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            NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hello!

        Thank you for choosing to read Arden and the girl downstairs, there is just a few things I’d like to mention before you start the story.

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Are you like me and need to read a series in order even if it’s a series of standalones? If yes, make sure you read Chase and the girl who came back. It’s book one in the series and although Arden can be read as a standalone, to better understand the characters and some of the references it is recommended that you read Chase first. Click here to check out Chase on Amazon.
      

      	
        If you haven’t read Chase and don’t intend on reading it, skip to the “Real Prologue”. Part one and two are for those that have read Chase.
      

      	
        This book is set in a fictional Australian town. It is very much Australian, some things have been embellished for the story. It is fiction after all.
      

      	
        The legal drinking age in Australia is eighteen and it is pretty common for eighteen-year-olds to be at a pub (or bar depending on where you are from).
      

      	
        There are medical conditions and procedures mentioned in the book. These are based on personal experiences and should no way be used to self-diagnose. If you experience any of the symptoms mentioned, please speak with a medical professional.
      

      	
        Content warning – as mentioned above there are medical conditions and procedures mentioned in the book, I understand these may be a trigger for some readers. The FMC suffers from polycystic ovarian syndrome and endometriosis, if you’d like more details, please skip to the back of the book for the full content warning.
      

      

      

      

      I hope you enjoy Arden and Ella’s story, make sure you tag me in any social media posts!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          PART 1

        

      

    

    
      Julia lives . . .

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          PART ONE - CONTINUED

        

      

    

    
      For now . . .

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          PART TWO

        

      

    

    
      Okay, for real, Julia doesn’t die.

      Are you happy now?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            REAL PROLOGUE

          

          ARDEN

        

      

    

    
      My pacing is interrupted by incoming footsteps. I’m surprised I haven’t worn a hole in the floor by now. I feel like I’ve done nothing but pace the waiting room for the last seventy-two hours. My head’s a mess, I can’t remember the last time I ate, and I’m in desperate need of a shower. But I’m not leaving. I forced everyone else home to nap and shower. Even though we’ve moved into the new house, none of us have actually slept there yet. Everyone has been here.

      Waiting.

      Waiting for answers.

      Now that Julia is out of her coma, I should feel relieved, and the pacing should have stopped. But it hasn’t.

      It’s gotten worse.

      She doesn’t blame me.

      But I blame myself.

      I should’ve been there for her when she needed me. She’s my little sister, and I’m supposed to look after her.

      No one knows what to say to make me feel any different. Honestly, I don’t think there is anything anyone can say.

      I’m always in control.

      I need to be.

      It’s why my friends let me take over and do what I need to do. It calms me. I can’t explain it, but my brain is wired in a way that requires me to feel in control.

      I couldn’t control what happened to Julia, but it doesn’t matter. Try telling my brain that.

      I failed her.

      Ralph sent me from the room when he noticed my mood was changing again—she might be awake, but she’s still not well. Her kidneys aren’t functioning properly at the moment. They think the infection is what may have contributed to the diabetic coma she slipped into.

      She doesn’t look like herself; she’s pale and fragile, and every time I see her, I break a little bit more. The ice around my heart tightens.

      If only I had been there.

      She hasn’t been with it enough to tell us what happened, but Millie filled me in as much as possible. The poor girl had to witness her best friend slip into a coma. As much as I would have preferred it was me there, I’m glad Julia wasn’t alone.

      The approaching footsteps stop to my left, and I glance up.

      Dad.

      He’s finally here. They were in Paris when Ralph called him to tell him what had happened. I know Dad was doing everything he could to get back here as soon as possible.

      I let Ralph handle the conversations with Dad. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to talk to him without completely losing it.

      I take in the man before me. On the outside, there isn’t a hair out of place; he’s dressed in a three-piece suit, his tie perfectly straight. However, if you look closely, you can see the exhaustion in his eyes and the worry lines that seem permanently etched into his skin.

      “Dad,” I say formally. When Dad was around, he demanded formality and the attention of the room. Even though I’m his son, I still address him in a formal manner. It shows him respect—I understand that now. Growing up, not so much. I hated it.

      Some of my personality traits are a carbon copy of his, but I learned from a young age the type of person I didn’t want to be, thanks to him. I wanted people to respect me because I earned their respect, not because it was demanded.

      “What’s this I hear about you arguing with the doctors?” I laugh at his question. He relaxes a little, his demeanour giving away the fact that he isn’t being serious—he’s not actually pissed that I was arguing with them. Dad can be scary, and if he was here earlier, he’d have done the same thing, only with more chance of making a difference.

      “If they weren’t so incompetent, I wouldn’t be arguing with them.” Dad gives me a quick hug and sits in one of the chairs in the room. I take a seat opposite him. That brief show of affection is the best I’m going to get from him, but that’s okay. I know he loves me.

      “What have they been saying?” he asks me, concerned, his frown lines deepening. “Ralph kept me updated, but I want to hear it from you before I go and pick up where you left off,” he says with a smirk. It makes me happy that Dad not only has my back but has made the time to discuss things with me first, before deciding the next course of action.

      Whatever Ralph already told him would be exactly what had happened. Dad was paying Ralph’s wage up until three years ago, when I started using my own money to pay him. Ralph’s loyalty lies with the family, but he quickly became my security guy, and I’ve always known that I want him to work for me when I start my own company.

      I fought with Ralph when I told him he needed to stay in Canary Bay with Julia when we moved to New Hope. It took some time, but we worked out a compromise. He hired his replacement and still has a full say on everything; the new security and help work for him. It was a concession I gave him. I trust him with my life, which means whoever he hires can be trusted as well.

      Moving my attention back to Dad, I take a deep breath and get ready to tell him everything. “She slipped into a diabetic coma. They think it was caused by diabetic ketoacidosis and an infection in her kidneys. They mentioned that the infection may have been causing her sugars to spike, which means that she may not have noticed the underlying symptoms. But no one can say for sure.

      She woke up and has been in and out, but never lucid enough to tell us what happened. They’ve been having some problems stabilising her sugars. I told them to contact her endocrinologist to come up with a plan, but none of these idiots are listening to me. Ralph called Tim, and he had to move some things around, but he’ll be here tomorrow.” I then fill Dad in on whatever other bits of information I can recall, which really isn’t much.

      “Alright, leave it with me. Go home, have something to eat, get some sleep, and for heaven’s sake, please take a shower.” I want to fight him on it, but he’s right. I need all those things, and his authoritative tone means it’s not up for debate. Dad hardly uses that tone on me anymore, but when he does, I don’t argue. “Do you mind if I come and stay at the house for a few days? I’d love to see it in person, and I’d kill for some of Martha’s muffins.”

      That makes me happy, and I chuckle despite the chaos in my head.

      Dad was supportive of my first renovation; he let me do it on my own and made sure that I knew he was available if I needed anything.

      “Of course, I’ll have Martha make up one of the spare rooms. We’re still settling in. I sent everyone home this morning to get some rest in a real bed, but we haven’t actually spent a night there yet.” A yawn escapes me as I stand and stretch.

      “I know, which is why I am sending you home. Ralph’s downstairs waiting for you.” He stands and gives me another hug.

      “Thanks, Dad. Please call me if anything changes.”

      “Of course, you’ll be the first to know,” he reassures me as I turn and walk towards the door.

      “Arden . . .” The tone of Dad’s voice gives me pause, and I face him again.

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m proud of you.” I nod in response, choked with emotion, everything from the last three days hitting me harder. It’s all I ever wanted—to make him proud. With those words replaying in my mind, I leave the hospital and go home to sleep for the first time in three days.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          ELLA

        

      

    

    
      “I’ll have a Shlong Island iced tea,” Arden slurs at me across the bar. I take in his appearance: his crisp white button-down is wrinkled, bow tie hanging to one side, and his hair is a mess. Probably because he has spent the last hour running his fingers through it.

      This isn’t the Arden I see every day leaving the house. That Arden is put together, his shirt wrinkle free, bow tie straight, and not a single hair out of place.

      I don’t know what happens in the fifteen hours between him leaving the house in the morning and then stumbling into Grumpy’s, but if the smell on his breath and the slur of his words is any indication, my guess is he has drunk himself stupid in every bar in New Hope.

      “No, scratch that, I want a bex on the seach.” His eyes close briefly as he speaks.

      You know the point you realise you’ve had too much to drink? The minute your eyes close, and you’re not sure if you’ll open them again or drift off to sleep. Or, if you sit down to go to the toilet and close your eyes to pee. That’s the point you should probably call it a night and go home before you pass out on the toilet. Could you imagine waking up on a toilet?

      Or even worse . . .

      Could you imagine someone else finding you asleep there?

      I’m pretty sure if Arden sat down to pee, he’d be passing out.

      I glance down the bar to Ralphie, Arden’s driver . . . or security guy? Or personal assistant? I have no freaking clue what Ralph’s job is exactly, but he is a big dude and he’s always at the house—I frequently notice him and Arden talking together. He also hates my nickname for him, which means I’m going to keep using it.

      He shakes his head, indicating it’s time to cut Arden off. I haven’t actually poured Arden an alcoholic drink in over two hours. I’ve been switching his jack and coke for just coke, and he hasn’t even noticed. I’m not that irresponsible to serve alcohol to someone who is inebriated.

      I turn back to Arden and he’s staring at me. This isn’t unusual. He often sits there and stares at me. At first it creeped me out a little, but I’ve since learned it means he wants to talk.

      Sober, Arden has barely said three words to me. I’m the problem he couldn’t throw cash at.

      Could you imagine buying an entire apartment block, but not being able to evict the tenant from the ground-floor apartment?

      That’s what happened. My aunt and uncle sold their apartment block to Arden last year, but one condition of the sale was that I got to stay in my apartment for as long as I wanted.

      I moved in when I was sixteen. I didn’t pay rent, so the money I made at Grumpy’s covered most of my bills. My aunt and uncle didn’t kick me out, but when the twins turned into teens, our living situation got cramped. If I’m being honest, they may have given me a roof over my head and helped me get through high school, but deep down they never really cared. I was only an obligation they fulfilled to the bare minimum.

      So, as soon as I was old enough to be on my own, I moved. It was the best option for everyone involved, and for the most part, I’ve been okay. It would have been nice to have some help and support during the tough times, but I made it through on my own.

      “Maybe I’ll have an elbiabalo instead,” he slurs again. Pretty sure he means an El Diablo. Turns out, after two months of listening to him, I’m getting pretty good at understanding his drunk talk.

      “I have a better idea, why don’t you tell me why you’ve been writing yourself off every night for the better part of two months?” I ask this question almost every night and never get a response. I turn away to start the clean-up of the bar since he won’t answer me, but he surprises me.

      “I fucked up,” he whispers. I almost miss it.

      “What did you do?” I ask, curiosity getting the better of me.

      “I wasn’t there when she needed me.” His tone is sombre, and it makes me a little sad.

      It’s clear he is hurting, but I don’t think he’ll find the answers at the bottom of a bottle.

      “Who needed you?” I pry a little further. If he’s talking, he may give me the story.

      “Do you know what it’s like to look after everyone in your life? Provide everything they could possibly need? Help them get the girl they love? Make sure they are safe and happy?” he asks. These feel more like rhetorical questions, though.

      I don’t get a chance to answer before he’s talking again. “It’s a lot. I love them all and I would do anything for them. I’ll continue to do everything they need. But I’m drowning and I don’t know how to find the surface.” I’m not sure how to respond to that, but I try anyway.

      “Have you considered talking to a profession⁠—”

      “Nope, no way, not happening. I’m not talking to a shrink. Dad made me go years ago and my shrink was an absolute nut job. No pun intended.” I can’t help but giggle at his choice of words. I really shouldn’t, but I can’t seem to help myself.

      Arden gives me a strange look I can’t decipher. So, I change the topic.

      “Why do you come here every night? You never speak to me at home, and you strongly dislike the fact that I live on the property, so why not take your drunken ass to one of the many other bars in town?” I put a glass of water in front of him and continue to pack the dishwasher.

      Ralph makes his way behind the bar and helps me close. I’ve never asked him to help, but given Arden is the reason I’m usually here until 2 a.m., I think he feels obligated.

      “Why do you wear those unicorn slippers?” he asks instead of answering.

      “Why do you wear those ugly bow ties?” I fire back. Two can play this game. I honestly don’t care at this point if I upset him. I’m tired, cranky, and in pain. I want pain meds, PJs, and bed.

      “Why do you always have a heat pack thingy?” I’m surprised he noticed, but I’m not answering him until he answers one of my questions.

      “Why don’t you acknowledge me during the day?”

      “Why do you wear those stupid ugly tees?” I look down and smirk at my “Ew, People” shirt. There’s nothing wrong with it. In fact, it’s one of my favourites.

      “Why do we have security on the front gate? Who are you keeping out? Or in? Wait, you don’t have someone locked in the basement, right?”

      Arden chuckles. “We don’t have a basement.” Thanks, Captain Obvious.

      “You didn’t say no to having a person locked up. Are they in the garage behind that wall? Oh God, why did I never think to snoop? What if I’m an accessory to a crime and I didn’t even realise?” Ralph’s laughter cuts through my thoughts.

      Wait. I just said all that out loud. Whoops.

      Arden has a glint in his eye and the start of a smile. It’s the most expressive I’ve ever seen him. If he wasn’t rude and didn’t wear that stupid bow tie—and maybe tried wearing some casual clothes—he might be a little cute.

      “There’s nobody locked up anywhere,” he emphasises with an eye roll to set me straight, before he continues on. “But, the security is for extra protection. We had some stalker issues last year and Yasmin has some past problems, so I’m protecting my family. I couldn’t protect my sister when she needed it, so I’m doing what I can now.”

      “That sounds exhausting. Thanks for being honest. I wear the unicorn slippers because they are comfortable and I like them, and I have the heat pack because I’m in constant pain, but I can’t have the surgery that will help with the problem because my ‘future fictional partner’ may want kids. Which is complete and utter crap! Why should some guy who comes into my life sometime in the future have any impact on the decisions I make right now to better my quality of life?” I’m ranting, I know, but I can’t help it. Besides Chad, who owns Grumpy’s, I don’t have anyone else to talk to. “Wait, if you look after all your friends, who looks after you?” My curiosity overrides the fact that I just shared some personal information with Arden.

      “I look after myself,” he replies while hiccupping.

      “I think your friends need to check you into a facility to get you some help. I’m sure they would love to be able to look after you for once.” I’ve met some of them in passing, but I haven’t officially met them all, yet. I know who is who, though, I think.

      “Not going to happen. I don’t need help. But you do. I’ll pay for your surgery.”

      “Umm, no thank you, and like I said, although money is a factor, they still won’t agree to do it. I’m too young.”

      “You two could get married,” Ralph interjects from beside me.

      “What?” we both say in unison.

      “You heard me. Get married. That way, you could add Ella to your insurance and tell the doctors you are okay with not having kids. Then she can have the surgery. It also means that you, Ella, can look after Arden.” He turns to whisper in my ear so Arden can’t hear, “It also means you can check him into a facility against his wishes.”

      Wait, what?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          ELLA

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe Ralph would suggest such a ridiculous thing!” I’m pacing my lounge room, ranting to my housemate, Steve. He’s a wonderful housemate, he doesn’t talk, doesn’t make a mess, only ever leaves the house to go to the mailbox, and he never wakes me up in the mornings.

      I continue my pacing. It’s been a week since Ralph suggested Arden and I get married.

      “What the hell was he thinking?” I huff before throwing myself down on the couch.

      “Arden never even speaks to me unless he’s drunk. I’m not even sure he remembers seeing me every night. Could I really marry someone like him? Yes, I can get a divorce later on, but what happens if he hates me after I get him committed? I still have to live here,” I grumble into the cushion.

      Why am I even considering this crazy idea?

      It’s obvious Arden needs help. I can tell the person he is when he walks into Grumpy’s every night isn’t the same Arden that Yasmin and Ally talk so highly of.

      I still don’t know what tipped him over the edge, but I find it hard to believe his friends don’t notice what he is doing. Surely he can’t be faking his way through the day and then drowning himself in alcohol once the sun goes down.

      I see Arden almost every day on campus, with him being in all of my classes. Besides the fact that he ignores me every damn day, he appears fine. From a distance, anyway.

      Maybe I see him differently because I see the broken man that wanders into the bar every single night I am there.

      I can’t help but think that he might not even realise he’s doing it. “I wonder if he comes in on my nights off?” I ask Steve. Of course, there is no reply.

      I glance at the clock to check the time. It’s my sixth night of work in a row, and I’m doing the close again. I don’t mind—I love that Chad is so accommodating with my health and school. He really needs to hire someone else, though. I’m still scheduled for the next two nights because we are short staffed. Sunday nights are quiet, so I grab my kindle off my bedside table and head for the door.

      I’m wearing a pair of black jeggings, and a bright pink shirt that says “Shhh, no one cares . . .” The pink matches the colour in the ends of my blonde hair. I’m also sporting my favourite pair of unicorn slippers. Yes, I own more than one pair—there’s no need to judge. They are my comfort. I’m only allowed to wear them into the bar and then once I’m getting ready to close. My Converses are kept at the bar for the in-between period.

      I lock my apartment and head to the parking garage. As I make my way to my car, I stare cautiously at the wall that Arden built down here. Should I go and see if he has someone locked up?

      Seriously, with all the security he has installed around here, I’m still not completely convinced he isn’t hiding something.

      I make a mental note to ask Yasmin next time I see her outside.

      I unlock Betty, my blue 2002 Holden Barina—I saved for months to get her when I got my licence. Chad loaned me the small amount I was short. She may be old, but she gets me to work and school, and that’s all I need.

      I’m clueless when it comes to cars. I only know the make and model of mine because I bought it. I’m one of those clichés that describes a car by its colour.

      The drive to work is only ten minutes, but I try to give myself time to relax and settle in before I start, and it’s nice to chat with Chad and some of the locals for a bit. Grumpy’s has always been my home away from home.

      I park out the back and make my way inside. Chad is behind the bar chatting to Doc, our local patron. Like Arden, he is here almost every day, however he leaves pretty early on. I think he is lonely more than anything.

      “Hey, Doc. How’s it hanging?” I ask while walking around the bar.

      “A little shrivelled and to the left.” Doc’s answer has Chad spitting his drink across the bar. I bust up laughing while dramatically patting Chad on the back.

      “That’s a new one,” I wheeze out, smiling as I climb onto my barstool that Chad keeps behind here for me.

      “Good, right? How are you going, El?” It warms me that he cares enough to ask. I’ve gotten to know him over the years. His wife passed away suddenly about four years ago. They never had kids, and the way he tells it, no one will ever replace her. It’s romantic and sad all at the same time.

      “I’m hanging in there. Nothing new to report here.”

      Doc doesn’t respond. He turns his attention back to the game. Chad drops his arm around my shoulders, and I look up and him and smile. Chad has been my rock—I would never have made it this far without him. He took me under his wing and has looked out for me ever since.

      “Sorry you have to work so many days straight. I promise I’m looking for some help. It appears that good help is hard to find these days.”

      “That’s because I’m delightful and no one will ever come close to being as awesome as me, right?” I laugh at his eye roll.

      “Whatever helps you sleep at night, El.”

      I throw my elbow into his ribs. “Asshole.”

      He chuckles and starts to walk out the back.

      “Wait, was Arden here last night?” Curiosity gets the better of me. I worked the early shift yesterday, and I really want to know if he comes in when others are here. “Nope, I haven’t seen him here in a few weeks. Why’s that?” He eyes me suspiciously.

      Okay, that’s weird.

      Why does he come here every night I work, but not when Chad does the close? Where does he go on those nights?

      “No reason, just heard the girls talking this morning about how they had no idea where Arden had disappeared to last night, and I wondered if he had come in here.” I think I cover pretty well.

      Is there a reason no one other than Ralph knows exactly where he goes?

      Chad gives me another strange look and leaves the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          ARDEN

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know why I’m here.

      Again.

      I’ve known Chad almost my entire life, so it makes sense that Grumpy’s would be my preferred bar. But last night when I saw he was here, I didn’t even come inside.

      I walk—okay, well, I kind of stumble in and take my usual seat. I’ve been drinking at home alone in my room for hours. I know I should stop . . . I just can’t . . . I can’t shake the guilt. Everyone has tried to talk to me about it, but I shut it down. I wasn’t there when I should have been.

      Ella is chatting to someone, and I sit and listen. There aren’t many people here tonight, so I can hear their conversation.

      “How’s Steve going?” the older guy she is talking to asks.

      “He’s good. I tried to get him to come out of his room today, but he didn’t want to, so I just talked to him through the door.”

      Who the hell is Steve? There was no mention of a housemate in the agreement, and I know it states that all tenants must be approved by me.

      “Has his appetite improved?” the guy asks again.

      “A little, but it’s hard. I just wish I could do more for him.” Her voice is sad. She cares for this guy.

      But this could be what I need to get her out of the apartment and my life for good.

      I pull out my phone and message my dad’s assistant, asking for her to urgently prepare a breach notice to be issued first thing in the morning. I really need to get my own assistant for these things.

      The breach notice won’t get her evicted; however, it will help my cause later on.

      I zone out the rest of their conversation but continue to watch her work.

      I’m aware that staring at her every night from my seat at the bar is borderline creepy, but I can’t seem to stop. There is something about the infuriating woman that keeps me coming back. Maybe it’s because she doesn’t know who I was before we moved to New Hope, so she can’t look at me with sad eyes like my friends do.

      I know they miss me, and I feel like shit that I keep disappointing them, but guilt changes a person. I don’t know if I will ever be able to go back to the Arden that they know so well.

      “Earth to Arden . . .” Ella’s sweet voice breaks through my thoughts.

      “What?” My tone is snappier than usual, but the nightmares were bad last night, so I’m running on even less sleep than normal.

      “Whoa, no need to be a dick,” she retorts before walking away from me.

      Ralph pulls up a chair beside me. “You should try being nice to her.”

      I shoot daggers his way. “Why? She’s not my friend. She gets paid to pour drinks.” I know it’s a dick thing to say, but Ella gets under my skin in a way no one ever has before.

      “She has put up with your shit for months. She doesn’t have to listen to you ramble, but she does anyway.”

      Fidgeting with the napkin in front of me, I avoid Ralph’s stare. I know what I’ll see, and I don’t want or need the guilt trip tonight.

      “No one told her she needs to listen.”

      “No, they didn’t, but do you think there is a reason you didn’t come in here last night?”

      Of course, it’s because Ella wasn’t here . . .  but I didn’t think Ralph had clued in on that.

      “I decided it was a better idea to drink at home.”

      “Whatever you need to tell yourself, Arden, but I suggest you start opening your eyes. You may not remember this conversation in the morning . . .  but I’m going to tell you anyway.”

      Glancing over, I nod my head, indicating for him to continue. I know I’m not getting out of this conversation.

      “You need to stop acting like a dick. Ella is the only person you’ve opened up to⁠—”

      “What?” I ask, confused. I have no idea what he is talking about.

      “Wow, not even drunk Arden remembers everything that drunk Arden does. You’ve opened up to her on more than one occasion
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