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Puppy-dog eyes. Prince Charming. Hollywood heartthrob. Liam York has a lot of nicknames. None of them mention the demons that chase him every day.

He may be worth millions, but underneath it all? He’s human, just like us. And if he doesn’t do something soon, those demons are going to catch up with him.
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FEBRUARY







ONE




‘What the fuck is this?’ snarled Patrick, slamming a glossy mag onto the kitchen island.

‘Didn’t peg you for a reader of gossip mags,’ said Fayth. She turned off the tap and began to wash up. The pub was busy and they were running short on crockery; she didn’t have time for Patrick’s theatrics.

‘It’s my sister’s,’ he said, a little too quickly.

Of course it was. His ex-wife being in it had nothing to do with it. She’d been waiting for him to confront her about it since she and Hollie had returned from New York three weeks earlier. Several punters had already popped in to show Fayth her face all over the front cover and in a double-page spread. Holding hands and ice skating with film star Liam York. Walking around Central Park with film star Liam York. Being film star Liam York’s ‘new girlfriend’.

The Cock and Bull had received a sudden surge in popularity thanks to Fayth’s new rank as a Z-lister. She hid in the kitchen as much as she could. Most punters respected the rule that only staff were allowed in the kitchen. Her ex-husband did not.

‘Aren’t you even going to look at it?’ he asked as she continued to wash up.

Whatever she did, she wouldn’t be able to get rid of him, so she reluctantly dried her hands, picked up the magazine, and flicked to the front cover. Liam’s floppy hair and espresso-coloured eyes stared back at her from one half of a broken heart. Trinity was on the other side, Fayth Photoshopped between them. They’d given her demon eyes, just because. LIAM YORK’S SHOCKING TWO-TIMING! read the headline. Ugh. How much longer would they insist she was responsible for Liam and Trinity’s breakup?

She skimmed the rest of the cover. Exclusive details of Trinity’s ‘heartbreak’ from an ‘insider’ (that they’d made up – you needed to have a heart to be heartbroken), an interview with Camilla Persia, and something to do with the boy band HATT. And a date. ‘It’s two weeks out of date.’

‘That’s not the point!’ he snapped, snatching the magazine from her and flicking back to the double-page spread. ‘Look!’ He pointed to a shot of her and Liam holding hands.

Fayth yawned. She still hadn’t caught up on the sleep she’d missed out on in New York. Her body ached from all the extra hours she’d had to do thanks to the pub’s newfound popularity. She rubbed her forehead. He was giving her a migraine. ‘I was teaching him how to skate. I held your hand when I taught you how to skate, too.’

‘Why should I believe you?’

Fayth clutched the bridge of her nose. ‘I don’t care if you do or not, but I never lied to you when we were together, and I have no reason to now.’ 

She grabbed some carrots from the fridge and began to peel and chop them. He wasn’t going to take the hint, so she may as well get on with things. There was nobody else to pick up the slack if she fell behind – her dad was on the bar, her younger sister Brooke was at college, and it was Ross’s day off. Conversations with Patrick only ever ended up going around in circles anyway.

‘I get it. You wanted to get even after what happened in Magaluf. Well, you did.’

Fayth snorted. Getting even after he’d cheated on her had never occurred to her. She just wanted to get divorced. He still hadn’t grasped that.

The knife slammed on to the chopping board as she hacked at a stubborn carrot.

Patrick tried to shove his face into her line of vision. She continued to attack the carrot. He refused to go away. 

She looked up, her face expressionless.

‘Does our relationship mean nothing to you?’

She sighed. ‘We don’t have a relationship anymore.’ She resumed chopping the carrots.

‘You don’t mean that. You’re not supposed to make rash decisions after losing family members. You lost two. That means you shouldn’t make rash decisions for twice as long.’

Fayth ground her teeth. Would he ever take the hint? ‘That’s not how it works.’ Chop. ‘And it wasn’t a rash decision.’ Chop. ‘I’d wanted to do it for months.’ Chop chop. ‘Losing Mum and Mhairi made me realise life’s too short to waste it doing things you don’t want to do.’ Chop chop chop.

He fell silent for a few glorious moments. Then he said, ‘What happened to you?’

She stopped chopping the carrots and looked up at him. He looked like a sad, needy child who’d finally realised that his mum didn’t want him any more. Guilt tugged at her heart. She’d once loved him. She’d once envisioned a future with him, happily married with kids and dogs and a picket fence.

And then it’d all been torn away from her when her mum and sister were killed in a car accident, then Patrick had cheated on her less than a month later. What she wanted from life had changed. Who she wanted to be in life had changed.

She wiped her hands on her apron. ‘I grew up.’

‘No, it’s not that. You seem…different. What happened to the woman I married?’

‘She wasn’t a woman: she was a naive little girl who thought she could get a fairytale from the first guy who came along. She was wrong. Relationships are about so much more than that.’

‘You’ve changed.’

‘Yeah,’ she agreed, ‘I have. And I hope that one day you realise it’s for the better.’ 

He gave her one last look of longing then left, leaving his glossy magazine behind.

She waited until she heard his dirt bike spit and sputter past the window, then picked up the magazine and studied it further. They’d picked the most unflattering photographs they could find. There wasn’t a single photo taken at a good angle. The content of the article was fairly tame compared to what had been said about her online, though. They probably couldn’t get away with such slander when they had advertisers to please. She was almost at the point where she found all the trolling funny instead of hurtful. Almost.

She took a photo of the magazine and sent it to Liam with the caption, Look what the ex dropped off. It took a few attempts to send – the phone signal was having another of its off days – but when it finally did, it wasn’t long until she had a reply: Tell him to get a better hobby. She laughed. When she and Hollie had left New York, she’d expected that to be the end of their Hollywood adventure. She was under no illusion that Hollywood was a welcoming place, or that most of its inhabitants were genuine. But Liam was different. He texted again before she had chance to reply. It was a photo of a mound of brown sludge on a plate. Mushed chocolate cake?




Wtf is that?




Burned.




Oh my god. Is that supposed to be an omelette?




Maybe.




Did you set the fire alarm off?




No. But I did have the windows open.




Good. Maybe next time?




Maybe next time I’ll just get my cook to make it for me. It is what I pay her for…




You’ll get there with practice :)




Offering cooking advice to Liam York. If her mum and sister could see her now.


*



Against her will, Fayth worked the bar that evening. It was technically her turn. She’d also lost Rock, Paper, Scissors to her dad, meaning he was tucked away in the safety of the kitchen while Fayth was left to deal with people. She didn’t mind it sometimes. When she wasn’t featured in gossip magazines or hounded by people who were more interested in what Liam was like than being served. The trouble with villages was that there were no secrets. Everyone knew everyone, and everyone knew everything.

She was pulling a pint when one of the regulars, Monica, hopped on to the barstool in front of her. ‘Long time no speak,’ she said, flicking her shiny red hair. Fayth couldn’t remember the last time her own hair had looked so healthy. How did Monica manage it when she worked twelve-hour days as a solicitor? She was also Fayth’s divorce solicitor, but she hadn’t had much of a chance to do anything given that Patrick wouldn’t sign the papers and they were still waiting on a court date.

‘How’s life as a high-powered solicitor?’ asked Fayth. She finished pulling the pint, handed it to the punter, and took his money.

‘Wouldn’t call it high-powered. I did have some pretty shocking news this afternoon, though.’ She fidgeted in her seat. ‘You got a sec to talk in private?’

Fayth glanced around the pub. Nobody was at the bar, and those sat at tables were preoccupied with themselves. ‘Sure.’ She and Monica went into the kitchen where her dad was crouched over the oven, putting some chips in. All the bending and lifting at the pub was starting to give him back problems, but he still worked harder than anyone else, despite being close to retirement age. Even though he had two grown-up children, he insisted on doing most of the hard work himself. That, along with losing his wife and daughter, had taken its toll. His once dark hair had faded to salt and pepper; his once chubby cheeks were gaunt. Fayth had tried to talk to him about it many times, but he wasn’t interested in looking after himself, only his daughters and the pub. He closed the oven door and turned to them. ‘Monica, how’s it going?’

‘Good, good,’ said Monica, standing just beside the door. ‘You?’

‘Can’t complain,’ he said, massaging his lower back. Even if he was in pain, he wouldn’t complain. He wouldn’t even take painkillers. Stubborn old git.

‘Dad, could you give us a minute, please?’ said Fayth, gesturing to Monica.

He looked between his daughter and her solicitor. ‘I’ll go keep an eye on the bar,’ he said, patting Fayth’s shoulder as he went past. The door swung a few times after he’d gone through. Fayth waited until it had stopped, then leaned against the island. ‘So.’

Monica paused. If it was for dramatic effect, Fayth didn’t appreciate it. ‘Patrick’s solicitor got in touch just before I left. He wants to move forwards with the divorce. No court date necessary. It’s going to be an easy and amicable—’

Fayth raised an eyebrow.

‘—Ish – divorce.’

Fayth’s legs turned to jelly. She clung on to the island for support. 

Had it really only taken a stupid article in a gossip magazine to make Patrick change his mind?

‘Sorry. Should’ve mentioned you’d need to sit down,’ said Monica.

Fayth stared at her friend and solicitor. She grinned. It was a genuine I’m-not-shitting-you smile. Patrick really was ready to move forwards with the divorce. After all the fuss he’d kicked up for the past seven months, he was finally, finally ready to let her go.







TWO




Paper crumpled underneath Hollie’s chair as she pushed it away from her desk. The blue carpet – along with her desk, TV cabinet, and parts of her bed – hadn’t been visible for at least a week.

Her chest was so tight it felt like an invisible hand was trying to strangle her. She inhaled through her nose, then breathed out slowly through her mouth. Just like Mum had taught her. Having a nurse as a mum came in handy sometimes. It was even handier when she worked nights and was around during the day when Hollie needed her…except that Hollie’s mum had recently switched to daytime shifts.

Pacing the length of her small room, she checked the clock above her TV. Five minutes. Breathe. Keep breathing. Keep—

Her polka dot socks slipped on a discarded sketch. She fell forwards, putting her hands out just in time.

A thud echoed through the Edwardian house.

A sharp pain shot through her wrists. She glanced back at the design she’d slipped on. A tight-fitting silver playsuit. And her least favourite. Typical. She squeezed her eyes shut as tears formed. She needed to calm down. She couldn’t face Tate Gardener in the state she was in. She massaged her throbbing wrists.

‘What are you doing up there?’ shouted her nan from the bottom of the stairs.

Hollie scurried to get up – almost slipping over again – and poked her head around the top of the stairs. ‘Sorry.’ She sniffled a couple of times.

‘You sound like Nelly the Elephant!’

‘Sorry,’ she repeated.

‘What happened?’

‘I slipped.’

‘You should tidy your ruddy room then,’ said her nan, her arms folded. George, their Golden Retriever, appeared beside her nan. He sat at the bottom of the stairs, looking from one to the other.

‘Yeah,’ said Hollie. She sighed. She had more important things to think about than how tidy her room was. 

‘You’ll be fine. Stop worrying so much. You’re making me nervous.’

‘Sorry.’

‘You don’t know what’s going to happen when you meet with this Tate person, so why worry?’ said her nan.

‘That’s the problem, though. I don’t know what’s going to happen.’

‘You can’t control everything in life.’

‘Which is another problem,’ said Hollie.

Her nan shook her head. ‘Sometimes you just have to accept things and move on.’

Hollie’s nan had so many health problems Hollie couldn’t keep up, yet she kept going like nothing was wrong. She used her wheelchair when she went out, and she didn’t like going out at night as she couldn’t see, but her mind was as strong as anyone’s. Stronger, even. Hollie admired her tenacity. How did she do it? How?!

‘I suppose,’ said Hollie with a sigh. If only she’d inherited her nan’s tenacity.

The stupid singing clock in the lounge broke out into Für Elise. One o’clock. A few seconds later, Hollie’s laptop rang.

‘Is that your phone?’ said her nan.

‘Close enough,’ said Hollie. There was no point explaining Skype to her nan. She wasn’t interested in technology beyond phones and TVs. ‘See you in a bit.’

‘Good luck. Not that you’ll need it.’

Hollie closed her eyes. Deep breath. 

She returned to her desk – careful not to slip on any more sketches – then sat down. Her hand trembling, she answered the call.

Tate’s Disney Princess-like face appeared on screen, her formerly long blonde hair cut into a bedhead bob. She only had a little bit of make-up on, but she didn’t need it – she looked perfect whatever she did.

‘Love the new hair,’ said Hollie.

‘Thanks,’ said Tate, shaking her head so that the ends tickled her neck. ‘It’s fun. So, what’ve you got for me?’

Her hands still shaking, Hollie held up two designs. The first was a silver halter-neck jumpsuit with a neckline that fell just above the belly button. The second was a gold backless jumpsuit with a turtleneck and lace panel from the neck to the belly button. Her foot tapped against the desk as she talked Tate through the two designs.

Tate wrinkled her nose. ‘I prefer the gold one. It would stand out more against the set.’

‘What colour is the set?’

‘Blue and grey.’

‘I could do the silver one in gold fabric?’ offered Hollie. Her wrists throbbed. She put the sketches down for a minute and massaged them.

‘No, I like the gold one. It’s very Kylie. Although…’ She moved her lips around, an expression Hollie had come to realise was Tate’s thinking face.

Although? There was an although?

She could hardly breathe. Was Tate about to go with another designer?

‘Could we leave out the lace? Have it as a cut-out panel instead?’

Phew.

‘Do you want it transparent or will you just use tape to hold it in place?’ said Hollie.

Tate moved her mouth around a few times. She bit her lip. ‘We’ll just use tape, I think. I won’t be doing that much dancing in it.’

Hollie turned the paper over and started sketching on the back. ‘What about making it sleeveless too?’

‘Yes!’ said Tate. She clapped her hands together. ‘Perfect!’

Hollie finished off the sketch and held it up. ‘Picture this in a gold lamé fabric. It would catch the light perfectly.’

‘I love it!’ said Tate. ‘If I send you the money now, could you put something together for the end of March? That’s when I’m next in the UK.’

‘Sure,’ said Hollie. The end of March was five or six weeks away. Plenty of time. Especially given that her current status was unemployed.

No.

It was self-employed. She’d made that decision while in New York. She just hadn’t made any money from it yet.

‘Awesome! I’ll organise the transport. Maybe you and Fayth could come to a show, then we could hang out after? I’m going out with some friends after the second show. You’re welcome to join us.’

‘No!’ said Hollie, a little too suddenly. The one celebrity party she and Fayth had been to in New York was enough to put her off for life.

Tate giggled. ‘Netflix and soya ice cream it is. I’ll be pretty wiped by the last show, but you’re welcome to join then.’

‘Works for me. I doubt Fayth will complain either. Except about the soya part.’

‘Oh, you can’t tell the difference,’ said Tate. She looked at something offscreen for a minute, then turned back to Hollie with a mischievous smile. ‘I hear it’s your birthday soon.’

‘Yeah,’ said Hollie. ‘Three weeks.’ She wasn’t feeling very enthusiastic about it. It just marked that another year had passed and nothing had changed. Except she now had a handsome stunt performer for a boyfriend.

‘Doing anything nice?’

Hollie scoffed. ‘Around here? There’s nothing to do.’

‘I think you’ll like Astin’s present.’

‘Present? What present?’

Tate grinned. ‘You’ll see. I’ve got to go, but if you have any questions, text me and I’ll reply when I can, OK?’

‘But what about—’

Tate blew her a kiss then hung up.







THREE




Liam ran his hand over his hair. Three months in and he still hadn’t got used to the copious amounts of hair gel needed onstage. He liked the character, though, and that was what was important.

He’d taken to doing a Daniel Radcliffe after his breakup with Trinity, wearing the same outfit going into, and leaving, the theatre. That way the press had no idea when the photos were taken. They’d got bored pretty quickly after he’d started that tactic. Ha.

The play over, it was time to change into his signature outfit – jeans and a peacoat – then go home and play some World of Warcraft.

He rounded the corner towards his dressing room. He’d be home in less than half an hour and could—

Why was his dressing room door open? He’d definitely closed it behind him. He was pretty sure he’d locked it, actually.

He swallowed. How many people had a key? He pushed the door open. Carnage lay inside. The mirror was smashed. The chair lay on its back. His photographs were ripped from the walls. He ran to them to find his favourite photo – of him and his sister, the summer before she’d died – torn in half and lying on the floor.

He banged his fist against the wall, rage burning inside him. Why would someone do that?

His assistant ran in, her red face clashing with her blonde hair. ‘What happened?’ She went to pick up the chair.

He held out his hand to stop her. ‘Don’t, Ola. It wasn’t me. Someone broke in.’

‘But…how? You locked it, didn’t you?’ She crouched down and studied the lock on the door. 

‘Yeah.’ He took a gold key from his pocket and showed it to her.

‘Looks like someone’s fiddled with it,’ said Ola, a regular Nancy Drew. ‘Is anything missing?’

‘Doesn’t look like it.’ He stood up, still clutching the torn photo.

‘Well, that’s something.’

Liam held up the photo.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. She hadn’t been his assistant for long, but she knew what had happened. ‘Do you still have the original?’

He ran his hand over his hair. When the play finished, he wouldn’t miss the hair gel. ‘Hard drive crashed. My parents might, but I can’t tell them about this. They worry enough already.’

‘I’ll ask them. I’ll say I’m making you a collage for your birthday.’

‘My birthday’s in October.’

Ola shrugged. ‘It’s my job to be organised. I’d better go let management know and call 911. Sit tight, yeah?’

‘What else can I do?’

Looking down at the torn photograph, his eyes filled with tears. Who would do that? What had his dead sister done to anyone? Or was someone trying to get to him, knowing his dead sister was the way to do it? All of the photos on the wall were of his friends and family. There were more that included Saoirse, but that one was his favourite. It told a story of simpler times, between Highwater films and just before she’d got engaged.

He waited until Ola was out of sight, then punched the wall again. It probably echoed through the theatre, but he didn’t care.

Still in his replica WWII uniform, he left the theatre and walked out into the New York winter. He didn’t feel the cold. He was numb. There were no press outside waiting for him, and if there were any fans, he didn’t notice. He was in a trance. He didn’t know where he was going. It didn’t matter. He just needed to get away. Away from work, memories of his shitty ex-girlfriend, the damaged photos of his loved ones, and his dressing room that had been broken into.

He stopped and looked around. He was a few blocks from Astin’s apartment, so he carried on to there. When he pushed the buzzer, nothing happened. He pushed it again. A moment later, Astin’s gruff Texan voice said, ‘Hello?’ It sounded like he’d just woken up.

‘It’s me.’

‘Dude, shouldn’t you be at work?’

‘No.’

There was a pause. Liam stared at the intercom, as if doing so would magically open the door. It didn’t. Finally Astin said, ‘Door’s open.’

Liam made his way through the front doors and up to Astin’s floor. The door to his apartment was open when Liam reached it. He entered, collapsing onto the sofa. ‘Man, I wish you had beer in.’

‘Jack drinks enough without it lying around here, too,’ said Astin, referring to his alcoholic flatmate.

Astin went over to the coffee machine in the kitchenette and made a cappuccino. That would have to do. He placed it on the coffee table in front of Liam, then sat down. As Liam reached for the coffee with his right hand, he realised he still had the torn photo in his hand. He unravelled it and placed it on the coffee table, blinking back tears. ‘Someone broke into my dressing room.’ 

‘Why would they rip up a photo of you and your sister?’

‘How should I know?’

‘Did you call the police?’

He took the crumpled photo from him and pocketed it. ‘Ola did.’

‘Did you speak to them?’

‘I left before they got there.’

‘You need to be there,’ said Astin.

‘All right, Mom.’

‘I’m serious.’

‘Don’t start, all right?’

‘I’m not, I’m just saying—’

‘I’m an actor. Weird shit happens all the time.’

Astin’s blue eyes bored into his friend. ‘Not like this.’

Liam’s phone broke out into the Pokémon theme tune. He put his coffee down, then took his phone from his pocket. Ola. ‘I’m at Astin’s,’ he said.

‘Why?’

‘Needed some air.’

‘So you walked miles to your best friend’s house? I’ve been worried sick! The police are here. They need a statement. Do you want me to come get you?’

‘No, it’s all right, I’ll get a cab.’

‘Get a cab where?’ Astin interjected.

Theatre, Liam mimed.

‘I’ll drive you,’ said Astin.

Liam shook his head.

‘I’ll drive you,’ Astin repeated.

Liam rolled his eyes. ‘Astin will drive me.’

Astin smiled triumphantly.


*



Astin drove Liam to the theatre in his DeLorean and insisted on going inside to see the damage. He – like Ola – was making a big deal out of nothing.

By the time Astin and Liam entered, the whole of Liam’s dressing room was sectioned off. It was surrounded by people: Ola, three theatre staff he didn’t recognise, several uniformed police officers, and his bodyguard, Wade. He stood by the entrance to Liam’s dressing room with his arms crossed and a death stare on his face. When he saw Liam, his expression warmed very little. ‘Well if it isn’t Houdini.’

‘Good to see you, too,’ said Liam.

Wade shook his head. ‘You should know better.’

‘I went for a walk. Exercise is good, you know. You should try it some time.’

‘Come on guys, this isn’t the time for jokes,’ said Ola. She stood between them, her arms also crossed.

‘Would you prefer blind panic?’ said Liam.

Ola frowned.

‘There’s no need to overreact,’ said Astin. He peered over the police tape into Liam’s dressing room. ‘Fuck.’

A policewoman in her mid-thirties approached them, notebook in hand. ‘I’m Detective James. I’d like to take your statement, if that’s OK?’

‘Of course,’ said Liam. He wanted to say no, but he didn’t have a choice. He had to cooperate. Not to mention he could never be too sure if someone would leak to the press that he’d been anything but polite. He had to maintain his ‘good guy’ reputation at all times. All. Freaking. Times.

‘Thalia’s stuck in traffic but said she’ll wait for you then drive you home,’ said Ola, her phone in hand.

‘Do you have somewhere to stay tonight?’ asked Detective James. ‘It might be best if you stay somewhere else tonight, just in case this isn’t random.’

Ripping up personal photos didn’t feel random, but what else would it be? Why would someone target him?

‘You can stay at mine if you want,’ said Astin.

‘Thanks,’ said Liam.

‘Is there somewhere we can go to talk?’ asked Officer James.

‘Over here,’ said Ola, leading the way.

‘After you,’ said Liam, holding his hand out and following Ola and Detective James down the corridor to a seating area.

Giving his statement took longer than he thought it would. Wade waited for him anyway. Astin went to get some sleep and left a spare key with Wade. Ola left not long after.

It was almost three o’clock in the morning when he finally made it to Astin’s. Astin lay on the sofa, spread out so that his feet hung over one end and his head hung over the other. It didn’t look comfortable.

He crept past his friend, up the stairs, and into the spare bedroom. He wasn’t tired, but he didn’t want to wake Astin either. It would be morning in Scotland, though…

But Fayth wasn’t online when he checked Skype. He ran his hand over his hair. It still hadn’t moved.

Would Fayth be awake yet? He didn’t want to worry her by telling her what had happened, but he needed to talk to someone. They’d promised to be there for each other. And it was an emergency. He dialled her number. She answered right before it went to voicemail. Her voice was husky and quiet, like she’d just woken up. ‘Hello?’

‘Did I wake you up?’

‘Mm-hm.’

‘Sorry. I’ll call back later,’ he said.

‘No, it’s fine. I need to get up anyway.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yeah,’ said Fayth. ‘Has something happened?’

He relayed the story of what had happened. She remained silent throughout, only speaking when he’d finished.

‘Shit. Do the police have any ideas who it is?’

‘If they do, they haven’t told me,’ he said.

‘Ugh,’ said Fayth. ‘It’s not fair.’

‘What isn’t?’

‘You signed up to show off your incredible talent, not to have people develop obsessions with your characters and break into your dressing rooms!’

‘You think I have “incredible talent”?’ he said, smiling.

‘Er…I…yeah…kind of.’

‘“Kind of”?’

‘Yes! Fine, yes. I thought you were amazing in Mortalis. I cried,’ said Fayth.

‘Thanks,’ said Liam. He couldn’t stop grinning. ‘I love it. Theatre is so much more intimate than film.’

‘Do you prefer it?’

‘I don’t know. I’ve done less of it. I still get to act but I get less attention. I don’t really see a downside.’

‘Could the lack of attention be for another reason?’ said Fayth.

‘Such as?’

‘Trinity…’

‘Oh. Yeah. The lack of an attention-seeking girlfriend who tips off the paparazzi probably helps too.’


*



Fayth was tidying the kitchen in preparation for the lunch shift when her phone rang. She grabbed it from her apron pocket. Liam. It was the second time he’d called her that day, and while she was happy to hear from him, she’d expected him to sleep for a little longer given his late night. ‘What’s up?’ she said, clutching her phone between her face and shoulder as she unloaded the dishwasher. The line crackled. The dodgy phone signal was at it again.

‘Sorry, are you at work? I shouldn’t have called.’ His voice was serious. It had a note of sadness to it she hadn’t heard before, even when he’d broken up with Trinity. Even when his dressing room had been broken into.

‘It’s fine,’ said Fayth. She stopped putting stuff away so that he couldn’t hear the clinking of crockery through the phone. As she lifted the phone from her shoulder, the line went dead.

‘Oh for fuck’s sake.’ She called him back again. ‘Sorry. Shitty phone signal.’ The line was marginally clearer than it was before. ‘You were saying?’

Liam sighed. ‘They cancelled the play.’

‘What? It wasn’t because of the break-in, was it?’

She and Hollie had purchased tickets to see Mortalis their first night in New York. Had it not been for that play – which Hollie had missed thanks to a poorly-timed toilet trip – Hollie never would’ve met Astin, and Fayth never would’ve met Liam. Without that play, their holiday to New York would’ve been just like everyone else’s.

‘No, it’s not that. It’s just not making enough money.’

‘But it was so full when we were there!’

‘Yeah, well. It didn’t last. You never know what will be a hit these days. The critics loved it, but that’s not enough. No one bothers giving stuff a chance anymore. If it’s not an instant hit, they cancel it.’ He sighed again. ‘Now what do I do?’

While Fayth loved helping people, she’d never been very good at giving advice. Advising Liam York on his career choices when she could barely decide on her own seemed like even worse of an idea than advising him on what shirt to wear. ‘I wish I could help,’ she said.

‘It’s just nice having someone to talk to,’ he said. 

‘When does it finish?’ She leaned against the kitchen island.

‘End of the month. It’s not like I need to work, you know? But I enjoy it.’

‘Could you audition for some more parts?’ she suggested. ‘What about that producer you met with a few weeks ago?’

‘Wasn’t really my thing. I’ve got a couple meetings lined up for tomorrow in LA. We’ll see how they go.’

‘Good idea,’ said Fayth. She longed to be able to give him a hug, to promise him that it would all work out, but she knew that that would be a lie. She had no guarantee that everything would work out, and she wouldn’t lie to him. 

‘Thanks for hearing me out,’ he said.

‘There’s nothing to thank me for. We said we’d be there for each other, didn’t we?’

‘Yeah.’ The line went silent for a minute. Then, ‘Can you get on camera?’

‘Why?’ She’d invested in a smartphone since returning from New York, but their internet connection was almost as bad as their phone signal. It still felt like a waste of money, but on the rare occasion it did work she could see Hollie and Liam in person. She missed them a little less because of it.

‘I need your opinion on something.’

She hesitated. Liam had seen her without make-up, but that didn’t mean she wanted him to see her in her apron. She pulled off the apron and chucked it behind her, then tightened her ponytail. That’d have to do. ‘You can try.’

They hung up, and a moment later, Liam video called her. The video was jumpy, but she could hear him all right. It was better than it had been the last time they’d video chatted, when it had crashed every ten seconds. Ah, country life.

‘What do you think to this?’ said Liam, holding up a black and white polka dot shirt.

Fayth frowned. ‘Why are you asking me for fashion advice?’

‘Because there’s no one else around I can ask?’

‘Send a photo to Hollie or Astin or Tate. Or anyone but me. Fashion’s not my thing.’

‘I’m already talking to you,’ he said. ‘What do you think?’ He held the shirt up a little higher.

‘I think polka dots look good on Hollie.’

‘Meaning?’

‘Meaning I don’t like patterned shirts,’ said Fayth.

‘What about plaid?’

Fayth scowled. ‘I hate tartan. And plaid. And gingham. And whatever other chequered patterns exist.’

‘Really? Why?’

She shrugged. ‘Always have. Hollie loves them, and she always blames her love of them on me.’

‘Why?’

‘Wish I knew. What’s the shirt for, anyway?’

‘The meetings tomorrow. I get on a plane to LA right after I finish tonight. I’m not too sure on any of the movies they’ve mentioned, but it can’t hurt to see what they say. People aren’t exactly knocking my door down any more.’

‘How come?’

‘I’ve been gone too long. Most people these days just ask me about Trinity.’

‘Ugh.’

‘Exactly,’ said Liam. ‘The sooner I can get their attention back on my work, the better.’
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In the post that morning was the paperwork Fayth had spent the last eight months waiting for: the decree nisi. The sign that their divorce was being processed. In just six weeks’ time, she would finally be single. Not married. Not separated. But single. 

It was bittersweet. She mourned a part of her life she’d never expected to end – the one part of her life she’d always planned for. In just a matter of days, that plan had been snatched from her. She had no idea when she’d have a new one. If she’d ever have a new one.

The snow crunched under her feet as she walked their three dogs down by the canal. The ice on the canal broke up as it defrosted. She took some photos on her phone, keeping one eye on Rio to make sure he didn’t try to go for a swim. If he did, his sisters Paris and Vienna would follow suit. That dog was cute, but a bugger.

The dogs curled up by the pub’s fireplace when they got back. She left them to it and headed upstairs to the flat she’d once shared with Patrick. It had been eight months since they’d separated, but he’d never fully accepted it. Until he saw photos of her with Liam. Why did people refuse to believe that they were just friends? Was she missing something?

While she did her best to keep the flat tidy, it was mostly used as a dumping ground for things they didn’t know what to do with. It still had the faint aroma of Patrick’s feet and his cheap deodorant as she walked through the living room and into the bedroom. The old, uncomfortable bed was still there. So was a piano-shaped jewellery box Mhairi had bought her for her sixteenth birthday. It sat on the windowsill, as pretty as it had been the day her sister had given it to her. Fayth had barely been able to look at it since Mhairi’s death. That’s why it was still at the flat. Almost everything else from her old life she’d thrown out or put into storage. 

Her hand reached for the clasp. She hesitated.

The outside windowsill was covered by a thin layer of snow. So was the picnic area a few feet below. They’d had to close it off because the snow turned it into an ice rink and a health and safety nightmare. The last thing they needed was to be sued because someone fell on their arse.

Mhairi had loved the snow. They all had. It had been a family tradition to go ice skating. Not any more.

Her dad and sister didn’t seem to mind that she’d gone ice skating in New York. Her dad had said that Mhairi would’ve been jealous, but proud of her. She’d always wanted to ice skate at the Rockefeller Center. Nobody had ever thought homebody Fayth would be the one to do it instead. They’d definitely never expected her to go with Liam York. Or for him to be such a crap student.

Fayth opened the jewellery box. Tucked inside the velvet lining were her wedding and engagement rings. She twirled them around her fingers, the gold cool against her skin. They weren’t expensive rings, but that had never bothered her. They hadn’t had much money: it was the sentiment that was important. The wedding band was a simple gold one, the engagement ring gold with a fake emerald in the centre. She’d never really liked gold, but Patrick had always insisted it was pretty so she’d worn it and liked it because of that. 

He’d never really paid attention to her, but she’d always doted on him. It had always been about him and what he wanted. About pleasing him. Him, him, him! How had she not seen it? How had it not bothered her?

The Christmas before everything changed, Fayth had bought tickets for her and her mum to go and see Mamma Mia! The performance was the end of August. Her mum had died a month before.

She’d asked Patrick to go with her, but he’d refused. He hadn’t had anything better to do, he just didn’t want to go. The tickets had gone unused, £100 wasted because everyone else was too busy to go with her and she couldn’t sell them or get a refund.

Not long after they’d argued about the tickets, Patrick had gone on holiday to Magaluf with his friends. He’d missed the funeral.

A few hours later, Brooke had found a photo of him on Facebook with his hand on another woman’s arse. She’d tried to brush it off, but she couldn’t.

When she’d confronted him about it, he admitted he’d slept with her but refused to accept he’d done anything wrong.

So she moved out. The only things she’d left behind were the rings, the jewellery box, and a few tins of food.

Six weeks to go until the divorce was finalised.

She returned the rings to their spot inside the jewellery box. Was she supposed to give them back, since she’d been the one to file for divorce, or were the rules different when someone cheated? Not that they were worth anything anyway.

Ross was setting up in the kitchen when she went downstairs. She hadn’t even heard him come in. After a quick hello, she grabbed the dogs and headed home. It was her day off, and she planned to spend it catching up on some sleep. She had so little energy lately. She felt like she was twenty-three going on seventy-three with how much sleep she needed.

Neither her dad nor Brooke looked up from the sofa when she walked in. Brooke sat glaring at her dad, her eyes bloodshot and filled with tears.

 ‘What’s wrong?’ said Fayth.

The dogs tangled themselves up trying to get at her dad and younger sister. Fayth unclipped their leads, and they ran to Brooke and her dad. When they tried to jump on Brooke’s lap, she told them to go away. Sulking, they went to their corner in the living room and lay quietly.

‘Dad wants to sell the pub,’ growled Brooke.

Fayth turned to her dad. ‘What?’

He sighed. ‘I didn’t want you to find out like this, but your sister overheard me on the phone. I just wanted to see what we could get for it. Turns out, it’s more than I thought. We’ve not paid off all the mortgage, but we’ve paid off enough that we’d get some money from it.’

‘Dad—’

‘No, Fayth. The pub is struggling, and I don’t want to be the one that has to close it down. Things have improved a wee bit lately, but I don’t know how long it will last. I want to get out while we can still make some money from it. I want you to get out while you still can. You’ve had a taste of what it’s like to get out of here. Don’t you want more of that?’ 

She did, but she wasn’t going to admit that. Not when he was about to sell what he’d spent fifteen years of his life working on.

‘The pub was your mum’s dream, and god, I love her and I miss her, but I can’t spend my life living her dream.’

‘Then what’s your dream, Dad?’ said Brooke.

‘It was to be with her, and to raise my three beautiful girls. And now, it’s for my two beautiful girls to go live their lives and do whatever it is that makes them happy. Can you do that for me?’

‘Dad, are you sure about this?’ asked Fayth.

‘Aye, I am. It’s the first thing I’ve been sure about for a long time.’

Her family had run the Cock and Bull since Brooke was a toddler. She and her sisters had grown up pulling pints and cooking in the pub kitchen. It hadn’t been the same since her mum and sister had died, but she hadn’t realised just how different – or difficult – it had been for her dad. Everywhere she went, at home and at the pub, something reminded her of them. Was the same true for her dad? For Brooke?

She squeezed in between them and pulled them into a hug. ‘We’re happy so long as you are, Dad.’

Brooke made a gagging noise. ‘Speak for yourself.’

‘Well, what do you want to do then?’ said Fayth, letting go of her. She kept her arm around her dad, and he kept his around her.

‘I’ve not really thought about it,’ said Brooke.

‘College won’t let you get away with that for long,’ said Fayth.

Brooke turned her death stare on to Fayth.

‘Just making sure you’re prepared. It’s my duty as your big sister.’

‘Bite me,’ said Brooke.

‘There’s something else,’ interrupted her dad. ‘I want each of you to take half of the money.’

‘Dad, we can’t,’ said Fayth.

‘Yes, you can,’ he said. ‘I don’t need it. You two can put it towards whatever you like, so long as it’s productive.’

‘Productive? What does that mean?’ said Brooke.

‘Uni, or something. Something you’ll enjoy.’

What would she enjoy? Was it the perfect opportunity for her to go to uni? To finally see what student life was like? But what would she study? What could she study? She wasn’t good at anything outside of cooking and suppressing her emotions.

‘We haven’t paid it all off, but there’s enough in it that you’ll get something from it,’ said her dad.

‘OK,’ said Fayth. ‘If that’s what you want.’

‘What!’ screamed Brooke. ‘How can you agree to this!’ She stood up, waving her arms around like an air traffic controller. ‘This is a joke!’

‘It’s Dad’s decision,’ said Fayth. ‘If he wants to sell it, it’s our job to stand by him.’

‘Like hell it is!’ protested Brooke.

‘Brooke!’ shouted her dad. ‘Don’t talk to your sister like that.’

‘Then how about you talk to us before making any life-changing decisions!’ Brooke stomped upstairs and slammed her bedroom door. The house shook.

‘She’ll snap out of it,’ said Fayth.

‘Is that how you feel, too?’

‘No,’ said Fayth. ‘It’s up to you, not us.’

‘No it isn’t. Your sister’s right. You’re both old enough now that it should be a family decision.’

‘Two out of three is enough for it to be agreed though, right?’

‘Is it what you want, or what you think I want?’

Fayth sighed. ‘Both.’ She paused, picturing herself old and grey, still working in that damn kitchen. ‘I don’t want to spend the rest of my life cooking in a pub kitchen. Or cooking at all, really. I enjoy it, but I don’t want to do it for a living.’

‘What do you want to do?’


*



Fayth sat on her bed, Liam’s face on her laptop screen. He sat at the desk in his parents’ office, a cup of tea beside him.

‘How do you feel?’ he asked after she’d finished updating him on everything.

‘I don’t even know any more,’ she said. ‘I’ve grown up at the pub. It not being ours anymore is scary. But kind of liberating.’

‘So what are you going to do now?’

‘That’s what I’ve got to figure out. The pub may not go up for sale yet. Dad’s still thinking about it. Brooke’s pissed.’

‘But it’s your dad’s pub, not hers,’ he said, sipping his tea. He’d made it in a Rescue Rover mug. The image was faded, but it was still a ten-year-old Liam – and rescued Rover – that stared back at her. He’d likely done it in the mug to wind her up, knowing that it was one of her favourite films as a kid. She wasn’t going to take the bait.

‘She’s a teenager, though,’ said Fayth.

‘She’ll come around.’

‘Will she?’

‘Eventually,’ said Liam. He sipped his tea again, his ten-year-old face still watching her. She bit her lip. She would not take the bait. 

‘Like my mug?’ he said, an eyebrow raised.

‘Vain, much?’ she teased.

‘I can’t believe my parents still have it. It’s embarrassing.’

‘Then why are you using it?’ she asked, shaking her head.

‘Thought you’d find it funny. Anyway, what will you use the money for?’

‘I don’t know. What constitutes as “productive”?’

Liam shrugged. ‘Productivity’s not really my thing.’

‘You never sit still,’ she said.

‘Sure I do. I sit still a lot. That’s how I get in so much game time. Well, when I’m not in the theatre. Which I won’t be soon.’

Fayth gave him a sympathetic smile. ‘You’ll find something.’

‘I hope so. The press are loving it. Dressing room broken into, can’t get any good film roles, now my play’s finished too.’ He sighed, sipping his tea again. 

Fayth looked up at the photos around her bed. She’d added some since their return from New York. Hollie, Astin, and Liam’s faces looked down at her. It was a strategically angled selfie she’d taken their last night there. Considering she’d used her camera and not a phone to take it, it was a damned good photo.

‘Fayth? You still with me?’ said Liam, waving the mug in front of the screen.

‘Stop it, Rover,’ she said.

‘Calling me by the dog’s name. Harsh. His name was River in real life, you know.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah. He lived to like, twelve. Did a few movies, but Rescue Rover was his biggest. What were you staring at?’

‘That photo we took in your apartment,’ she said. She moved her laptop from her lap, pulled the photo from off the wall, and showed it to Liam.

‘I like that photo,’ he said.

‘Me too.’

She’d got them all at their best angles. Even she looked good. She looked terrible usually. It helped that Astin and Liam were photogenic, but really, a great photo is as much about its photographer as its subject.

She was good at taking photos! She was good at taking photos!

‘You look like you just had a eureka moment. Your eyes are bigger than your head.’

‘Flattering,’ said Fayth.

‘It is if you’re a cartoon character,’ said Liam.

‘I wasn’t the last time I checked,’ said Fayth. ‘Not unless I’m missing something.’

‘What was your eureka moment, anyway?’

‘I want to be a photographer,’ declared Fayth.

Liam raised his mug and nodded. ‘River and I approve.’


*



‘Well, there’s no going back now,’ said Fayth’s dad, looking up at the For Sale sign on the side of the pub. It swung in the wind.

Brooke folded her arms and walked off in a huff.

‘She’ll be OK,’ said Fayth. She put her arm around her dad.

‘I know, but it’s harder for her. She doesn’t remember a life without it.’

‘Exactly. But one day she’ll realise it’s for the best,’ said Fayth. ‘I think I’ve decided what I want to use the money for.’

She hadn’t told anyone other than Hollie and Liam yet. They’d both given it their approval. Hollie had gone off on one about how great Fayth’s photos were and how she could take some for her fashion line. It would be great practice.

But first, she needed to find a better camera. Some lessons wouldn’t hurt, either.

‘What’ve you decided?’ asked her dad.

‘Photography,’ she replied.

He smiled. It was one of the few genuine smiles she’d seen from him since the accident. ‘Do it.’

She squeezed her dad’s shoulders. ‘Thanks, Dad.’

‘You don’t need to thank me. I’m just doing my job.’

‘I know, but Brooke and I don’t thank you enough. You’ve done so much since—’

He held up his hand. ‘I wouldn’t have it any other way. Now, we’ve got to keep this place going until the sale, and prove that it’s a worthwhile investment. Think you can help me with that in the meantime?’

‘I’d love to.’





TWO


Hollie sat cross-legged on her bedroom floor, surrounded by sketches, cash flow forecasts, business plans, website mock-ups, audience research, and other random pieces of paper. The only spot on her floor that wasn’t covered in paper was where she was sitting.

She picked up a sketch and examined it. It was a cocktail dress with a cape attached. The one thing she hadn’t decided on was just what type of clothes she wanted to make for her fashion line. Would she specialise in evening wear, or casual wear? What about accessories? Did she want to appeal to the masses, or a more specialist clientele? Just who was her target audience? 

She’d drawn every idea she’d come up with since leaving New York, but there wasn’t a significant theme or style.

She rested her head against her wardrobe and closed her eyes. There was so much to do. She was stressed out already, and she’d only been working a few weeks. What would she be like by the time Tate’s video was released?

A knock echoed through the house. Hollie jumped up and peered out of the window. They weren’t expecting anyone. A black cab pulled away from across the road. Why would someone get a taxi to theirs?

Hollie could be down the stairs before her nan had even found the control for her electric chair, so her nan only answered the door if she was on her own. Those who visited regularly knew they’d get a faster response at the window. She could tell from the sound of the knock that this person wasn’t a regular.

She ran down the stairs. A figure was visible through the frosted glass panels, but she couldn’t make out who it was. When she opened the door, her jaw fell. ‘Astin!’ She jumped up, wrapping her arms around him tightly. He smelled of patchouli and citrus, just how she remembered.

‘Miss me?’ he said, hugging her back.

‘What’re you doing here?’ She pulled away just enough that she could see his face, but not enough that she’d completely let go of him. His light brown hair was short and simple, his stubble just long enough to give him that laid-back look. He hadn’t changed a bit in the six weeks since she’d last seen him.

‘I thought instead of sending you a card and present for your birthday, I’d send you me.’ He grinned. 

He was there. At her house. All six-foot-one of him. All leather jacket and blue jeans.

‘Who is it?’ called Hollie’s nan from the living room.

Astin raised his eyebrows.

Hollie took a deep breath and stepped aside to let him in. He dumped his bags behind the front door then followed her into the living room. She had no idea how her nan would react – she’d never brought a boy home before. Well, aside from her ex-flatmate Cameron. But Cameron didn’t count. He was more of an annoying little brother.

Hollie’s nan’s chair faced away from the door, so while she could tell Hollie was no longer alone, she couldn’t tell who it was.

‘Who is it?’ she repeated.

‘Hi, Mrs B,’ said Astin.

‘The American.’

Astin walked around so that her nan could see him. Hollie closed the living room door and sheepishly followed him. ‘It’s good to meet you, ma’am,’ he said. ‘Hollie talks a lot about you.’

Hollie’s nan studied him, looking him up and down with what little eyesight she had left. Hollie wrapped her arms around herself, resting her weight on her left leg. 

‘He’s come all this way to see you, and you’re looking like that. You could at least look happy to see him!’ said her nan.

‘Sorry Nan. I just…’

‘Just what? You’re twenty two, lass.’ She turned to Astin: ‘Do you want a drink or anything to eat?’

‘I’m all right, thanks.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘She’ll keep asking until you have something,’ Hollie warned him.

He chuckled. ‘My grandparents are like that, too. Do you have any coffee?’

Her nan turned to Hollie. ‘I’ll have some tea, please.’

Naturally, she’d been enlisted to make it. She grabbed Astin’s arm and dragged him into the kitchen.

George stirred as they entered, looking up from his bed in the corner. When he noticed a new friend, he stood up and walked over. Astin bent down, rubbing behind George’s ears. That was it. He had a friend for life.

Hollie flicked on the kettle and took three mugs from the nearby cupboard. A pair of arms snaked around her waist. Astin perched his head on top of hers. She leaned back into him.

‘You are happy to see me, aren’t you?’ he said.

She turned around. ‘Of course I am! I’ve just…I’ve never had a boy at home before.’

‘What?’

She blushed. ‘You know the story.’ Hollie had spent her university years pining after her best friend only for him to go off with someone else. She’d then gone and lost her virginity to a bartender who’d just broken up with his girlfriend. Because misery loves company, after all.

‘Did they ever meet whatshisface?’

‘You mean Will?’ She put a tea bag in her nan’s mug and filled a cafetière with ground coffee for her and Astin.

‘Yeah, if that was his name.’

‘Mum did, Nan didn’t. We went for lunch together a few times. She thought he was great.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘How wrong she was.’

‘And now you have me,’ said Astin, ruffling her hair.

‘Yep,’ she said, flattening her hair where he’d messed it up.

‘I get it. I surprise you with a romantic gesture and you don’t even want me here. George is more excited to see me than you are.’

George nudged Astin’s hand. Astin petted him a few times. When he stopped, George resumed nudging his hand. 

‘He’ll never leave you alone now,’ said Hollie.

The kettle boiled, and she continued to make the drinks. After putting some milk into her nan’s tea, she took it in to her then returned to making coffee.

‘I don’t know where you’re going to sleep,’ she confessed.

‘In your room?’

Hollie scoffed. ‘Like they’ll go for that. Plus, it’s a single bed.’

He put his arm around her waist and leaned in to whisper in her ear: ‘Even better.’


*



The stupid singing clock broke out into The Farmer Wants a Wife. Six o’clock. Hollie’s mum would be home from work any minute. She hadn’t told her much about Astin. They didn’t really talk about boys. They didn’t talk about anything, really.

Hollie twitched her foot as she sat beside Astin on the sofa. He glanced at her foot, then up at her, his eyes narrowed. She stopped twitching and pulled her sleeves over her hands.

‘Right. I’d better go put yer mam’s dinner on,’ said her nan. She pushed the button on her electric chair and it tilted upwards to help her out of it. She, Hollie, and Astin had already eaten a couple of hours earlier. Astin had gone for chicken and rice due to his looming filming, while Hollie and her nan had had the far more appetising pie and mash.

The chair finally reached its standing position. Her nan got up and made her way into the kitchen. George woke up from where he lay by the radiator and relocated to his second favourite spot by the door. He knew what time it was.

Headlights lit up the front window. A car door slammed shut. George’s tail wagged as he stepped out of the way of the door. Hollie’s mum walked in seconds later. She closed the door behind her and went to put her bags on the sofa. When she noticed Hollie and Astin, she stopped.

Astin jumped up. ‘Hi. I’m Astin. Hollie’s boyfriend.’ He held out his hand. She dumped her bags by the door and shook it.

Boyfriend. The long distance hadn’t put him off after all. Gulp.

‘It’s nice to meet you…’ He trailed off. She’d never told him what to call her relatives! Shit!

‘Bernie, you can call me Bernie,’ said her mum. George nudged her leg. She scratched behind his ears. ‘And you can call that one over there annoying.’ She gestured to Hollie’s nan, who was hobbling back into the living room.

Hollie sniggered.

‘Oi! I heard that!’

‘You were supposed to,’ said Hollie’s mum. ‘I don’t know where you’re supposed to sleep; a bomb went off in Hollie’s room.’

‘I’m sure it’s not that bad,’ said Astin.

‘I’m sure it is,’ said her nan. She leaned back against her chair and pressed the button to lower it.

‘It’s just designs and stuff,’ said Hollie.

‘Wouldn’t it be easier to find “designs and stuff” if it was tidy?’ said her nan.

‘It’s organised,’ said Hollie.

‘No it’s not,’ said her nan.

‘It’s an organised mess,’ said Hollie.

‘No it’s not,’ said her nan.

Hollie glared. Astin patted Hollie’s head. ‘George won’t mind me sharing, will you?’

George paid no attention: he was too busy pestering Hollie’s mum.

‘He may look cute, but he’s not very good at sharing,’ said Hollie’s mum. ‘All the papers on Hollie’s floor will make for good padding if you slip over in the night.’

‘More like cause you to slip over in the night,’ said her nan.

‘All right, all right. I can take a hint,’ said Hollie, walking to the landing door.

‘Good girl,’ said her nan.


*



Sunlight streamed in through the gap in Hollie’s bedroom curtains. Astin lay behind her on her single bed, his hard-on pressed into her back through his boxers. His arms were wrapped around her, her hands on top of his. His breath tickled her neck.

She’d dreamt of waking up beside him again everyday since she’d left New York, but she’d never expected it to happen again so soon. It was so unreal she still expected to wake up any moment.

‘I missed you,’ he whispered.
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