

I tried my best to push the thoughts away from my mind as we joined a crowd of people walking their way dow the path of the carpark towards the large gates of the park.

Bonfire Night was a night I didn’t make much effort to do anything for. Sometimes I would go to Peyton’s parents with my best friend and her toddler, or sometimes I would stay home and sit in the garden with a bottle of wine and my dressing gown on as I watched the sky light up with fireworks from all directions near and far.

But I allowed Owen to drag me out. I had ditched him for my friends (and technically Dakota) on Halloween, and I knew I would next to never see him the closer to Christmas it got, so I did my best to get some time in for us so he wouldn’t find an excuse to complain. Although, the thought of him using my lack of interest in him as an excuse to break up with me allured me. I wanted him to break up with me, so I would feel a little less shitty for being so hung up on another man.

“Your hands are freezing,” Owen noted, his thumb rubbing the skin of my hand in an attempt to warm me up. I smiled at him, shrugging one shoulder.

“I’m always cold,” I replied, keeping my eyes on the dark path ahead of us lit by the sporadically placed vintage looking street lamps.

I had to make a conscious effort to keep my feet moving by raising my knees high enough. Stumbling and falling flat on my face in front of a moving crowd sounded like hell, and I would be damned if I let my clumsiness ruin my night.

We got to the end of the path, where the park opened up from the trails surrounded by trees to a large field. We followed the path where some people turned off, trying to find a space for us to be free of other people.

Behind us on cemented rectangles stood food and drink trucks. One sold hot drinks such as hot chocolates and coffee. Another looked like a bar that sold beer and other kinds of alcohols. And the final one sold burgers and hot dogs, a typical British ‘side of the road’ food van.

Owen noticed me checking the vans out behind us as we got to a free bench. “Do you want to get a bite to eat and a drink?” He asked, to which I debated for a second before I nodded my head.

“Sure, do you mind getting me a hot choc and a hot dog, please?” I asked, knowing he would get it with or without me adding pleasantries to the end.

“With or without cream?” He asked, and I found the perfect opportunity to use my quick wit.

“I like my hot dogs un-creamed,” I joked, waiting for his response. He rolled his eyes, and didn’t even let out a laugh. He smiled though.

“I meant on your hot chocolate.”

At the lack of laugh in response to my joke, I felt my stomach drop.

Dakota would have laughed or sassed me back, my inner voice screamed in my head another pro to the man I was trying to forget.

I forced a smile, nodding my head as a silent yes. I then watched as Owen walked off to the vans to order the food and drinks, leaving me on the bench alone with my thoughts.

Why are you wasting your time on this man, instead of trying to woo the one you really want?

Because he can’t give you commitment, that’s what you need at your age.

Maybe he can, you don’t know if you never try!

Two inner voices I never knew I had battled it out, one wearing a shirt and hat with faces of Owen on, the other wearing the same but with Kota’s face. I was in no mood to listen to either of them, so I closed my eyes as I tried to focus on the sounds around me to drown them out.

I felt warmth beside me and opened my eyes, turning my head. I expected to see Owen, but instead I saw a young girl who had to have been a few years younger than me. She had blonde hair, half tied back and secured by a bow. Her smile was that of Owen’s, and there was no mistaking she was his sister.

I sat up straighter, my eyes shooting behind her to find Owen was in a conversation with a man and a woman who seemed to be middle aged. He looked the perfect mix of each adult. His parents, I soon realised.

“Ashton, it’s lovely to meet you,” The young girl beside me spoke, her voice delicate and kind sounding. The way she sat screamed gentle and mature, her leg folded on top of the other while her white fluffy gloved hands sat atop her knee.

“Kloe,” I smiled at her, shooting another look behind her as I silently prayed Owen would notice my look of desperation. But when I caught his eye, he just gave me a wide smile and held his thumb up before he got distracted by the man offering him our food.

I was not prepared for meeting his family. Sure, he had warned the we had might run into them. But with his sister sitting beside me, I had the sense they had sought us out. Hunted us down to share the night with us whether I wanted them to be there or not.

I kept the forced smile on my lips as I watched Owen make his way to us, a hot dog in one of his hands and a cup of hot chocolate in the other. Behind him, his mother held his own hot dog and drink while his father ordered for the rest of the family.

I had to stop myself from letting loose a sign of relief as Owen came to stand before me, holding the items out to me. I took them gratefully, watching as he turned to his mother who handed him his own items.

“Ashton, how are you lovely?” The woman asked, reaching a hand out to touch my lower arm. She greeted me as if I had been sharing her dinner table every Sunday—as if I wasn’t a stranger dating her son.

I parted my lips in surprise by her sudden welcoming demeanour. I found the words after a few seconds, my head nodding to add extra effect to my words. “I’m great, thank you. How are you?”

“I’ll be doing better when I have some mulled wine down me!” She let out a bark of laughter, and I then found where Owen got his sarcastic sounding laugh from. “I’ll be back in a few, you stay with your brother, okay Klo?” The woman skipped away without a response.

As she reached her husband, she wrapped an arm around his own. The pair smiled at one another, mist coming from their parted lip.

I smiled before I looked down at my lap, at my hands holding the food and drink. I sighed, taring my eyes to look up at Owen. I looked into his brown eyes, and I wished I could love him how his mother loved his father.

Breaking up with him in front of his sister would have been a low blow, so I decided to leave him some peace for another night. But I knew I had to break up with him, I couldn’t let things go too far.

“Aren’t you going to eat?” Owen raised an eyebrow as he looked at my unmoving hands. I smiled and rolled my eyes, finally raising the hot dog to take a bite. It was nothing magical or unique, but it still hit the spot in the cold bitter night regardless.

It was making me miss my father. He always used to like going to the Hadley Gardens to watch the fireworks with a hot drink in our hands, and a lazy takeaway waiting for us on our ride back home.

I finished my drink and food within record time, and Owen being the sweetheart he was, took our rubbish and hunted down a bin. His sister remained mostly silent, and it was intimidating having her so close to me. She was a beautiful girl, even more so than Owen—and he was Stefan’s biggest man crush.

I sucked in a breath, daring myself to find some words to share with the girl. “How has your… day been?” I asked, unsure if it was a good idea to play the safe route or not.

“Good,” She gave a curt nod of her head, and I couldn’t help but get the sense that maybe she didn’t want to be there—that maybe she didn’t want to be with me.

“Good,” I replied in an almost whisper. But my concerns disappeared the second Mr and Mrs Greenwich waltz their way over to us. Owen joined the group not much longer after.

The fireworks were set to go off at any minute, and so the family made space so all of us could fit on the bench. I sat squeezed between Mrs Greenwich and Owen, while Mr Greenwich sat on the edge of the bench with Kloe on his lap as if she were still his little child.

I smiled at the image, and then I had to hold back a laugh as I imagined the situation as if it had been myself and Tobias Barret. My father would have for sure pushed me off his lap onto the floor regardless of the consequences.

I felt a warm arm snake around my back, and felt my body being pulled even close to Owen’s not that I believed it was possible. I smiled, basking in the warm the had to offer. I had cursed myself for not bringing a warmer jacket, but I never needed one with the human radiator that was Owen around.

I was about to open my lips to start a conversation with him with the hopes it could cause a conversation between us as a whole group, but before I could, a loud bang erupted before there were flashes of colour covering the sky.

I jumped at the sudden noise, my head snapping up at the sky. The crowd in the park all let our gasps and noises of content at the vision.

Seven minutes was a long time for fireworks, longer than most displays I had ever seen. After two minutes of silence, everyone began to take the hint that the display was over, and that it was time to leave.

I stood, unsure what the plan was next. I had barely spoken to the ‘in-laws’, as Owen joked. But what the hell was I supposed to say? Oh hey I’m about to break your son’s heart, have a great evening! Yeah, I think not.

I turned to face Owen, which caused him to stand. His body was impossibly close to mine, the scent of his perfume making my throat close up as I felt the need to cough. So I took a few steps back and gave him a smile to try and show I meant no harm.

“Shall we… Leave?” I asked, my voice holding a silent tone of begging to it. One I hoped he would pick up on but knew he was unlike to do so.

“Well funny you ask that,” He began, showing his hands into his pockets. “I was chatting to my parents while I was waiting for our food and they suggested we go and hang out at a café to try to get everyone well acquainted.”

I pursed my lips, my mind begging me to say no so I could go home and pop open a drink and watch fireworks into the early morning as a way to try to forget the thoughts buzzing around my mind.

Where was he? Was he watching fireworks like I was? Were we looking up at the same sky?

Thoughts I would rather have pushed deep inside and long forget about.

But my mouth was a little fucking traitor was wanted to please everyone, so the word ‘Yes’ slipped past my lips before I could consider the options.

Owen grinned and clapped his hands together in a display of enjoyment. “Great, then let’s get going. Klo, you want to come in my car?” He offered his sister, who nodded her head. Her cheeks and nose were bright red, no doubt from being bitten by the cold air. And I suspected my own were on par.

Without much thought or debate, we made our way down the path, to the car park once again.

I didn’t mean to appear like a moody bitch, but I made no effort to converse with the Greenwich couple. They asked me questioned and I answered, but I refused to give them more than a few words in response.

What would it be like meeting his parents? My traitorous brain thought, and I tried my best to shake the thoughts away as I reached for the door handle of Owen’s car.

“Sit in the back will you?” Owen asked, his sister stood expectantly behind me as she eyes the front passenger seat up. My lips parted in surprise that he was making me sit in the back instead of the teenager, but I said nothing as I just made my way to the back passenger door.

I opened the door and silently sat inside the car, then I slammed the door harder than intended. No one seemed to pick up on my mood change as they climbed into their own seats, pulling their seatbelts on securely.
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I sat opposite Kloe, with her parents either side of her. Owen sat to my right opposite his father. We all had cups in front of us. I had gone with a cinnamon cappuccino, while Owen and his mother had oat milk lattes. Kloe had a hot chocolate with a hazelnut syrup, and Mr Greenwich drank a strong black coffee, no milk no sugar.

Having the family sit opposite me felt intimidating, as if I was on full display for them to pick me apart and judge. But the smiled on their faces showed they were no harm.

I got to learn a few things about Owen’s family. Kloe wanted to go to college and do cosmetology before she opened her own hair dressing shop.

Mrs Greenwich was a stay at home mother, who took home making seriously and even shared videos on social media of how she organises her home.

And Mr Greenwich worked for FinOptix Solutions, a finance company that dealt with helping other companies organise and deal with their finances. The same fucking company Dakota fucking Vernon worked for, just the Hadley branch instead of the London one.

We finished our drinks, and while Mrs Greenwich wanted to invite me to the house to spend as much as trying to get to know me, I excused that I had an early morning ‘family event’ to go to.

Did I lie? Yes. Did I feel bad for doing so to such a lovely woman? Fuck no.

So we left the café. But the Greenwich family seemed to be lingering around, chatting to one another as if they weren’t going to be seeing their son come home that night–despite the fact he lived with them.

I stood with the passenger door open, thankful Kloe wanted to go home instead of on a short road trip to drop me home then back to her own home.

I let out a loud and dramatic yawn, to which Owen finally learnt how to take a hint. He reached for his door and flung it open. “Okay guys, we best get Ashton home. I’ll see you guys in a few, yeah?”

Kloe, the silent and unemotional looking girl, rushed over to me and wrapped her arms around me as if I were a long time friend who she hadn’t seen in years.

“I really like you,” Kloe whispered into my ear, her hug tight and almost comforting. She smelt of all things caramel and gingerbread, a scent that I enjoyed for a second before she pulled back.

She spoke in a low voice once again, ensuring I was the only one to hear. “I hope you never break my brother’s heart.”


THIRTY-ONE



A rap came at my front door, and I couldn’t help but frown. I tried to rack my brain, tried to figure out if I had made any plans I had forgotten about. But my mind came up blank.

I was hesitant to go to the door, but decided to go and open it anyway. I doubted it was either of my parents as they weren’t due back until the middle of the month, and even then, they would stay at hotels and just text me to make plans. They never showed up at my house uninvited.

I carefully shut the screen of my computer off. I had been trying to dabble in some of my hobbies, such as gaming, but my brain remained foggy from the fever I had been sporting all throughout the week.

I dragged my feet to the floor, the sound of my slippers dragging against the carpet barely audible from how blocked my whole head felt. I got to the front door and turned the key to unlock it, then I cracked the door open carefully.

I blinked a few times, the bright white sky outside covered in clouds only elevating the throbbing behind my eyes. I bit back a groan, and once my eyes adjusted to the light, I noticed the tall frame of Dakota Vernon stood on my doorstep.

“Kota?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper. I wasn’t trying to be quiet, my voice had genuinely gone and it was impossible to talk. My throat didn’t hurt, I had no cough, so why my vocal cords decided to betray me was beyond me. “What are you doing here?”

He looked me up and down, then raised an eyebrow. He said nothing, but his eyes shot to behind me into my house, a silent question asking if I was willing to allow him inside. I let out a sigh and stepped back, opening the door wider. “You should go, you might catch whatever the hell this thing is,” I waved my hand up and down my body, as if I was showing myself off as the perfect example of the thing.

“Move aside,” He stated, raising a plastic bag in his hand that I had failed to spot in the first place. I frowned slightly, wondering if I had texted him in my sick phased out state to pick items up for me. Nothing came to mind, but like a zombie, I turned and walked into my house leaving Kota to his own devices.

It was a risky move, but he had been inside my house a couple of times by then so I decided he was no threat to myself or my home.

I heard footsteps, the the front door close in a soft thud. I threw myself onto the sofa, closing my eyes. I heard his steps move closer to me, but I was in no mood to open my eyes to see what he was up to.

I heard the ruffle of the bag, then I heard his footsteps pass me. I heard his steps retreat into my kitchen, then I heard the doors of the kitchen cupboard open and close. “Has your little boyfriend come to see you?” He asked, trying to make a conversation without even saying his greetings.

“No, I told him to stay away,” I replied, mild irritation coating my insides at the mere mention of the man who claimed to want to spend all his time with me, yet when I fell sick, barley made the effort to check in on me.

“Well you said the same to me a few days ago, and yet here I am, hunting through your kitchen for a fucking clean bowl,” I heard Kota’s words turn into a frustrated grumble at the end.

I hadn’t done any washing in a few days. It was bad, I knew that, but I was barely in a state to stand even for a few minutes.

I heard the rush of water and some splashing, and then I felt bad that Kota seemed to be doing my dishes for me. But then again, he was choosing to do all that. I hadn’t asked him to come over, to invade my kitchen, or to touch any of my dishes. Why he needed a bowl was also something I had no energy to ask. I just accepted whatever it was he was planning.

I heard the water cease, then I heard the clatter of china. I heard my cutlery drawer rattle, and then the sound of a microwave whirring.

I had no idea how much time had passed, but eventually I heard his footsteps come back to the living room. I felt the sofa beside me dip, and then I felt his warmth and smelt his spicy citrus scent peaking out from the scent of what seemed to be chicken soup.

“Sit up properly,” He sounded annoyed, much how my father sounded when he had to wait in a queue for anything longer than twenty seconds.

I did as he commanded, opening my eyes to look at him. I felt as if my eyes were puffy and held dark bags under them. I had no doubt I looked like shit, and I never wanted him to see me as anything beyond pretty. But he seemed to pay my appearance no attention as he picked up the spoon resting in the bowl on his lap.

I noted he had made chicken noodle soup from a tin I assumed he had brought in his bag as I watched him raise the spoon to his mouth. He blew on the steam for a few seconds, then he moved the spoon to my lips. His eyes were locked in on my lips, and his own parter slightly as if he were urging me to follow the action.

So I did as prompted. I parted my lips, to which he gently pushed the spoon into my mouth. I closed my lips around the metal and sucked the liquid into my mouth, then I chewed the noodles pieces, corn and chicken.

The soup tasted great. It was warming and comforting, something I hadn’t known I had needed until that exact moment in time.

I watched as he placed the spoon back in the bowl, picking up some more soup. I smiled faintly, and believed the fever dream I had been having was one I never wanted to wake from.

Dakota Vernon would never come over my house unannounced, bear in mind take care of me while I was sick.

But I closed my eyes and enjoyed the feeling of having him them, knowing that when I woke from the dream, I would be alone.
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My whole body ached, but the comfort of my firm memory foam mattress with my duvet being tucked under my body to my chin was enough to make me feel a moment of relief—even though it was fleeting.

I rolled over form my stomach onto my side, my eyes remaining closed. But when I turned, I was surprised to feel warmth from beside me. As if someone else had been sleeping on the other side of my bed.

I opened my eyes slowly and blinked, trying to come around from my nap haze. When I could finally register the view in front of me, I let out a small laugh.

“My fever really fucking hates me,” I mumbled, my eyes tracing the lines of his face as Dakota looked from his phone to me with his eyebrow raised. “It’s even made him appear before me. This is like some kind of punishment.” I mumbled on, closing my eyes.

But then I felt a gently hand press against my forehead. My eyes flew open in surprise at the fact I could feel the contact. My hand flung up to wrap around the other person’s while I looked right into his forrest green eyes.

When his fingers gently wrapped around my hand and squeezed, I sat with a startle and gasped. Either my fever had some magic fucking powers and could make me feel his ghost touches, or the man really was there.

My hands reached out to grab his face, turning it side to side as I tried to determined if he was really real, or a mega fever induced illusion.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, trying my best to keep my voice sounding normal. But my throat betrayed me, my voice fading in and out as if someone were playing with the remote volume controls to my voice.

I watched as he frowned, his eyes flickering to my arms as my hands still held his face. I gasped and dropped my hands, then rushed to grab my duvet to cover myself when a cold shiver racked my body and only made it ache even more.

“I came to take care of you, dumbass. Why the fuck else would I be here?” He asked, rolling his eyes before then went back to his phone. He seemed to be texting someone, and I couldn’t help but want to know who it was and what he was saying to them.

An unsolicited inner voice told me it was likely one of hundreds of women he had in his roster. I thought my every day inner voice was mean, but fucking hell, my fever induced ones wanted to really kick me when I was already on the floor.

I closed my eyes and I leant my back against my headboard with my pillows adding extra comfort behind my lower back. I sighed softly, wanting the throbbing to disappear more than anything else I had ever wanted in the world.

Okay, maybe it was the second most thing I wanted.

The first being the man sat beside me.

I opened my eyes again an turned my head to look at him. I noted on the floor beside him sat the same plastic shopping bag from earlier. It looked packed. I tried to raise my head subtly to see if it would allow me a peak inside.

But I found no luck.

The owner of the bag, however, had noticed my actions and let out a small laugh. He wrapped his hands around the handles of the bag and pulled it up onto his lap.

“So I picked up a few thing,” He began, sounding more like a doting boyfriend than a random man I fucked sometimes, a man who got me addicted to his attention.

“Yeah?” My voice sounded tired, almost sarcastic. It was against my will, my voice was betraying the real excitement I felt bubbling under my skin and in my heart.

He reached into the bag and pulled out three bottles of Lucozade. One orange, one pink, and one blue. “These are meant to be packed full of electrolytes. Don’t ask me what they do because fuck knows, I just know they’re good for people who may be dehydrated.”

His hand dove back into the bag, and with one hand, he pulled out three boxes of items. “Ibuprofen,” He began, dropping one box on the space between us. “For inflammation. Should help ease your through up a bit so you can maybe talk like a normal human again.” He smirked at me as I rolled my eyes at him, but my lips betrayed with me a warm smile.

“Paracetamol, to help get rid of that pesky little headache,” He continued as he dropped another box on the bed, the free hand closest to me gently poking between my eyebrows. Right where my headache throbbed.

What he was doing was the bare minimum a boyfriend or even a friend should do when you were sick, but it still made my heart flutter as fast as butterfly wings. Kota and I, we were… almost nothing. But he had gone out of his way to get these items for me, fed me, laid with me as I napped…

I was beginning to believe maybe I had more of an effect on him than I first believed.

“And some Lemsip. I got lemon because that’s the original flavour, but if you hate it and prefer the blackcurrant one, I can go and grab it?” He dropped the last box on the bed, throwing me a sideways glance.

I smiled and shook my head, a sign the one he had bought was more than good enough for me.

“I then bought us some snacks,” He stated as he dropped the bag back on the floor, some items still inside. “And I bought things like soups and bread, which I left on the kitchen table sorry. I had no clue where the fuck to put them. Your kitchen feels backwards to me,” He smiled, and it only made my own grow.

“Thank you,” I managed to croak out. A part of me wanted to hug him, or at least get close enough so I could rest my head on his shoulder. “You should probably leave soon though, what if you catch this?”

He shook his head, his smile as warm and inviting as a warm fire in the middle of an icy cold winter storm. “And leave you to fend for yourself? I saw the broken glass in the sink that you smashed earlier. No way.”

I had to stop from letting a noise of happiness escape my throat at the fact he had noticed that. He seemed to genuinely want to stay and take care of me, and why he would want to do so was a mystery to me.

“I noticed your neighbours are selling their house next door,” Kota broke the silence we had fallen into.

I frowned and went to turn my head to look out the window, but I felt a sharp pain in my neck and gasped. My hand flew up to where my neck met my shoulder, and I had realised I must have slept awkward.

“Are you okay?” Kota asked, a semblance of concern in his voice.

I nodded slowly before I turned to face the front of my room once again. My TV sat on the wall, the red light bright as if calling to me. If I asked him to watch movies with me, would he stay over and leave in the morning?

I couldn’t help but want to take advantage of the situation so I could get him to stay as long as I possibly could.

I felt my body rack with sudden warmth and huffed as I pulled my duvet off of me. I closed my eyes, wishing the hot and cold treatment my body was giving me would go. I could handle the headache and the barely-there voice, but the cold shakes and the hot flushes were exhausting to keep up with.

“What’s wrong?” Dakota asked, scooping up the boxes and placing them on my bedside table. He then grabbed the three drinks in his two hands and placed them on the table also. He then grabbed one of the three drinks, popped open the lid, then held it out to me.

I took it with a small smile and lifted the lid to my lips. I sucked to let the liquid release from the cap. I swallowed, then I finally answered his question. “My fever is kicking in again. I feel like I’m on fire.”

He looked at me for a second, seeming as if he were debating what to say. I watched him carefully, raising an eyebrow. “What are you thinking about?” I asked.

“Well,” He began, and I swore for a second he looked almost nervous. But as quick as it had dropped, he lifted the curtain once again and kept an aura of cockiness about him. I liked his vulnerable side. I wished he had kept the curtain down. “They say sweating a fever out is the best way to get rid of it…”

I nodded slowly. “Yeah, my father used to run me hot baths to try and see if it would make me sweat it out. Sometimes that would help.” I recited a memory from my childhood, smiling faintly at the memory of my father and I arguing over if I should put bubbles in the bath or not.

“The strong scent will make your headache worse, idiot!” My father had almost shouted at me, frustrated at the fact I was basically born to oppose him at every second of the day, no matter the situation.

I was a good (or bad, depending on the person you asked) mix of both my mother and my father after all.

“I have another suggestion to help you sweat it out, instead of a bath,” Kota began, a faint pink hue touching his cheeks. So faint that I believed it was something I had imagined. My fever haze was working against me on double time.

I raised an eyebrow, awaiting to hear his option. He watched me carefully, as if calculating if his next words were a good or bad idea. But as he took in a deep breath, it seemed as if his choice had been made.

“They say an orgasm helps with pain and headaches, so what if I give you one,” He offered, and I swore for a second he looked insecure at the idea of me possibly turning the offer down.

I was at a loss for words. I stared at him and blinked, trying to determine if what he had said was what I had really heard, or if my fever was making up some elaborate hallucination.

My lips parted, about to ask him if he were serious, but my tongue was traitorous and agreed to the offer before I could fathom if the offer was even real.

I saw Kota’s lips twitch up into a smile, but it wasn’t his regular smile. It was a cocky smirk, as if one he wore with pride. As if he were telling the world sure, why wouldn’t she let me fuck her?

I watched as he sat up straighter, eyeing me carefully like I were prey. “Pull that jumper up,” He commanded, and I then realised I had napped in a bed with the man when all I wore was a long oversized fluffy hoodie and nothing else underneath it.

I swallowed but did as he commanded. I grabbed the middle of the material, then I slid it up my thighs until the edge hit my lower stomach. At least I had shaved a few nights before during a ‘full body shower’ in an attempt to make me feel a little more human.

Kota wasted no time as he made his way to the edge of my bed and situated himself between my legs. I watched curiously. I had expected him to pull off his trousers and boxers. But he didn’t.

His hands reached out and gently touched my ankles. He looked into my eyes, as if he were a lion hunting a gazelle. I swallowed, feeling like I was reenacting scene from Animal Planet, or whatever the fuck it was David Attenborough voiced.

The innocent and gentle Ashton watched the threat approach, with his hands sliding up her calves.

I closed my eyes as I focused on the feeling. I wasn’t horny and hadn’t been for several days, however, it was as if his touch were made of magic as the area between my legs began to throb.

I felt his fingertips lightly ghost along my legs, up to my knees. I felt his fingers wrap firm, but the grip gentle, around my knees as he opened my legs wider and bent my knees up slightly.

I opened my eyes, watching him with perfect front row view from the position I had put myself in against the headboard.

I swallowed, my throat drying from the look he gave me.

I had always been self conscious at the idea of a man’s face being close to my pussy. I wondered if it would look ugly to him. Guaranteed cocks were far from pretty themselves, but it was an irrational fear I had.

Kota’s eyes seemed full of fire and oozed sex appeal, and it made me feel all the more self conscious. He seemed to sure of himself, so positive he would be able to make me come.

I watched as his hands moved from their place on my knees to massage up my thighs slowly, gently. I let in a gaspy breath, my eyes wanting to shut closed to focus on the feeling. But the look in his eyes warned me to keep them open.

So I kept my eyes locked in on him, watching as his hands ghosted higher and higher until they sat either side of my pussy.

I felt a rush of air to my heat as his hands parted my pussy open. I looked away, trying to get rid of all the self hatred thoughts. I wanted to feel good, and I wanted to be unashamed by it. But there was always something in the back of my mind telling me it was wrong unless I was doing it in the dark depths of my bedroom alone.

I waited with baited breath before I felt pressure pressed to my clit. My eyes snapped back to him, and I watched as I realised it was not his finger against my pussy. His face looked buried between my thighs, and I felt the tickle of his growing hair.

I gasped, the urge to push his face away overwhelming but not enough for me to act on. I kept a careful eye on him as the pressure switched to a flicking sensation.

I gasped and finally gave in, closing my eyes as I pushed all thoughts aside and allowed myself to feel the pleasure.

He flicked his tongue against my clit, and as if to throw me off guard, his lips wrapped around the area and he then sucked. The pressure felt delicious, and I felt my lower stomach and thigh muscles tighten with pleasure.

I bucked my hips ever so slightly. I felt his lips turned up into a smile against me. He hummed, and I let out a faint moan at the feeling. He then stopped the sucking motion, his tongue coming back to flick against my clit as I felt pressure at my entrance.

I felt his digit slowly enter me, the feeling of his tongue and the pressure inside my cunt enough to make my mind go hazy from all thought and reason.

I let out moan after moan as he pumped his finger, while his mouth switched between licking, sucking and humming against my clit. It felt amazing, way better than using my rabbit vibrator dildo.

I then felt a faint stretch, but it wasn’t enough to be uncomfortable or unenjoyable. If anything, it felt good.

The second finger finally reached inside me to his knuckle, and he pulled back enough to check the view out. I heard the smirk in his voice. “God, your pussy is sucking my fingers in. Even when you’re sick, you’re desperately hungry for my cock, hm?”

My whole body flushed at his dirty words. I wanted to come back to him with a quick sarcastic retort. But before I could, he went back to pumping his fingers and licking at my clit as if he were a starved man.

His fingers had been a gentle and easy pace, but this time around, he was pumping them almost brutally. It didn’t take long for the familiar knot to form in my lower stomach from the feeling of his fingers fucking me fast and hard, while his tongue sucked and flicked my clit as if it were some ice lolly you would enjoy on a summer day.

I arched my back, letting out a mix between a gasp and a moan. “I’m going to—” I began, my thigh muscles beginning to burn from being forced open for so long.

“Come for me angel,” He pulled away just enough to state before he went back. His fingers had become rougher, his sucking harder. The sensations were all too much, and I felt my orgasm wash over.

My whole body became warm as my thighs and lower stomach tense while my hips raised off the bed. I let out a loud moan, closing my eyes tight as white covered my vision.

His sucking and finger fucking continued, but at a much softer pace as he fucked me through the orgasm. Once my hips lowered to the bed and my moans turned to faint gasps once again, he slowly retreated from between my legs.

I watched as he placed his two fingers into his mouth. His kept his eyes on me, smirking as he sucked them clean of my juices.

“Now, how about we run you that hot bath you mentioned, yeah?”

I blinked in surprise. Sure, Kota had slept over the night I gave him a blow job, but he had rushed to fall asleep then leave the morning after. The fact he seemed to want to finally give me after care had made me delusional.

Delusional at the idea that I had to have been right. I was having an effect on him.

I smiled to myself as I nodded and sat up straighter. And with him help, he led me to the bathroom and run a hot bath for me, washing away all the sweat and fever form my body to the best of his abilities.

If I hadn’t known any better, I would have mistaken it for him falling in love with me.


THIRTY-TWO



Winter passed in the blink of an eye. I had spent Christmas Eve with my father, just as I had always done when I was a child well into my teen years.

It was a tradition of ours.

I would spend Christmas eve night with him and we would watch movies or play the Xbox together late into the night. He would often have Costco chocolate muffins there for us to snack on, the huge ones that were the size of our heads.

Then I would wake Christmas morning to bagels, cream cheese and smoked salmon. It was the perfect breakfast, the perfect goodbye to my father for the rest of the day.

Then I went to see my mother in the centre of Hadley, which was fucking hell to drive to. She had stayed in the fanciest hotel, courtesy of her rich husband’s money. My mother, Franki and I booked Christmas dinner at the restaurant in the hotel.

It was a decent spread, and once I had scranned my fair share of roasted potatoes, turkey and cabbage, I went home to spend the rest of the night video calling my darling Nova to see how she was doing and to see what she had gotten for Christmas.

The fact she could say my name by then made my heart swell. It almost made me want to have a child of my own then. Almost. I wasn’t ready for a child, I reminded myself. And I needed a man for that, too. At least to help me make one.

I entered the office with my head high, my hair in a half up, half down doo with a white bow keeping the top pieces of my hair secured. I wore a white dress and some black heels, simple yet professional.

I never usually went all out when it came to my appearance at work, but the weekend before, Casey had reminded Stefan and I that the deadline was approaching and that the King couple had called us to their office for a final meeting.

“Woah, hot mama,” Stefan smiled as he looked me up and down, then he wolf whistled to add extra effect.

I rolled my eyes, but smiled as I placed my bag on the desk. I rummaged inside it for my laptop, remaining standing. I felt the cool metal of the device, then I ripped it from the bag.

I tucked it under my arm, turning to Stefan with my eyes narrowed. “Print outs?” I asked, to which he stood and grabbed a stack of papers from his desk with one hand, while the other was held in a salute.

I laughed and nodded my head at him. “Come on then loser, let’s get going to the showroom so we can get this fucking meeting over with.”

Stefan shot off the salute, then he stomped his left leg as if he were in some kind of military drill. He then raised his knees dramatically as he stepped around me, making his way to the glass doors.

“For God’s sake Stefan, walk like a normal human will you?” Casey let out a burst of giggles, to which Stefan gave her a proud grin.

I was happy to see he was so unaffected by the breakup with Peyton some months ago. It would have killed me if our friendship dynamic had changed.

Stefan walked normally throughout the rest of the office building, across the car parks and into the showroom.

The hairs of my body stood to attention. I knew Kota was in the showroom, I had seen his car parked outside. I wanted to seek him out, have a sneaky little work make out session before my meeting to give me some false courage. But there was no time for that.

Plus, I was sure Stefan would have killed me if he caught me with Kota after I claimed I would end everything with him on Halloween night some months prior.

“Jesus,” Stefan shivered as he wrapped his arms around his body as we made it up the familiar metal stairs to the second floor of the showroom. “It’s only just spring and they got the bloody air con on.”

I nodded lazily, not bothering to complain alongside him. Instead, I stepped around him and knocked on the glass door that led to Carol King’s office.

The woman from behind the desk, with her hair recently dyed to a faint orange colour—a change from her white-blonde she usually wore—looked up from her computer. When her eyes found me, they crinkled at the edges as she smiled wide and waved her hand to welcome me into her office.

I stepped inside first, Stefan hot on my heels. The office had been well decorated by Casey personally. It had mostly white furniture, with the faint touch of colour such as a pencil holder in a pale yellow, and a fluffy pale green rug under the desk where Carol had kicked her heels off to ease the pain in her feet.

I smiled at the woman and pulled up a chair from her. I sat down, placing my laptop on the free space on her desk. Stefan took the seat beside me, placing the stack of papers down. “Will Mr—” I began, but reminded myself of the little speach the couple had given us upon our last meeting.

“Ashton, you are the lead interior decorator for our home. Please, call us Carol and Malcolm. See us as your client and not as your company owners.”

The words were hard to accept, it made me feel rude to treat them in any manner other than with the utmost respect. But Carol wanted to treat me as a friend, treat me casually. So who was I to go against the wishes of the woman in charge.

“Will Malcolm be joining us?” I continued, looking around the room in search of the man only to come up blank.

Carol waved her hand dismissively. “The kids wanted him to stay for some play they’re doing in school, so he’s on dad duty. We can continue without him.”

I nodded slowly, trying to stop my mind from wandering.

Most women were expected to be the ones to stay at home with the kids, to go to their plays and their sports events. But Mrs King seems so unfazed by the idea of missing out, so long as her husband was there.

I remember reading a rumour online that Carol was the one to give Malcolm the last name King, not the other way around. I had read that the women in her family took charge, while the men took more maternal roles. It was impressive, but it wasn’t my place to question further.

“Print outs,” I stated to Stefan. Without needing to give him further instruction, he collected a series of papers in each hand, leaving one stack on the table. He handed me a pile of papers, then Carol, then he picked the ones on the desk up for himself.

I pulled the front page off the stack, just an introductory page which showed what the contents contained. I read over the first page, flicking glances to Carol as I tried to gauge her response to the words and photos we had used.

I watched as Carol nodded her head slowly at some parts, then watched as she used a pale orange marker to circle aspects and write short notes. She read the papers in silence, and I wanted to ask her some questions to try to figure out if we had done a good job, or if we had failed miserably with the ‘as close to final ideas as possible’.

The woman was known to work best in silence though, so I kept my lips shut and shot Stefan a look to nod at the desk, motioning for him to place the extra paper set down so she could keep a fresh set, while we took her note filled one back to the office for further review.

I watched carefully, and smiled as she finally looked up and placed the papers back into a neat pile before handing them over back to us. She took the fresh papers with a smile, then grabbed her staple to secure them before she placed them in her drawer with all the other portfolios we had shown her over the last almost-year.

“You guys have nailed everything we wanted. I made a few notes on what needs to absolutely stay true to the final project, and some notes on some things I would be open to other ideas on,” She stated with her voice full of motivation and energy.

I picked the papers up and placed them behind my clean stack and nodded. I wanted to check her notes there and then, but I decided not to add pressure to the situation. Stefan and I would go back to our office and lull over the notes to ensure we made a perfect final ideas folder for the couple.

I went to stand, positive the meeting was over. But Carol stood and held a hand out to stop us. “Remember when we told you last year we would look to send you out to our old home to gauge a bit of extra inspiration on things we like so you can look to incorporate it into our new home?”

I nodded slowly, shooting Stefan a sideways glance. Not but a few days earlier, he had been pouting that the ‘holiday’ the couple were going to send us on had been long forgotten and wasn’t going to be happening. The look I gave him was one of confidence, a smirk as a way of telling him I had been right when I had told him to just be patient.

“We thought about sending you guys out for a week in May, if that works for the pair of you?” Carol asked, walking around her desk to the bookcase where she used her hand to dust off some imaginary fluff from the pristine shelf.

Stefan nodded eagerly, his eyes set on me as he urged me to agree blindly. I had no plans, and so I just shrugged one shoulder and smiled at him. “That works for us,” I replied, to which the woman rushed to turn and face us with a wide grin.

“Well, great. We’ll start planning the tickets and accommodation for you both.” She began, the beaming smile on her face infectious. “You can spend two days touring the home, taking photographs of things to get an idea into our style face to face,” She continued, making her way back to her desk. She sat down, placing her hand son top of the desk. The move was elegant, but held so much power that it intimidated me in ways I couldn’t understand. “And then you can spend the rest of your time relaxing. See it as a paid holiday to thank you for all the time and hard work you have invested into this project for us.”

“Thank you so much, Carol,” Stefan spoke up for the first time that meeting. He usually left all the speaking to me, what with me being the project lead. “It might be the Monaco Formula1 Grand Prix race during that period though. Will tickets and accommodation not be costly?” He sounded concerned, but I knew he just wanted to get an idea as to how rich the couple really were.

The woman waved her hand. “I have no clue when the races are. I’ll just hand my bank card over to the agency to book the flights and hotels. If it costs more that it does any other time of the year doesn’t bother me.”

Stefan pulled his lips down in an expression that showed he was impressed by the lack of concern the woman had for money. I had known the King couple were rich, what with their manor and all, but I didn’t know they were so carefree about their money.

I wished to be half as rich as them one day. A pointless wish that would never come true, I had no doubt, but a wish nonetheless.


THIRTY-THREE



He’s done it to me again. In the course of five months, the man who called himself my boyfriend decided to lock me into a scenario where I was forced to have to spend time with his family once again.

How I had gone five months without seeing them again had been a mystery to me. I excused that I was busy with the new work project every time he had brought it up, and Owen hadn’t questioned it. I thought I was lucky.

But as I climbed out of his car to look up at the large terrace house he lived in, in the middle of a long street just a few streets down from the top of a mountain, I knew I was going to have to face the rest of the Greenwich household again.

I felt my stomach hit the floor, dragging behind me with every step I took up the uneven stone stairs to the front door which looked recently painted in a bright and vivid red colour.

I could think of a million ways I would want to spend my Easter time doing, and spending it with Owen and his family wasn’t on the list. They were a lovely bunch from what I remembered of them, but they weren’t the people I wanted to spend my time with.

I couldn’t help but wonder what Kota’s family were like. Was he closer to his mother or father? Did his older sister live at home or did she have a family of her own? Would they like me if they met me? Would they be as welcoming and as kind as the Greenwich’s, or would they hate me?

I did my best to dull all thoughts as we entered the front door at long last, met with a narrow hallway with a shoe rack stuck against the wall where and archway opened to the living room.

I watched as Owen kicked his shoes off beside the shoe rack, and follow his actions. We then walked into the living room which was open plan all the ay through to the back of the house where the kitchen sat.

Mrs Greenwich wandered around the kitchen, a playlist of soft acoustic music playing for an Amazon speaker, the one with a screen, sat on the windowsill for easy vision. Her short hair was pushed back with a plastic hairband, similar to one I would have worn when I was a child. She looked happy as she moved around the kitchen to mix items on top of the stove, then check food baking in the in-cabinet mounted oven.

I looked around the room, finding the walls were all white, save for the cut outs in the living room either side of the fireplace. The cut outs were painted a dark grey, with shelves along them. The cut out closest to the TV had rows of DVDs, while the other one contained books of all shapes and sizes.

Mr Greenwich sat on the grey material sofa covered in pillows with his eyes trained on the TV, a gaming controller in his hand. He moved his body side to side, as if he thought it would make his on-screen racing more effective.

I noted Kloe beside him, a book tucked into her hands and a fleece blanket covering her legs as she appeared to be wearing pyjamas. The way she held the book was criminal, the front page bent over the back of the book.

The family finally noticed the intrusion of Owen and I, and all smiled at us. “Ashton, welcome to our home,” Mrs Greenwich’s sing song voice greeted me from the kitchen.

I forced a smile at her as I made my way to the kitchen. “Hi Mrs Greenwich. Do you need any help over here?” I offered to which her smile grew—if that was even possible.

“Do you mind helping me set up the table, please?” She asked, her face flushed red from leaving over the stoves.

I smiled and nodded my head. The woman instructed me as to where everything was. From under the stairs, I grabbed the table cloth and the placemats, placing each one in front of each chair with a matching coaster.

I then made my way to the cutlery drawer and pulled out a set for each person before I laid the forks, knives and spoons out around the placemats. I stood back and admired my work with a nod.

Only then had I realised I had technically abandoned Owen, and so I rushed to book around the space for him. I found him with the games console controller in his own hands then.

I smiled faintly as he looked like a little kid, laughing and smiling as he won the race he was playing. He raised a hand to high five his father, while Kloe remained silent as she read the book despite the shaking of the sofa from the men beside her.

The family I was around reminded me of the kind of family I had wanted when I was growing up.

My parents had divorced three months after they had gotten married, when my mother was six months pregnant with me.

I was a single child, and neither of my parents had settled down until I was well into my late teens. My mother had already hit menopause by then, and was deemed infertile which left her and Franki childless. But he made the most of it, choosing to spend his money on their trips across the world.

My father had dated a few women since my mother ended things with him, but for the longest time, he always help a tiny bit of hope that she would come back to him. Only she never did, she finally remarried another man who she claimed to be her soulmate. So as of the last six years, he finally found himself a partner who he hoped was for the rest of his life.

I wanted the family the Greenwich’s seemed to have. I wanted a husband for the rest of my life, with two kinds who had their own personalities and made the home feel lived in.

“Is there anything else I can help with?” I finally turned back to Mrs Greenwich, who smiled and waved her hand to dismiss me.

“Go take a seat lovely, the dinner won’t be long now. I’ll call you if I need any help,” She turned back to the stove, turning knobs off before she rushed to the sink to drain the varying vegetables.

I did as the woman asked, and made my way to the living room. I sat on the single chair, not wanting to overcrowd the sofa. At the intrusion, Kloe looked up and offered me a small smile before she looked back down at her book.

I smiled back, leaning into the back of the comfortable chair. I crossed my arms over my body, trying to gain some warmth. Despite how modern the house looked, it lacked heat. I heard crackling, and realised the fireplace looked freshly lit with a few logs of wood inside.

I leant my head against the side of the chair, closing my eyes. I had slept in late, and I had gone to bed early, but I still felt exhausted. All I wanted was to sleep. I had gotten over my illness, but I was still suffering the after effects.

My traitor of a brain wandered to Kota. It wondered what he was doing, how he was feeling, if he has caught my illness too or not.

He had gone back to not answering my messages, but it stung. A lot less than it had months ago. I excused it as him sucking at replying, and I knew I shouldn’t have been excusing his actions. But a part of me couldn’t help it.

Maybe because what he did to me, I did to poor Owen.

I was a shit human being, I realised as I felt y lips twitch at the corners into the faintest of smiles once I heard the bickering of Owen and Kloe, while Mr and Mrs Greenwich shared loving comments in the back of the kitchen away from the chaos.

The family seemed to be perfect, loving and happy. And I felt like I didn’t fit in.

The fact I thought about breaking up with Owen at least once every day was revealing that it would have been the best thing to do. Not for me, but for him. He deserved the same kind of love his family had, the kind of love I worried I would never be able to offer him.

But he had thrown this on me. I couldn’t break up with him on the way to see his family. I couldn’t break up with him in front of his family, and ending things with him after he dropped me home sounded too harsh. I would have to give it a few days at least.

But each time the need to break up with him overcame me, something happened between us so I felt the need to give us a few days to register the events and lose some feelings once again before I tried.

But every day I saw him, he acted more and more in love with me.

But he didn’t know me. Not like how he thought. He wasn’t in love with me. He was in love with the idea of me. I wasn’t sure I had shown him at least half of the real me. But it wasn’t his fault, it was purely on me. I had chosen to keep most of myself hidden away from him for fear of corrupting him or making him hate me.

“Food’s ready,” The kind and soft voice of Mr Greenwich called into the room. I snapped my eyes open and stood, only to find Owen and Kloe had basically thrown themselves across the room already in fight for the plate with the most amount of food. Not that it mattered. Mrs Greenwich had cooked enough food to have bowls of left overs all over the table for us to go in for seconds.

It was getting harder and hard to act as if I was fine with the situation and the people around me. Had I been any other person, the life and family around me would have been ideal of me to agree to settle myself into.

But I wasn’t ‘any other person’.

I craved dark and deprived desires which I had no doubt if Owen knew at least 1% of what I wanted, he would go running for the hills screaming I was some wannabe serial killer bitch.

Let’s face it, what woman wanted to be used and abused? What normal woman wanted a man who could bring her to her knees in broken tears, just to build her back up stronger every time as if she were some queen?

Me, that’s the fuck who. I felt psycho for admitting it. I had only told Peyton a portion of how I felt and my desires, and while she seemingly tried to understand how I felt… I knew she couldn’t put herself in my shoes and a part of it disturbed her. Especially given her history.

I pulled up the chair beside Owen which had been left free for me. I smiled around at the others around the table before I reached immediately for the glass beside me. I went to pick up the jar which was full of water and lemon slices, but Owen beat me to it as he brought it over and poured some into the glass.

I smiled at him, mumbling a small, “Thanks.” Before I raised the glass to my lips. I sipped it slowly, then placed it back down before I picked my fork up.

I looked at the delicious food in front of me, but for some reason, I just couldn’t seem to stomach the idea of eating. I felt guilty for that, but the expression on my face must have been like an open book as I heard Mrs Greenwich speak up.

“I know you were unwell some days ago,” Mrs Greenwich’s voice sounded like a soft melody as she cut into her slices of chicken, her eyes on her plate but her voice targeted at me. “Please don’t feel pressured to eat it all, Ashton. Eat as much as you can, and we can then wrap the rest up for you to take home and eat later if you like.”

The woman’s maternal behaviour reminded me of my own mother in some ways, even though she sometimes lacked the kind of care and attention a usual mother would have. Sometimes my mother treated me more like a best friend than her own child. But seeing and speaking to Mrs Greenwich, it made me miss my mother more than I had thought.

Sure, I missed seeing my mother quite often. But the struggle I found my brain and heart in called for specialist advice. Advice I knew her and my father would be more than willing to give me regardless of if it was warranted or not.

“Thank you,” I whispered back before I picked up a fork of mashed potatoes and shovelled it into my mouth.

And once again, my fucking traitorous mind wandered to him, wondering what food he was eating then too.


THIRTY-FOUR



Three weeks.

That was how long it had been since I had last seen Dakota Vernon.

I had been messaging him, trying to call for his attention. But he had seemed to revert to his old behaviour—only messaging me back when it suited him, which meant it was whenever he wanted nudes and to degrade me so he could wank pathetically alone instead of actually fucking a human who was more than willing to let him do as he wished with her.

Maybe I was a little salty about his lack of presence in my life, but could you blame me? I think most people would feel the same should they have been in my shoes.

It was pissing me off, and if anything, it was making me feel petty enough to keep my… whatever the fuck it was Owen was, going. He didn’t deserved to be used like a pawn like that, but I never claimed to be a saint.

If I was a more healed person, then I would have found ways to love myself before I opened myself up to Owen and allowing to be part of my life. But I wasn’t a healed person. I almost thought I never would be.

I had no idea why I wanted to be destroyed. Maybe my tastes in men and relationships could be deemed a form of self harm. I for sure fucking felt like it was every time my heart felt like it was being slashed each time I begged Dakota for the bare minimum only to end up feeling used and abandoned at the end.

Owen was ready to give me his all, and I was ready to be loved. Or as ready as I ever would be.

Which is why and how I found myself walking through fields in the Jones Family Farm lands, seeking out flowers to decorate the dining table in my kitchen. Owen walked beside me with his aviator sunglasses covering his eyes from the sun, but I had the sense he was watching Peyton and Nova ahead of us as my best friend chased after her daughter—both laughing loudly.

I couldn’t help but notice the sideways glances he shot me, and I wondered if he was thinking about how I would be as a mother. I half expected I would be a shit mother. I looked after myself just fine, but looking after another smaller human being sounded exhausting. That was the upside to my best friend having a child. I could take care of Nova for a day, or a weekend at most, then hand her back and not have to worry about long term consequences.

I had no doubt he was thinking I would be the perfect wife and mother, but that was my fault for deluding him into believing I was more than I really was.

“The weather is so great today,” I spoke as I looked around the field to my left, daisies as tall as my hip covering most of the field. I smiled at the view, silently thanking Stefan for introducing us to the farms.

“It is,” Owen began, his voice trailing off for a second before he continued. “Seeing how excited Nova is makes me wonder if I’ll ever have kids to bring here myself. I bet it’s amazing in the Autumn time when you can pick pumpkins or during Winter when you can go for a sunrise walk with a cup of hot chocolate.”

It was as if he was shooting for blood, hitting me right in the heart. What he described was what I wanted, maybe save for the child being involved. A part of me wanted children, but a deeper part of me wondered if I would fuck them up.

My parents did a great job raising me, despite the fact they did so from different households. I wouldn’t have been surprised if I was married, and still managed to fuck my own child’s life up.

A part of me wanted what the Greenwich family had. But if it was realistic for me, that was something I would either have to learn and let the lesson bite me, or I would have to just accept that I would never find out and continue to live a life of solitude.

“How would you feel about marriage and kids?” Owen broke the moment of silence once again. My steps faltered, and Owen stopped a few steps ahead to turn and look at me. The fact I couldn’t see his eyes was irritating. He may have not known it, but his eyes were the door to his heart and showed his every thought so clearly it was exhausting to look into them sometimes.

“I’m open to the idea,” I replied cooly, not quite sure I can even believe my own words. But he said nothing, he just nods and seems convinced enough by my short response.

“I can’t wait until I can start a family of my own,” He finally replied after a few minutes of silence. We turned the corner of the path, the fields sprawling around us for miles shining under brightly under the sun.

“And why is that?” I asked, the laughter of Nova infections as she ran around us in a circle, then shot off ahead once again. Peyton huffed as she rest her hands on her sides, standing still to shoot us a warning look.

“Don’t ever have kids,” She joked, as if she knew the conversation we had been having. And then with that, she ran off after her child once again.

I smiled to myself, daring to peak a glance at Owen. He looked after Peyton and Nova with a look behind his eyes, almost bordering love. Not love for them, as he barely knew them. It was his first official meeting with them. But love for the idea of having a child.

I wasn’t sure I would ever be ready for children. I sure as fuck knew I wasn’t about to give him a child.

My mind wandered, wondering how Dakota felt about children. Did he want any? If he did, what kind of father would he be? I had suspicions that he would be a strict, ruthless one but the kind that would still always have his children’s backs.

I had every belief I would be a shit mother. I doubted my darkness was genetic, but knowing my luck, I would pass it onto my own spawn and fuck up their romantic ideals for life.

He finally registered the question I had asked, the one Peyton had interrupted. “I’ve always wanted to be a father. I know, it’s odd for a man to have a dream like that. Usually it’s women who dream of being mothers. But, I don’t know,” He shrugged, tilting his head back slightly to admire the full height of the tree bordering the fence to the car park.

“I get the feeling you’d make a great father,” I replied truthfully, probably the most truthful thing I had ever told him in all the months he and I had been dating.

I saw the faintest of pink kiss the tips of his ears, his lips pulled up into a wide smile as he spoke softly. “Thank you.”

As if he wanted to prove my point, Owen kept Nova company the whole time Peyton and I went and ordered food. He set her in a high chair all nice, and he played little games with her such as peekaboo, and even showed her some ‘secret handshakes’.

As I stood with Peyton by the bar of the cafe, I couldn’t help but feel her eyes were trained on me—as if she were trying to stare through me to get a better read of me. “How the fuck have you not put a ring on that man’s finger?” She joked, her back against the counter as we awaited out toasted sandwiches.

I let out a laugh, my front leaning slightly over the counter with my hand wrapped around a plastic cup of iced coffee. “He’s too perfect.” I replied, a sincere compliment that sounded more sarcastic than anything.

“I mean it,” Peyton began, her voice growing soft and her eyes daring to shoot him a look. “He seems like a great guy. He has a stable job, and he has a great personality. He seems like the kind of man every father would want as his son-in-law.”

“Yeah,” I began, bringing the drink to my lips. I sipped the straw, ignoring the fact my coral lipstick was likely going to rub off in the centre. “But he isn’t what I want as a husband. I don’t even know if I’m built to be a wife. I think I’m just cut out for… Wasting your free time watching movies with, and the occasional fuck.”

Peyton smiled at the waiter behind the counter and took the bag which held all our toasted sandwiches. I stood, my free hand grabbing the bottle of mixed fruit smoothie we had picked up for Nova. “You may be, but you may also be pushing every chance of security away without even giving it a chance.”

I sighed, nodding my head. She was right. I knew she was right. I had allowed the darkness in me to take over for so long that I had believed it had become a part of my DNA. But maybe there was a way out, even if I had to crawl and scratch my knees and hands up in the process.

As we walked over to Owen, the sound of Nova’s laughter shrill biting the air, for once I had wished I was normal. I wished I could feel love as intense and pure as Owen claimed he felt for me. I wished I didn’t need a man to destroy me to the depths of my core. I wished what Owen gave me was enough.

Maybe if I pushed the darkness down for long enough, then I could finally be the woman I wanted to be. The one Owen believed me to be. He gave me too much credit, comparing me to a breath of fresh air and a warm blanket on a cold day. But I was none of those things.

I was the wind that stole your breath on a stormy day. I was the rain that soaked you and made you sick in the middle of winter. I was the fire that had just burnt out, when there was nothing else nearby to help you relight it.

But as I sat down beside Owen and placed a gentle hand on his back, a part of me wondered if I had only believed myself to be that way and none of it was real. Maybe I had lived so long denying myself the simple pleasures of pure love that I had made myself this person who was nothing like the real me.

I reached into the bag and pulled out a ploughman baguette, placing it before Owen with his bottle of water. I then pulled out my tuna melt panini, and held the sandwich loosely as the warmth threatened to burn me.

“Did you enjoy playing with uncle Owen?” Peyton asked, shooting me a look as if trying to tell me she was all for the man staying in her daughter’s life by extension through me. I opened my eyes slightly as I stared at her, asking her what the fuck she thought she was playing at. But Owen’s laugh warmed the ice in my chest.

“She was a perfect little angel, weren’t you Novie?” He used the same nickname I used for the child, to which she smiled up at him with wide brown eyes. Her smile was a mix between gummy and toothy, and it made me appreciate the fact he was good with children.

If he had been anything less than perfect, then I would have had the perfect chance to end things with him—it would have made it easier. It made me feel horrible for thinking so, as if I was seeking out any chance to end things with him.

I watched Owen as he rolled the sleeves of his cotton shirt up. He had turned up at my front door in a casual white shirt, and pale blue jeans. He looked casual, yet stylish. He had always been a man who wore t-shirts and shorts so the fact he had made an effort to look presentable to meet my best friend and somewhat niece meant something to me.

It made me think he was the right choice, and that I should end things with the man who made my question my own fucking sanity.

Owen reached a hand out and gently pushed Nova’s hair from her face as the wine whipped at her tiny excuse of a ponytail. I smiled at the action, wrapping my arm around his as I felt the need to hug him close.

I felt a bubbling feeling in my chest, and I wondered if that was the love Peyton and Stefan had told me all about.

Stefan was a man who loved love. He told me every tell tale sign and warned me about the red flags in not just prospective partners, but about my own feelings too. He also told me maybe I needed therapy, to which I laughed and told him to piss off.

Owen turned his head briefly to shoot me a warm smile, and I wished I could have been his eyes under his aviators. His eyes weren’t a beautiful, breathtaking colour that made me lose my breath—but they were warm and comforting. The sucked me in like a hot tub in the middle of the forrest in the Autumn season.

Owen gasped as he looked at Nova and made a joke about him stealing her nose, pushing his thumb out in a poor attempt. It reminded me of my father, him having done the same thing so many times when I was a child.

How I ever fell for the joke was beyond me. But seeing how happy he looked made me enjoy his presence all the more. He was easy to hang around with, and the fact he was so kind to everyone he met?

Owen Greenwich deserved all the love in the world. And I had decided I wanted to try to do that for him. Be that for him. If I failed, then at least I could say I did my best.

“You’re right,” I smiled as I leant close to him, my eyes focused on the smiling Nova as she held a handful of soggy bread out to Peyton. “You would be a great father.”


THIRTY-FIVE



For the first time since I had been project lead for the King couple’s family home interior design project, I sat at the circular table in our office with the elegant yet matching looking couple sat opposite Stefan and I.

Carol and Malcolm, calling for attention as they wore the same shade of bright orange, looked out of place in our office, as if they were some celebrities that called for hushed whispers and stolen glances. It made me want to turn around and shout at everyone to go back to work, to stop looking at the pair as if they were some museum exhibit.

But I bit my tongue, giving my coworkers nothing more than a warning glance that seemed more than enough to make them snap their attention back to their work.

Being a well respected senior member of the team had it’s privileges. Apparently fear inducing glares was the specialty I had developed.

Casey returned from the break room with two mugs of tea, one for each member of the King couple. She placed them down, and Mr King rushed to wrap his hand around the china whereas Mrs King kept her head high and her focus on myself.

“You both look tired. Long week, is it?” Carol asked as her eyes glanced to Stefan for a brief moment, then she looked back at me.

Stefan went to open his mouth to chat away about how exhausted he was, but I decided to save the woman the sob story of his ‘hectic partying lifestyle’ and answered for the both of us. “Nothing every other working person doesn’t deal with,” I waved my hand dismissively to the mild concern she showed us.

In the months I had been liaising with Mrs King, I had learnt that she actually cared about the people who worked for her company. While she may not have known every member of staff in every branch, she still made an effort to strike up a conversation with any staff who encountered her.

Sometimes this led to them speaking to the woman for hours. But Carol King was a personality to be admired.

I wished I could be a ten of the woman she was when I reached her age.

The woman shot me a knowing look and nodded her head. She looked almost proud that I was so laser focused on working. And that gave me a sense of self accomplishment.

I wouldn’t say I had parental issues, but I quite often found myself seeking validation from other people. I sought the validation of Mr and Mrs King in my work. I sought validation from Peyton and Stefan as reassurance I was a good person. And I dug for validation from Dakota to show me that maybe, just maybe, I could be wanted. He never gave me any,. But thankfully, Owen gave me more than enough to make up for it.

“You both could use a break,” The Carol sighed loudly, dramatically even. I raised an eyebrow at the comment, but said nothing as I sensed there was more she had to say.

I was right, I noted, as I watched the corners of her lips tilt up into a coy looking smile. “Lucky for you, I have just the thing to give you guys a pick me up.”

Stefan kicked my ankle lightly, and I wanted to slap him for the action. He was calling to my attention that he was excited at whatever they had in store for us, but I wanted to keep my professional composure. So I kept my smile forced and my body facing the woman in front of me.

“We have your tickets booked for Monaco, you leave in two weeks, the weekend before the final week in May,” Carol looked smug and proud of herself as she leant back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest.

Malcolm had long checked out of the conversation, drinking his tea idly as he looked around the room and took in the way the space was laid out. I doubted he would have had any objections to his wife’s claims though.

My lips parted. I wasn’t one for clothes and fashion, I wore whatever was comfortable. But if I was going to one of most sought out places for business officials upon their retirement, then I wanted to be somewhat presentable for at least one evening. Maybe I would find a rich old man who would make me forget my struggle between Owen and Kota.

Despite the fact Owen had been winning me over, the latter had been haunting my dreams as of recent nights and I wanted to forget the struggle between them for just a period of time, no matter how short. I wanted to be Ashton Barret—free of any men struggles.

“This feels all too sudden…” I began, my voice trailing off at the end. It wasn’t really sudden, this had been in the works for months. The fact the flight was two weeks away and I had just found out made me and my pre-planning OCD behaviour panic.

But Stefan grinned and spoke up at long last. His voice, while sometimes annoying, could calm me down in the right situations. That was why he was one of my best friends.

“We really appreciate it. Shall we start looking at hotels?” He asked, a question I hadn’t even began to consider until he asked. It made me panic for a brief second before Malcolm finally spoke up, his voice almost dazed.

“Oh, no worries. We have that all sorted for you. The owners of Club Temptation have a hotel chain, one of which is home to their Monaco nightclub. We booked you in there. The rooms are far away enough so you won’t be disrupted by loud music, but we thought you may want to party it up on your free days there.”

Stefan beamed brightly. He was living in his element with the information provided. Any excuse to go drinking and dancing it up all night long, he would take it. He was living the dream in his single days, he would claim.

Me? Not so much.

I hated clubbing and I hated that two weeks felt too soon for me to plan my suitcase and my week’s schedule out. But I tried to push the anxieties away the best I could as I forced a smile once again.

“This is… great,” My voice sounded forced.

But the couple seemed to either not notice, or not care, as they fell into conversation with Stefan about the latest alcoholic drink trends that he fully intended to abuse while we were there.
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Stefan led me through Hatherleigh in search of cheap yet summery clothes that would make us the fashionable wingmen duo.

Hatherleigh was a store famous across the UK for cheap and decent quality items aimed from children to adults, ignorant of the age. They sold things varying from clothes, to shoes, to even items and decor for your home.

It was a place I would usually love, if it was Autumn and all the Halloween decor was laid out. But in the summer when everyone gathered in flocks of loud gossip to pick out outfits for their holidays abroad?

There were many other places I would have wished to be instead of that cramped, sweaty shop and all it’s five floor glory.

Stefan cared more about my appearance that I did, it seemed, as he pulled me away from a rack of belts over to a stand that held folded cargo styled trousers in many different colours.

He picked up a beige pair and held it up, the folds dropping as the legs came into view. He then held the trousers up against my body, and I tried my best not to stumble as I pulled the heavy wheeled basket around behind me.

“This would go great with that white shirt you picked up earlier,” He began, reminding me of the shirt he chose for me. Sure, it felt light weight and great to wear throughout the day, but it was so unlike my usual style. “Or you could pair it with a crop top,” Stefan began as he turned his head in search of said item, listing the possible clothing pairing options—something I could do with never hearing again.

I knew when to dress appropriately. I had a few items in my draws and wardrobe that would have been summery enough. But nothing was good enough, stylish enough, for the fashionista Stefan.

“If we’re going on holiday together, then you need to at least look presentable. I don’t want to look like I’m hanging out with a homeless woman,” Stefan had joked when he demanded we go shopping.

“I don’t care what ‘could’ look good together. I just want to grab a few outfits so I can pack my fucking suitcase,” I snapped at Stefan, but as I snatched the trousers off him and folded them before throwing them on the growing mountain of clothes in the basket, I knew he felt as if he had silently won whatever war he thought we were in.

The sooner we finished shopping, the sooner we could eat. I didn’t want it to be a whole day ordeal. I wanted to grab some items, then stuff my face with as much pizza as humanly possible before we ended the day with a long drive home around the scenic routes following the mountains.

I pulled away from the stand and made my way to the next rack of clothes, my eyes glancing over shorts that were so short they could have been considered underwear. I pulled a face, then moved onto the next rack.

I paused to pretend I was mildly interested in the graphic t-shirts the rack had to offer. I felt Stefan’s presence beside me and shot him a question to show I wasn’t moody at him, just at the fact I was shopping.

I fucking hated shopping.

“So, who’s car are we taking?” I asked, knowing his Q3 could much better handle the trip and luggage load than my humble Mini. “I need to book the airport parking.”

I saw him move to my peripheral, shooting me a look that revealed he had no intention of ever giving my car a chance. “Mine, stupid,” He smiled.

I nodded my head, then grew quickly bored of trying to figure out if the graphic sloth on the t-shirt was cute or ugly. I pulled away and went to grab the handle of the basket, but Stefan beat me to it.

“How about we go check out the jewellery?” He asked, eyeing up small stands down the end of the walkway. “Oh! Or what about we check out the dresses and shoes?” He began, and I couldn’t help but let out a groan as he dragged me throughout the rest of the store.
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I threw myself into the red leather booth seat and closed my eyes. The loud music wasn’t doing anything to ease my sour mood, but at least my poor aching feet could have a break.

After sitting in the restaurant, I knew my mood was going to lighten drastically. Shopping was done, and all I had left to do was pack my suitcase. I had a week and a half to do that, but I didn’t care. The sooner it was packed, the more time I had to relax.

I knew Stefan would pack the night of, and I could never understand how lackadaisical he could be. But that was just a trait he held, and I still loved him despite it.

Three shops with at least four floors each caused me nothing more than pinching pain in the bottom of my feet, despite the fact I wore my softest memory foam soled trainers.

Stefan sat opposite me, the rustling of bags hitting the floor under the table disturbing my second of peace. I opened my eyes and looked into Stefan’s brown eyes. “I fucking hate you sometimes.”

He grinned with pride and puffed out his chest dramatically. “We got it all done though, didn’t we? Where would you be without me, huh? You’d be wearing ugly flower print trousers and mismatched shirts in one of the most beautiful places in the world. How else will we marry you off to a rich man if you dress like a woman in her 80s?”

I let out a bark of laughter and rolled my eyes, silently thankful when the waiter waltzed over with a pitcher of ice cold water to quench my dry throat.

Stefan rushed to pour us each a glass of water, then he picked his glass up and tilted it to my direction. “To Monaco,” He spoke, and I realised he was trying to make a toast. I narrowed my eyes at him, to which he rolled his own. “Just entertain me for a second, will you?”

I smiled and rolled my eyes in a mimic of his actions, but then I picked my own glass up and held it out to him. We clinked glasses, and I repeated his words. “To Monaco.”


THIRTY-SIX



I waved at Mrs Moore, who stood in the open front door of the Moore house to see us off, then I shot a look at my car with mild sorrow bubbling in my chest. I pouted as I turned to Stefan. “I hate leaving my baby here.”

“It’s safer here than on your driveway where no one will be home to keep an eye on it,” Stefan replied as he grabbed the side handle of my suitcase. Without much show of effort, he raised the bag and flung it into the boot of his car. “Plus, my mam will for sure drive it around to keep the battery life healthy on it.”

“No one ever drives down my road unless they have a reason to come to my house, or next doors,” I stated in defence. But he was right, at least my car would be well looked after in the care of his family.

If I left it on my drive for a week without any use, I had no doubt I would come back and need to jump start my car. I had been meaning to replace the battery as the health was getting low, but it was something I would just have to deal with when we came back, I made a mental note.

I gave my car a final goodbye glance as Stefan slammed the boot of the car shut, then I let out a sigh as I followed after him.

Stefan got in the driver’s seat, the music from our joint playlist already playing through the speakers. I got in the passenger seat, holding my travel bag on my lap tight after I pulled the seat belt over my body securely.

I leant back into the seat, watching as Stefan placed the car into drive mode before he pressed the accelerator. “In this beast,” Stefan began, running his hands over his steering wheel delicately. “We’ll get there in no time.”

Stefan’s new-ish car was an automatic, something he loved to rub into my face every damn chance he got. I wasn’t jealous of his car, though. I loved my Mini, despite how old and abused it was.

I guess it was like me in that way.

Stefan drove as if the road speed limits were just an advisory and not a legal requirement, going against every warning his mother had given him when she held him tight in her arms and wished him fun and safe travels.

When I warned him he may have a few fines in the post upon our return home, he just cocked one shoulder and smirked as he pulled his sunglasses on to shade his eyes from the beaming sun.

The sky was bright blue, not a single cloud in sigh and no gusts of winds. It was perfect weather, and I just hoped that Nice weather would give us the same treatment.

We kept the windows down during the drive, even the back ones. Did we need all windows down? No. But the wind whipping our hair and the sun shining through every crack made us feel alive and carefree.

Plus, we were about to be stuck in the air in a metal flying can for just over two hours. I wanted to get as much free air as possible before that.

The drive to the airport once we got onto one of the major roadways was straight forward, and long. So around the halfway mark, which was around 2 hours into the drive, Stefan pulled over at the service station for us to stretch our legs and grab some snacks.

I was thankful the drive was longer than the plane ride. I had never brought it up to the Kings or Stefan, but I had a mild fear of planes—specifically about if they crashed. It was unlikely to happen, I knew that. But the fear remained in the back of my mind.

We were making good on time, and so we decided to take our time to consider what drinks we wanted to buy from the café. I bought two for each of us, and one toasted and one cold sandwich each.

Once we had all the items we wanted, we climbed back into his car and continued the journey onwards, the music from the joint playlist Stefan had made for us blasting through the speakers as we sang along embarrassingly loud.

A further two and a half hours, and we had finally arrived at the air port car park. Stefan drove around and found the space I had paid for, and within no time we found ourselves climb off the shuttle bus which took us from the car park around to the other side of the plot of land, where the front doors to the airport welcomed us inside.

We climbed off the shuttle, and Stefan had decided to be a gentleman as he pulled not just his suitcase, but mine too. I dug through my bag for our passports as we joined on to the end of the queue for the check in section.

Mrs Moore had handed me Stefan’s passport and made me swear to keep not just it, but him safe too. She had made me interlock our pinky fingers and shake on it. The woman was a sweetheart, and while her son was sometimes the most annoying human alive, I swore I would protect him with my life for the week away.

The queue to the check in desks was long, even though we were beyond early. It seemed as if everyone was excited to be going to Nice and had the same idea to turn up early. And I couldn’t help but notice some people wore merch that looked to be Formula One related.

“Shit, that’s right,” I stated as we stepped in line with the other queue goers before us. We were nearing the belts, and I couldn’t wait to be through all the checking in and security so I could take a toilet break. The two iced coffees I had drank on the drive proved to not be a good idea.

“What’s wrong?” Stefan asked as he stared at my hands with concern.

“The fucking races are on while we’re there. It’s going to be so busy, Jesus,” I grumbled as I waved my hand in the general direction of people checking their bags in at one of the belts, all wearing matching hats with the F1 logo on it.

“Maybe we can sneak a watch of the races,” Stefan began, but then a thought flashed through his eyes and he wagged his eyebrows at me with a cocky smirk on his lips. “You know what that means, though, right? A huge pool of potential sexual partners for us to have a fun night with.”

I cringed at his choice of words and placed a hand on his chest to push him away from me. “Never, and I mean never, refer to one night stands as ‘sexual partners for the night’. You sound like a middle aged virgin.”

Stefan let out a laugh at my words, then pulled the suitcases along once we were called to one of the free belts to check our suitcases in.

Security was slow and gruelling. I almost thought I was going to have my laptop taken off of me as I had forgotten to take it out of my bag. But they waved it off and allowed me to keep my lifeline.

Lucky they did, as Stefan had failed to bring his own.

“You’re ‘The Boss Woman’, you have everything we need,” He excused when I asked where his own was. I would have lied if I said I should have known better. That was just like Stefan. If he thought someone else had their bases covered, he would leave it up to chance with the hopes his suspicions were right.

We walked through duty free side by side. Stefan refused to walk through it alone, but he was focused on stopping and sniffing every cologne he could. He shoved some into my nose, and as harsh as it seemed, they all smelt the fucking same. They all just smelt like what I would call the scent of a hot man.

Stefan had picked up not one, but two perfumes for himself. I had no clue what they were, but he called them his ‘new babe magnet’. He was overly keen on finding some new women to fool around with on the trip.

A part of me felt like it was my fault. As if I was to blame he and Peyton met, fucked, and then broke up. He seemed to unaffected by the loss of romantic connection with Peyton, but the way he was being reckless with one night stands almost felt like the opposite to his reassuring words.

I sipped my third iced coffee of the day through the straw, shooting a look over my sunglasses. We sat by the wall of windows, watching the planes on the runway land and take off. We had at least two hours until our flight, so we had nothing better than to people and plane watch.

“You know, we’re going on a work trip,” I emphasised, then used my free hand to push my sunglasses up my nose. “We’re not going to find our future fuck bunnies.”

“Fuck bunny,” Stefan muttered the words back at me, sipping from the straw in his own drink. He then shot me a lazy sideways smirk and nodded his head. “I like that term, I’m keeping it.”
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Two hours passed like a blink of an eye with Stefan. He always knew how to keep me happy and occupied in the most boring of situations.

The call came over the tannoy that our flight had begun boarding, and Stefan had the sudden urge to get us gum to ensure our ears didn’t hurt from the change of air pressure in the plane cabin.

“You go grab us a space in line,” He began as he threw his backpack over his shoulder. “And I’ll be back shortly.”

Stefan grabbed my shoulder and pulled me close, pressing a sibling-like kiss to the top of my head before he pushed me towards the growing line of people behind me.

I felt self conscious joining the queue on my own, but I did as Stefan urged. I moved my feet and joined the end of the queue. The line looked huge already, so I suspected I was one of the last stragglers to join.

However I was sorely mistake. The queue kept growing and growing, and the poor airline staff were finding it hard to make the line move swiftly with how they had to check our tickets and passports one final time.

I stepped forward each time a person from the queue in front of me moved, disappearing down the tunnel to the doors of the plane to board. I tapped my foot as I looked around, wondering where the fuck Stefan had disappeared to since it had to have been around ten minutes at least.

Then my body froze as my eyes watched a small group of people who joined onto the end of the queue.

My blood turned cold, my hands shivering. I shoved them into my pocket, not caring as I felt the strap of my back pack begin to slide down my shoulder.

What the fuck was Dakota Vernon doing at the airport?

Panic hit me full force, like a lorry carrying a massive load of the heaviest bricks known to man in its trailer. I looked around, trying to find someone, anyone, I knew to distract myself.

He paid me no attention, it seemed as if I had little effect on him when in the same space. But it was like he was a magnet to me every time, my eyes finding him in the most crowded of space.

Stefan had fucking perfect timing, I noted as he walked past the end of the queue and waved his arm dramatically before calling out my name. “Yo, Ashton, I got us some water too!”

As if Kota was addicted to my name, the second it slipped from Stefan’s lips, he looked around as if in desperate search for the owner of the name. He found the bleached buzzcut of Stefan and watched as he came to stand before me, holding out a pack of strawberry gum and strawberry flavoured water.

But I failed to grab the items from him, my eyes locked in on the man at the end of the line.

Stefan’s eyes followed my own, and then I saw his body straighten as he grew taller—if that was even possible. He rushed to turn back to me, wrapping an arm around my shoulders before he forced me forward, moving us in line with the queue.

“What the fuck is her doing here?” Stefan asked, bowing his head to whisper to me as if the older male contained super hearing powers.

I shrugged, and resisted the urge to shoot him a look over our shoulders. “I don’t know, I’m not his fucking handler.”

“What are the chances,” Stefan mumbled before we finally reached the freedom of the front of the queue.

The airline staff checked out passports and tickets quickly, then they smiled as they wished us a good flight. We walked off down the tunnel, and I was silently proud of myself for not shooting him a glance.

We walked down briskly, silently wishing I didn’t have to see the man once again. Maybe it was a man who looked just like him, a mere coincidence, I tried to kid myself to calm my erratic heart beat.

We reached the end of the tunnel, which felt like it was getting smaller and smaller with each step I took down it. Being stuck on a metal can flying through the sky with the man of my dreams… No, nightmares, was going to be the fucking end of me, I swore.

I forced a smile at the flight attendants at the door of the plane, flashing my ticket briefly. They went to show me the direction to my seat, but I didn’t care to wait as I rushed into the plane.

My eyes scanned the letters and numbers on the tops of seats.

A3. B3, C3, D3, E3, F3.

I found my seat and rushed into the empty row. I thew myself into seat F1, then looked expectantly at Stefan who chose to take his time to walk through the plane instead of rushing through it like Hurricane Ashton.

I smiled at my best friend as I pushed my sunglasses up my head to rest atop it. But Stefan shot me a look of confusion as he looked at the ticket in his hand, then back up at me. Other people were beginning to pile on behind him, and he turned his ticket to me.

My lips parted in surprise when his seat number read as I6. I went to reach across the seats and grab for his hand, beg him to sit by me and ask whoever the owner of the seat was to have his own. But he stumbled as people behind him pushed him to move along, or sit down.

So Stefan shoot me a pitiful look and made his way to his seat. I swallowed, but my mouth felt dry. I reached into my bag and grabbed my phone, hurriedly typing a text message to Stefan.

He read it instantly.

Stefan: I had no clue we were in different seats. I’m so sorry. I should have checked with Carol. I joked that I wanted to sit far away from you, but I didn’t think she would actually do it…

I closed my eyes and threw my head against the back of the seat dramatically. I knew it was all too good to be true. I fucking hated taking off and landing on planes, and Stefan would have yapped my ear off enough to distract me.

But I was cursed to sit by some fucking⁠—

I opened my eyes at the shaking of the seats beside me. The intruder had arrived. I looked up to shoot them a glance, maybe even give them a nod in the form of a small greeting.

No. The person sitting next to be was not a stranger, I noted as my eyes locked in on familiar and shocked green ones as a tall man shimmied his way into the seat next to me.

I couldn’t bring my lips to twitch up into a small smile. I watched him, transfixed as if some dark voodoo magic had been placed on me. I could feel Stefan’s eyes on us, and I felt my phone vibrate in my closed fist. But I paid him no attention. I was locked in on Dakota Vernon—the man who was my seat mate for just over the next two hours.

I finally tore my eyes away from him and rushed to look out the window beside me as I noticed someone else slip into the seat on the end, the seat the other side of him.

I looked at the ground below us, and I focused on my breathing for fear of passing out if I held it any longer. I felt gentle hands graze my thigh, and I was positive it was by accident as the man beside me clipped himself into the seat securely.

I finally managed to muster my strength and forced my head forward once again. I looked down at my phone in my lap, and unlocked it to finally see what Stefan had messaged me.

Stefan: Swap seats with me.

Stefan: Now Ashton.

Stefan: I’m not fucking joking, Ashton.

“Your little boyfriend worried I’ll eat you alive?” A soft whisper came from beside me, and I let my lips part in surprise that he was talking to me in public. I turned my head to look at him, but he had his eyes closed with his chin resting on his hand with his arm propping it up by resting his elbow on the arm rest between us.

I caught the eye of the person the other side of Kota, and felt my stomach drop.

She was like a fucking vision—blonde hair cascading in soft waves down her back, each strand catching the light as if it were spun from gold. Her skin looked impossibly smooth, with a natural glow that made it hard to believe she wasn’t wearing makeup.

But she didn’t need it.

Her features were perfectly balanced, the kind of beauty that didn’t seem real—high cheekbones, a delicate nose, full lips that seemed to be permanently curved in a soft, knowing smile.

A contrast to my face. My cheeks were rounder than hers, and almost always stained a faint red against my pale skin. She looked to have the ability to tan, while I only had the ability to look like a fucking lobster at best.

I couldn’t help but stare. I knew I looked fucking stupid, but she seemed not to notice. Or if she didn’t, she didn’t mind. She was probably used to people staring at her.

There was something so effortlessly elegant about her, like she just stepped out of a dream and into the space before me. Her eyes, a shade of blue that felt almost otherworldly, sparkled with an innocence that made me feel small, and a quiet confidence that made me feel… insignificant.

She wasn’t just beautiful; she was perfect in a way that felt unfair, like she existed in a world where flaws didn’t touch her.

And then I watched as her small hand delicately touched his arm that relaxed lazily on the arm rest between the pair of them. He opened his eyes and moved his head only just to shoot her a look.

“You good, Gwen?” He asked, to which the blonde nodded her head and smiled. Despite the fact his head was mostly facing forward, I could tell his green eyes were focused solely on her. I wondered if how he was looking at her, was how I looked at him. He almost looked as if he were captivated, completely under her spell.

A small, bitter twist formed in my chest, jealousy creeping in despite the self control I was trying to exude.

I tried to brush it off, tried to convince myself it didn’t matter. He wasn’t mine, and I wasn’t his. I was Owen’s. But seeing him with her, someone who seemed so effortlessly flawless, made me feel every insecurity I’d ever had, as if they were magnified under a harsh, unforgiving light.

It made me wonder if he was using sex with me to pass the time until she was ready to be his woman. I wouldn’t doubt it if he was using me as a poor excuse of ‘the other (temporary) woman’. He seemed the type to want to keep his dick wet until the image of perfection was before him.

I felt like I was fading into the background, Kota’s brief attention on me long forgotten as he kept his eyes on the stunning beauty before us.

“I was just going to ask if you wanted to use my travel pillow,” She offered, her pale blue manicured hands coming to the rounded pillow hanging around her neck.

She was wearing his favourite colour on her nails. She had to have known it was his favourite colour. She had to have meant something to him to be so blunt with her actions. The way he stared at her, the way his eyes were soft and his lips turned up into a permanent small smile.

He never looked at me that way.

He looked at me like a piece of meat. Like nothing more than a quick fuck. Like a pathetic woman who barked at his every command. And it stung, more than I wanted to admit.

“No thank you,” He replied softly before he rolled his head slightly towards me. His eyes locked into mine for a second, and I watched the change in them immediately. It made me feel queasy.

I looked at my phone and went to type back a response, but the whispers coming from the man beside me once again stopped my fingers from moving.

“Don’t go. Don’t change seats. I haven’t seen you in so long,” He sounded almost vulnerable. I looked back up from my phone, shooting him a quick glance to find his eyes closed once again.

The woman—Gwen—from the other side of him noticed my head movement and thought I had been looking at her. She shot me a smile, her super model like perfect face a stab in the heart.

But I did as the man commanded.

I remained in my seat.

But he would be damned if I had to hear that woman speak again in her ‘loving soft voice’ to him, and him reciprocate it in a similar tone.

I plugged my wireless earphones in after having dug them out of my bag, then I pressed the top playlist on my phone. I closed my eyes, embracing the soft vocals of Taylor Swift as I tried my best to calm the jealousy and fear fluttering a war inside my chest.


THIRTY-SEVEN



For twenty minutes I sat with my earphones secured into place, trying my best to ignore the giggles of the beautiful woman on the other side of the trio of seats we sat at. I closed my eyes, as if that would shut off my senses.

I swore I felt the brush of fingers against the side of my hand, but I decided I had to have been imagining it. Why would Dakota Vernon risk touching me in front of the woman who seemed to be his girlfriend, or at least a prospective love interest.

He wouldn’t.

He kept our public and private lives very separate.

I felt my phone vibrate and opened my eyes to roll my eyes downwards. I read the words on the screen and resisted the urge to shoot a look in Stefan’s direction.

Stefan: I have his assistant with me. She said they’re not a couple

Stefan: Not to defend him

Stefan: Sill hate him.

I felt my lips twitch up a little at the edges. I went to lock my screen, when Stefan sent me the link to our ‘Ashton and Stefan’s Road Trip Playlist’—the one we always played when in the car, and the same one he wanted to listen to together during the plane ride.

I clicked the playlist, the heavy rock coming from my earphones changing to upbeat dance music which I would have listened to when I was 14 and thought it was a good idea to wear coloured tights under denim shorts with mis-match coloured high stop shoes.

I watched as the flight attendants walked up and down the cabin, ensuring everyone’s seatbelts were secured when the plane began to move from the terminal. We were beginning to taxi, and I felt mild fear creep in.

I was fully prepared to be holding Stefan’s hand in a death grip to ease the tension I felt, only for me to end up sat with the man who had quite literally fingered me with the very same hand that was barely ghosting into my personal space as it lazed on the arm rest between us.

I tore my eyes away from his hand and held my phone tight, keeping my eyes straight ahead. When I had gone on the many trips over the years with both my parents (separately) to foreign countries, they ensured they got the window seat so I had less of a visual as to how high we were, and how vast the ocean was.

I didn’t dare to ask anyone else in my row to swap seats. Mostly because I didn’t want Gwen to know who I was, or that I knew who Dakota Vernon was.

I dared a glance sideways to check out what the loving not-couple were doing, and I found they had ceased whatever conversation they had been having previously. The blonde held a book in her hand, while Dakota had a tablet held on his lap, awaiting for us to be in the air so he could pull the table down, I assumed.

I felt a sense of mild accomplishment at how awkward they looked when not in conversation. When it came to Kota and I, we could sit in silence and not feel the need to fill it. It was comfortable without mindless and boring small talk.

I looked the other side, watching as the plane moved throughout the tarmac and made way to the end of the long runway. The plane stopped, and that signalled it was almost time to take off.

The usual announcements about safety and duty free items filled the cabin, and the cabin crew found their seats before the plane turned and face down the runway. Within seconds, the engines kicked into light and we began to pull along the surface.

I leant back into my seat and closed my eyes, my free hand daring to try and grip the small space left on the arm rest between Kota and I. I swallowed, and remembered Stefan had my water and gum. For fuck sake, I could have used the gum to stress-chew my way through the take off without the moral support I was expecting.

I felt warm and strong fingers wrap around mine, and my eyes shot open to shoot a look at Kota. But the back of his head was to me as he talked animatedly at Gwen about some topic I couldn’t hear.

As I felt my stomach drop due to the plane finally leaving ground, I looked down at our connected hands and felt a little bubble of happiness burst in my chest. I still felt annoyed at the fact he was with another blonde acting all cosy, but I could forgive him for that.

I was unsure if Kota even meant to hold my hand, or if he knew I had a secret fear of flying, but the warmth of his skin eased my tensions more than I cared to admit. The fact I allowed a man to have such an effect of me was criminal. I was a failure to the ‘strong single woman’ image my mother tried to raise me with.

While heights were considered one of my least favourite things in the world, as I dared to spare a glance down at the window beside me, I almost felt a sense of awe a all the fields and tiny little sheep coming into view only to grow smaller and smaller the higher up we got.

The plane take off seemed to move faster than I expected as it felt within no time, the seat belt light turned off on the overhead boards, and I felt the warmth of Kota’s hand let go of mine at long last.

I looked down at my abandoned hand, then back at him. He looked prepared to pull out the table from the back of the seat before him, so not to no disturb him, I unclipped my seatbelt and stood.

“Can I get past, sorry,” I spoke in a quiet voice, but Kota seemed to hear my loud and clear as he unclipped and stood to give me more access to move past his long legs. Gwen didn’t have to move for me to get past her.

She was as thin as a stick, and it was a look that suited her. She was petite and fragile and probably everything the strong and tall Dakota Vernon desired in a woman to be his ‘one for life’.

I made it out of my row without delay and then turned to the back of the plane. I walked past Stefan’s row and shot him a look, to which he stood and hurried out of his own row.

I had noticed the beautiful dark skinned girl I had seen Kota with several times before had been wedged between Stefan and another man, and I had remembered her name to be Olivia.

I got to the back of the plane and stood in the small space, ignoring people rushing past me to take the toilet cubicle before me. I hadn’t gone there for the loo, I had gone there for privacy to gossip.

Stefan reached me in record time, and I rushed to flap my hands in front of me as a way to try and cool the heat rushing up my neck. “What are the fucking chances It’s just my luck,” I spat out, sounding angry.

“Is everything okay?” Stefan asked, looking down at me with concern laced in his features. His eyebrows were knitted together, and the corners of his lips tilted downwards which pushed his lower lip out into a slight plump. “Did he say or do anything to you?”

“No, it’s nothing like that,” I began, letting out a sigh. “Just…” I began, my words fading out as I debated how to express how I was feeling. “What are the chances that while we’re away for the work trip, he’s on some private little friend group getaway?”

Stefan nodded his head slowly, seeming to be in full understanding of my predicament. “You’re right, it’s mad that he’s here.”

“Did you see the girl he’s sat with?” I asked, looking around him to shoot a look in their direction. I found them back to doing their own tasks, and I nodded to myself with mild pride.

That’s right, little vixen, he doesn’t want to even entertain you with conversation, I thought as I tilted my chin higher to force a faux sense of confidence about me.

“Yeah, she’s totally my type,” Stefan smirked and wagged his eyebrows.

My face dead panned as I crossed my arms over my chest. I even jutted out my high for effect. “Fuck her and her perfect self,” I began.

I wasn’t wrong. She was perfect. From her face to her body, from her smile to even how her hair hung flawlessly. “Her perfect hair, and her perfect body, and her perfect face,” I mumbled, the sour feeling from earlier returning.

“You sound like you’re jealous,” Stefan smirked.

I glared up at him, wondering if Mrs Moore would praise me or arrest me for throwing her son out of the fucking plane door.

“And you sound like you need a fucking punch in the face.”

Stefan opened his mouth to argue his defence, but before he could, a woman around my height with dark hair and dark skin entered the area. Her hair was tied back in a neat bun, and her beautiful face remained untouched by makeup.

She smiled brightly at me, showing off teeth that looked perfectly straight and white. The woman before me was Olivia.

“Ashton, it’s nice to finally get some alone time with you,” She stated, and it sounded as if she had known me all her life. Her tone was light and casual, friendly and inviting. Her voice was melodic and I half suspected she could talk the angriest men down from a full blown war.

“Olivia?” I breathed out, my voice slightly hesitant as I wasn’t entirely sure she was who I thought she was. When she smiled and failed to correct me, I let out a breath of air. “Hi, nice to meet you.”

“I’m so sorry you got sat with those miserable pair,” She waved her thumb behind her in the direction of our seats. “You got stuck with a book nerd and a workaholic. At least Stefan and I plan to down some Pinot Grigio’s before we land.”

Olivia Carol, as personal assistant to potentially soon-to-be senior manager Dakota Vernon at FinOptix Solutions, was nothing how I had imagined her to be.

Kota was uptight and followed his work strictly. He did everything by the book, and I half suspected he worked double the time he was meant to as he kept a laptop at home to ensure any work left over from the office could be done before the night broke with the view of the moon.

Olivia Carol on the other hand did not seem so disciplined. I had no doubts she was a professional and goo at her job, but at how care free and casual she was being after just meeting my best friend, I realised she was a carefree and light hearted spirit that could never be contained.

She was nothing like me, and that meant she was nothing like Kota’s tastes. I suspected she was too relaxed and laid back for his liking. She looked to be waving off any concerns, ready to party her way through the flight.

I, on the other hand, was much more reserved and quiet. I kept to myself and I remained demure in my exposition.

And I got the odd sense Gwen was the same. Which meant Gwen was his type, too.

“Anyway,” Olivia waved her hand to try and call for my attention. She spoke quickly, but her South English accent was more than easy to understand despite it. “Gwen is not Kota’s girlfriend no matter what she says. She’s some niece of a man his father is friends with, or something.” Olivia began.

“Kota and I go way back, and I mean waaaay back,” She emphasised the word. “As in, wearing nappies way back.” She continued, as if she felt the need to go into as much detail was possible to stop my jealousy from ripping her hair from her scalp. “That’s not the point though.” She caught herself.

I had the feeling Olivia was a yapper, someone who talked and talked until all their energy was gone. She was, in all tense and purposes, Kota’s version of a Stefan.

“Right, so the point is…” She began, her words seeming to fail her for the first time since she had interrupted our conversation. “I don’t know what the point is, quite frankly. I just know that you shouldn’t feel threatened by her.”

For some reason, I got the sense she was trying to be a wingman to Kota at that moment. That meant she knew about me, and she knew that I was something with him. What or how much she knew was a mystery—one I was in no mood to dig around and find out.

“I don’t care what they are, it means nothing me,” I said with a stern voice, trying to act all cavalier about the man and his mere presence when really I felt like falling to his knees and begging for his undivided attention.

Olivia shot Stefan and knowing look. She then reached out and patted my shoulder with a wide grin. “Nice to finally meet you, sister in law.”

I blinked in confusion at her words, while my eyes remained locked in on her retreating back as she bounced her way back down the aisle to her seat.

I turned to Stefan who shrugged one shoulder. “I think I can safely say Olivia is not one of your love rivals. Gwen, to be determined.”

I smiled slightly, a weight I hadn’t known was wighting me down feeling as if it had been lifted and dragged along behind the friendly and very emotionally draining Olivia Carol.

“We should go back to our seats,” I stated, people starting to get irritated at us taking up the small waiting space for the loo. So we gave each other a ‘good luck’ high five and then made our way back to our seats.

I stood at the end of the row, and Gwen was either was purposely ignoring me or was so absorbed into whatever book she was reading, she had failed to notice the outside world.

However, as if a magnet pulled our eyes to one another, Kota looked from his tablet which rested on the table before him. His forrest eyes locked in on mine, and they looked impossibly brighter in the light of the plane. He noticed I looked as if I wanted to sit down, and so he stood, swatting his hand at Gwen’s thighs.

“Move, she wants to get in,” He stated, to which Gwen looked up at me.

I thought I almost saw an expression of irritation cover her delicate features, but the look was gone as fast as it came, and she raised her arms from the slouching position for me to move past her freely.

I moved past the pair, cringing when my back brushed against Kota’s front when a bit of turbulence hit. I swore I felt his free hand try to go and steady me, but I was in my seat before any other waves of wind hit the plane risking me falling on top of him.

I smiled at the pair and mumbled a small thanks before I looked down at my phone, still held tight in my hand. I wanted to talk to him, demand to know what he was doing and where he was going. But a part of me had an idea exactly where he was going.

The same fucking place as me.

I also wanted to know who was staying in what rooms. Had he got a room to himself? Or a small apartment like room where each of them had a bed to themselves? Or was he sharing a room? And if so, was it with Olivia, Gwen, or the unnamed other male they came with?

“I like your phone case,” I heard a delicate feminine voice speak. I looked up and in the direction of the voice, getting hit by a wave of his perfume. A mix of oud and spices. It smelt new, but it suited him.

I tried my best to ignore the suffocating reminder at his presence beside me and looked around him to the woman. I smiled at her, then looked down at my phone case. It was a mostly clear case, with what looked like white melting and dripping smiley faces in outlines. I looked back at her. “Thank you.”

She nodded her head at me, and I watched her cheeks flush the faintest of pinks.

I went to turn away, but my eyes caught Kota. He looked right at me. No, not at me. Through me. I swore I saw his eye twitch, something that I had noticed happened that one time I tried to sass him in his car all those months ago.

I felt my phone buzz in my hand, looking down with surprise.

Stefan: Incoming

I frowned.

What the hell was that supposed to mean?

But my question was answered shortly after before I could type back.

“Gwen, I need your help up back. I think the zipper for my dress is broke,” Olivia sounded exasperated. I frowned and looked over at the pair, wondering why she hadn’t asked me for help earlier when she was with Stefan and I.

She shot me a quick look and winked, then she went back to acting as if her whole world was going to crumble if Gwen, and only Gwen, didn’t help her.

I watched as the other blonde closed her book and placed it on her seat, then she rose and walked down the aisle to the back of the plane where Stefan, Olivia and I had just had our little private meeting.

“What are you wearing?” I heard Kota’s deep voice finally fill the space, and I felt as if all the air was sucked from my lungs. I hated the affect he had on me, even from just the sound of his voice.

I looked down at my outfit. A long white skirt, and a white vest top tucked in with a pale blue denim cropped jacket. I looked back at him, my eyebrows knitted together. “Clothes.”

He looked unimpressed by my response.

“Why are you asking that? It’s not like you have the right to dictate what I wear,” I crossed my arms over my chest.

“Because you look good,” He replied, his voice turning ever so slightly softer. I felt my eyebrows intense, my lips parted slightly, and my cheeks flushed hot.

“Thank you,” I whispered back, smiling slightly. I watched as his lips twitched in the briefest of moments.

“How about we spend tonight together. You can come to my hotel room, and then tomorrow you can go wherever it is you need to,” He sounded calm and collected for the most part, however, I swore there was the faintest hint of begging behind his words.

“I can’t just ditch Stefan. Plus, what if I was travelling to the Alps, or something?” I asked, laughing slightly at the suggestion.

“You’re going to Monaco to scope out the Kings’ apartment,” He countered, and I cursed myself for being so transparent with him all the time.

“Fine, I am. But I don’t know where you are going,” I replied, subtly pointing out how much he lacked at replying to me with the same level of openness.

“I’m going to Monaco too, for the F1 races. You know that I like motorsports,” He spoke matter of factly, his words almost slicing me as if he sounded disappointed that I wasn’t positive of his plans.

“Yeah, I know that. But you never talk about it and so how else am I supposed to know you were going to be watching it, huh?” I shot back, to which he looked to be in though for a second before he raised a shoulder.

“You’re right,” He replied, allowing me to win the war against him for the first time in my life. “So, is that a no?” He pushed, moving closer to me. He was beginning to invade my space, and I felt the urge to push him away. What if Gwen saw? It seemed as if he liked her. Surely seeing the man who you liked and who supposedly liked you back was all over another woman would be a major turn off.

I would know, because I fucking hated seeing the way he looked at her.

“We’ll see,” I stated before I crossed my arms over my chest, moved my body to face forward, then I closed my eyes and leant my head against the wall of the plane.

Despite the fact my eyes were closed to show the ‘end’ of the conversation, my lips raised into a smile. I thought I heard a faint chuckle from the man beside me, but he said nothing more before I heard the sound of a typing keyboard.

Damn workaholic wouldn’t even allow himself a flight in peace.

But I could respect that.


THIRTY-EIGHT



Just over two hours felt like the blink of an eye. Olivia tried her best to keep Gwen occupied, and I could only silently thank her for it. Half of the time, Olivia would turn to Kota midway through the conversation with Olivia, who had taken home on the free seat across the aisle from us. Each time she did, he paused his typing to shoot her a look and either nodded with half arsed effort, or he would mumble one word answers before going back to his typing.

I had to stop the smirk from forming on my lips. It felt like a change from their loving behaviour at the start of the flight. But then again, it was she who was acting all touchy and loving to him.

Maybe I had misunderstood their relationship, I considered.

A part of me still didn’t like her. It was bitchy and territorial of me, but I didn’t care.

The light for the seat belts dinged above our heads, and then the captain spoke over the tannoy that we were getting close to landing and the plane was going to begin losing altitude.

I watched as Olivia stood from the seat, wished Gwen a brief goodbye, then she skipped her way back to Stefan with a wide and triumphant like smile on her face.

Kota closed the tray on the back of the seat in front of him, then he locked his tablet as he slipped it into his bag between his feet. He rolled his neck, trying to stretch it. I had no doubt his muscles felt tense from all the hunching over and typing he had done.

As he moved his neck, wafts of his perfume filled my senses and I pursed my lips. I tried not to watch for fear of being caught by Gwen, but my eyes couldn’t help but noticed the top of his beige polo shirt move around to expose the top of his chest he leant his head back.

I finally rushed to look away when he rolled his head ever so slightly in my direction. He must have caught me staring from the corner of his eye. I swear I saw his lips turn up into a smirk, but I kept my eyes forward as I closed my eyes and tried to let out calming deep breaths through pursed lips.

As the plane began to lower, we hit waves of turbulence again. I rushed to grab the seat rest between us, and in mere seconds, I felt a larger warm hand cover my own in a gentle squeeze.

“Just breathe through your nose and pretend you’re in the car, driving over a bumpy road,” I only just heard his voice over the sound of the rest of the plane goers. He spoke quiet so as not to be caught by Gwen for knowing me.

The fact he was trying to hide the fact we knew each other from her made a bitter taste fill my mouth, and helped ease the tension I was feeling. I opened my eyes, daring to stare out of the window.

Surprisingly, the view helped, despite my fear of heights. The beauty that met my eyes seemed to trump it.

As the plane descended toward Nice Côte d'Azur Airport, the view from the window was noting short of breathtaking. The first thing that caught my eye was the stunning and sparkling appearing blue of the Mediterranean Sea stretching out endlessly beneath me.

For the briefest of moments, I a fear crawled into the back of my mind and showed me images of the plane submerged in the lush water, but I tried my best to shake the thought away as instead, I imagined how it would feel swimming in the waters.

Would the water be icy cold like back home, or would it be slightly warmer, more comforting to enter? I loved swimming, save for when the water was cold.

As we flew through the sky, getting closer to our destination, I noticed the water below seemed to glisten under the warm sun as if it were filled with glitter, with sailboats and yachts dotting the surface like tiny white specks.

As we get closer to the ground, the coastline of the French Riviera came into clearer view. The landscape was a mix of lush green hills and rocky cliffs that plunge dramatically into the sea.

Whatever demon was cursing my brain tried to drown me in feelings of fear. What if I went for a walk and fell off those cliffs? Or what if the plane crashed into them? Would Kota hold me one final time before our ultimate demise?

The thoughts were pushed back when a squeeze came on top of my hand, and I had to press my lips hard together to stop the smile from forming.

I watched out the window as the shoreline curved gently, with sandy beaches lining the edge of the water, and palm trees swaying in the breeze. The city of Nice itself appeared like a jewel on the coast, with its pastel-coloured buildings and red-tiled roofs clustered together, creating a mosaic of colour.

If Nice was that beautiful, then I wondered if Monaco could top it. I had heard from my father is was one of his favourite places in the world, but Nice shone bright all on it’s own, in it’s own glory and of it’s own right.

I watched as we got closer and closer to the ground. Finally, as the runway came into view, the plane flew just above the water, giving the illusion that we might land in the sea. My breathing sped up at that and I went to screw my eyes shut, but the comforting squeeze of my hand once again eased my tensions as I let out a breath I hadn’t realised I had been holding.

Then, with a gentle thud, we touch down on the tarmac, and the stunning Riviera landscape started to slip away as we taxied toward the terminal.

Some people unclipped themselves and began to stand and grab their bags before prompted, and I wanted to shout at them to sit back down. But they, or the flight crew, didn’t seem to care. But it didn’t take long for us to reach the terminal anyway. Once the plane stopped moving, I rushed to stand myself.

Kota took his sweet, sweet time to stand and crouch down to grab his bag. Once he had, he turned his back to me. Gwen stood waiting for other passengers to move out of the way, and the steady stream seemed never ending.

Kota’s strong back made me wish I could reach out and hug him, to feel his body close to mine once again. I wanted him in my bed again, sure, but I wanted to get to know the man and all his little dark secrets. I wanted to know everything that made him tick and made him… Well, him.

I was cursing myself. I was meant to be caring for Owen, focusing on the man back home who wanted a future with me. It was hard to focus on him with Dakota Vernon before me, though.

The line of passengers began to fizzle out in the aisle, and I realised Stefan had waited in his seat for me. I smiled at him around Kota.

Gwen finally moved out of the row, Kota close in tow. I saved some space between us, allowing Stefan to be the wall to separate us. Not because I wanted to add space between us, but because I feared if I walked too close to him I may have tried to reach out and wrap my fingers around his hand. I was missing his touch already.

We climbed off the plane and followed the stream of passengers heading toward the baggage claim area.

As I looked around, walking side by side with Stefan, I noticed that the airport was modern and airy, with large windows that allowed the natural light to flood in. I could still catch glimpses of the blue sea outside, a constant reminder of the paradise I had just flown into.

The same paradise that almost gave me a mild panic attack before Kota and his magic hands soothed me.

The walk to baggage claim was smooth and efficient, with signs clearly directing me where to go. I was thankful they seemed to reach in all kinds of languages. I couldn’t speak or read French, and neither could Stefan. It would be our luck to get lost.

We joined other passengers from our flight at our next destination, the baggage carousel. Other times I had gone away, the airports sometimes even took up to twenty minutes before they began shipping out bags out on the belt. But before we had even got to the belt, it seemed to be rotating with a large load of suitcases of all shapes, sizes and colours.

I stood back as Stefan claimed he wanted to be on baggage watch. I was in a great mood and decided not to question nor argue him against it. So I leant back against a nearby wall and watched.

We had only been waiting for barely a few minutes before Stefan spotted my suitcase sliding down the chute. He grabbed it, and just a few bags behind it, he found his own.

Stefan turned and walked through the dwindling crowd of passenger that had been on our flight, a look of relief on his face that the fact that everything had arrived safely.

As we began our walk to try to exit the building, I noted that the airport was busy but not overwhelming, and soon I was following the signs toward the exit.

“So, how was the flight with Mr Finance Manager and his dirty little mistress?” Stefan asked, which earned a laugh in the form of an almost-snort from myself.

“Never call her that again,” I replied as I dug my sunglasses out of my travel bag and placed them on the end of my nose before pushing them more securely closer to my eyes. “If anything, I feel more like the dirty mistress. Did you see the way he looked at her?”

Stefan shot me a sideways glance, his eyebrow raised over his sunglasses in dramatic fashion. I let out a laugh, to which he grinned but then it dropped slightly as he spoke, almost sounding serious.

“Do you know how you looked at him?” Stefan asked as we got to the exit doors.

Stepping outside, we were greeted by a rush of warm air, a welcome change to the bitter cold of the air conditioning that the plane had gifted us through the last two hours.

The sun was shining brightly, and I could see trees swaying gently in the breeze. The atmosphere was vibrant and lively, with taxis and shuttles coming and going, and travellers milling about, some clearly as eager as I was to leave the place and start whatever plans they had conjured up for their time away from home.

“No,” I finally replied.

“You look at him as if he brought light back into the world after all you had known was eternal darkness,” Stefan began. He was sounding oddly poetic, which was unlike his usual self. “You look at him like you want him to ruin your life, and fix it all in one.”

“I do not,” I weakly defended myself, which was met with a warning look from Stefan.

We fell into silence as we focused on following signs to the nearby train station. If we didn’t focus on where we were going, I had no doubt we would end up lost and miss our train. And I refused to let that happen.

Thankfully, the station ended up being just a short walk from the terminal. As we got there, we found that the station was small but bustling, with a mix of tourists and locals waiting for their trains.

Some people I had noticed from the airport back home gathered in small groups along the platform, wearing their cringey F1 merch. I smiled to myself, but then it dropped as I considered the idea that Kota may have been on the same train as us if he was going to the same location.

I looked around on high alert, trying to keep an eye out for anyone as freakishly tall as him with his magnetising eyes. But he never came.

The train arrived shortly after, and for some reason I felt slightly deflated at the idea of not being on the train with him. I pushed the degrading through aside as beneath me as I stepped closer to the edge of the platform in hopes of boarding first.

The doors opened, and I grabbed my suitcase from Stefan before rushing through the open doors. He followed after me, almost tripping as he rushed to try to keep up with me.

I found a seat by the window, eager to use the scenery to distract me form the reminder that no matter where I went over the coming days, there was a chance that Dakota fucking Vernon may be but an arms length away no matter where I went.

The thought was both daunting yet exhilarating. I knew there was an open offer for a hook up, and I knew he would welcome me to his hotel room most likely any given night. The thought made a swirl of pride from inside me. It made me feel cockier, more confident in myself. If he was willing to hook up with me on a trip where Gwen was nearby, then she clearly didn’t mean much to him.

Once the platform emptied and all the passengers had seats and secured their luggage, the train pulled out of the station and I couldn’t help but want to text Kota to ask where he was, and what hotel he would be staying in.

But I kept my phone screen locked and my eyes trained in on the passing scenery.

Stefan seemed bored by the silence, and finally spoke up at long last.

“Do you know how he looks at you?” He asked, almost as if he were trying to stir a pot. I snapped my head to him and narrowed my eyes. I was unsure if I wanted to know the answer, but I finally gave a single nod of my head.

“He looks at you like some kind of art piece—as if he is trying to figure out what you’re all about,” He began, turning his head to watch the passing scenery.

I tilted my head to the side at his comparison. No, surely not. He likely looked at me as nothing more than a piece of meat he could fuck and abuse, then leave on the floor when he was ready to embark onto the next.

But Stefan continued before I could question him.

“But you never let him see the whole you. You can’t blame him for that, Ash. You’re an amazing woman who deserves love,” Stefan was getting all sentimental on me all of a sudden, and I wondered if it was partially due to the reason behind his partying behaviour as of recent.

“Stefan?” I spoke up after a few beats of silence.

“Yeah?” He asked, his jaw sharp as he kept his eyes on the outside world.

“I love you. You’re the brother I never had, and you deserve only the best. I’m sorry if you’re hurting right now, but I want you to know you can come to me at any time about anything.”

I watched as he swallowed. He closed his eyes for a brief second, then he turned his head back to me, his bleached buzz cut shining in the sun. “I know,” He smiled, gravel behind his voice.

I smiled back softly, then we both turned our heads to watch the passing view together in silence.


THIRTY-NINE



The train ride was over in less than an hour, and Stefan took control of our suitcases as he grabbed mine from me. He said nothing as he pulled it behind him, and I smiled more so to myself. It was his way of thanking me for my earlier words.

In a way to thank him in return, I pulled out one of my earphones from their case and placed it in his ear, then gave myself the other one as we listened to the music from a new playlist we had found—the one that supposedly the Monaco destination of Club Temptation used.

“We can use it to hype us up for a night of clubbing,” Stefan had justified as he saved the playlist to my music app account. “We can listen to it as we travel to the hotel and debate what outfits to wear.”

“You can be such a girl sometimes,” I laughed at his words earlier that day.

Stefan got our suitcases off the train swiftly and securely, and I kept as close to him as possible to make sure we didn’t lose one another in crowds of other passengers.

As we stepped off the train and onto the platform, the first thing that caught my attention was how immaculate everything was. Nothing like train platforms back home, which were often covered in rubbish and spray painted profanities on every surface possible.

The station itself was sleek and modern, with polished floors. We had some stations which were made of red brick buildings, but they all looked dingey and unkempt. Not clean and well looked after.

Stefan pulled me aside so we could allow the smaller crowds of other passengers to disembark and start their travels to wherever their final destination was. He pulled up his phone to reveal the instructions from Mrs King on his phone.

“So it says here,” He began as he read her message carefully at least twice to make sure he understood fully. “There’s a bus stop just a short walk away. We need to get on the shuttle to The Eclipse Grande, which apparently runs every ten minutes.”

I nodded my head, moving to stand beside him as I peaked at the message which was even pulled pointed for every step of our journey. “She said once we get to the hotel the travelling is over until tomorrow, which she’s booked us a private driver for the day.”

I nodded my head in understanding, then I smiled wide as I looked up at Stefan’s towering frame. “Shall we get going? The sooner I get out of these clothes the better I’ll feel. I feel so sweaty,” I cringed.

Stefan smiled and nodded once enthusiastically to show he agreed with my stance. He then shoved his phone into the back pocket of his white denim shorts before he grabbed the handles of our suitcases and made the way through the station to the exit.

I kept my thumb and forefinger holding onto the back of his t-shirt for fear of losing him. I was no good at busy places and crowds. Thankfully, we made it out of the station in one peace, but the scenery that greeted me caused a gasp to form from my lips.

Towering buildings rose up against a backdrop of steep hills, and I felt that no matter where I looked, there stood evidence in every corner of wealth and elegance.

I was immediately captivated by the scene before me, luxury cars of all brands gliding by as if it was the norm—which I guess it was there. I looked at Stefan who looked just as captivated and impressed as I.

As we walked along the path which pointed us in the direction of the bus stop, I found that the sea was never far from view, its deep blue waters glinting under the midday sun. The sun shone down on us, and. Wanted to close my eyes and tilt my head up to bask in it’s warmth.

Following the signs closely, Stefan and I found the bus stop within no time. We pulled up under a small shaded area, and a few other people joined us as they too seemed to be travellers, appreciating the beautiful views around them.

As we waited for the bus, I moved slightly from the shade in a risky move to assess my surroundings, noting the well-dressed locals and the occasional tourist, all seeming to move with purpose and grace.

I had failed to top my sunscreen up as we got off the plane, and for fear of burning on my very first day there, I rushed back under the shade. I leant against my suitcase, almost sitting on top of it, and crossed my arms as I tilted my head to the side to rest it against Stefan’s arm.

“You good?” He asked, looking down at me.

I looked up for a brief second and nodded my head, smiling. “I think I need a nap, travelling always knocks me for six.”

Stefan looked around, and then back down at me with a warm smile. “Lucky for you, the bus is here.” His hand gently moved to my upper back as he pushed me to stand, his hand flying to pull to handle of the suitcase out once again.

I watched as the bus pulled up beside us. It didn’t look to have much seating, and on the side was a horrendous bright orange sticker which promoted Club Temptation - Monaco. I chose to ignore the sign and stepped on the bus first, Stefan close behind. He placed our bags in a secure space made of bars, and then he rushed to sit beside me.

The song in my earphones changed, and Stefan let out a gasp as he clapped his hands. I looked around, worried his action called for the attention of nearby passengers. But they all looked locked in on their own conversations, and I let out a sigh of relief.

There was nothing I hated more than attention that was unwarranted.

“I love this song,” He hummed along to the music playing through our ears as the bus closed it’s doors and then pulled away from the stop.

“This bus goes right to The Eclipse Grande, right? There isn’t any other stops?” I quizzed. Knowing our luck, we would get off at the wrong hotel and would have to wait for the next shuttle.

“Yeah, they have a few stops around the city to pick up some people who want to go back to the hotel or to Club Temptation, but the only major stops are the train station and the hotel,” Stefan replied, seemingly trying to remember the message Carol had sent him that morning.

I nodded my head, looking out of the window beside me at the passing scenery, luxury cars, and well dressed people. “This place makes me feel poor,” I let out a laugh, to which Stefan nodded his head in agreement.

The bus navigated the narrow streets effortlessly throughout the journey, and I was soon treated to glimpses of the glamorous yachts docked in the harbour. I couldn’t help but imagine being on one of those at that moment in time, with a rich husband and no worries in the world save for if we had enough champagne to last us the day.

As the bus wound through the city, I marvelled at how compact yet densely packed it was, with every inch seemingly dedicated to luxury living. The buildings were a mix of old-world charm and cutting-edge modern design, all seamlessly integrated into the landscape.

My mind wandered to the man who had sat beside me on the plane, and for some reason, I couldn’t help but think that he fit into the location perfectly. He was the image of elegance and power when in his work suit, or when he drove his basically brand new car. Nothing like me.

After a handful of stops, finally the bus pulled up at our hotel. The bus driver stood, helping us passengers with our bags. Stefan had grabbed ours, and I went to take my own from him, but he waltzed off ahead of me before I could.

I smiled after him and rolled my eyes, the action invisible behind my sunglasses. I then followed after him.

Stefan seemed to be a rush to enter the hotel, so my assessment of the exterior was brief. Despite it being short, I couldn't help but be impressed by its striking modern architecture.

The exterior was a sleek blend of glass and polished stone, with clean, sharp lines that gave the building an air of understated luxury. It matched the vibe that the owners of Club Temptation established, the nightclub back home holding the same air of authority over the land it stood upon.

Floor-to-ceiling windows covered most of the bottom floors of the building, whereas the higher floors stood out with glass sliding doors and balconies which were covered in towels of varying colours.

I looked back down at my feet as I ensured I didn’t risk falling over. I pulled my sunglasses up on top of my head as I got into the shade, my eyes being met with the entrance that Stefan had just disappeared through.

The entrance was framed by tall, sculpted pillars, and above the revolving doors, the hotel’s name was engraved in elegant back lettering, standing out. Beside The Eclipse Grande, there was a smaller lettering to it’s left that read Club Temptation in a neon orange, and then to the right of it there was another lettering that read Grande Eclipse Restaurante.

I walked in through the revolving doors after Stefan, who was stood not too far away. He looked behind him, his eyes seeking me out. As we caught one another’s eyes, we exchanged a look of mutual appreciation.

The Kings’ had gone all out for us, I noted.

As I neared Stefan, I noted that the lobby was nothing short of breathtaking. It was tall, with soaring ceilings and a sense of grandeur that I assumed would match the tone for the rest of the hotel.

The space was bathed in natural light streaming through the massive windows that lined the front of the hotel, offering small streams of rainbow light hitting the floor in all directions. The floor was a glossy marble, cool underfoot, and the walls were adorned with contemporary black and white art pieces that added a touch of sophistication to the modern décor.

To our left, I noted the top of a sweeping staircase that seemed to curve gracefully down towards a dimly lit pair of black double doors. The stairs were orange, with neon orange art pieces lining the walls. Above the squared arch above the stairs read in cursive writing Club Temptation.

On our right, a bustling restaurant spilled out into the space, the energy palpable as waitstaff weaved between tables, delivering gourmet dishes to well-crowded tables. The restaurant was open and airy, the room seemingly to be made up of whites and beiges. On the wall furthest away from where I stood, I noted a balcony of sorts which was framed by large open glass doors.

The aroma of fresh seafood and fragrant herbs wafted through the air, making our stomachs rumble in anticipation. “God, I can’t wait to scran down a meal. We should have stopped in town to get some food,” I replied, lightly pushing Stefan’s arm in a faux threat.

Stefan nudged me back with a grin, clearly impressed by the scene unfolding around us. "This is going to be one hell of a trip, Ash," he said, his tone playful yet sincere.

I nodded in agreement, taking it all in.

I hadn’t gone on a friend trip before. Sure, I was doing this trip for work, I reminded myself. But most of the trip we were given free reign to do as we wished as per Carol’s command. I was going to use our time to the best of my ability.

Not just for me, but to try to make Stefan feel better, too. God knows he needed it.

After some final seconds of ogling, we finally made out way to the reception desk. I pulled my earphone out and placed it in the case, then reached up to Stefan’s ear to pull the other one out and secure it back in it’s home.

Stefan stood in front of me at the desk, holding his head high and his shoulders back as he took control of the situation for the pair of us.

“Welcome,” The staff member behind the desk greeted us with professional courtesy, their smile addicting. But I guessed there was no reason to frown or cry when you were in such a beautiful place. “How can I help you today?”

“Hi,” Stefan gave the staff member his signature killer smile. “We’re Ashton and Stefan, but I believe we are booked in under the name of Carol King?”

The staff member typed on the computer, their nails clacking against the plastic keyboard before as they read the screen. They used their fore finger to point at the screen, and once they seemingly found what they had been looking for, they smiled and nodded.

“Let me get your keys,” They stated, but paused for a moment as they eyed the suitcases behind us. “Would you like for me to call the bell assistant to bring your luggage back to your room for you?”

Stefan shook his head firmly, keeping his smile in place like a mask. “No, thank you. We can handle it.”

The person nodded, then the turned their back to us as their hands scanned over what appeared to be dozens of boxes behind the reception desk which were pushed together to give the illusion of a wallpaper.

They seemed to find what they were looking for as they reached down into their pocket and pulled out a bunch of keys. They placed a key in one of the boxes and then the door opened. They reached inside, pulling out two key cards. They turned back to us and placed them on the desk.

“Can I see your passports firstly, please?” The staff member asked. I dug through my travel back, wrapping my hand around both passports. I pulled them out and slammed them on the desk a little too enthusiastically.

After some final checks, the staff member handed us the key cards and waved us off with a large smile as we made our way to the elevator. “Enjoy your stay,” They called after us before we turned the corner to the hallway that was home to a series of elevators.

It seemed as people were coming down in the elevators, so we had no need to call for one. We barely waited a few seconds before the one nearest to us opened and a handful of people walked out, chattering loudly.

We rushed inside with our suitcases, and were silently thankful no one else tried to climb inside after us. The doors closed, and Stefan scanned our card on the place above the few buttons on the wall.

Instead of pressing your floor, all you had to do was scan your card. You could press the button for the highest floor, the rooftop bar, or the bottom floor which was home to the lobby, club and restaurant.

As I watched the numbers of the elevator rise, I couldn’t help but think that with Stefan by my side, I knew this work trip would be both productive and unforgettable. We only had one day of work, and we could use the rest of the time at our own discretion. We hung out sometimes just the pair of us, but more often than not, we hung out as a trio with Peyton.

It was nice to hang out just the pair of us.

And I had no doubt he would try to use me as a wing man, and he would be my very own, when night came and he dragged me to Club temptation to dance the night away and get drunk like hooligans.

The elevator stopped, and the doors flew open at lightning speed. We stepped off, then walked down the hallway in search for our room. Once we hunted down the gold cursive numbers on the door, Stefan pressed the card in his hand to the door which then beeped loudly to signal it was unlocked for us to enter.

I rushed around him and pushed the door open, then I used my foot to keep the door open for him as I pushed myself against the wall to allow him all the space he needed to bring the bags inside.

Once he was safely inside, I moved my foot to allow the door to close. Stefan walked further into the room, but I stood frozen in surprise at the door, looking into the room.

I felt like I wasn’t in a hotel, but instead a sleek, modern apartment. The entryway led into a spacious living area that was both inviting and stylish. I made my way a few steps further into the room, looking around slowly.

The room was filled with natural light pouring in from the large, floor-to-ceiling windows that offered a panoramic view of the glittering coastline, with a balcony that looked to span as far as the eye could see around the building. On the balcony sat grey chairs pushed into a large grey table, and even a small BBQ.

The décor inside the living room was minimalistic yet luxurious, with a neutral colour palette of soft greys, warm beiges, and touches of deep blue that echoed the colour the sea outside.

The living space was centred around a plush, L-shaped sofa that looked perfect for sinking into after a long day, or crawling onto to pass out after one too many alcoholic drinks after dancing all night long.

A low coffee table made of polished wood and glass sat in front of it, adorned with a few carefully placed design magazines and a vase of fresh flowers.

Opposite the sofa, a large flat-screen TV was mounted on the wall, surrounded by built-in shelving. The space exuded a sense of calm sophistication, a perfect blend of comfort and modern design.

It matched the Kings’ tastes perfectly, and I wasn’t surprised to find that they had booked us into such a hotel.

I noted Stefan had left my suitcase in the middle of the living space for me, having disappeared to check out the rooms, I assumed. I walked over and grabbed the handle of my suitcase, then turned towards the front door.

Only then did I notice that on one side of the living area, a small but fully equipped kitchenette offered everything we might need for a light meal or a late-night snack. The appliances were all top-of-the-line, seamlessly integrated into sleek cabinetry.

A small dining table with four contemporary chairs was positioned nearby, ideal for casual dining or catching up on work.

I suspected the ‘apartment’ hotel room was likely meant for a small family, or a handful of couples. But I didn’t feel bad we were taking up the space someone else could have used. It was everything I could have ever wanted on a relaxing trip. And it was all expenses paid, what was there to complain about?

The two bedrooms were situated on either side of the living area, each offering the privacy of a personal retreat.

I noticed one of the doors was closed, the other open. I assumed the closed one was Stefan’s, and so I headed toward the room I assumed to be mine and pushed the door to fully extend open. This revealed a space that was the epitome of modern luxury.

The king-sized bed was the focal point, dressed in crisp white linens with a soft, textured duvet and an array of plush pillows in shades of green and blue that matched the colours of the ocean. A padded headboard stretched across the wall behind it, adding a touch of elegance. Beside the bed, nightstands held lamps for ideal ambient lighting.

The room also boasted its own flat-screen TV, discreetly mounted on the wall opposite the bed, and a comfortable armchair positioned near the window beside glass double doors which greeted me to a private balcony of my own, perfect for enjoying the view with a morning coffee.

I wondered if Stefan’s room had the same, and I felt momentary guilty if it had not. But he had checked out the rooms and had chosen to leave this one to me, so he must had been content enough with the room he had chosen to leave me this one.

As I pulled my suitcase further inside, I made my way to the window and glass doors. The windows offered the same stunning vistas as the living area, and heavy blackout curtains pushed to the edges of the glass wall ensured that sleep wouldn’t be interrupted by the early morning sun.

I let go of my suitcase at the foot of my bed and turned to check out the other side of the room. I noted a door wide open and made my way towards it, only to find it was an en suite bathroom.

The en suite bathroom was a luxurious haven in its own right. The walls and floors were clad in polished marble, and the fixtures were all gleaming chrome. A spacious walk-in shower with a rainfall shower head dominated one side, while a deep soaking tub invited long, relaxing baths.

Most hotels had a bath with a shower head attached, or just a shower. I was thankful I had both, and that they were separated. I could shower in the nights before bed, and I could use the bath to shave my legs during my down time.

A double vanity with under lit mirrors provided plenty of space for getting ready, and the amenities included plush towels, a selection of high-end toiletries, and even a small TV embedded in the mirror.

I let out a sigh of relief as I remembered that the one fucking thing I had forgot to pack had been towels. Most hotels provided you their own, so it wasn’t like I needed to bring any, but the reassurance at seeing them reminded me I had one less thing to buy when Stefan and I decided to hit the city.

I left my en suit, then my bedroom as I made my way across the living room to Stefan’s room. I knocked on the door, wanting to make sure he was okay. He threw the door open, a wide smile on his face, a towel around his shoulders and his t-shirt missing.

“Everything good?” I asked, my eyes scanning the room behind him. I noted with much relief that Stefan’s bedroom mirrored mine in design and comfort, offering him his own private space to unwind.

We exchanged a quick look of approval, which was then met with Stefan’s verbal confirmation. “I was going to have a quick nap, and then we can shower and get ready to go out a bit later,” He offered.

I nodded my head slowly in agreement. I needed a nap of my own. I stepped back from the door and waved my hand dismissively. “Go ahead, I was just about to do the same.”

“I’ll set my alarm for three hours. If you’re not up by then, want me to come and get you?” He offered. I shook my head. My naps only lasted an hour at most.

“I’ll see you later,” I smiled before I turned and made my way back to my bedroom once again. Once inside the room, I closed the door behind me and moved to sit on the large bed.

I looked out at the sea beyond and wondered where Kota was staying, and if he had been seeing the same things I had. I wondered if I would see him in passing, or if he would actually make time to see me even while wee were both on holiday.

I sighed with content at the view, then I laid back against the mattress of the bed and closed my eyes, allowing the travel-tiredness take me off into dreamland for the time being.


FORTY



Feeling fresh faced and clean after my nap and shower, I stood in front of the full length body mirror in Stefan’s room. I had a set of draws in my room, whereas he had an almost full-wall-length wardrobe in his.

I looked at my reflection, my hands running over my dress. I wore a black body con dress with long sleeves and a sweetheart neckline. The dress reached just mid of my calves, with a subtle slit on the right to allow ease of movement.

The dress was comfortable, and it was one of Stefan’s picks from our shopping expedition from about a fortnight ago. It wasn’t something I would usually wear, the tight material against my skin making me feel self conscious. But the dark colour looked great against my skin and pale hair.

I paired the dress with a pair of strappy high heeled sandals, metallic silver in colour. I wore dangling silver earrings with tiny hearts at the end, and a matching silver bracelet and necklace.

I had decided to keep my hair in loose faint waves, the way my hair always went when I left it to air dry.

For makeup, which was something I didn’t want to wear but Stefan convinced me it would make me ‘look all the more hotter’, I wore my basic base routine with the faintest touches of blush on my cheeks. My eyes were much more in your face, a smokey mix of charcoal and deep plum. Somehow, it made my blue eyes all the more brighter.

I kept my lipstick a simple glossy lip oil, not wanting to draw too much attention to myself. My eye look was out of my usual style, and that was as far as I was willing to step over the line for the night.

I thought I looked good, which made me feel great as I wanted to get bonus points up against Gwen. I had full intentions of taking photos of my fit to show off to Kota.

I turned from the mirror and watched as Stefan exit his en-suit. He looked sharp and stylish, but he was always as fashionista in his free time.

Stefan wore a black loose silk shirt, the arms coming to his mid bicep. He wore white trousers, and then black casual shoes that were easy to slip on and off in a drunken state. I noticed his shirt was left open at the top few buttons, giving him a laid back look.

“You know,” I noted as my eyes wandered him up and down. “We almost look like a couple trying to match one another.”

Stefan made a loud gag noise, placing his hand over his mouth for dramatic effect. “God, I love you Ash, but fuck no. I would rather cut my dick off and feed it to a piranha than ever date you.”

I let out a noise that was a mix between a gasp and a laugh, shocked by how fast he shut down the idea of me. But then again, if the roles were reversed and he had said the same to me, I would have done the exact same. We were best friends, and there was no sexual tension or romance between us. No spark, nothing. Just pure humour, banter, and ever lasting support.

Stefan walked over to his bedside table and picked up a silver chain, unclipping it and placing it around his neck before securing it. He moved to stand beside me, checking himself out in the full body mirror.

“I think this bleached buzz cut suits me,” He stated as he raised his hand and rubbed it over his stubbled excuse of hair.

I nodded my head. He was right. While it was never a style I would have liked on a man I was dating, it looked good on him. But then again, with how effortlessly good looking Stefan was, I had no doubt that he could pull anything off.

Stefan went back to his bed again, and picked up his perfume from the bedside table. He sprayed what felt like a dozen sprays all over himself and his hair. I began to cough, the woody cologne suffocating me.

“Fucking hell, are you trying to gas me?” I asked, waving my hand in front of my face as if that would add fresh air to my lungs.

Stefan rolled his eyes and placed the perfume down. “Not sure cedar and bergamot is the usual gas of choice to kill someone.”

I walked to the door of his bedroom, the air much less suffocating. I turned back to him and crossed my arms over my chest. “Are we having lunch first?” I asked.

Stefan was too busy admiring himself in the mirror to even register that I had spoken at first, but after I began to tap my feet on the floor in irritation at his lack of response, he finally registered that he hadn’t spoken and finally shot me a look in the mirror. “I’m not feeling too hungry. We can just grab food later if we get hungry,” He replied, then went back to checking over his outfit for one final time.

He gave himself a final nod and then he turned back to me. He grabbed his phone from the edge of his bed, then he walked over to me and wrapped an arm around my shoulders lazily. “You got your room card?” He asked, to which I waved my silver clutch bag in the air. He grinned and turned his phone to me, showing the back of his case kept his own key card secure. “Let’s get going then, shall we?”

I nodded in response and then pulled away from him to walk through the door. We left the suite and made our way to the elevator. Once inside, the pressed for the first floor and waited. Once the doors flew open, the scene before me surprised me.

While the lobby had been lively earlier that day, it was nothing compared to the night time. The line of Club Temptation went through the door and I couldn’t see the end in sight. I looked at Stefan, silently asking him if he really wanted to go to the club. But he waved a hand in a relaxed manner as his arm came to rest on my shoulders once again.

“Chillax, Ashy-poo,” He then cringed at his own words. “Ew, no way I am ever calling you that again. Anyway, with our hotel key cards we get priority access. So don’t you worry that pretty little head of yours, got it?”

I let out a laugh as he pulled me to the stairs of the night club. The ban on the right of the stairs looked us up and down. Stefan showed him the key card in his phone case, and the man then gave a singular nod as he used his hand to motion for us to enter.

The music was a muffle in the lobby, but as we descended the stairs, the thumping got louder. As we reached the doors at the bottom, a staff member held them open for us as Ultrabeat’s “Pretty Green Eyes” blasted through the space.

I noticed strobe effect lights in white and orange flashing all over the area, and I noticed Club Temptation Monaco was very, very different from the one back home.

I stepped further into the club, the bass thudding in my chest, each beat syncing with my pulse, reverberating through the crowded space. I felt my lips twitch up in a smile. While I liked the comfort of home, the atmosphere around me was addicting and the music made me want to dance.

As Stefan led me through groups of people, the vibrant orange lights washed over everything, making the sleek, modern decor glow with an almost surreal intensity. Bodies moved in rhythm, a sea of silhouettes swaying and grinding under the hypnotic spell of the music. Laughter and shouts mingled with the thumping beats, buzzing in my ears.

I wished Peyton could have been there with us. She loved a good dance.

Stefan dragged us over to a bar, one I had failed to see through the crowds of people. His height was a great thing in situations like that. He let me push against the back, then he trapped me in with his arms either side me of me. He stood behind me but gave me enough space so that out bodies were not pressed against one another.

“Can I have two Malibu and cokes, and four shots of lemon drop please?” Stefan called over the music, and the bartender gave a single nod before they rushed around the bar to get the requested drinks. They came back seconds later, and Stefan rushed to grab one shot and downed it without flinching.

I picked up the two shots he had gotten for me as he picked up his second shot. I brought one to my lips, tipped my head and downed one shot. I did the same with the second, then placed the glasses on the bar beside Stefan’s.

I then picked my main drink up as did Stefan. I turned in his arms to face him, giving him a smile before taking a sip of the refreshing drink to try to get rid of the taste of tart lemon from my tongue.

I looked around him, scanning the room. While doing so, my eyes found the VIP section of the club. It had to have been three times the size of the one back home, and clearly was very, very popular.

The scent of expensive perfume and sweat mingled in the air, a heady mix that added to the intoxicating atmosphere. I wanted to invite Kota and his friends over, just so I could see the man in a carefree and light hearted manner. He always kept an air of control about him at all times, even when he was busy fucking his fingers or cock inside of me.

I pushed the image away form my mind, then was not the time to be letting my horny thoughts take me over. I took a gulp of my drink, then I looked behind Stefan again. “Shall we go dance?”

Stefan raised his drink to his lips and downed it all without pausing to take a breath, then he let out a sound that was inaudible over the sound of the music. He then placed the glass down on the bar top.

I followed his action, the drink gone in seconds before I grabbed his hand and led him to the dance floor.

It was hard to find a space for us, but we managed to squeeze in. I hated how close strangers bodies were to mine, but I tried to focus on Stefan as the song changed to “Bad Memories” by MEDUZA.

Stefan raised his head to the sky and swayed his body to the music, closing his eyes. He looked peaceful, free of any thought or concern. I smiled to myself, happy I could help him out for a night.

He seemed to be going off the wagon. I doubted it had started with the breakup with Peyton, though. He had been hiding something from us for a long time before then. It wasn’t my place to dig into it.

Several drinks and shots later, and I fount myself not caring about strangers bumping into me. I had lost Stefan, but I felt somehow fine with that. I knew he would be smart enough not to do anything dangerous… Well, more so hoped he was smart enough.

The music thumped loudly and I felt the buzz on the dance floor, through my feet into the core of my body. It was electrifying, and terrifying all at once. Usually, I hated crowded spaces, but I suspected that all the alcohol buzzing through my veins helped me lose all sense of self consciousness.

I threw my arms up as I swayed my body to the music, my most recent drink tight in one of my hands. I had no clue what it was, some cocktail concoction the bartender promised I would love.

The music made me feel like I was getting away from everything, forgetting all my stress and worries. I was no one, just like everyone else at the club. I didn’t have a boyfriend who I wanted to ends thing with, only for him to keep clinging onto me. I didn’t have a best friend likely having a mental breakdown.

And I wasn’t in love with a man who would never be mine.

Stefan came into view as he danced around the room, not able to stay in once place. He had drank at least twice as much as I had, and he had certainly made out with at least a dozen women by that time. He even almost got into a fight as a man saw him talking to his girlfriend, but the enigmatic Stefan managed to calm the situation down like a super power.

I silently promised myself I would keep an eye out for him just in case he ended up going back to a strangers place at the end of the night.

As I danced, Stefan disappearing from view between crowds of people once again, I felt a body brush against my back, then I felt hands snake around my sides to land on the front of my body to pull me close to the stranger.

I gave them no attention, continuing to dance. They kept their hands in place and didn’t dare to let them wander, so a little dancing felt harmless to me. If Owen had seen it, he may have had a different opinion on the matter. But Owen wasn’t there, and I didn’t give two fucks about hurting him.

“You know, I could have been anyone,” An all too familiar deep voice spoke into my ear, causing my body to jump.

I turned in the stranger’s arms, only to find he wasn’t a stranger.

Dakota Vernon.

I watched as his green eyes snaked their way up and down my body, and I felt my mouth turn dry. His lips turned up at the corners in a slight smirk. “Who are you all dressed up for, pretty girl?”

I stuttered, finding it hard to decide what to say in my drunken state. However, at seeing him, I felt as if I had sobered up dramatically. “What are you doing here?” I finally managed to find the strength to speak.

Kota shrugged a shoulder and grinned, a sight that had been rare but made my heart flutter. “Just wanted to come out and check the place out. Heard this is one of the best nightclubs in the area.”

I nodded slowly, my eyes to daring to ghost over what he had chosen to wear in his down time. I had only ever seen him in ‘work out; clothes which were easy to remove just before we had sex, or his work suits which I had at one point believed them to be part of his skin.

I noticed he had chosen to wear navy shorts, white Vans, and a pale pinky orange cotton shirt with the top few buttons undone. He still held that businessman aura about him, however he looked a little more carefree which seemed evident by the smile that reached his eyes.

“You look great,” He offered me a compliment, to which my eyes shot up to stare into his own to debate if he was being serious, or trying to take the piss out of me. But the lack of cocky smirk revealed he may just have been serious.

I swallowed, then I remembered the existence of Gwen.

“What about that girl you were with on the plane? Is she here?” I asked, to which he scrunched his face up.

“Gwen?” He asked, and when I gave a single nod, he shook his head and laughed. “God no, she’s such a child. She’s probably already asleep.”

The way he talked about her felt pure and sweet, filled with love. He knew her, better than he knew me. And she knew him. Way better than I felt like I could ever know him.

Dakota Vernon was an enigma, and I sensed that was just how he wanted me to see him. It was like he had a face on—one he hid from the world behind. Why he felt the need to hide from me was a mystery. One I was torn between solving, or leaving alone to forget about within time.

“Who is she to you?” My tongue betrayed me as it spoke the words I wanted to know. I cursed my drunk self, the alcohol flowing my veins apparently making me feel invincible to say whatever was on my mind.

I didn’t expect an answer from him. He only replied to me when it served him a purpose—a benefit. But surprisingly he replied.

“I’ve known her for years. Our families are close friends,” Sure, his response was minimal, but it was more than I had been expecting.

“She’s pretty,” I replied, trying to see if he would take the bait or not.

He nodded slowly. “Sure, she is,” He replied, and I felt my stomach drop.

“Are you dating her?” I asked, to which he shrugged a shoulder lazily.

“Not really, but I’m not opposed to the idea,” His words continued to hit me where it hurt, feeling like daggers were being thrown into my back at every word he said.

I knew I should have quit the questioning, I was digging myself into an early grave. But I couldn’t stop. “Then why aren’t you with her right now?”

He rolled his eyes. “I wanted to go out and have some fun on my first night here, I didn’t want to stay in and sleep. Fuck that. I’m only here for a week, I want to live in the nightlife.”

I wanted to fucking hit him. He was annoying me. But then again, I was asking questions and all he was doing was answering them. I supposed I should have been happy he was even willing to speak with me.

“I should probably go and find Stefan,” I replied, looking around us to find many groups of people, my best friend nowhere to be found.

“Come on,” Kota yelled over the music, pulling my attention back to him. I felt my eyebrows furrow as I looked into his eyes that looked so dark in the lighting, they almost looked black. “Stay with me for the night.”

I scoffed, crossing my arms over my chest. I opened my mouth to reply.


FORTY-ONE



How the fuck had I gotten myself into this this mess, I thought as he pushed my back against the closed door of his hotel room, his lips finding mine once again as the light in the hallway of his room shone bright above us.

His hands snaked their way up my sides, gripping my hips tightly for a second before he tried to pull my lower half closer to his body.

I felt his hard cock through the material of our clothes pushing into my stomach, and I had to bite back a moan. He wanted me, and I had to try to remember that. There was no point in basking in the fact he hadn’t rejected the idea of Gwen as a prospective romantic interest.

I was still sour about that, since he had rejected the idea of every dating me when we had first began talking again.

I focused on the feeling of his fingers digging into my sides, his grip almost bruising. It was as if he needed me as close as possible, as if I was the only thing keeping his heart beating and his lungs breathing.

And I couldn’t help but bask in that feeling.

One of his hands moved to wrap around my waist as he kept my body in place, while his other hand made it’s way between my legs. He pushed his hand between my thighs, and I cringed as I realised they had been sweaty from the exhausting heat of the club.

But he either didn’t seem to notice, or care as nudged my legs apart. The dress was a stretchy material, but I still couldn’t quite part my legs far enough. But he made do with the minimal space offered.

His hand slowly slid up the inside of my thighs, his touch light and his fingers almost tickling before his fingertips brushed against the cotton of my black underwear. He pulled back from our kiss, and I took in a gasp of breath.

He leant down again, his face close to mine. I gasped in as much air as I could before he kissed me aggressively again, however his face stilled as his lips brushed against mine. He then pulled back enough to stare at me, his eyes locked in on me darkly.

His fingers moved my underwear to the side, and I felt my whole body flush with heat. I looked into his eyes, and wondered what was on his mind.

For the briefest of moments, I let that pesky voice in my head question if he was imagining I was Gwen, or if he had done the same thing with her that very day. It was hard, but I managed to muffle the voice.

His fingers slipped past my lower lips, gliding slowly. I could feel how wet I was, and he hadn’t even done anything. I felt beyond embarrassed and went to close my eyes. But I heard a sharp intake of breath through his closed teeth in warning and rushed to open them once again.

His lips curved up into a smirk, his voice low and taunting almost. “What a good pathetic whore.”

My mouth turned dry from his words. My lips parted, trying to find a defence. But before I could tell him to fuck off for calling me pathetic, I felt his finger brush against my clit. The shock of excitement made my knees feel weak within an instant. I had no doubt that if his arm wasn’t supporting me, I would have fallen to my knees.

He hummed, daring to lean his head closer to mine by barely an inch. I wanted to feel his lips against mine. I wanted to be consumed by him in every sense of the word.

His finger moved down towards my entrance. His finger brushed along the outside gently, not once pushing in. I basked in the feeling, anticipating more. But then he pulled his hand back and pushed away from my body.

I slid down the door to my knees, looking up at him in surprise. But he said nothing as he kept his eyes on me. He raised his hand to his lips and stuck his middle finger out. I noticed the faintest of gloss, then watched as he stuck his finger into his mouth and sucked it.

I was confused for the briefest of seconds, then I realised what he had done. He had caught some of my juices, then fucking sucked the taste of me off of his finger.

If my whole body wasn’t already warm enough, I felt like my skin was on fire with the need at feeling his touch once again. The air conditioning was on in the room, but it did nothing to snuff out the heat.

“Get out of that dress and lie down on the bed, arse up,” He commanded, then turned and walked to the closed door behind him. I watched the door open, revealing it to be the bathroom. It then closed, and I was left in my puddle on the floor.

I blinked once. Twice. Three times. Then I registered his words. I had better do what he commended before he came out, as I sensed he was in the mood to dish out punishment had I failed one of his requests.

I reached behind me and grabbed some form of furniture, it seemed like some draws or a shoe race. I pulled myself up from the floor, then kicked my shoes off messily at the front door.

I made my way to the bed and turned to look around the room. In the far corner, his suitcase sat open and on full display under the desk. I noted some bottles of perfume dotted on top of the desk, and I wanted to reach out to find what he wore.

But as I heard the rush of water from the wall between us, I decided to rush and follow his command. I reached down and grabbed the bottom of the dress which he had bunched up at my thighs. I pulled the dress up and off my body, then threw it down on the floor somewhere. I would just have to find it later.

I then looked down at my plain black bra and underwear set, and debated if I should take them off too. He had said to get out of the dress, but said nothing about my underwear. Would he punish me if I kept it on? But then again, he seemed to be the type that neither was the right answer. An excuse to punish me no matter what I did.

I decided to just strip from them, to make it easier for him. I wrapped my fingers in the top of my underwear and pushed them down, then I kicked them in the direction of my dress. I then reached one hand behind my back and unclipped my bra, freeing my chest from the confines.

I threw the bra on top of the pile of my clothes, then I moved to crawl onto the bed. I tried to lie down, but the duvet was so soft and fluffy it was almost suffocating me. So I moved to remain in the crawling position.

I stared at the grey stained wood headboard of his bed, waiting patiently as I heard noises from the bathroom of running water and splashing. It felt I had been waiting hours, when it had likely only been a few minutes at most.

The sound of water and splashing ceased. There was then silence for several minutes, and I wondered if he was ever going to come out of the bathroom. What the fuck was he doing in then?

The door to the bathroom finally opened with a slow squeak, the noise almost adding to the anticipation I was already feeling.

I heard the soft padding of footsteps, then silence. I wanted to look around, but I had the sense he wanted me to remain in position and so I used all my strength to ensure I didn’t give in to the temptation.

Finally, as if a reward, I heard a low hum from behind me. “I only told you to take your dress off,” He began, his voice sounding near and far all in one. “My pretty little whore is that desperate for me, is she?” He asked, his voice holding a taunting playful tone to it.

I wanted to reject his claim, I wanted to tell him I got undressed so the sooner he used his tiny cock to fuck me the sooner I could leave. But I would have been lying. And I also got the sense not to push his buttons that night.

Something felt strange about the whole atmosphere between us. Somehow, it felt as if we were saying ‘this is the last time’, and so he was trying to delay and extend the whole thing.

His hands finally reached out and touched me, and he had been closer than I first thought. His hands run up my thighs from the backs of my knees, then they grabbed each of my arse cheeks in each of his hands.

His hands squeezed slightly, as if he were massaging the skin. Then I felt a sharp sting to my right cheek. I blinked in surprise, not even sure what the hell had just happened. My arse felt warmer, and then I felt his hand massaging the skin once again.

I shot a look over my shoulder at him to find his growing hair wet and pushed back out of his face, a towel wrapped around his waist.

“Did you just spank me?” I asked in mild disbelief, to which his eyes shot from his hand to my face. There was something hidden behind them. Something dark and threatening.

“I did,” He finally confirmed. I stared back at him, not sure how to respond. Then, as if trying to push my buttons, his other hand raised and spanked the other cheek.

I jerked forward in surprise, my head falling down to the bed as I closed my eyes. I felt the sting form, but it disappeared soon after.

I had never been spanked before. I had imagined rough, hard sex and I liked the images it gave me. But spanking was a whole new ball game to me. And dare I say, I quite liked it. The moment of pain, the authority he held over me, the idea of it being punishment for whatever crime I had committed against him. All factors were a combination that made the acton favourable to me somehow.

His hand massaged the cheek gently, his skin slightly rough against my own. I closed my eyes as I tried to focus on the feeling, almost wishing to feel it again.

I hated that my mind and my body wanted to feel it again. I felt humiliated, on display for him in the position I was in. But the idea of him taking his frustrations out on me appealed to me. It made me feel wanted, if even for just a second.

His hands spanked each cheek twice more in alternate. One hand caused a cheek to sting, while the other massaged the hot skin to try and soothe it. Once he was done with the spanks, I felt the edge of the bed dip and the sound of material hit the floor.

I felt his skin brush against my own, then a faint gust of air as he leant down to whisper into my ear, “You may want to hold on to the headboard.”

I moved to lean up on my knees, then I reached my hands out to grab the top of the headboard. I held on tight, and then waiting whatever punishment he had for me next.

He pushed his way past my thighs, parting them wider than I thought my hips would allow me. I felt a faint pull, but I tried my best to ignore it as I felt something slipping between my folds.

I shot a quick look behind me to find Kota’s hand wrapped around his thick cock, running the tip along my folds. He moved to my entrance and dared to push in ever so slightly, then he pulled back out and went back to running his tip along my cunt.

He kept doing that, barely pushing in an inch before pulling back out. It was getting me wetter in preparation to take him, and it was causing my blood to boil as frustration consumed me.

I finally shot him a look, my skin feeling unbearably hot as I snapped at him. “Just fucking push in already.”

“Like this?” His voice held a daunting tone as I felt pressure. He pushed into me, but only an extra inch or two before he pulled back out. “But do you deserve it?”

I nodded my head quickly, my body feeling weak from the tension building. “Please, fuck me,” I gave in to what I knew he wanted. He wanted me to beg, he wanted to feel wanted. And I would do it for him. Whatever he wanted. Like some mindless dumb bitch.

I could sense his smirk and closed my eyes, my hands tightening on the headboard as I felt his tip at my entrance. Then without further warning or complaint, he pushed all the way in with a single force.

I felt suddenly full, letting out a gasp as I screwed my eyes shut. I let my head hand, letting out a few more gaspy breaths.

He was pushed in as much as he could go, and I felt his ab muscles twitch as if he was trying to compose himself. In let out a few more breaths, then I faintly nodded my head. I hoped he saw it, taking the sign.

And of course, he did. His hips pulled back before they drilled forward again. He was slow, but hard with his thrust. He kept the slow pace. He pulled out, then slammed back in. Out, in. Out, in.

I wanted to reach a hand down to rub at my clit, the bundle of nerves throbbing from the need of release. “Please,” I began, my voice barely audible.

“Please what?” He asked. I could hear the smirk in his words. His hands grabbed at my hips as he tried to push as far inside me as both our bodies would allow.

“Faster,” I gave a one word answer for fear of my words betraying me. He stilled once fully inside me for a second, and I felt as if I was fucking panting.

But before I began begging, he pulled out of me and then thrust back in almost immediately. He set a brutal pace, his cock thrusting in and out harshly, briskly.

My gasps turned into the odd moan every then and now. But the more he drilled into me, the more my moans escaped. Soon enough, all I could was moan with my eyes screwed shut.

I felt a hand wrap around the ends of my hair, then twisted before I felt a tug on my scalp. My head raised, my neck bending back at an uncomfortable angle.

It was ever so slightly harder to breathe with my neck extended as such, but that didn’t stop my body from wanting to tell him just how good he was making me feel.

I kept my eyes closed, but allowed him to hold my head up as my body bounced. I tried my best to keep hold of the headboard, but the sweat forming all over my body including the palms of my hands was making it harder for me.

I could tell by the morning my body would ache in all ways it never had before.

“God,” I heard him grunt, and I wished I could have seen how he looked. Did he have his eyes closed? Was he staring at the place where we met so he could commit the sight to memory?

“I can feel your greedy cunt strangling my cock, dumb little whore. Do you really think I’ll let you come first?” His voice sounded unreasonably in control, not like how I sounded. He sounded clear and composed, while I sounded wanton and begging.

“Please,” I let out, my voice not even sounding like my own.

“Only if you tell me you love me,” He spoke so casually, so coolly.

My lips parted and I wondered how the fuck to respond to such a request. But after his words, he began to thrust almost inhumanely quick. The sound of our skin slapping was lewd and made my cheeks flush from embarrassment.

I didn’t love him. I didn’t know enough about him to love him. Could I maybe love him in the future? I had no doubt. I was already addicted from the few things I knew about him and the limited interaction he gave me.

So I gave in to his command.

“I love you,” I gasped out, my voice barely there.

I felt his hand let go of my hair and my head dropped down. His hand then wrapped around my body and his fingers began to rub aggressively at my clit.

The mixed sensations became to much, and I let out an endless stream of gasps and moans. My pitch raised more than I thought possible, and without warning, the knot in my stomach felt as if it formed and snapped all in the matter of mere seconds.

I heard him let out some groans from behind me, sounding deeper than I had ever heard his voice before. “Fuck, I’m going to come,” I heard him threaten.

It seemed as if he was going to try to pull out, to come over my no-doubt red arse cheeks. I felt him almost remove himself fully, but then I heard him whisper, “Fuck it,” Before he drilled back in all the way.

I felt warmth inside me, and I knew he had come inside me. I was on birth control so it didn’t matter all that much. Thankfully.

Our bodies stilled as we came down from our orgasms. I felt stickiness between my legs and cringed as he pulled out. I rushed to roll onto my back, my muscles burning from being in the position for too long.

I tried my best to regulate my breathing, my hand coming to my stomach as I stared up at the ceiling. I felt the bed beside me dip, and noticed from my peripheral a naked Kota lying beside me.

I turned my head to look at him, and he did the same. We looked into one another’s eyes, and I felt as if there had been a switch between us.

I parted my lips, about to reject the love I claimed I had for him as per his command. But he looked back up at the ceiling with an expressionless face.

And I got the sinking feeling that it was going to be the end of us.
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Dakota’s hotel was a short walk away from the one I was staying at. He had half heartedly offered to walk me back, but I denied his offer and claimed I was going to be going off to bar street to drink some more since I had begun to sober up.

In reality, that was far from my plan. I walked to the hotel with my bag swinging, and my body aching. I felt bubbling anger in my chest and wanted to scream, but I surprisingly kept my calm.

He was having an absolute fucking joke, right? He told me to say that with his cock buried deep inside me, then he seemed in a rush to kick me out once we were done.

It stung. More than I cared to admit. I knew I didn’t love him, and I hoped he did too. But for some reason, I got the sense the words were a meaning for something else. As if he needed to hear those words to fully detach himself from me.

I swiped my key card against the door and it buzzed. I opened the door, and inside I found a very drunk Stefan sat on the floor with his arms wrapped around a bottle of champagne, heart breakingly slow music playing from his phone a few meters away.

I looked at him in surprise. I then looked around the living area to ensure he was alone. When I found no one else, I looked back at him. I carefully made my way to him, holding my hands out.

“Hey butty, are you good?” I asked, as he hummed along to the tune of “Champagne Problems” by Taylor Swift.

“I’m so lonely,” He mumbled, his voice sounding tired and very, very drunk.

I let out a sigh, daring to crouch down before him. I was in a foul mood, but he needed me more. I had to pull myself together to at least get him to bed. Then once he was off in dreamland, I could focus on my own crisis.

“How about we get you to bed, yeah?” I asked, holding my hand out to him to grab.

Stefan opened his eyes and stared into my own. He blinked, his brown eyes reminding me of those of an innocent puppy begging to be picked to come home with you. To be loved by you.

“I didn’t mean it,” He spoke, looking through me as if I were a ghost. His words made no sense as he placed his hand in my own. He seemed to be apologising for something, to someone who was unknown.

For as long as I had known Stefan, he had only ever been sunshines and rainbows. He had never hurt anyone to my knowledge. He had never done anything worth a heartbrokenly drunken sorry.

I stood and then used all my strength to pull the drunken man off the floor. He stood, slouched over. He wrapped his arms around me in a hug, resting his nose in my hair. I felt him breathing, then his chest was racked with shakes.

I tried to get a look at him, to see if he was crying to laughing. But it seemed to be neither as finally he stated much louder than necessary, “You smell like man.”

“Let’s not worry about that right now,” I stated as I managed to get him to move his feet towards his bedroom. I didn’t have to carry much of his weight, thank God, otherwise I would have had to leave him on the floor and just get him his pillows and blanket so he could at least get semi comfortable.

We stumbled through his bedroom door, and I wasted no time in basically throwing him in the direction of his bed. Thankfully he stumbled right into it, falling onto it on his side.

I rushed over to make sure he was safe, and to push him further from the bed to ensure he didn’t drunkenly fall off in the middle of the night.

I let out a sigh of relief once he was near the middle of the bed. He wore his shoes, and I couldn’t help but remember that being one of his biggest pet peeves—wearing shoes while on a bed.

I reached down and grabbed his shoes one by one, pulling them off with much force. I went to throw them on the floor in random piles, but I decided it best not to as I gently placed them by the foot of his bed instead.

I walked over to Stefan and grabbed the throw from the bottom of the bed and used that to drape over him since he was lying atop the duvet. As I finished placing the blanket over him, he let out a little shaky sob sound as his eyes opened and he looked at me once again.

“You got fucked,” He sounded more as if he was making a statement more so than a question.

“We can talk about the gossip tomorrow,” I smiled gently as my hand rubbed his bicep over the blanket. “You need some sleep. Are you okay?” I asked.

I had seen Stefan drunk many times before, but I had never seen him sad drunk. It was a weird and out of character thing for him.

He nodded slowly, closing his eyes. “I just want you to be happy, okay Tony?” He used a nickname our old team lead used for us when we first started at the company.

I cringed, having almost forgotten the name until he reminded me of it. “Shut up and get some sleep, okay?”

“I love you, Tony,” He mumbled, then he cut my further words off with a loud and singular snore.

“What the fuck?” I mumbled to myself, pulling away from the bed. I walked backwards, my eyes trained on him to ensure he was okay. He seemed fast asleep in the second his head had hit the pillow, and so I finally turned and left the room.

I made my way to my own room, and felt a weight on my chest that hadn’t been there when the night had begun. And it was in the same of Dakota fucking Vernon.

I kicked my shoes off, then made my way to the bathroom. I walked past the mirror towards the shower, but then I stopped when I caught a glimpse of myself.

No wonder why Stefan had caught me out in seconds, I noted as I looked at my own reflection.

My hair was a mess, standing in all directions and covered in knots. I moved to the sink sat under the mirror. My hands reached out and rest on the marble, the material cool under my skin.

I looked at my face, wondering what had caused that look from Kota after we had finished fucking.

I looked like me. My face was the same, my hair was mostly the same save for the mess. Nothing about me looked out of place or different.

So why had I spooked him so much? Why had his whole behaviour changed once he had pulled out of me.

I raised a hand to my face and rubbed my cheek, allowing myself to slip into the self conscious thoughts for a second.

I caught a whiff of his perfume, then I realised how Stefan had caught on so much from the off set. I cringed, wanting nothing more than to wash the memory of him from my skin. He had upset me and pissed me off, and so I wanted the touch washed away.

So I turned from the mirror and made my way to my shower. I stripped from my clothes and as I stood inside the shower, and I turned the cold water on as some kind of personal punishment for my own actions.

“Stupid fucking girl.”


FORTY-TWO



Stefan looked a mess with his sunglasses covering his red, blood shot eyes. He looked tired, but you wouldn’t have known that if you didn’t know him as well as I did.

We sat outside the cafe, the sun shining brightly down on us. A cup of piping coffee sat in front of Stefan, while in front of me sat a tall glass of ice cold black coffee. I needed all the caffeine I could get.

“You look like shit,” I broke the ten minute silence that had started from the second we fount home in our seats.

Stefan’s lips twitched up at the corners to show he wasn’t taking my lack of compliment seriously. “Says you,” He noted back.

I could tell he wanted to ask where I had disappeared to in the middle of our dancing session, but he kept the question reserved. I was unsure if it was due to him waiting for me to tell him in my own time, or if he already suspected the answer.

“I saw Olivia Carol in the club last night,” He noted, turning his head to look out at people walking in the street beside us. “She introduced me to Gwen.”

My stomach dropped for a second. Kota had lied to me, he said she was in her hotel room asleep. That he hadn’t gone out with her. But then for s brief second, mild happiness took over. That meant he knew she was there, and still chose to leave with me, not her.

“Beautiful, isn’t she?” I spoke casually as I picked up the glass of my drink and sipped the straw slowly.

He nodded slowly, and I felt green jealously clutch at the edges of my mind. I didn’t want him to agree with the statement.

“But it’s clear she’s hung up on a man who never even gives her a second glance,” He stated coolly, picking up his own drink to take a gulp of it since by then it had lost most of it’s scalding heat.

I felt his eyes locked in on me, and I felt a flutter in my chest. That meant, from what I could deduce from the actions on the plane, that Gwen was hopelessly in love with Kota, only for him to not bother with her existence for the most part.

But then again, wasn’t that how Kota and I were? I hopelessly pined over the man who picked and chose when he wanted me. He could go days without speaking to me, and then he would act as if it was nothing.

As if… I was nothing.

I swallowed half of my drink in one breath, then I placed the glass back on the table harsher than intended. I leant back against the wooden back of my chair and crossed my ankles, resting my hands on top of my stomach.

“Sucks to be her,” I stated, but then our peace was cut off by a man in a suit climbing out of a luxe looking black car. He made his way to us, sunglasses covering his eyes from the harsh bright light.

“Ms Barret and Mr Moore?” The man asked. I shot Stefan a look, then nodded my head as I sat up straighter.

“Yes, how may I help you?” I eyed the man up and down.

He gave a large smile in response. “Mrs King sent me.”
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Guillaume was the driver Carol King had hired for Stefan and I.

He was more than keen to drive us around, even taking us the long way to the family’s former apartment as he pointed out scenery to us. He pointed out luxe stores, beautiful yachts, and told us all about the restaurants he highly recommended we try.

We were, I was ashamed to admit, mostly ignoring the man unintentionally as our eyes locked in on the beautiful sea filled with rich boats. I wondered what it would have been like to own a boat half the size of the ones they had.

The place was filled with glitz and glamour, and people who made more in a week that I did in a year reined the place.

We drove up higher, where some luxury apartments where located, Guillaume had explained to us, waving his hand around dramatically. He looked right at home, enjoying sharing the locations with us.

He finally pulled up to an outside car park, and we took that as a sign to step out. But before I could push the door open, Guillaume had beat me to it. He stood tall and proud, a warm smile on his aging face.

“Mrs King said to stay as long as you need. Here is my number,” The man held his hand out with a business card, and I took it from him with a smile in return as Stefan walked around the car to us. “Just call me when you are ready to go for food, or back to the hotel.”

I nodded my head and waved the man off, then walked with Stefan at my side to the front lobby of the apartment complex.

We walked through glass doors, and found a marbled entryway with a desk and a woman sat behind, her hair tied back in the perfectly neat high bun. She gave us a smile. “How may I help you today?” She asked.

“We’re here for Mrs Carol King,” I began, about to go into the story to clarify what we were doing there, but the woman silenced me with a smile as she threw her arm behind her.

“No problem, Mrs King has informed us of your arrival. Please follow the elevator, and then go to the required floor,” The woman sounded friendly, if not a little robotic.

We nodded our heads and followed her pointing, finding what looked to be a perfectly clean and somewhat new elevator. Stefan pushed the button to call for it, and the doors opened immediately to allow us access.

Stefan stood aside to allow me to enter first, then he followed shortly after. He pressed the button for the fourth floor, the one that seemed to be the top floor. We rode in silence to the floor, and once there was a bell sound, the doors opened to greet us to a warm brown painted hallway with a floor to ceiling window at the end.

We stepped off onto the brown wooden floor, and found there to be only two apartments on that floor. One on our right, and one on our left.

“So we have to go to 401,” Stefan stated, looking through his texts with Carol. He walked down to where the doors sat opposite one another in the hallway, and turned to his left. He seemingly chose the right doorway as he shoved his hand into the bum bag he wore. He retreated with a key, then used the key to unlock the front door.

Stefan pushed the door open and turned to me with a grin. “Let’s infiltrate the boss’ home, shall we?”

Without a second thought, Stefan walked through the door, leaving it open for me. I swallowed nervously, looking around as if someone was about to jump out at me and arrest me for breaking and entering at any second.

We had been invited, so I had no clue why I felt so on edge. Ever since I had woken up, I felt something was off. I had a mild case of irritability, and apparently that had worked it’s way up to anxiety too.

I sucked in a breath and held it for a few seconds before I pushed it back out, then I made my way through the door into the King family’s former home.

I closed the door behind me with a gentle thud, and my eyes widened at the sigh before me. The room was filled with white, the odd splash of ocean shades of green and blue dotted around the place in the form of ceramic decor and painted canvas art pieces.

Everything looked clean and put together, not a spec of dust out of sight. I wondered if the King family spent their weekends here, or if they hired a cleaner to just clean the empty apartment daily.

Stefan, with his phone in his hand, stood on the other side of the living room by the large wall of windows. I walked over to him, and only then had I noticed am voice coming from the other end of the phone.

The voice of Carol King greeted me. She looked tired, but spoke animatedly as if excited at the fact she was speaking to Stefan. I moved to stand beside him, even daring to rest my cheek against his bicep so I could get a better look at the phone.

Carol noticed me, and Stefan moved his phone to fit us both into view. “Ashton, hello dear,” The woman greeted me as if she had known me all my life. “I was just telling Stefan,” She began, her smile bright and infectious.

Well, it would have been infectious if the pit of my stomach didn’t feel as if it belong to the depths of the deepest ocean. It was one of those days when I woke up and I had the foreboding sense something was going to go wrong—that something bad was going to happen.

“What is it?” I asked, the woman having remained in silence as if trying to build suspense.

“Well, I booked you guys a table at Lunaire,” She began, and by the blank look on my face, she realised I had no clue who or what the fuck she was talking about.

“Lunaire is one of my favourite restaurants,” She continued, giving a faint awkward laugh at the lack of excitement from Stefan and I. “They specialise in all kinds of sea foods.”

I was at a loss for words. Not because the woman had shocked me, but because the last thing on my mind was eating—bare in mind eating at a place that sounded as luxury as a fashion brand.

“Thank you for that, we really appreciate it,” Stefan replied for the both of us, nudging me with his elbow to at least smile.

I forced a smile at the reminded and nodded my head, putting on my best excited voice. “Sounds yummy, I’m so excited. Thank you so much.”

“It’s a… Fancy restaurant,” The woman began, her eyes wandering over the outfits Stefan and I wore. “They have a certain dress code and I suspect you may have not brought the right attire, so I’ll have Guillaume take you to a shop in town to get some new clothes for tonight.”

“Oh, please don’t feel you have—” I began, but the woman threw a hand up. The action was powerful, it was telling me to shut my mouth and listen to what she had to say.

“It’s no issue. I booked the restaurant without thinking, so let me treat you both,” The woman replied, as if the whole trip itself wasn’t some kind of treat in itself.

I nodded without much further complaint, and the call ended sooner after so we could assess each room and note down the features we felt would work best in the couple’s new home.
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Guillaume, at the beck and call of Mrs King, drove us to a boutique just after lunch. The place looked inviting, but oozed riches and luxe.

A woman rushed up to me, already expecting us. She rested her hands on my shoulders and pushed me along to a dressing room, in no mood and with no time to delay—or so she made it seem.

It felt like hours I had been locked in the room, the woman throwing dress after dress at me. After about the twelfth dress, I have up and said I wanted that one. It was a champagne coloured silk dress that had strappy sleeves and a midi skirt with a slit just slightly off of the side.

I exited the changing room with the feeling of sleep overcoming me. I was exhausted, most likely from a mixture of the heat and my lack of sleep the night before.

I found Stefan at the counter, his clothes being placed into a back. He seemed to have picked a knitted shirt which looked very light and airy, but still covered his body enough to keep him most, and a white pair of cotton trousers.

“You ready to get going, trouble?” He asked as he wrapped an arm around my shoulders. I nodded, holding both my thumbs up before I grabbed our bags from the counter once my own dress was folded in a bag of it’s own.

Apparently Carol King had send her bank details to the shop, them charging her for the final picks without much further concern.

Guillaume, the friendly man he was, took us back to the hotel and told us he would pick us up in four hours. So we had time to nap, or do whatever else we wanted, before we had to get ready for our meal out.

Both Stefan and I slept like shit, so we took a short nap as soon as he got back to our suite. We then took showers, and gave ourselves more than enough time as we finished showering two and a half hours earlier than we needed to be picked up.

So I decided it would be a good idea to interrogate him, ask him what his behaviour the previous night was about.

As I lazed against the sofa with my arms over the back, music playing softly through the TV, I called out to him. “Do you know what you called me last night?”

Stefan peaked his head out from his bedroom door, a hairdryer in one hand while the other rubbed at his barely-there hair. “No, what did I say?”

“You called me Tony,” I narrowed my eyes at him, then let out a laugh. “God, I haven’t heard that nickname in ages. I still hate it.”

Stefan turned the hair dryer off, happy enough with his hair. He disappeared back into his room for a second, and then he reappeared once again in the white cotton trousers and a white tank.

“I can’t believe I called you that,” He scrunched his face up as if trying to remember the previous night. “Surely not. I know you hate that name.”

I gave long and exaggerated nods. “Oh yes, you did. I then helped you to bed. You’re welcome for that, by the way,” I waved my hand dismissively, but the smile on my face revealed I was just teasing him.

“Oh God,” He groaned as he threw himself into the sofa. “Did I say any other dumb shit?” He asked, turning to face me with embarrassment clear on his features.

“You told me Gwen was like a lost puppy begging for Dakota’s attention, which you deduced after downing some shots with her,” I let out a slight laugh.

But the reminder of the girl and the lie Dakota had given me soured my mood slightly. I hadn’t texted him that I knew he had lied, and he hadn’t texted me to make sure I got to the hotel safe.

“That reminds me,” He seemed to slip past the topic I had tried to bring up, moving his one leg under his body as he turned fully to face me. He crossed his arms over his chest to try and appear intimidating. “Where the fuck did you disappear off to last night?”

“More like ‘who the fuck disappeared into me last night’,” I smirked slightly at my quick wit. Stefan’s lips parted in surprise for a second before he let out a bark of laughter, his one hand coming to poke my arm lightly.

“Go on lad, have at it,” He cheered me on for being laid, which only made me laugh more. He really was like the brother I had always wanted. He would never know how much I appreciated his existence in my life, because I would never be able to sum it up into mere words.


FORTY-THREE



Guillaume pulled up to the front doors of the restaurant, the space a ‘pull in and drive out’ one way system with no parking in sight. I looked out the window with apprehension at how everyone else was dressed and hep themselves.

I felt out of place, as if I didn’t belong. But then again, we didn’t—not there. Stefan and I were more of a McDonalds and a drive around town kind of duo. We didn’t need anything fancy. We just basked in the company of one another.

But Carol King was clearly used to glitz and glamour, and assumed we appreciated the same.

“Get out then, dickhead,” Stefan threw open my door and held his hand out to me. He rolled his eyes, but smiled to show he was being light hearted. “Were you waiting just for me to open the door for you?”

I rolled my eyes but rested my hand in his, then I stepped out of the car. He closed the door behind me with a soft thud, then he kept his hand in mine as he led me to the front doors of Lunaire.

As we entered the open glass doors, we were greeted by a small line of well dressed people stood either in pairs, or small groups. I looked around, noting from behind a small host station there wound a set of dark stairs to the bottom floor. From the ceiling dangling down in the middle of where the stairs curved sat a long and very large crystal chandelier.

I let out a small gasp, the space looked beautiful and very much out of my usual price range.

But the Kings were paying for it, so I kept all concerns and complaint to minimal as I stepped in line with the moving queue.

We finally got to the front of the line, and Stefan took control of the situation as I must have seemed in a daze as my eyes dared to wander over the stairs.

The bottom floor consisted of dark brown wooden tables, and dark grey chairs were pushed to sit under each one. Some tables were set up for a couple, and others looked to hold up to as many as 12 people.

“A table for two, booked under the name of King,” He replied, to which the host from behind the small stand stabbed their finger at a screen before they nodded their head and led us down the winding stairs.

The place felt cosy yet huge all rolled into one, which confused me as usually the two never meshed together.

The host led us to a table in one of the far corners, then pulled my chair out for me. I smiled at her and sat down, then she raised the jug of water from the middle of the table and poured both Stefan and I a drink each.

“A waiter will be with you in a few moments to take your orders. Please take your time to read over the menu,” The woman waved her hand to the centre of the table where tucked between a box of knives and forks sat tall black pieces of card.

Stefan smiled and nodded in response, then grabbed the card. He handed one to me, and kept one for himself.

The menu was small, the appetisers consisting of crab rangoon, or baked spicy salmon sushi cups. The mains offered were curry coconut shrimp and rice, salmon couscous salad, and teriyaki shrimp noodle stir fry. The bottom half of the menu was much larger, showcasing an array of alcoholic beverages to keep even the pickiest of drinker content.

We placed our orders. The drinks turned up first, and I raised the glass of champagne to gently clink the glass against Stefan’s.

But something caught my eye.

He was fucking stalking me, I was convinced of it.

Walking down the stairs dressed in all black so he almost blended into the scenery behind him, I found Dakota Vernon with his arm around the waist of a blonde I was growing very quickly to hate, despite it not being her fault.

Gwen stood out beside his darkness in a golden glittery dress, with Olivia following behind close by in a vivid green dress similar to the colour of the ocean.

I wanted to throw my water at Gwen to snuff out her shine, but I remained frozen in place.

Stefan finally turned his neck to check out what I was watching, and his lips parted in surprise as. He looked back at me, shaking his head. “I swear I haven’t blagged about us being here to anyone—” Stefan began to defend himself.

I waved my hand dismissively, then I sipped my drink. I wanted to act carefree, but I knew Stefan would see around it. I also knew he wouldn’t push the matter.

I could feel eyes on me as I smiled at Stefan, and I tried my best to not look in the direction of where I knew the feeling was coming from.

In perfect timing, a waiter waltzed their way over to us and stood beside the table with a bright smile. They held a pen tight in their one hand and a notebook in the other. “What can I get you both today?”

Stefan looked at me, and I sucked in a breath before I pointed at the items on the menu I wanted as I spoke. “Can I have baked spicy salmon cups, and the teriyaki shrimp stir fry please?”

“And would you like any drinks with that?” She asked after a beat of silence.

I nodded my head. “Yes please, more champagne please,” I held my glass up.

The waiter nodded, then turned to Stefan and took his order which was the almost replica of mine, except he ordered a shandy made with the house lager.

I did my very best at keeping my eyes on Stefan the whole time, not wanting to risk seeing Dakota and the bitch of a woman who I had grown to hate—despite the fact she was innocent in the case.

I hated when women hated the other women in a case when a man played them both, but I was thinking irrationally at seeing her with him, his hand glued to her side as if she belonged there.

Once I had calmed down and collected my thoughts, my dislike of her would be snuffed out with no doubt, leaving only anger for the man behind.

Our drinks arrived first, and I dared to grab my second glass of champagne and down it before the waiter could even leave. I then requested two glasses of champagne, and an expresso martini. All for me.

The waiter left the table, leaving Stefan staring at me in stunned silence. “Woah Ash, I know we’re not the ones paying the bill butty, but there’s no need to rack it up so high.”

He sounded like he was trying to have a tone of humour to his concern, but as I rested my elbow on the table and then my chin on my hand to show I meant business, I saw all hints of humour drip from his face.

I used my hair as a curtain to try and keep my focus on my best friend, using every piece of strength I contained to keep me from looking around the room in search of him.

“We’re on holiday, may as well as abuse the good will of our bosses. God knows when we’ll be able to treat ourselves like this again,” I shrugged my resting shoulder, to which Stefan nodded his head slowly.

He seemed in search of the right words, but everything seemed to be failing him. So he picked up his drink and took a gulp of it before placing it back down. In that time, my new drinks has arrived and our appetisers joined on a separate tray.

The food was delicious, but a part of me couldn’t enjoy a single bite. I felt on edge, my hairs all over my body stood to anxious attention while my eyes kept trying to drift in search of him. But my personal discipline was stricter than I first thought it to be.

We finished our appetisers rather slowly, wanting to savour the experience. We had heard from a nearby table that we were in a Michelin restaurant, and Stefan had warned me we had best enjoy every single bite.

After the appetisers, the drinks I had drank way too fast had begun to creep up on me and my bladder was screaming at me for relief.

I looked around the room in search for where the bathrooms would be, only for my eyes to land on the one person I had been trying to avoid looking at.

Almost on the other side of the restaurant, I saw Dakota Vernon with Gwen by his side. The pair looked close, and I could see under the table to reveal his hand was on her thigh. She seemed so carefree about his touch as she spoke to Olivia and a man opposite her, while Kota’s eyes were locked in on me.

Our eyes met, and I felt like time paused. I felt as if all oxygen had been ripped from the room, and I felt like I couldn’t breathe. He looked at me with such anger, such disgust… And I had no clue why he was looking at me in such a way.

I tore my eyes away and found the bathroom sign behind him. I cursed my bad luck.

“I’m off to the bathroom, don’t eat my food when it comes, got it?” I asked, daring to jokingly point my finger at him.

Stefan held his hands up. “I’m a good boy officer, I swear,” He replied, to which I rolled my eyes and laughed. I walked past him, giving his shoulder and obligatory squeeze before I kept my head down and made my way past nearby tables.

I felt even more on edge as I walked past his table. I kept my head down, using my hair as a wall of protection. Thankfully Olivia, the hyperactive form of a human, seemed not to notice me. But his scent was intoxicating and filed my senses as I rushed past him in a breeze to the hallway where the doors to the bathroom sat.

I let out a sigh of relief and placed my hand over my chest to try and calm my beating heart as I pushed the bathroom door open. I slipped inside and found all cubicles empty, so I entered the nearest one.

I sat down and went about my business, daring to lean my head against the wall beside me as I closed my eyes for a second. My luck was fucking rotten, I believed. What was the chances he wound up at the same nightclub as me one night, and the following night, the same restaurant.

Once I was done with my business, I left the cubical and looked in the mirror as I washed my hands. I let out a huff of air, my eyes wandering over my clothes. We wore similar dresses, but hers was much more elegant and eye catching. My hair was styled down in loose waves, while hers was tied up in an elegant do. She looked similar to me, yet at the same time, we couldn’t have been more different.

I wondered if that was why I would never be good enough for him, Dakota. Because he had her, keeping her on the sidelines ready for when he could be with her. He would ditch me in a second, I had no doubt.

And the way he acted the night prior added to that feeling of anxiety.

I dried off my hands then left the bathroom, pausing when I turned the corner into the hallway to find black shoes in my view. I looked up, and I felt like all the air was sucked from my lungs once again.

His brown hair, which he had been growing out a for a while, was gelled up out of his face. His forrest eyes looked at me without much feeling, and I had the sense that the man wanted to be as far away from me as possible.

“Dakota,” I said his name in an almost-whisper.

“Ashton,” He replied, looking away from me with a bored expression on his face. My stomach dropped, but my eyes still couldn’t help wander over his outfit in appreciation while my nose tried to remember the way his perfume smelt.

“You look good,” I replied, unsure how else to respond.

He gave a single nod of his head, his eyes going down to assess his own outfit. He then looked back at me, his eyes almost icy cold. “Gwen picked it out for me.”

I felt like I was standing on a sheet of ice, cracking with each cold stare and each harsh word he spoke. I closed my eyes, wondering what had changed from the day before. He had switched moods like a light, and somehow, I couldn’t seem to turn his feelings for me back on.

But then again, maybe he never had any feelings for me. Maybe I misunderstood our whole dynamic. I had liked him, I knew that much. I wanted to get to know him, I wanted to crawl under his skin and be his everything.

“Is she your new little girlfriend for the night?” I asked, trying to have some banter between us to relive whatever tension he had. But it didn’t work. I had fucked up again, I noted as he stared down at me with pure venom in his eyes, as if I was nothing more than a piece of dog shit that he had stepped on while wearing his nicest shoes.

That made me realise maybe I was the only one who had developed feelings between us. Maybe I was some dumb bitch. I mean, I was since I was technically cheating on a man who would give me the world without hesitation. But then wasn’t the time to be considerate of Owen and his existence.

“Don’t talk about her like that. You are nothing more than a pathetic whore, don’t you get that?” He finally spat after several tense seconds of staring, and his words felt like daggers in my back once my mind managed to register what he had said. “You have no right to talk about Gwen. Ever.”

He had once told me that it was okay to feel the things I did, to want the things I did. I sometimes hyper sexualised myself to him over texts and I was more than keen to hook up every time he asked.

But he was using it against me. One of my biggest fears was coming true. Owen had never had sex with me, or been sexual to me. Kota knew that, and he knew I was a naturally horny person who needed a release. And that was why he was just a text away most nights.

He continued speaking, shooting a machine gun right into my chest to destroy me once and for all.

“Compared to her, you’re nothing more than just some horny bitch who opens her legs the second I give her attention,” He then laughed, but the sound wasn’t humorous. It sounded piercing and angry.

If I had doubts about his feelings for me before, he was sure fucking damn making them clear in that moment.

I blinked, and then I felt a line of wetness flow down my cheek. I raised a hand and wiped my face, only to find his words had stung enough to make me cry without my knowing so.

“What have I done to upset you so much?” I asked, my voice eerily calm and steady, if not a little quiet.

“You existed in my fucking life. Just piss off and leave me alone, okay? I thought I ditched your needy arse all those years ago. I regret ever messaging you back now,” He sounded childish in his words, unlike the usually calm and collected Dakota Vernon.

But that didn’t stop the pain in my chest, the ache I felt.

“But at least you were a decent fuck. Not quite as good as Gwen though,” His eyes wavered for a second, looking away with slight guilt. But the expression was gone as if it had never been there, and I assumed I had imagined it.

It hurt. But that was what he wanted. He wanted to hurt me for some reason unknown to me.

“I hate you,” I finally replied, giving him the words I hoped would at least ease whatever the fuck it was he was feeling. He was acting like he wanted me to hate him, and so I would give him that clarity if he wanted it.

Even if it was a lie.

His shoulders tensed and he clenched his jaw, then he finally looked from the wall behind me into to my eyes. “Good.”

“No,” I began, moving my arms to wrap them around my body, as if it would comfort me and make me feel ease. “You’re not listening to me. I hate you,” I emphasised the word, but said it with no malice or spite. My voice broke at the word, as if my own mouth hated me for saying such vicious lies.

I wanted him to realise the real word I was trying to say. The word he had made me say some nights ago.

I was starting to have feelings for him. I was starting to care for him. But I couldn’t say that so easily to him, not when he apparently saw me as nothing more than a whore. I guess I was grateful he had let his feelings loose at long last.

But then I remembered how he took care of me when I was sick, and how he had held my hand when I got scared while flying. He could be sweet and caring sometimes. But I guess he did it to fuck with my head. To keep me on edge so I would keep my legs parted for his free use.

“I don’t feel anything for you,” He finally replied, his voice low and almost sounding like a threat before he walked around me and left me in the hallway alone. I stared blankly at the space he stood, wondering what the fuck I had done to piss him off so much.

I guess… The end of us had come again.

I should have known better.

I felt cold on my cheeks as I made my way to the table where Stefan sat. I pulled my chair out and threw my body into it, Stefan looking up from his bowl of piping hot food with wide eyes.

His eyes turned from surprise to concern as he reached a hand out to me, his skin brushing my lower arm. I let out a strangled sob and shook my head, standing as I grabbed my clutch bag.

“Please,” I choked on my own voice. “Please, let’s go back to the hotel.”

Stefan nodded slowly and stood. He looked down at his food with slight pain that he couldn’t enjoy the delicious looking dish, but then the look was gone as quick as it had come as he walked around the table to me.

Stefan wrapped his arm around my waist and held me close as we walked away from the table. We had to walk past Kota’s table, but he had remained missing from his seat. So I dared to shoot a look at the woman who seemed to replace me.

Gwen shone bright in the light, her smile beautiful and her poise elegant and everything I felt like I would never be.

Stefan asked no questions as he pulled me along up the stairs to the host station. He spoke to the person behind the small area, arranging and confirming that Mrs King had left her card details for our food and drinks to be charged at free will.

The man who had crushed my fucking night walked over to his table below with such confidence, acting so care free. I wanted to spit down on him.

But as if he could feel my stare on him, Kota turned and looked up. I stood with my hands on the banister, and we locked eyes.

I swore there was something hidden deep in his features that wanted to reach out to me, beg me to stay and to forgive him for the rash harsh words.

I felt a hand wrap around my arm and tug me to the front door. I kept eye contact with Kota until finally he was out of eyesight, and then I looked down at the floor as I allowed Stefan to lead me to the freedom of the outdoors.


FORTY-FOUR



The sun shone bright as Stefan and I lazed on sun loungers facing the pool, with the seat behind us with nothing more than a few bushes keeping us separated from the vast ocean.

The pool was fairly busy, but not too much. The hotel seemed to be one only adults could book into, so we were safe from screaming children. Thank God. I didn’t hate children, but I would never want any myself.

Music played loudly from the speaker under the umbrella which was home to the outside bar. The music was upbeat and the opposite of how I felt.

The words from the night before which had been spat painfully in my face were slowly fading as I tried to focus on other things, such as work sketches.

I looked at the sketch I had just made. It was meant to be a children’s playroom with a wall of windows and a fireplace which was historic to the home. I wanted to make the room easy enough to advance with the ages of the King children. But no matter how many times I started the design over, I hated the end result each time.

I sucked in a breath, then closed my tablet as I rested it on my chest. Drawing interior designs was not how I usually liked to spend my free time, but it was meant to be a welcome distraction. So I could forget.

I wanted to forget he had ever existed. Which I knew would be a feat easier said than done. We had been a… thing for a year at that rate, and it was never easy to end a relationship of any kind. Not for me, anyway.

Despite how shallow we seemed to be, it still hurt to have to cut him off. I knew that was what I had to do, for both of our sakes.

Stefan turned his head to look at me, his eyes hidden under his aviators. But I could feel the unspoken words between us. He wanted to know what had happened the night earlier. He wanted to ask why I drank myself stupid in the bath and cried as if I gone through the worst heartbreak in the world.

He had to carry me to bed, and I was thankful he hadn’t mentioned it. I was being dramatic, I knew that. But who wouldn’t be if a man who you were developing feelings for had said such horrible things to you. Things that made you question your own worth.

Never again would I let a man make me question my worth, I had silently promised myself as I looked in my tired reflection when I had first woke up.

In some ways, I guess I had gone through a heart break. But it was a reminder, a harsh one, that he was not mine to have and never would be. He had made that very, very clear. He wanted nothing more than to use me as a wet hole to bury himself in, and I had no use beyond that.

“Just say it,” My voice sounded hoarse and tired, but a mild anger was bubbling behind my chest as I wanted to hurt him as much as he had hurt me.

But I meant so little, there was nothing I could do to hurt him.

Stefan’s lips parted in a look of surprise at me calling him out, and I closed my eyes as I felt as if I couldn’t face him. I didn’t meant to take it out on him, and I knew he would understand. He was always like that, on my side no matter what.

“What happened last night?” He finally asked, pulling himself from the slouching position to sit with his back straight against the back of the lounger with a Pina Colada in his hand.

I kept my eyes closed, a shiver ripping through me despite the bright sun and the lack of wind.

“You don’t have to tell me,” He continued, most likely having noticed my reaction at his words.

I shook my head and opened my eyes, turning on my side to face him. I pulled my towel over me, hoping to gain some warmth. My whole body grew cold at the memory of the glare he gave me in the hallway.

“I spoke to Dakota when I went to the bathroom,” I replied after a few more seconds of silence. He nodded slowly.

“You never refer to him by his full name like that,” Stefan pointed out. “And what did he say to get such a reaction out of you?” He continued at the lack of response from me, his words slow and careful as if he were scared it would cause me further panic.

I tried to act nonchalant and care free as I shrugged my free shoulder. “He just reminded me about the relationship between us,” I began, but then a giggle erupted from my throat in an anxious attempt to keep my anger at bay. “Well, lack there of.”

“He said you two weren’t in a relationship?” He asked, trying to put two and two together.

I moved to sit and picked up my almost finished glass of water from the table between our chairs. I was in no state to be drinking again, not after the throwing headache that I woke up to behind my eyes from all the wine I had drunk once we landed back at the hotel room.

I gulped down the water, then I stood. “I guess you could say that.”

I didn’t mean to be so cryptic to him, but I worried if I went into detail as to what Dakota had said, I might end up crying right there at the side of the pool. So I kept my explanation minimal. I could save it for the night, when we could down some wine between us once again in the comfort of out hotel suite.

I wished Peyton had been there with us. She would have known what to say or do to make me feel better. I could always call her, I guessed, but I knew she had shipped Nova off to her parents for the week and was picking up a ton of shifts at the bar. She wanted to save up for her daughter’s birthday in the coming months, just before she started nursery in school.

I picked up my bag from the floor between us. Stefan looked as he were going to stand too, so I held my hand up to stop his action. “You stay here. I’m off to grab some snacks and a nap. Meet you back at the room at 5 for lunch?” I offered, to which my best friend nodded his head and gave me an almost sad looking smile.

“See you in a bit, yeah? Just call me if you need anything,” He replied, picking his phone up from his lap to wave between us to show he had it at hand should ever or whenever I needed him.

I smiled and nodded my head before I turned and walked away from him back to the doors of the hotel. I made my way through the lobby to the elevator hallway, and scanned my card to get back to the room.

I had full intentions of napping once I had slipped out of my swimwear and into a white cotton co-ord set that was light and allowed a lot of breeze to cool me down.

But my phone buzzed and ruined my whole mood that I had spent careful time trying to compose.

I read the message several times, but was at a loss of words as to how to react or respond. I wanted to scream and throw my phone in anger. I wanted to sit in the shower and cry with a glass of wine and a sad song playlist.

But I did neither, as I sat on the chair on the balcony to my room and read over the message several times.

Dakota Vernon: Are you free this afternoon?

He must have been having a fucking laugh, I couldn’t help but curse him as I locked my phone and placed it screen down on the table. I closed my eyes and leant my head back once again, but the calm I felt had been stolen away.

I let out a puff of air from pursed lips, then I wrapped my hand around my phone and snatched it up to read the message once again.

I debated not answering. I debated blocking him with no further warning. I suspected he was asking so he could hook up again. But after the harsh words he had spat at me with pure venom, I wanted him as far away from me as humanly possible.

But like the fucking idiot I was, I let my hands take over as my fingers pushed into the screen with an angry speed.

Me: I’m doing stuff.

His reply was almost instant, as if he had been waiting for my response.

Dakota Vernon: What stuff?

Me: None of your business.

He didn’t type at that reply, and I felt a small smirk of pride form on my lips. Yeah, I fucking told him, didn’t I?
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I had fully intended on napping once I had got back to the room, however the heat was stifling and I kept tossing and turning. So I decided to go for a walk in the surrounding area to try and scope out a bar for our final night which was only a few days away.

I hated to sound like some stuck up brat, but I wanted nothing more than to go home at that time. I wanted to delve back into work and forget my struggles with Dakota. I wanted to forget his words and instead invest my energy in Owen.

He didn’t give me the same thrill and tingles, but at least he never treated as nothing more than some fuck toy that he can ditch whenever a newer and better model came around.

I came to a pier of worts and found a bench at the end of it. I walked down it, admiring the sparkling sea before me. I wanted to jump in.

I came to sit at the bench and held my bag on my lap. I felt my phone vibrate from inside it, and I was surprised to see Dakota finally replied.

Dakota Vernon: I see you.

The message was creepy, to say the least. I sat up straighter and locked my phone before I looked around. Sure enough, making his way down the pier in a white and black outfit with his hair a shaggy mess, I found Dakota Vernon making his way to the bench where I sat.

I watched as he got closer, and then I felt a stab in my chest at the reminder of his words.

“You are nothing more than a pathetic whore, don’t you get that?”

“You’re nothing more than some horny bitch who opens her legs the second I give her attention.”

“But at least you were a decent fuck. Not quite as good as Gwen though.”

“I don’t feel anything for you.”

I stood and dropped my phone back in my bag. At that, I watched as Dakota dover for me and held his hand out as if that would stop me from walking away.

“Ashton, wait,” He sounded exhausted, as if he hadn’t slept a wink the night before. But he had no right to feel that way, he had no right to lose sleep over feeling guilty because of what he had said.

But then again, I wondered if that word was even part of his vocabulary. He was likely just tired from fucking Gwen all night.

The thought made me sick.

“Where’s Stefan?” He asked, looking around in search of my best friend. I rolled my eyes and shrugged.

“I don’t know, I’m not his fucking carer,” I snapped, my voice much harsher than intended. I watched his jaw clench at my words, and I knew he hated that I had talked back to him like that.

But he fucking deserved it.

“Are you alone?” He asked, to which I shook my head.

“No, I’m with my imaginary dog called Charles,” I replied, sounding a little too sincere. But then I let out a laugh and shook my head. My voice turned cold, almost like venom. “What do you want?”

He let out a puff of air from his noise while a gust of air picked up, wafting his intoxicating perfume to me. I fucking hated his perfume.

“I just want to…” He began, but his words cut off and he seemed at a loss for words. That was a first from the man, at least for as long as I had known him.

“Spit it out or fuck off,” I snapped. “Gwen is probably waiting for you,” I continued, and I saw him flinch at the use of her name.

Score, I thought. Using her against him seemed to hurt him. Good. Lord knows he deserved it.

“She’s out with Olivia doing some shopping,” His voice was soft, and I almost hadn’t registered it at first. He sounded in love, and it made me want to throw up. He never spoke about me like that.

But then his words from about a year ago haunted me. He said, when he trapped me in his car, that he spoke about me to his friends like some obedient bitch that followed his every word. That should have been a sign back then how he saw me.

“Then you better go find her before she spends all your money,” I spat before I turned away from the man.

But then an idea came to mind. I could use Owen against him, just as he had used Gwen. I knew it would affect or hurt him, but I was feeling petty. Was it wrong to fight fire with oil? Sure, but what else was I supposed to do?

“Owen is waiting for my call anyway. He’s been waiting on my call almost all day, I would hate to leave him waiting any longer on me,” I tried to sound dreamy as I pulled my phone from my bag and held it in my hand tight.

“I hope you find someone you love as much as he loves me,” I smiled, but the words felt bitter on my tongue.

“You don’t love him,” He more so stated rather than questioned. I frowned and tilted my head in question.

“What makes you say that?” I asked, feeling like a glass wall in front of him, as if he could see my inner thoughts at all times.

“You said ‘as much as he loves me’, you didn’t say ‘as much as we love each other’. So you don’t love him,” He sounded sure of his words, almost methodical.

I said nothing, I just pushed my head up higher and tried to hold a sense of authority about me. He had no right to have an explanation about myself or my feelings. He deserved nothing from me.

Finally I turned once again for the final time. He made no move to stop me that time, and I knew what that meant.

It was the end of us.


FORTY-FIVE



I sat in my seat on the plane with shaky hands and my earphones blasting before I had time to even consider doing or thinking of anything else.

I needed the distraction since I knew what was to come.

The thought of him sitting so close I could feel his heat, yet having all his attention on the beautiful blonde the other side of him… I couldn’t decide if the thought made me angry or upset. A mixture of the both was a safe bet.

I pushed my bag under the seat in front of me, then I turned my body to face the window beside me. I had stood in line as one of the first people in the queue once the boarding for our flight had been announced, making Stefan do the same with me. We wanted to get on the plane first so I could prepare myself for the two hour flight.

He had offered to swap seats, but I was a firm believer when it came to sitting where instructed. Plus, as morbid of a thought it was, if the plane crashed at least those recovering our bodies would know who we were based on where we sat.

I felt movement beside me and closed my eyes. I wanted to look at him, ask him how he was doing and if he had enjoyed his time. But I had ignored his final message several days earlier. We were done, I had to stick to my stance on that.

Instead of the woody amber scent that invaded my senses whenever he was near, I was instead suffocated by a floral scent along the lines of roses. I wondered if he had swapped seats with Gwen, torturing me further in the process.

But I felt the brush of a hand on my arm and a voice call for my attention. I pulled my earphone out and turned to find Olivia sat beside me.

I blinked in surprise, then I smiled slightly. “Olivia, hey,” I greeted, to which Gwen from the other side of her looked surprised.

“Oh, do you two know each other?” She asked, then seemed to notice me from the flight out. “You sat by us on the way out, right?” She smiled bright, and I wanted to fucking slap her for it.

Her skin had tanned and her blonde hair looked even brighter from the exposure of the sun. Her white teeth sparkled, and she wore a very beautiful silver pendant around her neck, a tiny heart.

I swallowed. Had he bought it for her?

Olivia seemed to notice where my gaze moved to, and tried to speak up to distract me. She seemed to know more about me than I first thought. “We kind of work together,” She excused, and I was surprised by how short of a response she gave the other woman who I assumed her to be friends with.

Olivia nodded in understanding, then she rushed to dig out a book from her bag before she placed it securely under the seat before her. She had a new book this time, and I wondered how fast she read. I could barely read a book in a year.

But then I doubted she could paint like I could. Although, I had been in a slump for over a year and every canvas I touched, I ended up throwing away after deeming the final result not good enough.

I wanted, no—needed, to get back into painting. It was the one thing that kept me sane, and I knew I would need the distraction from Dakota in the coming weeks. I just had to survive until the company opened their new branch, and then he would fuck back off to Bristol, or London, or wherever the fuck it was he came from.

“Are you okay?” Olivia’s soft voice asked in an almost whisper. I blinked, surprised she would ask me such a thing.

I shot a look around her to make sure Gwen was busy with her book before I leant back in my seat and shook my head slowly. “Not really, no. But I guess I had it coming.”

I saw the woman beside me frown. She looked angry on my behalf, and I was surprised by that while also silently thankful. “Thank you for asking, though,” I replied once I realised this must have meant either Stefan had texted her about the matter since the pair shared numbers on the flight out, or Dakota had told her about out… fight for a lack of better words.

“He was out of line. I’ll whip him back into shape when he get home and make him grovel for you,” She smiled, daring to nudge me with her arm as if trying to test the waters.

I shook my head. “No, it’s fine. He has her and I have someone else too. We just aren’t meant to be,” I sounded much calmer than I felt.

The idea of him putting his hands on her instead of me made a bitter taste coat my mouth and my throat bubble with the need to scream. Did he touch her before sleeping with me? Had he been doing that the whole time? Doing her, then sneaking around with me?

I didn’t want to think further on that as I held my free earphone out to Olivia. “Want to share? I have gum too, if you need one for taking off.”

Olivia smiled wide and let out a small laugh. “No wonder why you and Stefan get on so well, you’re so alike. This feels like a copy and paste of a a week ago.”

I shrugged my shoulder closest to her and went to pull my earphone back, but she gasped and rushed to grab it before she shoved it into her ear as “Only Love Can Hurt Like This” by Paloma Faith played.

She shot me a deadpan look, but her lips barely tilted up at the corners to show she was joking when she spoke. “Please say you’re not going to play tragic breakup songs the whole flight home.”

Gwen, from the other side of Olivia, let out a gasp and slammed her book close as she leant to look around Olivia to me.

“Oh my gosh, did your boyfriend break up with you while you were out of the country? How harsh, are you okay?” She asked.

Little did she know, it was her boyfriend breaking up with me.

Olivia looked panicked for a second, her lips parting as if she wanted to divert the conversation. But I forced a smile and decided to play along nicely. No matter how much the thought of Dakota being broken up with after what he had done to me gave me a sense of accomplishment, I wasn’t about to ruin the life of the other woman.

“Yeah, he video called me while I was having a meal with my friend and told me he wanted to part ways, that he found someone else,” I let out a loud and dramatic sigh, and Olivia’s eyebrows shot up in surprise at my response. She looked ready for war, only to be dragged into a fictional storyline instead.

Gwen raised her book to cover her face and let out a gasp. “No way!” Her voice was a whisper-shout before she placed her book on her lap. “Did you at least chew him out? How rude of him, he couldn’t even wait a week to tell you face to face!”

I nodded slow but long, very dramatic. I let a small laugh escape my lips once I shot Olivia a look, the other woman giving me a look of pure shock. But then she held up a thumb, impressed by my improvisation for storytelling.

“I told him I was keeping the ring he gave me for our fourth anniversary,” I placed my hand in front of my face and wiggled my fingers, showing a silver band on my ring finger.

Gwen gasped even louder than before, playing into my little web of tales. She was quite cute, I noted, when immersed in my story. She suggested ways I could get back at the man, and if I had met her at another time in another life, I wouldn’t have doubted we could have been friends.

“How come you swapped seats with that man from last time?” I asked, trying to sound more polite for asking rather than inquisitive.

Olivia waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, that grumpy bastard?” She asked, to which Gwen lightly swatted her arm.

“Stop calling him that,” She sounded as if she were whining, and the sound grated on me more than it probably should have.

“He said he wanted to sit by the boys and have a bit of a chat. He was stuck with girls last time, and he said flying out that he had no one to talk to,” She shot a look behind her, and my eyes followed. I noticed Stefan sat with his arms crossed and his face hard. His ears were devoid of any earphones, and he looked as if he were intimidating. As if he were trying to purposely show he was listening to every word Dakota had to say.

“He looks so mad,” Olivia whispered as she leant her head closer to me. “He text me when you got home from the restaurant. I had no clue he said any of that stuff. If I had known—” She began, to which I shook my head and smiled.

“Don’t worry about it. He said what he felt, and that’s the end of it. You aren’t his handler to keep his sharp tongue at bay. I’m just happy he could get it all off his chest,” My voice sounded so much unlike myself. A little too calm.

“Ashton,” She whispered, her hand finding mine and giving it a small squeeze before she let go. “I’m routing for you.”

Those were her final words before the plane began to taxi and the incoming flight anxiety took away my ability to talk.
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I hated to admit it, but as I rushed through baggage collection with Stefan with my hands clinging to his arm for support, I felt I had missed the touch of Dakota. The touch that eased my anxiety as the plane took off and landed.

“Are you okay?” Stefan asked as he wheeled our suitcases behind him.

I felt eyes on me every twist and turn we made, and it was making me feel uneasy. I looked behind me, only to find nothing.

It was the same feeling I had whenever Dakota was in a room, but my eyes failed to seek him out. So I kept my hand on Stefan’s arm as he led us through the busy car park to the shuttle.

“I can’t wait to fucking get home,” I sounded out of breath as I threw myself into the shuttle bus seat. Stefan stood beside me as I sat in a single chair, nowhere left for him to sit.

He nodded slowly and let out a sigh. “I’m sorry our trip got ruined for you.”

“Don’t you dare apologise for something that wasn’t your fault,” I warned him, my hand gently swatting his thigh.

“But if I had found more things for us to do, I could have kept you from him. Maybe then you wouldn’t have had a shit rest of the time there.”

He looked guilty, and the fact he was blaming himself for what someone else had done hurt me more than actually hearing Dakota’s harsh words.

“Hey,” I began as I wrapped my fingers around his much larger hand. The consequence to his height, he would claim it. “I enjoyed spending time with you, even if we got kicked out of the pool for being plastered on one too many Pina Coladas.”

I grinned up at him, and he let out a laugh at the memory. He nodded slowly, and I could sense the tension disappear from his shoulders.

“Do you want to drive home?” He offered as the shuttle neared the car part.

I let out a dramatic gasp and slapped a hand over my mouth. “Did you, Stefan Patrick Moore, just ask me, Ashton Ember Barrett, if I wanted to drive your baby?”

Stefan rolled his eyes and pulled his hand from my grasp. He scrunched his nose up, but his lips remained in a large smile. “I take the offer back, you’re so lame sometimes.”


FORTY-SIX



I let out a loud groan as I threw my head back. My knees hit the desk, shaking it slightly. Stefan, sat beside me, let out a sound near on a protest.

Despite my actions, my headache still throbbed behind my eyes. I had been staring at the computer screen for too long, and the bright lights of the room did nothing to help. It only just added to the mild pain.

“Ash, do you mind? You’re going to tip my water all over the place,” Stefan near on snapped at me.

That was out of character for him usually, but he was getting stressed with work also. He was rushing to make sure his work was done before he left, while also making sure it remained at the high standard he was used to.

I opened my eyes and shot him a look with narrowed eyes. “Did you just raise your voice at me?”

He rolled his eyes, but his lips quirked up in a small smile. “Just because you’re getting promoted to assistant manager doesn’t meant mean you can mess my desk up, got it?”

“I may not be sitting next to you this time next week, shouldn’t you be spending your time enjoying my presence before I’m gone?” I faux pouted, gently nudging his ankle with my foot.

“You say that as if you’re moving away, or moving buildings. You’re so pedantic sometimes,” He laughed and picked up his glass of water with a glass straw inside, sipping it slowly as his eyes looked around the room. “It sucks that it seems like the department is getting smaller. I feel like there isn’t much progression opportunity here. Everyone else probably thought so, too.”

“You handed your notice in already, dumbass. You’re only here for three more months. Things may change in that time, you know,” The thought of losing Stefan stung a little, but he had better things to do with his life—plans that made me excited to see him grow and change.

Stefan had decided to go into a more public relations role. He was great at showing people off with a great image, so it was perfect for him. He was going to work at a family friend’s firm before he decided to take the permanent leap into that field of work.

Just on time, Casey Butler waltzed into the room with a travel mug in one hand, and her handbag resting on her opposite arm. She looked tired, but then again she always did. She was a busy woman, after all.

I just hoped my new promotion wouldn’t make me as busy.

Casey placed her bag down on top of her desk, then she pulled out her chair and sat down. She let out a sound of relief, then she closed her eyes.

“You two gossiper,” She called out, and at first I hadn’t even registered she was speaking about Stefan and I. But Stefan turned in his chair to face her, his eyes narrowed. Then I realised she was calling for our attention.

So I turned in my chair to face her too, my eyes wide. “Huh?”

“How old is the company?” She asked out of the blue, and I felt my eyebrows furrow into a frown at her question.

“Excuse me?” I asked, unsure if I had heard what I thought I had heard.

“How old is the company?” She repeated, her words slower and slightly louder.

Stefan shrugged to reveal he had no clue. I chewed the inside of my lower lip, wondering if the answer to her question would be the final decider in if I got my promotion or not. “Um, 20 years old?”

Casey tutted and shook her head, but she smiled to show she was being light hearted and not serious. I had no clue why she wanted to ask such a question, but I felt she had a meaning behind it.

“25, the company is 25 years old in a month’s time,” She began as she spun her chair to face us, resting her elbows on her desk then her chin on top of her joint hands. “And they’re hosting a company-wide gala.”

She looked around the room, then pointed her finger as she turned her hand just enough so she could point at us. “And you two are going, no ifs or buts about it.”

“I don’t—” I began, to which Casey pulled one hand free and held it up in my direction, silencing me.

“Don’t you dare even say you don’t have a dress before you give me the to chance to explain further,” She then linked her hands once again. “The company is adding a £300 bonus to your pay this month just to get an outfit for the gala.”

I pushed my lips together, impressed that the company would do such a thing. But then again, King Family Furnitures pushed the image of ‘togetherness’ and this was likely the bonus they hoped would convince everyone to attend the event.

“Fuck yeah, a new suit,” Stefan cheered, to which Casey shot him a narrowed eye look.

“Don’t you dare swear in this office again,” She warned.

“What’s she gonna do, fire me?” I heard him mumble under his breath, and I had to stop myself from laughing.

Stefan rolled his eyes and shrugged before he pulled himself back to his desk. He rushed to open his web browser, and gave no fucks as he opened up a shopping site.

We were strictly forbidden from shopping online while at work. In fact, we were strictly forbidden from doing anything personal on our computers while at work.

Stefan had once excused they never shut the sites off from use, so they were just begging for us to abuse the ‘rule’. He was also leaving the company soon, so he had no care in the world for broken rules.

Just as he said, what was they going to do? Fire him? Too late for that.

“Stefan,” I whispered a warning, to which he shot me a look over his shoulder.

“What?” He asked, forcing a tone that was meant to make him sound innocent.

I pushed my lips to one side of my face, revealing he was pushing his luck. But he just grinned at me, knowing I wouldn’t risk ratting him out, as he turned back to his computer and slid the mouse down to show him an array of suits in all colours.

I shot a look at Casey, and found her busy on her own computer. Casey, while seeming to be a strict manager, was actually quite chilled. I had no doubts she was doing just as we were—shopping for the perfect outfit.

I also suspected she would be choosing her husband’s outfit, too.

So I followed in the steps of Stefan and opened a site which I knew sold dresses that looked formal enough.

Within seconds, I found a dress I loved. I clicked on the icon to show the full page, revealing a berry coloured dress, with a square neck. The dress was a twisted maxi dress, with cape sleeves.

I nodded slowly in appreciation at the images. It wasn’t something I would usually have worn, but it was good enough and it seemed to have a sense of wearability about it—something I wanted if I was to buy another fucking dress for some dumb work event.

I hadn’t worn that damn black dress since, and I felt sour at the fact I had spent money just to wear it once. I had to find an excuse to wear it again, I promised myself.

Just in time, the email came through from the HR department. I saw in a small square at the top right of my screen, a notification from the email app revealing a tiny excerpt of the email.

I clicked the box, and my screen closed the internet browser and opened the email app up. My computer was a bit old, so it took it’s time to load. But finally the email opened and my eyes ghosted over the words on my screen.

Good afternoon,

Your managers may have already spoken to you about this, however we thought it best to share a company wide email to keep all staff in the loop.

Mr and Mrs King founded the King Family Furniture company almost 25 years ago. To thank all staff who have invested their time and efforts into the development of the company, Mr and Mrs King are hosting a gala to thank you all.

On the 4th of June, please join us in celebrating the company and its achievements at The Verdant Royale. Why not make a weekend of it, and book a hotel room? Why not golf with Mr King, or spend the day in the spa and pool with Mrs King?

We look forward to seeing you there! Please RSVP with your manager so we can arrange meals and drinks, all on us!

Use the attached discount code to get exclusive discounts.

We will have some exciting promotion announcements to share, and where better to celebrate such great news than in the countryside surrounded by your closest work family?

Kindest regards,

Your HR team and Mr & Mrs King

“This company sure loves to give back to us,” Stefan smirked as he closed off the email.

His hands worked along the keyboard, then sure enough an image of The Verdant Royale greeted our eyes. I moved closer to Stefan after shooting Casey a look, to which she seemed to be just as focused on her computer as we were.

I had never heard of the hotel, but it sure sounded luxurious. But that was to be expected after all the events the Kings’ had been involved in that I had attended. From their ‘welcome home’ event, to the hotel in Monaco, they saved no expense.

I looked over Stefan’s shoulder at the slideshow of photos, humming with mild surprise at the hotel. The photos showed a hotel that looked historic in build, but the windows and driveway were all updated to modern features.

Behind the hotel stood rolling green hills, and looked to be home to a pristine golf course as golf buggies whizzed around in the background in the form of blurs.

Stefan clicked the next image on the slideshow and it revealed green arches made of bushes. In small green spaces stood trees, benches either side of the area to admire the image of the tree.

The walkway and driveway were all paved with stones, grey in colour. In the middle of one of the green spaces, the largest green space, sat a greyish beige fountain with four tiers. It looked beautiful, a place I would book to stay at in my free time.

“That place looks amazing,” I whispered, to which Stefan nodded slowly.

“I have always loved this place. I went there as a kid for a family wedding, and ever since, I’ve wanted to get married there,” Stefan whispered in return, but he sounded almost dreamy as he spoke.

I smiled and gave a small laugh. “That’s sweet. Well, I hope you get your big fancy wedding there. I want to be best man,” I moved back to my desk, going back to considering the photos of the dress I had been viewing previously.

“You’d be best woman, dickhead. Not best man,” He rolled his eyes, but smiled. “You and Peyton can share the role, so long as you wear dresses the same colour as my suit or tie.”

I nodded my head in agreement with a wide smile. I threw my hand out sideways to him and stuck my little finger out. He didn’t waste a second thought as he moved his hand to entwine his little finger with mine, and shook our hands before connecting our thumbs.

“It’s a deal.”


FORTY-SEVEN



I walked into the busy function room of The Verdant Royale, finding the room crowded with groups of other staff members. The floors were a pure white marble with grey and black lines, and the walls were a bright white.

The tables were a dark grey wood, with matching chairs under each one. Each table held a runner, black and white checked. Then in front of each seat was a grey ratan style place mat. In the centre most of the tables stood glass vases of red and white roses, with four burning candles surrounding it. Off to the side of the centre of the table, each one held a jug of water, and the opposite side of the table seemed to hold a jug of a dark red wine.

I was impressed, to say the least.

I looked around, in search of my work friends. As if right on time, I felt a gentle yet familiar hand wrap around my elbow, then I was pulled into a very orange and cinnamon scented wall.

I looked up at Stefan, his bleach blonde buzz cut having been died a dark brown for the occasion. He smiled at me, then his own eyes wandered around the room.

“It feels like almost everyone who works for the company is here,” He noted before he looked back at me. “Which table are we on?”

I looked behind us at a board with circles to replicate the tables, then six names sat inside each circle. “We’re on one of the front tables, with Casey and her husband,” I replied before I looked back to the other side of the room, the deemed ‘front’ of the room where a small wooden stage was set up.

“Let’s get going over there, shall we?” Stefan held his arm out to me, and I laughed before I wrapped my hand around it. “Your little boyfriend won’t get mad at me for you clinging onto me, will he?”

At the mention of Owen, my eyes tried to seek him out. He said he would be there, but I hadn’t heard from him all day and I hadn’t seen him despite telling him a few hours earlier I was a cafe nearby.

I had the sinking feeling he was done with me, since our relationship felt it wasn’t advancing. At the thought of him ending things this me, I felt a sense of… Relief. And I felt so guilty for that.

“Have you seen him?” I asked as Stefan navigated us through small groups of people. He led us to the front, then to our table. He read the name tags and then pulled out a chair which was behind my name tag.

I sat down and looked up at him as he moved to sit beside me. He sighed softly and shook his head as he leant back in the chair. “No, I haven’t.”

There was something about Stefan’s tone which felt off, and I wanted to dig more into it. But he forced a large smile and looked behind us. I looked in the direction and found Mr and Mrs King walking towards us with Casey in tow.

“Ashton,” Carol called.

I stood and smiled at the woman, only for her to wrap her arms around me when she reached us. I blinked in surprise at first, but then my hands came to gently pat the woman’s back awkwardly.

“Congratulations on your promotion,” Mr King greeted, smiling as he stood a few steps back beside Stefan. The pair shook hands in a greeting between themselves.

Carol pulled away from me and let out a little gasp as if she was unaware of the situation. “That’s right,” She said softly, yet loud. “Congratulations on your promotion. It was well deserved.”

“Thank you,” I smiled shyly and looked down at the floor to hide my embarrassment from their sudden attention, which I had no doubt called for the attention of nearby patrons who wondered who I was for the company owners to want to speak to me.

“We don’t have any seats, so do you mind if we take up the rest of the seats beside you?” Carol asked, to which I shook my head in response.

“No, please feel free to sit down!” I pointed my arm in the direction of the free seats for the pair. Carol walked around me back to her husband and grabbed his arm before she pulled him in the direction of the seats.

Carol pushed her husband to sit beside Stefan, meaning she was sat opposite myself. I watched as she silently grabbed the jug of wine and poured herself a glass from one of the glasses sat around her place mat.

She then looked up and right at me, holding the jug out in my direction. “Would you like some?” She offered.

I nodded and took the jug from her, then I poured myself and Stefan a glass. “This place is gorgeous,” Stefan spoke up, the dreamy look in his eyes just as it had been some weeks ago when we scoured the internet for photos of the place.

“We actually got married here,” Malcolm spoke up, his hand seeking his wife’s on top of the table while his eyes looked around the room, seeming to finally land on the crystallised chandelier hanging from the ceiling in adoration.

“You did?” Stefan sounded jealous, yet impressed. “I want to get married here one day, when I finally find the woman who I want to settle down with.”

I felt hands snake on my shoulders from behind, then I felt lips on the top of my head. I looked back once they stood to full height once again, and found Owen stood behind me in a white shirt and black tie.

I turned in my seat to get a better visual of him. I smiled instantly, and he smiled in return. His hand moved to push my blonde waves from my shoulder. “You look amazing,” He spoke softly, and I felt my cheeks flush hot from the compliment.

“Thank you,” I began, but my words were cut off when I heard a loud knocking noise. I looked around in surprise, and then my eyes landed on the stage to find a man stood on it with a microphone in hand.

I turned back to face forward, and felt the warmth of Owen disappear from behind me. I shot a look behind me, to find him gone.

I frowned and looked at Stefan, who had an expression on his face bordering one of guilt. I frowned, parting my lips to ask him what was wrong only for my words to be cut off by the person in front of me.

“Welcome everyone,” The man spoke loudly into the microphone, a wide smile on his face that looked more than forced.

A handful of people around the room clapped at his greeting, then the man continued. “Mr and Mrs King would like to thank you all for attending this amazing milestone in their life.”

I heard from a few tables back give off a loud ‘whoop’ noise, and I cringed at the audacity of the person. I hated drawing attention to myself, and the fact they felt no shame was a mystery to me.

I felt a shiver run down my spine and sat up straighter. I looked around behind me to figure out if someone was staring at me to cause the reaction, but I found everyone’s eyes on the man on stage.

I turned back to him with my eyebrows knitted together. I chose to try and push the feeling aside.

“To kick off the night, we want to announce some promotions to congratulate you and your hard work,” The man looked down at his phone, and I assumed he had written his speaking notes for the night on the device.

“The first promotion we have is of Zoe Sykes,” The man began, and a group of cheers and claps sounded from the back. The man laughed. “I see her department friends are all here. Zoe has been working for the company for five years as a sales executive, but has since been promoted to shift manager three years ago, and a year ago she was announced as sales department manager. Zoe has shown tremendous dedication to the company and we are happy to announce she is now branch manager of the Bristol West branch.”

The room erupted into claps for the most part, but some people hooted and cheered for the woman.

The clapping died down, and the man took that as his sign to continue. “The next promotion we have is for the South Hadley branch,” The man began, and I closed my eyes as I knew he was about to speak about myself.

“One of our first design department members, Ashton Barret, has been with us for the last two years. She took on a personal project from Mr and Mrs King and has impressed them over the years with her skills. She has since now been promoted to Design and Customer Services manager,” The man clapped his wrist since his hand was holding the microphone, and everyone else around clapped.

I looked down at the table and closed my eyes, hating the attention. Luckily, not many people seemed to know who I was and so only Stefan and Casey gave me words of encouragement.

The man took a large breath into the microphone, calling once again for everyone’s attention. “And now for the final promotion. Well,” He began and clicked his tongue, then turned his head to the side. “I’m unsure if we can class this as a promotion, or a new hire.”

Stefan and I shot one another a look, wondering who would have been worthy enough to be mentioned as technically a new hire. If the company announced every new hire, they would be verbally promoting staff members every single day. But the man also said it was technically a promotion—confusing.

“Some of you may remember, a year ago we began collaborating with FinOptic Solutions, a finance company around the UK that helps other companies manage their finances,” The man began.

At the mention of Dakota’s company, my stomach dropped. I had been focusing on my life, trying to keep my head down and forget the man. He hadn’t contacted me, and I hadn’t contacted him. As far as I was concerned, we were done.

“One of the members of the team who joined us, Dakota Vernon, has shown tremendous care and attention to our company. Some of you may be aware, the company finances director left the company earlier this year, and we have been in transition to welcome a new person into the role.”

I closed my eyes. I was fucking cursed, I was sure of it. Surely not, I hoped my suspicions weren’t true,

“Dakota showed interest in the role and so after discussions with his company, he has decided to step down from his role in FinOptix and has joined King Family Furnitures as our new company finances director.”

That was it, I was sold. I was cursed for life.

I heard loud cheers and claps all around the room, and was surprised to find the man seemed popular amongst any staff members. Of course, I bitterly thought. He probably fucked half of them.

“That is all with our promotion announcements,” The man stated loudly, and the clapping and hooting all fizzled out. “We have a special announcement, however, from one of our staff members.”

The room fell into silence and the man walked to the edge of the stage where I found Owen. Owen took the microphone from the man, then made his way on stage and stood in the middle just as the man had done.

That made sense as to why he hadn’t messaged me, I noted. He was preparing something for the gala.

I felt Stefan tense from beside me. I looked at him and shot him a look. “I’m going to go to the restroom,” I whispered in his direction, then stood. “Keep notes of what he says so you can fill me in on the gossip.”

“You may want to stay for this,” Stefan looked at me with something behind his eyes, something I couldn’t decipher.

I shook my head and laughed. “My bladder means more to me than some shit he has to say.”

I turned and made my way carefully through tables, weaving slowly and tilting my body to ensure I didn’t bump into anyone and disrupt them.

“Thank you all for being here on such a special occasion,” I heard Owen’s voice call out, and I paused to shoot a look behind me at him. I felt my lips twitch as I noticed everyone was laser focused in on him.

He worked hard, and he deserved the recognition.

“Some of you may or may not know, but I have been in a relationship for the past year,” He continued, and I felt my body still and my lips part.

I stood from my place in the centre of the room, and felt panic overcome me as eyes from nearby tables shot me looks as they revealed they knew just who I was, and that he was talking about me.

Why was he bringing up our relationship in front of everyone we worked with? Was he going to break up with me in front of them all? Or was he going to do something else?

I felt cold take over where blood should have been flowing warmth through my body and closed my eyes for a brief second.

“No, please,” I whispered, then opened my eyes once again to look at him. His eyes found me, and he smiled wide.

Even more eyes turned to face me, and it felt like my worst nightmare.

“Ashton Barret is the love of my life, and I want nothing more than to be a man worthy of her. I want to protect her and love her until my final breath in life. I have to thank this company for bringing us together in the first place,” He noted.

He must had forgotten I only liked him because he was fit, not because we worked for the same fucking company.

“Ashton,” He continued, then speaking to me.

Eyes from tables near and far all turned to stare at me like some specimen under a microscope to be passed around for science class. They all seemed to recognise what was happening.

“Please,” I whispered once again, as if begging to some higher being to wake me up from the nightmare.

My throat felt tight, my nose stinging.

I wanted to cry. I wanted to grab my bag and run out of the hall.

I couldn’t believe he was doing that in front of a crowd of people. He knew I hated busy places, and I hated attention. He merged two things that made me uneasy, and it felt cruel. As if he was forcing my hand.

As though Stefan’s Ashton-senses kicked in, I felt the velvet of his suit brush against my arm gently and then his fingertips lightly brushed against the side of my hand. I looked from Owen to Stefan, and I felt as if I had a look of pure horror etched onto my face.

“Will you marry me?” The question I had been dreading filled the room.
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Throughout the day on both weekdays and weekends,
Jones Family Farm will be open to families and alike
to come tour the fiels and pick your very own pumpkins
and squashes for you to decorate for your perfect
Halloween night!

Throughout the day events, the café will be open to
offer food and drinks to all patrons, as well as the
park on lands being open to those who wish to spend
some time in the outdoors.

Perfect for couples and adults, the Jones Family Farm
Night Time Events include alcoholic, or refreshing drinks;
mazes of all sorts to pique your inner scaredy cat;
food and other refreshments for you to unwind. The
night time events are only running for two weeks leading
up to Halloween, and on Halloween night.

Secure your tickets online now! £9 pp

itinery

— Drinks in the tent

— Tractor of Death Maze
— House of Butchers maze
— Clown Asylum Maze

— Wind down drinks

— Close at 23:00
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