
Chapter One 

			Dani Raye

			I didn’t usually have road rage. In fact, I had been referred to as quite a calm driver. I didn’t get wound up about being stuck behind pensioner drivers, and I didn’t even waste time with shortcuts to avoid long lines at traffic lights. That always seemed too tedious a thing to waste mental energy on. I relished the red light. It gave me time to take a breather, people watch, or just stare out into oblivion.

			But not today.

			My hands couldn’t sit still. I tapped my thighs and the dashboard and fiddled with the radio. The red light had been taunting me for what seemed like an eternity. I wouldn’t have minded so much if it weren’t for its close proximity to Jonah’s primary school. The light was my last hurdle before the finish line to meet with the school principal. I hated being late, especially when it came to anything involving my son.

			He was in Primary Two, barely six, and already getting into fights.

			We really picked a winner with his donor.

			But that was one of the perks of using a donor. Any of Jonah’s undesirable characteristics could quickly be blamed on the anonymous gene pool. It also meant I could blame my ex-wife a little too, considering she’d insisted on that donor. Though I had to say, Jonah was pretty flawless. That was why the phone call this afternoon was so out of the blue. I had to get the receptionist to confirm twice that the squabble in question involved Jonah Raye-Lewis, but with a name like that, it was hard to get him mixed up with anyone else.

			My ex-wife, Catriona Lewis, had insisted on the double-barrelled surname, even though I thought it would be too much of a mouthful. It was just a shame that so many people assumed Raye was his middle name and absentmindedly dropped it. I wished I’d fought harder for Lewis-Raye, but the time for that argument had long passed. Along with everything else we could have possibly argued about. Back when we were still trying to make our marriage work. Catriona and I worked much better as co-parents, and our relationship had truly blossomed when we were no longer obligated to live together. Or sleep together, for that matter.

			After I’d received the call from the principal, I’d called Catriona to see if she could collect him from school. She worked on this side of town and was supposed to have him after school today, but she had back-to-back patients.

			When the light turned from red to amber, I was already accelerating. The green light was a distant memory as I sped through the front gates of Hillside Primary School. I’d barely pulled the hand brake before I was abandoning my car.

			Once through the main doors, I could hear children singing from the assembly hall down the corridor. I tried to keep my voice low as I spoke to the person on reception. There wasn’t time to catch my breath before she was pointing to the door on the left where the principal would be waiting. Impatiently, no doubt. After all, I was almost fifteen minutes late.

			I rapped on the door and heard him ring out for me to enter. Mr. Simmons stood from behind his desk and waved at an empty seat beside another woman. Mr. Simmons was tall, lean, and had a stern expression. I’d never really gelled well with this pasty older man, but after Jonah had enrolled, I’d assumed our dealings would be minimal. Wishful thinking.

			Mr. Simmons sat back down and straightened his tie once I’d taken a seat. I glanced at the woman next to me. She looked young, very young, actually, maybe in her early twenties. However, it was hard to find her figure underneath an oversized coat that seemed out of place on a mild day like today. It also aged her way beyond her youthful looks. The designer handbag on her lap, which she clutched nervously, also seemed like something my mother would use. Her odd ensemble made me a little curious about who she was. When she caught my eye, she offered a slight smile, but it was fleeting. I barely saw her eyes before she lowered them to the floor again. Her light brown fringe fell forward, covering most of her face.

			Mr. Simmons pulled my eyes up front. “Thank you for joining us, Mrs. Raye.”

			“It’s Ms., but please call me Dani.”

			My correction seemed to fluster him before he cleared his throat. “Dani,” he said uncomfortably, making me chuckle inside. He was clearly very old-school in his approach, but considering that Mrs. Raye was my mother’s title, I didn’t feel comfortable being addressed as such. He gestured to the woman next to me. “This is Mrs. Lucy Matthews. Ryan’s mother.”

			I turned to her to shake her hand or wave or offer any form of introduction, but she barely looked up. It would have seemed rude if I couldn’t see just how terrified she was. As if she was the one in trouble and not our children.

			“Oh, you’re Ryan’s mum?” I tried to get some form of engagement. “Jonah talks about him all the time.” I was surprised Ryan was the other boy in the fight. I’d thought they were best friends the way Jonah talked about him.

			“It would seem the boys got into an argument over football,” Mr. Simmons interjected, pulling my eyes away from the shell of a woman. “The teacher on yard duty at lunchtime said she saw Ryan push Jonah.”

			Lucy sighed in what could only be described as desperation, something that seemed like an overreaction, but perhaps there was more I didn’t know.

			“Jonah pushed him back, and there was some back and forth between them until the teacher could break it up.”

			I waited for him to add more details, but nothing followed. In fact, he finished with a dramatic pause as he looked between us disappointedly. Though I was left feeling considerably underwhelmed.

			“Wait, let me get this straight,” I said, leaning forward in my chair. “I left a meeting because two friends pushed each other?”

			Mr. Simmons gasped in horror. He looked positively offended that I could make light of something so clearly serious. “We do not tolerate violence on school property.”

			“Violence?” I repeated, baffled.

			“Yes.” His face red grew, and he was practically flapping his arms in alarm, resulting in me giving up and leaning back in surrender, too annoyed at the overreaction to come up with an argument. He started a lecture on the parameters of violence, but I tuned him out.

			I shook my head in confusion and looked to Lucy for support. I half expected to find her just as flabbergasted, but she looked devastated and embarrassed. “Please accept my apologies, Mr. Simmons, I just don’t know what’s gotten into Ryan.” She rubbed her forehead tiredly, and I couldn’t help but notice there was no wedding band.

			“It seems there is a bit of a pattern here, Mrs. Matthews.” He turned to her accusingly, and I looked between the two, feeling as if I was watching a tennis match. “This is the second fight your son has been involved in. We do not tolerate violent tendencies.”

			I would have loved to know what the other fight looked like, but this wasn’t the time. She nodded frantically, her glassy eyes, on the verge of tears.

			“I don’t know what is going on at home, but Ryan cannot be taking it out on innocent pupils.” There was an authoritarian edge to his tone, coupled with an angry brow that was borderline over-the-top. As if it was somehow Lucy’s fault that her son was supposedly acting out. Though even referring to a push as acting out seemed like an overexaggeration.

			“I’m sorry, Mr. Simmons, I will talk with him and explain—”

			“See to it that you do.” He stared down at her despite them being on the same level. “One more incident like this and we will have to discuss Ryan’s place at this school.”

			I wanted to intervene. His tone and accusing features were nothing short of bullying. Lucy was young and perhaps intimidated by an older man on what appeared to be some kind of strange power trip. It wasn’t my place. I didn’t know all the facts, and even though I didn’t like his tone, there was no reason for me to be someone’s saviour. Reluctantly, I bit my tongue.

			He rose and looked between us one more time. “I will go get your sons. As per school policy, they are suspended for the rest of the day.”

			I bit my tongue even harder to stop myself from voicing my frustrations. I was still shaking my head in bewilderment at the dramatics. I got my phone from my blazer pocket and composed an email to my boss, Harry, informing him that I would be working from home the rest of the afternoon. And all over a bit of pushing. I was about to voice as much to Lucy when I spotted her defeated posture. She was bent forward in the chair, her elbows resting on her knees, and her head buried in her hands.

			“Hey, don’t worry about it,” I said.

			“My son started a fight with yours,” she said in a voice that sounded fragile, as though she was suppressing tears. “Aren’t you annoyed at me?”

			“Hell no. Jonah is an only child. He probably deserved it.”

			My response seemed to break through her troubled state. She shifted in her chair. “Ryan is too.” Her tone already seemed lighter, and I finally saw her face. Her green eyes stood out behind that heavy fringe, but when I looked a little closer, I realised they were almost yellow around the edges, large eyes that searched my face and were not unlike a cat’s and framed perfectly by dark eyebrows. She had light freckles on her cheeks, but by the makeup, it was clearly something she tried to hide. “I’m Lucy, and I’m a Ms. too, but I was too nervous to say anything before.” She extended her hand. “I know he already introduced us but…”

			“Dani.” I took her soft hand and noticed it was a little on the cold side. Most likely due to her nerves and slight frame. She seemed to hold my hand for just a second longer than necessary, and my gaydar pinged in anticipation. She let go soon after, though, making me doubt those alarm bells. They’d been wrong in the past.

			“Ryan talks about Jonah a lot too.” She scooped some hair behind her ear. “I just don’t understand why he would have pushed him.”

			“Ah, it was probably over nothing. You know what kids are like.”

			“I guess, it’s just…Ryan has been acting up a little—” She stopped herself hesitantly, perhaps realising I was a perfect stranger. “Never mind.” She stood and lifted her bag over her shoulder. “I shouldn’t be keeping you. I’m sure you have work.”

			“Not anymore,” I said teasingly. “I’ve had to cancel my meetings.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be. Just means I get to spend the afternoon with Jonah.”

			She looked in my eyes, and something within me tweaked. I couldn’t understand what it was, but something about Lucy Matthews intrigued me. There was a sadness to her that told me something was tearing her apart inside. I could have been wrong, but my gut instinct persuaded me to take a leap of faith in the hope that I could help.

			“Why don’t you and Ryan come back to our house?” She looked surprised. To be honest, I was too. “It would be a good excuse for Ryan and Jonah to make up. Besides, I think I’m glamourising the idea of being stuck in the house all day with him.”

			She laughed wholeheartedly, and her smile seemed to light up the whole room. It was infectious, and though it was fleeting, I was unable to look away.

			“Yeah, it always sounds more fun than it is.” She thought for a moment. “Are you sure you don’t mind us coming over?” I shook my head, causing her smile to return. “Thank you. Do you live far?”

			“No, not at all. Just off Ormeau Road.”

			“Okay,” she agreed as the principal’s door reopened.

			Mr. Simmons stepped to the side as Jonah ran to me. He launched into me with a thud. It would bruise tomorrow, but he looked so relieved to see me. Every hair on his head was in place, not a scratch in sight.

			Ryan moved to Lucy, and I could see her whispering to him in disapproval.

			“I’m sorry, Mum,” Jonah said. His dark curls fell to his shoulders as his blue eyes met mine. I didn’t have blue eyes, so I could only assume they were a gift from his donor. He readjusted the little backpack uncomfortably, and I relieved him of it, slinging it over my shoulder.

			“We’ll talk about it in the car,” I whispered before looking back at the principal. “Thank you, Mr. Simmons.”

			Jonah’s hand found mine. I waited for a moment when we emerged outside. I gave Lucy my address and phone number in case she got lost on the way over. While she and I were speaking, Jonah’s body language toward Ryan seemed quite hostile. He had his back turned and seemed to be inching closer to our car and as far away from Lucy and Ryan as possible. I waited until we made it into the car to find out the details.

			I’d barely put my seatbelt on when Jonah snapped at me from the back seat. “Why is he coming over?”

			“Never mind that. What was this fight over?” I asked sternly. “I thought you and Ryan were friends.”

			“We used to be,” he said angrily. “And then he just went crazy at me when it was time for me to score. He didn’t want to be the goalie, but it was my turn.”

			“And you didn’t say anything that might have upset him?”

			“No, Mum, I swear. Ryan just got really mad for no reason.”

			I nodded before regret seeped in, making me question the invitation. Perhaps Ryan wasn’t the kind of boy I wanted Jonah to be around. Next, they’d be selling cigarettes on the side of the train tracks. It was a joke, but I was still dubious of this Ryan kid. What did I really know about him or his mother?

			“I don’t want to be friends with him anymore.”

			“Okay, love. I understand, but you know, you can’t just push people when you don’t like them.”

			“But he pushed me first,” he said in outrage.

			“Okay. I know he pushed you first, but his mummy is going to be telling him off for that.” That seemed to ease him somewhat. “Friends fight, and then they make up again. It can make you even better friends sometimes. But if you decide you don’t want to be around Ryan anymore, then that’s okay too.” I paused as he seemed to be contemplating what I’d said. “You used to be friends, and maybe Ryan is just having a hard time right now.”

			“Maybe,” he said softly as silence fell over us. “He was crying a few days ago.”

			“What about?”

			“He thinks his mummy and daddy are gonna break up.”

			“Why?”

			“Because his daddy sleeps in the guest room, and they fight all the time.”

			I used that information to piece together a story in my mind. That would explain why Lucy didn’t feel comfortable sharing in the principal’s office. Her despair and the way she was on the verge of tears when the principal pointed out Ryan’s behaviour was turning into a pattern. Part of me was glad I’d trusted my gut in inviting Lucy over. Perhaps my impartiality might help her come to terms with the end of her relationship. After all, I’d been there myself. Maybe I could help.

			Or maybe it would be a complete disaster.

			




Chapter Ten

			Dani Raye

			Lucy texted me saying she would come by shortly after nine. I assumed it was after Ryan’s bedtime. I’d gotten Jonah tucked in not too long before, though it proved to be a challenge with the amount of cake and sweets he’d had. He was practically vibrating from the sugar.

			I’d poured a glass of wine with dinner but hadn’t touched it. Usually, I wouldn’t have any bother polishing off a glass or two at the weekend, but I could barely stomach dinner, let alone anything stronger. The glass was still on the coffee table as I channel hopped. I wasn’t particularly invested in anything on TV. The game shows offered little distraction from my troubled thoughts.

			After leaving Lucy’s home, the guilt had eaten away at me slowly. I rationalised it by telling myself they were in an open relationship; at least, that was what I hoped. But regardless of their arrangement, the reality was that Matt wouldn’t have been so hospitable if he’d known there was something going on between us. He’d been innocently hosting me and my son while I was secretly making out with his partner in the garage. Even the knowledge that Nathan knew was enough to send me running for the hills. That was one person too many for my liking. Despite my growing attraction for Lucy, it didn’t sit right with me, and I’d vowed long ago to never break up a family. I knew firsthand of the devastation that infidelity caused.

			A knock at the door caused my heart rate to spike. My body felt like lead on the couch, and I was nervous to see her face-to-face. I took a few deep inhales but couldn’t seem to regulate the shaky exhales.

			When I opened the front door, I was pleased to find her still wearing the summer dress from earlier. It was flattering on her, and she had seemed more carefree in the bright colours. However, now she seemed weighed down with worry. Probably a mirror image of myself. She offered a cautionary smile, but perhaps she could already detect my apprehension.

			“Come in,” I said, stepping back to give her some room.

			She followed me quietly into the living room. The TV was still on, but I’d muted it before getting the door. She stood awkwardly in the entrance, perhaps not knowing where she should sit. Maybe she wanted to stand. It felt like we were both hovering above eggshells, afraid of cracking whatever it was growing between us.

			“Is Jonah in bed?”

			“Yeah,” I said. “Can I get you a drink?”

			“Sure.”

			“Do you drink wine?” I motioned to my own glass.

			She nodded shyly, as if we barely knew each other.

			I hated that her energy was so tense. We weren’t normally like this around each other, but perhaps it was necessary to get through this conversation. I excused myself to fill a glass in the kitchen and tried to ready myself. I’d been preparing for this all day. I wanted to be firm yet reasonable. I needed to hear the full story in order to make up my mind about whether I could engage in this any longer. I just had to resist how good she looked in that dress.

			When I arrived back in the living room, she was on the couch. I was thankful it was a large couch so we could be in our own corners. Though being on top of each other sounded good. Damnit, focus, Dani.

			I took my seat and handed her the wineglass. She took a modest sip before setting it on the coffee table. “I’m sorry about earlier,” she started softly as I took a sip of wine, needing something to focus on.

			“You’d said Matt wasn’t going to be there.” I heard the accusation in my tone despite trying my very best to sound neutral.

			“He wasn’t supposed to be,” she said. “His parents had a trip planned, and at the last minute, it was cancelled, and that was the only reason he stayed. Because they were coming,” she said, growing agitated. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I don’t exactly get on with Matt’s parents.”

			“Yeah, that was pretty obvious.”

			A defeated look passed over her features. “It was always like that. Even when we were in high school.”

			“You two met in high school?” I asked, even though Nathan had already provided that information.

			She nodded and seemed to get lost in the memory. “He moved into the house next door. We were in the same class from first year. We were really good friends all the way up until sixth year. And then, he asked me to go to the formal with him. We started dating. On and off.” She waved. “But it wasn’t really serious.”

			I couldn’t control my face, and it must have revealed my doubt.

			“We would casually meet up once or twice a month. Jesus, I was seeing other people all the way through art college. Until final year.”

			I thought back to the conversation with Nathan. I thought about what Lucy had said on the playground about learning pottery techniques at college, even though she’d never graduated. Their relationship timeline started to make sense. “That’s when you got pregnant.”

			“I don’t regret Ryan,” she said firmly, as if I could somehow think she might. “But would my life have been different without him? Yes.” I admired her honesty. She squeezed her eyes shut as if searching for the strength to proceed. “If my teenage self saw me now…” She shook her head bitterly. “I never thought I’d become this person. I had things I wanted to achieve, but…I fell into a routine.”

			“How so?”

			“Matt started working for his dad straight out of university, and he was earning good money. We agreed that…well, actually, I don’t think it ever was my decision. That I would stay home and look after Ryan.” Her posture showed defeat. She looked tired, as if she’d aged before my eyes. I felt sorry for her. “It made sense, you know? Matt made more money, and I had no degree, no experience, no skills—”

			“That’s not true. You’re talented, Lucy. You could do something with your art. With your ceramics.”

			“I thought about it.” A disappointed smile made its way onto her face. “Over the years, I thought about going out and trying to make something of myself.” She sighed and fixated on a spot in the corner of the room. “But it’s like…do you ever start folding clothes, and before you know it, you’ve folded all of it, and you don’t know where the time has gone?”

			“No, not really. I hate laundry.”

			She cracked a smile, and her shoulders seemed to relax a little.

			I couldn’t help but smile back at her. “But I know what you mean. You get comfortable.”

			“Almost as if you’re sleepwalking,” she whispered. “I guess I was. Sleepwalking through my life. It was easier than analysing my discontent. The unhappiness and unfulfilled aspirations.” Something darker appeared on her face. “Sleepwalking for all those years. All of my friends from art college had moved abroad or were progressing with their careers, and there I was. Burying my dreams. For them.” Her tone was dull and empty. I felt sorry for her but also a little bit privileged that she felt comfortable enough to be so honest. “Well, at least, it was. Up until a couple of months ago. Up until the bubble burst.” She took a large gulp of wine, and I could tell she was on the verge of unleashing what lurked beneath the surface.

			There was hesitancy, though. Maybe she’d never told anyone what had been troubling her. I wanted to create a space where she felt comfortable enough to be vulnerable. “You can tell me.” I touched her arm briefly. “Only if you feel comfortable.”

			The gesture seemed to ease her. “I do.” Her hand rested on top of mine, and it didn’t move. “It was going on for a while. Matt started acting cold and being short. He had no interest in family time, and well, our sex life was never amazing to begin with, but it had nosedived into the ground.” She tilted her head. “I thought about confronting him, but why rock the boat?” Her eyes narrowed with regret or disappointment or maybe both. “I guess, it wasn’t really my decision. One day, he just blurts it out. He had feelings for someone else.” She kept it together despite the pain in her voice.

			I wondered if she was too proud to be upset, or maybe it was me she didn’t want to break down in front of. I admired her for that but remembered how difficult it was to learn that heartbreaking truth. When Catriona had told me about Maeve, it had felt like my entire world had been knocked out of orbit. I hadn’t seen it coming.

			I could also resonate with what she had said about not wanting to rock the boat. It had been horrible because I’d known something was going on. I’d felt it in my gut every time I’d looked at Catriona, getting suspicious when she’d started to take calls in another room. Or when she’d panic if I lifted her phone or her short temper when I’d asked too many questions. It was like a war zone.

			“Who was it?” I asked.

			“Her name is Shannon. They work together.” She looked pent-up with a mixture of sadness and disbelief. “What a fucking cliché.”

			“Catriona worked with Maeve too.”

			Her features softened, and she looked at me with empathy. Perhaps it was a mirror of my own facial expression. It was as if, without needing to say so, we both knew what the other was going through. It made my chest heat up and my heart flutter.

			Her look transformed into something more uplifting. “I was so glad when you told me about you and Catriona.” Her eyes searched mine. “I felt so alone before. I was going out of my mind and then you”—she tilted her head thoughtfully—“you shared your story. I felt relieved someone else had been through it and had actually managed to come out the other side. Meeting you started to heal me.”

			That touched me on a level that felt deep. It made me nervous that she could have such a strong impact on me emotionally, especially if this was going nowhere good. I batted it off to protect myself. “I think you’re giving me too much credit.”

			“No,” she said wilfully. “Your co-parenting relationship with Catriona had a chain reaction in my head. If you could get to a place where you could be amicable with your ex-wife, then maybe I could…I was able to start imagining myself getting to that place with Matt.” She took a deep breath as if readying herself to reveal a secret. “The truth is, Matt and I love each other, but we were never in love. Not the way you see in the movies. Fuck, we were just so young when Ryan was born. We wanted to give it a go, and it was working. For years, we didn’t fight or argue, but now that I’ve had time to reflect, I wonder if that was even a good thing. We didn’t fight because there was no passion. We were basically a friendship raising a child.”

			After she was done, something resembling a revelation washed over. A light bulb moment. It looked as though she’d never said that out loud. As if a ton of weight had been dissolved into the air. She seemed lighter, and I was just happy I had helped her get to that conclusion.

			“So what is your situation now?” I asked, holding my breath in case my heart was about to be crushed into a million pieces. “With Matt?”

			She took a beat to compose herself. “He wanted to explore things. He said he came to me before he acted on his feelings.” She nodded. “And I believe him. Matt is a lot of things, but he would never lie to me. He would never cheat, either. I mean, even when we were kids, he couldn’t keep anything from me. He always told me everything.”

			I was beginning to grasp the depth of her connection with him. He was someone who she’d grown up with. Someone who’d loved and cared about her throughout most of her life. The fact that he respected her enough to reveal his feelings for someone else before acting on them was a testament of their long-lasting relationship. It was a connection that few would ever experience. And I wondered what a strong friendship that transitioned into a romantic relationship would feel like. Being with someone who knew me so fully and unconditionally. But Lucy’s story appeared to show more of a deep connection with a friend than any great love story. At least, that was from my perspective.

			“I couldn’t bring myself to even contemplate the idea of him sleeping with her. Not after us being committed for so long. In uni, it’s fine to sleep around, but we had a kid.” It seemed difficult for her to say it out loud. Her voice was small and uneven, perhaps exhausted from fighting off her demons. “But I saw how it was affecting him. He was so miserable and closed off. Even Ryan started noticing. That’s when he started acting out too.” She looked broken and fragile, her tone revealed a heartache I remembered all too well. “I just wanted it to stop and for us to be okay again. I just needed it to stop. And letting him explore was the only way I knew to make him happy. To do what he had to do. He’s been seeing her for weeks now. Maybe months. I lost count of the time.” She paused and took another sip of wine. “I told myself that once he got this thing with Shannon out of his system, he would come to his senses and come back to me.”

			Silence surrounded us as I contemplated what exactly her revelation meant for me. It was selfish to be thinking about myself after hearing her hardship, but I couldn’t help my disappointment. Like I was some sort of a distraction while her boyfriend fooled around with someone else. And when he came to his senses, I would be kicked to the curb. A crushing force pulsated around my heart as the reality of her circumstances became clear. I was her entertainment until Matt was ready to be a family again.

			“I get it.” I broke the silence, and my disappointment must have been clear as day. Lucy watched me carefully. “It’s okay. Maybe he will come to his senses, and you two can…” A lump in my throat made it too difficult to even finish that sentence. “I just want you to be happy.”

			Her eyes shifted back and forth in bewilderment before she seemed to follow my train of thought. “No, Dani.” Her voice heightened in worry, but I couldn’t be sure as my eyes were firmly planted on the ground. “That’s not it. Look at me.” She shimmied closer and pulled on my shoulder to face her again. She was so close, I could practically feel her breath on my lips.

			“That was how I felt,” she said, searching my face like I was the only person in the world who mattered. “And then I met you.” My heart started to accelerate. “And I know that sounds crazy because we barely know each other but…” She sucked her lip between her teeth. “Me and Matt have a long history, yes, but there’s no passion. He doesn’t make my heart race.” Her voice hitched, and her breathing turned shallow. “Or make my hands shake.” Her hand crept onto my forearm, and it felt like the room intensified. The air turned thick around us as her breathing quickened. “I don’t think about him when it’s late and I’m alone.” It felt like every nerve in my body was heightened and throbbing at the same time. I could barely focus on anything over my heartbeat booming in her ears. Having her this close sent an exhilarating rush from my head to my toes. “He doesn’t look at me like that,” she murmured.

			“Like what?” It came out breathless and needy.

			“Like you’re about to rip my clothes off.”

			I made the mistake of catching her eyes and saw just how dark they were. Heat radiated off her as she inched closer. I couldn’t take it any longer. The ache between my thighs propelled me toward her. She gasped as I kissed her deeply. Her hand cupped my face desperately while the other seemed to be struggling to keep herself upright. Before I knew what was happening, she had pulled me down on top of her.

			The thin material of her dress rode up as we kissed. Her kiss was invigorating yet calming. I’d never felt this insatiable hunger for anyone in all my life. I slid my hand down her outer thigh as she arched into my front. She began grinding into my pelvis slowly at first, but when I kissed her neck, her hips seemed to lose control. I didn’t know how long we were kissing or at what point my shirt had been removed and Lucy’s dress had been unbuttoned at the front.

			Time was irrelevant.

			Until it wasn’t.

			I heard Jonah’s faint voice calling my name. I pulled back as Lucy stared at me with confused eyes. “Did you hear that?”

			“Hear what?” she asked as I raised up slightly and listened again.

			“Mummy?” Jonah said, but this time his voice was louder. Closer.

			The stairs creaked as he moved. I jumped off Lucy and quickly retrieved my top. She was buttoning her dress again and smoothing it out. I made it to the door in time to see him reach the last step of the staircase.

			“Hey, love,” I said, trying to keep my voice under control through the shortness of breath. “You okay?” I closed the door behind me to avoid him catching a glimpse of Lucy.

			“I don’t feel good,” he said glumly. I moved to him and registered just how pale he was, borderline green.

			“Do you think you’re going to throw up?” I asked, and he nodded frantically. By the gulp and sickly look on his face, I knew we didn’t have long. “Okay, let’s go to the toilet.”

			I led him down the hall and into the kitchen, but sadly, we didn’t make it to the toilet. He retched violently, and his vomit splattered across the kitchen floor. I didn’t even have time to look at the damage before he was heaving again. I knew more was to come, but thankfully, this time, we just about made it. Jonah regrettably misjudged the distance to the toilet bowl, but most of it ended up in the right place.

			I rubbed his back soothingly in an effort to get everything up. “You all done?” I asked after his breathing returned to normal. He nodded tiredly, and I flushed.

			I wiped his face with a damp cloth and spotted his heavy eyelids. I made sure his temperature wasn’t high in case it was something more serious. But my best guess told me it was likely all the cake he had eaten at Ryan’s party. Jonah didn’t eat a lot of sugar, so when he got an opportunity to indulge, boy, did he.

			We sat for a little while longer on the floor of the bathroom. I wanted to make sure he was fit to go back to bed. I cradled him in my arms just like I’d done when he was a baby. I was stroking his head as I rocked him back and forth. It didn’t matter how big he grew, he still loved to have his head stroked. It was my only surefire way to get him to sleep when he was being cranky. His breathing evened out, and so I snuck a peek to find him fast asleep.

			I carefully lifted him, and he nuzzled into the crook of my neck. His arms and legs wrapped around me, assisting me in carrying him. He was definitely getting too heavy to be carried, but he looked so weak and tired.

			When I emerged into the kitchen, I was shocked to find Lucy on her hands and knees, scrubbing the floor. She looked up as I said, “Leave it.” She shook her head, dismissing me, and went back to cleaning.

			Jonah’s weight was causing me to lose my grip, and I begrudgingly left her to it. I got upstairs as quickly as possible and settled him into bed again. I left the duvet down a little so he didn’t overheat. He was passed out, and I didn’t see the need to stick around. I came back downstairs into the kitchen as Lucy was finishing up.

			“Lucy, you really didn’t have to.” I tried to apologise as she threw the dirty kitchen towels into the bin.

			“I kind of think I did,” she said a little guiltily as I closed the gap between us. “You see, at the party, Jonah asked me for another slice of cake when you were in the bathroom.”

			“You didn’t,” I said, narrowing my eyes.

			“But in my defence, he’s super hard to say no to.”

			“Uh-huh?”

			“Yes, it’s his cute little nose and missing front teeth.”

			I couldn’t stop myself from smiling even if I wanted to, and her hands seemed to naturally loop around my neck. My hands found their place on her hips.

			“It’s not my fault your little boy is too perfect to resist. Bit like his mum.”

			I planted a soft kiss on her lips, and she settled nicely against my front. That kiss had passion, but it wasn’t driven by pure lust like before. It was sweet and warming. “Thank you,” I said when she pulled back. I gestured to the kitchen floor so she knew what I was referring to.

			“Don’t mention it,” she returned, and a reluctance came over her. “But I should really be heading home soon. It’s getting late.” We slowly broke apart, but I was glad when she reached for my hand. “Is this,” she said, gesturing at our intertwined hands, “okay?” She didn’t make a move to the front door yet.

			“Yes.”

			“And are we okay?”

			“Yes.”

			“Am I gonna get more than one word from you?”

			“Yes.” I raised a brow teasingly before turning a little more serious. “I like this.”

			She smiled with a long, contented sigh, and I had to admit, I loved seeing it.

			“And I want to see where this goes.”

			She nodded, appearing to be on the same page.

			“But you have to be discreet, right?”

			Hesitation appeared on her features, like perhaps she worried I might recant my interest if we couldn’t be “out.” But her concern was misplaced.

			“It’s okay. I don’t…” I started but took a beat. I wanted to make sure I got it out right. “I’m not ready for people to know, either. I don’t introduce people to Jonah unless they’re sticking around.”

			“I have already met him, you know.”

			“I know.” I deepened my tone seriously, and her teasing disappeared. “That’s sort of part of the problem. If things didn’t work out, the whole school would probably know.” I could tell by the change in her expression that she agreed. “I just want us to figure it out on our own before we go including anyone else.”

			“I agree,” she said and smiled at me sweetly before faltering. “Even Matt. I’m not ready to tell him, either.”

			I was glad for that too because if more people knew, it would only be a matter of time before it got back to Catriona or Jonah. “It’s just a shame Nathan already knows.”

			Her eyes widened. “What?” she said a little loudly. “Nathan knows about us?”

			“He said he overheard us in the living room.”

			“Nosy little shit!”

			I couldn’t contain my smile, but Lucy seemed beyond pissed.

			“He’s always spying on me, the little creep. I’m going to kill him.”

			“He said he wouldn’t tell anyone.”

			“And he won’t, I promise. Especially by the time I’m finished with him.”

			“Well, don’t be too hard on him. He revealed some very vital information.”

			That interrupted her annoyance. She squinted curiously.

			“He said you’re totally crushing on me,” I said smugly, and her face reddened.

			“He’s also a pathological liar.” She shook her head in frustration, but amusement pulled at her lips.

			“There’s no truth in it?”

			“There might be some truth in it. I guess I should have been a little more discreet at Basement. I kinda couldn’t look at anything else when you were dancing with Heather.” Indifference clouded her features. It was the same look I’d encountered in Basement. “I thought you two were together, and I…hated it.”

			“You were jealous.” I wanted to have a little fun at her expense. “You were so jealous, weren’t you?”

			Her inability to admit it gave me unmeasurable enjoyment. But she stubbornly shook her head. It was adorable, and I couldn’t resist leaning in and kissing her lips fleetingly. She melted against me, and I decided to let her in on a secret of my own:

			“When Matt kissed you at Ryan’s party…” I paused, recalling that crushing feeling in my chest.

			Lucy’s smile saddened. “I’m sorry.” I heard the conviction in her voice, and her expression revealed just how much she meant it.

			“It’s okay.” I caressed her cheek, and she moved into my touch. “I know there’s nothing between you two anymore.”

			“There isn’t,” she stressed and proceeded to plant a soft kiss to the inside of my palm. “I promise. Even if this goes nowhere, Matt and I are done.” I believed her. “But for the record, I hope this goes somewhere.”

			“Me too
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