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I Need You

Guilt can eat away at you, but love can cut like a knife…

Wanting his best friend’s girlfriend is a cliché Billy knows well – it’s the tightrope he’s walked for years.

But now Jason and Lindy have broken up and Billy can’t help but be there for the girl he’s loved from afar for so long. She’s hurting.

Fighting to find a road to the future, Lindy’s heart hurts. She’s trying to escape the truth, but Billy keeps making her face it – and it’s ugly. How can she keep living when it feels like everything around her is made of glass and it could shatter at any moment?

Her one constant is Billy. Only, rebound isn’t his style and when Lindy starts to see him in a different light, he just can’t trust her. He’s no one’s second best.


Chapter One


Billy

Jason’s hand gripped my shoulder as we walked. “I’m glad you agreed to this. It’s cool we’re talking again.” 

Glancing sideways, I smiled. I felt good. We’d had a few beers, talked and the world seemed a lot better. We hadn’t talked for months but he’d texted earlier and said, “Rach had the baby. A boy. We’re calling him Saint. And, Billy, I need someone to go wet his head with… I want it to be you.”

I’d wanted things to be right for half the months we hadn’t talked; I was glad he’d made a move to fix it. 

Stars pin-pricked the black sky above. But the street lamps lit the ground white and smothered the true splendor of the night sky. Out at the lake you could see millions, not thousands, of stars. They were up there, just hidden by the brighter, closer, streetlamps, and yet if you were in space, each star was a sun, and it would be loads brighter.

Jason swayed and his fingers gripped my shoulder firmer for a moment, before falling away. 

We weren’t that drunk, although I was drunk enough to be into philosophy––and I’d definitely had too many to drive, so we were walking home, and laughing like we hadn’t laughed since we were kids. 

“The store.” Jason pointed over the road, like he announced The White House, on some tour bus journey. 

I laughed. The store was his dad’s. Nope. Jason’s now. His dad had signed the business over. He’d been telling me all that shit earlier. 

“Hey, why don’t we go in and steal the spray paint, like we did when we were kids.” Jason’s words slurred together a little. 

“’Cause you’d be stealing from yourself and we aren’t kids.” 

He laughed. “I’ll never forget Mr. Dent’s red face when he charged out of his house…” 

“And you had to do it to your dad’s neighbor. The guy knew us, there was no getting away.”

Jason grinned. “That guy shouldn’t have taken my ball hostage.” 

“You’re an idiot.” A surge of the camaraderie we’d shared for years hit me as I looked over at the store. 

A figure, a woman, sat slumped forward a little on the steps. “Shit! Jason! There’s someone over there!” I looked left and right, checking the street was clear, then crossed. 

“Shit.” Jason ran past me. “It’s Lindy!” His ex-fiancée, my ex one-night-stand, and the reason we’d not spoken for months. 

Her head came up and her body swayed. She looked sick. 

Pity, need and anger kicked my gut. I loved and hated her.

The bracelet on my wrist felt like it tightened, like a rope pulling me in her direction, with an urgency that pissed me off. I’d done enough chasing, but my stupid fucked-up heart refused to let her go.

Jason squatted down next to her, his hand on her shoulder. “Lind, are you okay?” 

She wasn’t. She was wasted. She’d had more to drink than either of us. Her head rolled on her shoulders. 

She turned away from Jason, gripped the step with her hands, and threw up. 

Attractive.

She and I had fallen out partly ‘cause of her drinking. She’d stopped being herself. 

She retched. Jason rubbed her back. 

I stood there with my hands in my pockets, watching, like I’d always done. The leopard I’d had inked on my chest sank its claws of jealousy into my skin.

I still craved her. I hadn’t spoken to her in months, but I still craved her. My best friend’s girl had been my secret addiction for years. 

“Lind, is someone coming to meet you? Have you got a ride home?” 

When she stopped retching, she took a breath, wiped her mouth on her sleeve then glared at Jason. “Just fucking leave me alone! Don’t touch me!” That was the other reason she and I had parted ways, as friends. We’d never really been anything else, but finally I’d given up on even that option––because when Jason had finished with her, he’d opened up her vicious streak. It could hit at anyone, anytime. 

Jason lifted his hands, stood up and stepped back. “Okay. I’m not touching you. But you need to get home, and you’re in no state to get there.”

I stepped forward, my hands slipping out of my pockets. “Lindy, it’s Billy…” I touched her shoulder, but her arm swiped out to knock me away. “Get off me, you’re no better. Just leave me alone!” That wasn’t an option. 

I squatted down. 

“I’ll call her dad,” Jason pulled his cell out of his pocket.

Great, her dad; a cop was not gonna be thrilled. This didn’t look good. 

“We’re gonna help you. Jason’s calling your dad.”

Her gaze turned to me but she was too drunk to focus. “Don’t call him.” 

I saw the cogs of thought shifting in her eyes as she realized I was with Jason. “We haven’t got a choice, we’ve been drinking, we can’t take you home.” 

Her face screwed up. “Why?” She pointed at Jason, who talked into his cell a few feet away. 

“Yeah, Mr. Martin, we just found her, she’s down at the store. She’s drunk.”  

She was probably so drunk she’d need her stomach pumped. I’d never seen Lindy this bad. “Lind, how did you get down here?” 

She mumbled something but I didn’t understand it. 

Jason came back over. “Your dad’s on his way.”

“Go away, Jason! Just fuck off and leave me alone!” Last time I’d seen her she’d been drunk and swearing at Jason. 

She tried to stand. 

She’d have fallen and smashed her head if I hadn’t caught her. It was no state for a girl to be in. Hell, it was no state for anyone to be in. 

She pushed me away and turned to be sick again. Jason came close to help her instead. But she shoved him away too. “You don’t care! Just go away!” 

But he did care, and I cared. 

We looked at each other. 

I felt like shit. The girl was beyond helping; she’d got hurt and broken, and it was like she was unfixable. 

“Lindy, I never meant to hurt you. I’m sorry I did…” Jason tried to help her again.

She curled up on the steps, lying on them, her face buried in her crossed arms, looking isolated, even though we stood there. 

It cut at me.

Jason straightened up and his hands slipped into his pockets. 

I squatted back down. “Lind, it’s okay. Your dad’s coming. You’re gonna be okay.” 

She didn’t look like she’d ever be okay, though. 

I rested a hand on her back. Her body jerked like she sobbed her heart out, but she wasn’t making a sound. 

I looked up at Jason. He pulled his cell out of his pocket. “I’m gonna call Mom, she or Dad can come and pick us up. Rach will get worried if I’m any later.” 

His wife had bipolar disorder and I’d never seen a guy as protective of anyone as he was of Rachel. I couldn’t imagine what that must make Lindy feel. She’d been engaged to him until a little over six months ago––then he’d met Rachel. 

The guy had back-pedaled at ninety miles an hour. Within two months he’d dumped Lindy, got married to Rachel, and she’d had a kid on the way. That was the baby’s head we’d just been wetting. 

Shit. Guilt punched my chest. Maybe I’d been disloyal. My fingers brushed back Lindy’s hair. 

She was too difficult, too angry, too judgmental, too everything. That was why I’d given up on her. But she’d been dating Jason for years, and in all those years we’d been friends too. We’d gone to college together. 

Jason talked on his cell, walking a few feet away. I guess he’d told Rachel we’d found Lindy. 

Tonight had been about a new start, drawing a line on the past, so Jason and I could move on, but we couldn’t when Lindy was like this. 

A siren screamed in the distance. It got closer. Shit. I stood up. Jason looked at me and said something to end his call, then slipped his cell back in his pocket. 

The cop car sped up Main Street. Its wheels screeched when it pulled up on the parking lot. 

Great. Her dad was angry. 

The driver’s door opened and Mr. Martin stepped out. 

“What’s been going on, boys?” 

Jason answered, “We were walking home, Dwayne, and Billy spotted her on the steps––”

“You don’t know what she drank?” Mr. Martin walked over. 

I moved out of the way.

Lindy’s parents had used to be really social; we lived in a small town, everyone knew everyone, but I hadn’t seen them for months, 

Jason looked down, his gaze scanning the parking lot near Lindy. “There’s nothing around to say she’s drunk anything.” 

Her dad squatted down and touched her shoulder. “Lindy?” I’d thought the way he’d pulled up, he’d be shouting at her, but his voice was more concern than frustration. 

Jason and I had encountered his temper as kids, the day we’d stolen that spray can. It wasn’t fun.

“Lindy?” he said more strongly when she didn’t answer, or move. He straightened, then bent over her, turning her head. There was absolutely no sign she even knew he was there. He lifted one of her closed eyelids. 

All there was beneath it was the white of her eye. 

Shit. She was in a hell of a mess. 

Mr. Martin sighed like he had the weight of the world on his shoulders as he straightened up and his hand reached to the breast pocket of his shirt. He pulled out a cell, turned his back on us and walked a few feet away. 

I looked at Jason. He looked at me. I was sure he felt like I did. Neither of us could move on with Lindy like this.

“Miriam, I’ve got Lindy down here at the Macinlays’ store… Yeah. Don’t worry I’ll sort it. You don’t need to fret, it’s not good for you, but just tell me what time she left home?”

I probably hadn’t seen her mom for more than a year, let alone months.

“Okay. Go check her room would you, she’s been drinking, or taken something, I wanna know which and what…”

There were a few minutes of silence.

“It’s empty?”

“How many were in there, do you know?” 

“Okay, I’ll get her some help and call you. Don’t worry, honey. It won’t do you any good to worry, you know that, you have enough going on. She’ll be okay.” He sighed when he ended the call. He didn’t look at Jason or me, just stared into the distance for a moment, then took a deep breath, like he was drawing on some reservoir of strength and patience. 

He probably needed it for Lindy, if she’d been this messed-up for six months. No wonder her parents had gone into hiding.

Jason and I looked at each other, waiting on the verdict. 

With his back to us, he lifted another cell from a clip on his pants pocket. 

“Hi, I’m at the Macinlay store, in Main Street, I need an ambulance, quick time. It’s an emergency. An overdose.” He sighed again. “It’s my girl…” There was so much pain in his voice it hit me hard, and I could see it hit Jason too. 

We’d been celebrating a new life in the world… and Lindy… was so unhappy she’d tried to check out. Shit. 

“What did she take?” Jason said, when Mr. Martin turned around, clipping the cell back onto his pocket. 

He didn’t answer straight off. Lindy probably wouldn’t want Jason to know. 

But she’d come down to his store… Fuck. Why?

“She’s taken all the anti-depressant meds she’s been prescribed.” He walked back over to Lindy, and as he moved I caught something glinting in the light by the lamppost behind him. I walked over to get it as he bent over Lindy again. 

“And this,” I held it up. “A quarter bottle of vodka to wash them down with.” 

“Is she going to be okay?” Jason said, watching Mr. Martin slap her face as he braced it with the other hand…

“Those pills will make her dopey; they shouldn’t kill her.” He looked back at Jason. “But I’m no medic.” 

“She’s been sick. It was like her stomach was empty.” 

“Yeah, well she took them three hours ago at least, that’s when she left home.” 

Her dad sounded defeated. I’d never heard him talk like that. She had fucked up her parents not just herself.

“Lindy! Lindy, honey! Come on, you got to wake up!” He slapped her face and shook her.

Her hand swung out to stop him slapping her, but so weakly it was pathetic. 

She’d been the center of attention at school, the leader of the girls, the one every guy wanted… Now she lay in a wasted heap. She’d hit a self-destruct button. 

Lindy what the hell did you do to yourself? 

Problem was Jason and I had both played our part in her destruction. 

My heart ached and my lungs were too tight to get any air into. 

Her dad kept talking to her and smacking her face. She mumbled something back at him, annoyed. 

Jason’s dad pulled up. He got out of his truck, then came over. “I’ve come to pick the boys up, Dwayne. How is she?”

Mr. Martin looked back at him. “Darren. I’d appreciate it, if you, and you boys…” He looked at us with a meaningful gaze, “say nothing to anyone about this.” 

I nodded, as Jason did. But I doubted Lindy would want us to be the keepers of her murky secret. She couldn’t trust either of us.

The ambulance came along the street, siren screaming. 

At least the street was lined with stores so no one peered around their curtains, watching. 

Mr. Martin stood up as the medics got out. He told them in a low voice what she’d taken. 

In minutes she was strapped on a gurney, then rolled into the ambulance. He didn’t go with her. He said he had to get the car back to the station and find someone to cover his absence. He said he’d meet them at the hospital. 

I wanted to go. But, it wasn’t my place––she and I hadn’t spoken for months so I could hardly force myself on her in an ambulance when she couldn’t say, fuck you, you bastard. 

My gaze and my heart followed the ambulance as it pulled away. 

“Will you let me know how she is, Dwayne?” Jason said, before Mr. Martin got back in his car. 

He stared at Jason for a moment, then nodded. “Thanks for trying to help her, and for calling me.”

It didn’t seem like he blamed Jason for Lindy falling apart.

I wondered if he knew about my part––if he blamed me. I blamed me. I owed her bad. 

Jason’s dad climbed back into the driver’s seat of his truck. Jason stood beside it holding the passenger door. “You coming?” 

“No. I’ll walk. Clear my head.” 

Jason gave me a concerned look, then he let go of the door, walked over, held me and then smacked my shoulder. “It was good catching up. We’ll do it again? We’ve made up now, right?”

“Right,” I answered, fist bumping his hand. But my voice was subdued. Our reunion had been ruined. 



Lindy

Had I hit my head? God, the pain was crazy. I opened my eyes. Where the hell was I? The walls in the room were white, the bed I was in metal, and the pillow like a pack of cement, and a smell of disinfectant hung in the air. I was in a hospital.  

Oh my God, I’d taken the pills and survived and now I had to face everyone…

Shit. Guilt and embarrassment washed in with the force of a tsunami. I’d let Mom down. Dad would be heartbroken and disappointed. I’d hurt them. 

I’d been wrapped up in pain last night, trapped in it, in the darkness, in chains of self-pity, I knew that, I could see the external perspective others saw––but they weren’t in my head, in the dark. 

It had stopped being just emotions months ago, maybe years ago, and become a jail cell. I couldn’t see any end to this life sentence. 

Everything had become scary. Others lived but I couldn’t. 

Then there had been Jason’s news, everywhere––on Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr and Instagram. The baby had been born. The pictures were circulating like crazy. 

Everyone we’d been at school with had shared them.

They’d called the kid, Saint. It was a crappy name. 

People said he’d picked a name for the kid to grow into. 

I rolled on to my side, tears running onto my cheeks and curled up hugging the cement-like pillow. A year ago, he’d been with me. I’d been engaged. I’d had a future, something to look to, now there was nothing. 

I gave up my job, because I’d worked at the store with his dad. 

His new girl, his wife, worked there now.

Life sucked. I hated fate. Why did it have to pick people out for bad things when they’d done nothing wrong? I’d given up believing in God or Karma or anything. Except angels…I hoped people came back after they died and watched over you. 

I wiped the tears away. 

There weren’t any monitors in the room, so I couldn’t have been so sick but I should probably buzz for a nurse and tell them I’d woken up.

I couldn’t. Embarrassment hit too hard. Maybe fate had been kind to me in that, keeping me alive, but now I felt stupid for taking an overdose… I didn’t know how I’d face Mom. 



Billy

My thumb hovered over the send icon for the twentieth time today. Jason had texted yesterday to say he’d heard from Mr. Martin. Lindy was okay, just sleeping the drugs off in the hospital. He’d said she’d be out of action for a while. 

I wanted to text her. But cowardice had a grip on my hand. 

I switched the cell off, put it back in my pocket then got in the SUV to go to my next client. 

I didn’t think of her while I worked. I had to watch my client, to make sure he did the exercises right and didn’t strain anything, and to count his repetitions. 

But as soon as I left the guy my mind was back on Lindy.

Was she still in hospital? 

Would she want me to text? 

Did she know we’d been there? 

Why the hell had she taken an overdose? Was it just a cry for help or had she really meant to end it? 

How did she feel now? 

The only way I was gonna get any answers was to text her. I took my cell out of the pocket of my sweat pants as I threw my backpack on the back seat of the SUV. 

I got in with it gripped in my hand and sat there for a minute, looking at her picture. I’d taken it last year, after Jason had left for New York, when she and I had been hanging out a lot more, alone for the first time.

‘Hey, Lindy, sorry I haven’t been in touch. I should’ve been. How are you?’ My thumb hovered over ‘send’, my heart pounding out a bass beat. I had to do this. She was never gonna break the ice between us and I couldn’t stand feeling guilty anymore. 

I didn’t expect an immediate reply. But relief hit me just because I’d done the deed. 

I threw my cell on the passenger seat, slipped the gear shift into drive and pulled my seatbelt on, then pressed my foot on the gas.

My cell rang ten minutes later. I was on the road into town. Flicking the indicator on, I pulled into the side and parked on the dirt on the edge. 

I picked my cell up. She’d called. 

My hand shaking like a douche, I called her back. The leather bracelet I had on my wrist declared its presence as it slid a little up my arm.

“Hi––”

“Hey, Lindy, you called me. How are you?” 

“Are you driving?” Her voice was quiet and weak––it still cut through me like a blade. 

“I’ve pulled over. You can talk if you want to talk. Why did you do it, Lind?” 

“Because I feel like shit.”

“Lind––” 

“You don’t need to tell me it was foolish, I know. And selfish, and pathetic, and… terrible… I… I’m sorry you saw me. Thank you for helping me. I think I’m gonna have a lot of apologizing to do.” She took a breath. “Say sorry to Jason too.” She hung up.

Shit, I smacked the wheel with the heel of my palm. Why did she have to be so frickin’ hard? Why did she have to hurt me so much? Why the fuck did I have to care about her? I wished my asshole of a heart would fall for someone else.

Dammit. 

I called her back. “Don’t hang up on me. Are you still in the hospital?”

“Yeah.”

“How long for?” 

“They’re going to let me go soon, but I’ve got to see a psychiatrist first.” 

“Well that sounds like a good idea. Look, I’m here for you. I know I’ve been a shit friend for the last few months, but, forget that, forgive me, and let’s make up and be friends again.” 

She didn’t say anything. I didn’t push it. She had a lot to forgive me for. 

“Why did you do it, Lind?” 

“It was stupid, I––”

“This is me you’re talking to, be honest. Why did you do it?” 

She sighed. I imagined the air leaving her lips. I’d watched her sigh so many times in the last year or so. 

“Because Jason had the baby and he’s so happy, and his life is perfect and my life…” she started crying. We were back to what Lindy and I had always been––I was her confidante, her life coach, her safety net, her servant, her punch-bag…God the list went on. I was everything, without getting anything I wanted. Her fucking fool.

She took a breath. “I hear myself, and I hate me. I know why you and Jason and everyone else dislikes me because––”

“Everyone doesn’t dislike you, Lind––” and I love you..

“It’s okay if you do dislike me. I understand…”

“Well I don’t, Lindy. I feel like I’ve let you down. I should’ve been around for you.”

“My mess isn’t your fault, Billy. You can’t do a thing to change it.” 

I could. “I want to help you.” 

“You can’t.”

“Let me be your friend again, Lindy. Let me make things up to you.”

“Billy, honestly, you have nothing to make up.” 

“Well, I can’t stand seeing you like I did last night.” 

“Sorry.” 

I took a breath. “Do you want me to come and get you from the hospital later?”

“No, Dad’ll come.” 

“Well then, text me when you get home and we’ll organize something. I’ll come over and see you.”

“Okay.” I could imagine her nodding, but I heard uncertainty in her voice. 

“Lindy, you need a friend. That’s all I’m offering, I promise. No expectations. No pressure.” She didn’t have anyone else. She’d dumped all her girlfriends when we’d gone to college. She’d been one hundred percent full-on all over Jason since we’d left school. She’d isolated herself and that’s why we’d spent so much time together when he’d gone to New York. I was the only friend she had left. And that was torture. 

“Okay, maybe. It depends how I feel.” 

I couldn’t ask her for more. 

“Don’t do it again, Lind. And if you’re tempted, call me…” But then I remembered the one night she had called me when it was late… Crap, I was not the one she’d pick to call.

“Bye.” The word ran through me. It sounded final. I couldn’t have stood it if anything had actually happened… if she’d succeeded and killed herself. 

“Take care of yourself.” 

“Thanks, Billy. And you will say thank you to Jason? I know he didn’t have to help me.” She hung up. 

But why wouldn’t he have helped her? He’d just fallen in love with someone else; he didn’t want to see her dead. 

When we’d been at school she’d been full of vitality––energy––she’d always been smiling. When we hit college she’s started changing. 

Well, whatever, there was nothing I could do right now. 

I slipped the SUV back into drive, looked in the side mirror, to check nothing was coming, waited until a vehicle passed, then pulled out and drove home. 



Lindy

My finger kept hovering over Billy’s name in the contacts list on my cell. I’d seen the psychiatrist and she’d told me I had to start seeing her regularly, to talk out all the stuff going on in my life––and in my head. Then I’d come home and all the stuff going on in my life had hit me in the face. There was an atmosphere in the house. Fear. Loneliness. Pain. Because Mom was sick––she couldn’t help being sick––but I had to watch her wither away. It was too hard––I didn’t want to let her go.

My head, belly and heart ached. Life had been hard and cruel for too long. That’s why I’d tried to end it––I’d just been selfish for a moment. I’d tried to escape everything; Mom and Jason. His baby had been the thing that slid me over the Niagara Falls of despair, though.

But I wouldn’t do it again. I’d learned my lesson. Guilt was heavy. Mom had looked hurt and disappointed and Dad hadn’t been able to hide how bad he’d have felt if I’d succeeded. 

If I was meant to die I’d have died. I was meant to face up to all this bullshit and keep going. 

And Mom… 

Now I could see all the stuff I’d been blind to. 

I felt lousy, not because I’d swallowed a massive dose of happy pills, but because I’d hurt my parents. 

Mom had every reason to bow out, and she didn’t––I’d tried. 

I needed someone to hold me. I felt sore inside. 

I touched the screen. Billy’s picture and details came up. He smiled at me out of the cell, with those warm dark-blue eyes of his. My thumb hovered over his number.

We hadn’t spoken since just after New Year, until I’d called him the other day. But I had no one else. He’d been the closest person to me other than Jason for years. 

I wished what had happened, hadn’t…  

I shut my eyes––I wish, I wish, I wish. If I had shiny red shoes on and clicked my heels, I wondered if I could go back in time, to when everything was right, then I could make sure everything stayed right.

That’s what my life had become––wishes that things had not happened, wishes that they wouldn’t, wishes that people would stay in my life. 

I’d lost my friends. I’d given them up in favor of Jason, and look how that had ended. He’d moved on and left me behind. The only friend I’d had left was his best friend, until I’d messed that up too. 

I was super-good at messing things up.

I sighed. Courage. I wasn’t going to fix things with the only possible friend I had left unless I made the move. He’d taken the first step the other day when he’d texted me––now it was my turn. I just had to do it. 

I tapped the icon. 

“Hi.” He answered, right off. My heart pounded. 

“Billy?” 

“You. Okay?”

“Yeah. I’m at home now. Dad picked me up at seven last night and brought me back. I appreciate you helping me out. I’m sorry you had to see me like that. I’m––” 

“It’s okay, Lind. I’m glad you’re home. How did you get on with the shrink?” 

When Jason had gone to New York, Billy had become my best friend, as well as Jason’s. But then he’d ended up in the middle of everything when Jason had deserted me.

“Okay, I have to see someone regularly.” 

“Well that’s probably a good thing isn’t it?” 

“Yeah.” 

“How are you today?”

“Down.” I sighed. The psychiatrist had told me to be honest rather than keep things trapped inside. “Jason having the baby makes me feel like crap still. Is that a bad thing to admit? Only the woman at the hospital told me I should admit how I feel.”

“Lind, if it’s how you feel, it’s how you feel, it just is. I know all this stuff is hard on you. I’m not judging you. Like I said the other day, I feel like I’ve let you down… Do you want me come around so we can talk?”

“Yeah.” God the thought of having someone to talk to outside of my house, and everything weighing down the atmosphere in here, was wonderful. Like an oasis in a desert. 

“I’ll come over now then, yeah?”

“Yeah. You’re not working?”

“I’ve got a gap between clients. I’ll come over.”

“Don’t knock. Call me when you get here.”

“Okay, I’ll be there soon.”

“Okay. Bye.” 

“Bye, Lind. See you in a while.”

“Yeah.” 

I fell back on my bed, lying on my back, with my cell still in my hand and stared up at the ceiling. Tears blurred the white fluffy clouds Dad had painted against the blue sky when I’d been a kid. The tears wouldn’t stop. I’d cried loads since I’d woken up in the hospital. 

It was twenty minutes after I’d spoken to Billy that I got the second call. 

“Hi, I’m parked outside your house. Do you want me to knock?” 

“No, stay there, I’ll come out.” I ended the call, wiped my eyes, and stood, then glanced in the mirror. I looked like a ghost, pale and pasty. I hadn’t gone out of my room yet. I sat down to put some makeup on to hide the sorry-looking state of my face. I hated looking at myself in mirrors but I had to face that ugly girl to put on the mask I hid her behind.

Mom was in her chair in the living room. “I’m going outside.” Guilt made me feel I had to tell her everything so she didn’t worry I was doing something stupid. 

“Why?” 

“Billy’s outside, I’m just going to sit in his car and talk to him.”

“Lindy, love, you can bring him in…” She felt guilty too. Mom didn’t really want anyone in the house, she’d said so, anyone who saw her would know she was sick, and she didn’t want anyone to know––but after what I’d done, she was worried about it hurting me. It made me feel worse. 

“It’s okay, I’d rather speak to him outside. We won’t go anywhere.”

“Darling––” 

“Sorry. I just need to talk to him, then I’ll be back in.” I knew what she wanted to say, I didn’t have to explain myself––but then I knew she was afraid I’d try to kill myself again. “You can look out the window if you want.” 

“Lindy…” My name was said on a sad, weak, sigh. She needed to know I was okay, but she didn’t want to have to know. 

I’d messed everything up by taking an overdose. I don’t even really know why I’d done it. It’s just, that night, everything had seemed too much, and I’d had a drink, and escape and relief had opened up like a window I could jump through. I’d seen freedom from the pain ripping my soul apart, and I’d taken the chance. 

But if I’d succeeded it wouldn’t have been an end to anything; it would have just made things worse for the people I’d left behind. 

Fate had saved me from doing that. 

But now I had no choice. I had to cope. 

I turned, opened the door and went out.

Billy’s SUV was parked on the other side of the road. Nothing was coming up the street. I crossed over and went around to the passenger door, my heart racing as if someone was beating a crazy drum solo on it. “Hi.” I climbed up into the passenger seat. 

“Lindy…” He’d freed his seatbelt already, and now he twisted sideways. He had long, loose shorts on.

We hadn’t spoken properly for so long––I didn’t really know what to say. 

 I pulled the door shut, anxious and nervous, and stared ahead, avoiding looking at him. 

“You okay? Do you want me to drive somewhere?”

“No.”

“Do you want to talk?”

Yeah. So much. Tears gathered in the back of my throat, hurting. 

I didn’t look at him. I’d cry. 

My hands were in my lap. He leaned over and gripped one of them. “Lindy, I’m here.”

Oh Lord, the tears tumbled, rolling down my cheeks, and I was sobbing as his grip on my hand pulled me over, and he moved forward. Then his arms came around me, holding me tight. 

“I’m sorry… I didn’t realize how bad you felt. I wish… God, I wish I’d handled things better. I let you down.” 

I shook my head and looked at him. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault. It’s nothing to do with you.” I had a lot of people to apologize to. Surviving had made me see two things; I had to change and I was meant to accept things and just get on with it––like Mom did. But doing that wasn’t easy.

“I don’t know what to say.” His dark-blue eyes were warm and deep with feeling. 

I sighed. I didn’t know what to say either. All I knew was that I hurt too much, and I didn’t know how to escape it. 

“Do you want to get away?” 

“What?”

“I could drive you out to the coast somewhere, once I’ve had time to book something, and you’ve had time to pack…”

I wanted to hug him back like he’d just hugged me––hard and tight––with gratitude and relief. 

“We could run away together for a couple of weeks and not tell anyone where we’re going. No Jason. No baby. And no expectations from me, I swear. We’ll just be friends. I want you to be happy.”

I took a breath. I didn’t know what to say. What about Mom? And then there was my psychiatrist. And… “I don’t know.”

His hand gripped mine hard; the emotion in his eyes shining bright. “Lindy, let me make this up to you. I’ve been a shit friend for the last six months, and you need a friend––”

I did… “But you were with Jason.” My pitch came out as an accusation; any thought of Jason still raised a bitter taste in my mouth. 

“You remember?” Guilt passed over his face. 

“Why were you with him?”

His skin reddened, like he was going to confess something awful. “He’d called me that day. The day Rach had the baby.” 

The day I’d overdosed. 

“He asked me to wet the baby’s head with him and put everything behind us…” Billy’s eyes looked into mine as if he tried to judge my thoughts. “We’ve made up, Lind… and then we saw you and I knew I could never move on until you did too.” 

All the pain trapped inside me raced to the surface. I couldn’t. That wasn’t a choice I had. 

Tears rolled down my cheeks. 

I wish…

Billy leaned over and his arms came around me. I rested my head on his shoulder, my arms about his neck. I needed someone to hug. 

Billy’s arms and shoulders were really muscular. His body mass was double the size of Jason’s. He’d played football at school and college, and he’d studied sports and become a personal trainer. All that strength and solidity was reassuring. 

But that’s what had got me into all the bullshit I’d fallen into back in the fall. 

But I didn’t want to think of that. I just let him hold me while I reveled in the comfort and security. 

Billy gave good hugs.

This was worth so much more than any conversation on a psychiatrist’s couch, or medication. Relief bloomed inside me, aching. 

I’d needed to be held by someone outside my family. 

His fingers combed through my hair. “Did you mean to end it, or were you crying out for help?”  

I didn’t lift my head and didn’t answer. The ache of comfort was gone and instead the forest fire of guilt flared. I wouldn’t admit the truth; the truth was too awful. I didn’t have a good reason to give in.

The psychiatrist had told me, “Everyone has burdens to carry, and you shouldn’t feel guilty.” She’d said, “It’s stopped being about choice, the chemicals in your body are all muddled up so you can’t think straight.” I was on happy pills, and counseling now, and she’d promised me I’d feel better and I’d get out the other side.

I didn’t want to.

“Why did you go to Jason’s store…?” Billy’s fingers ran through my hair. I felt like a kid being comforted. It took me back years; to the years I’d been happy.

Why? I didn’t answer. He probably thought it was for revenge. It wasn’t. My life had been there, I’d worked there for years, been Jason’s second half for years. 

Who was I now? What was there to do?

“I’m sorry, Lindy. If you let me help, I’ll make everything up to you.” 

He had nothing to make up, not really, everything that had gone wrong between him and me was my fault. 

“Do you want to get away for a while? Just for a couple of weeks even? I swear to God, there’ll be nothing in it. No expectation on my part at all.” 

I needed help. I needed to escape. Just until I could get back on track. “Yeah.”

His hands gripped my shoulders and moved me back. He looked like he didn’t believe what I’d said. “Yeah?” His voice questioned. 

“Yeah.” I nodded, my vision clouding with tears. I needed to go somewhere and pretend my life wasn’t what it was––for a short vacation. “I’ll have to speak to the psychiatrist, though. When do you want to go?” 

He smiled. Billy was so nice, his heart shone right out of his eyes along with his smile. He hurt for me. We’d been close, before everything went wrong. This was him trying to put it right again. But nothing could ever be right.

Tears rolled onto my cheeks as the flames of guilt flickered.

Mom… 

Billy held me against his chest. His big, solid arms fencing me in and holding the world out. 

I felt better, like I had in the fall… And look where that had got us. 

I pulled away, looking at the house. Mom must be at the window. This wasn’t her fault.

“What about Saturday, two weeks’ time?” Billy’s voice came out husky. “I’ll cancel my client appointments. You get everything agreed with the hospital and your Mom and Dad, and we’ll just get out of here for a bit, so you can escape all this shit?” 

“Thank you, Billy. You’re a good guy, you know that?” 

He gave me an apologetic smile. “We both know that’s not true. But I will be now. I swear, Lind, just friends…” 

“I better go back in.” I wiped my face on my sleeve, trying to wipe off the tracks of tears so Mom wouldn’t see them, but it wiped my foundation off too. I hoped my mascara hadn’t run. “Text me.” 

“I’ll let you know what time I’ll pick you up.”

“Okay.” I tried to smile, then turned away, opened the door and slipped out of his SUV. I didn’t look back as I crossed the road and ran up to the house. 

When I let myself in, Mom stood by the window. I knew she’d been watching. 

“You okay?” she asked. 

I nodded, “Yeah.” But I didn’t stay in the living room. I walked on to my room, threw myself face-down on the bed and sobbed some more. 

I was so messed-up and selfish. 

Billy didn’t need the burden of a broken girl, I shouldn’t have said yes. He’d been ready to move on.

The forest fire of guilt flared and consumed everything else. 



Billy 

I slipped the SUV into drive and pulled away, my heart a boulder in my chest. 

What that girl did to me! If Jason knew half the things I’d imagined over the last five years he wouldn’t have called me to meet up and wet his kid’s head. 

Fuck.

Jason and I had messed her up. 

This was a pile of shit.

When I walked in the door back home a lot later than I’d usually come in, my kid sister, Eva, called, “Hey, Billy!”

“Hey, Eva.” I lifted a hand. 

“Where have you been?” Mom asked as I walked through the living room. 

“At the gym.” 

“You work out all day. You can’t have spent that long at the gym. You’re hiding something! I bet you’ve got a girl!” Eva’s passion in life was teasing me. But underneath it she loved having a much older brother to flaunt before her friends, and catch rides off of. She always gloated when I drove her to her friends’ parties. But she wasn’t a kid anymore, she was fifteen. “Don’t tell me you’ve finally given up on winning Lindy?” 

I made a face at her. My family knew my trouble. In a bad moment I’d said something to Dad a couple of years ago and from then on my whole family had been a part of my secret Lindy addiction. “Nope, I saw her today.”

“Billy! I thought you’d stopped that.”

“I’m taking her away for a couple of weeks.” 

“OMG!” Eva screamed.

“Is that a good thing?” Mom stood up. 

“When you and that girl get together, it always ends badly, Billy.” Dad threw in his cent without moving from his armchair.

“Thanks for the enthusiasm.” I shrugged and turned away, but Eva grabbed my arm and then hugged me. 

“I hope things work out. I’ll be glad for you if they do.” I gave her a squeeze then let her slip away. 

“As will I,” Mom said, smiling at me.

My gaze shifted around them all. “Except this isn’t like that. It’s just as friends…”

Eva rolled her eyes. “Lindy is so blind.”

Mom kept smiling. 

I turned away and headed for my room.  

I scanned through my calendar and called clients to tell them something personal had come up; the stretched and worn leather band on my wrist sliding up and down. 

I always wondered what the hell I’d do if it broke. It was my talisman. 

The fingers of my other hand span it around my wrist a couple of times as I waited while a call rang.  

I knew where I was gonna take her. To the place I’d run to every summer for years. It had started the summer we’d left high school.

There was no answer. I ended the call, but then my cell vibrated. 

”Lindy’s back home.“ The message was from Jason.

”I know, I went ‘round to see her.”

”She okay?”

”Nope, quiet and crying.“ 

”Tell her sorry. And tell her Rach and me are thinking of her. We didn’t want her to get hurt.”

”She said to tell you sorry too. She’s sorry we saw her like that. She said she felt guilty about getting us caught up in it.”

He didn’t answer for a minute, but then came back and said. ”Tell her it’s okay. I get it. I know I messed her around. But tell her I hope she can be happy.”

I sighed. So did I. ”I’ll tell her. Do you still want to go out for a drink again next week?”

”Shit, yeah, I need another night out to get over that one. When?”

”Thursday?”

”Okay.”

The place I was gonna take Lindy to was beautiful. You could stay right on the beach in an apartment, listen the ocean and watch the waves roll up on the sand. It was the sort of escapism Lindy needed to put her vibes right. 

I looked at my cell, and my thumb instinctively slid up Lindy’s image. ”Hey. I’m gonna take you to a place I know on the coast. It’s perfect for chilling out. You’ll get caught up in the awesomeness of the universe and forget about yourself.”

While I waited for a reply I booked the accommodation. I’d cancel the rest of my appointments later. I booked adjacent apartments.

”That sounds amazing.”

”Cool.”

“:-) Shall I transfer my share of the money to you?’

”Lind you’re not paying. I asked you. I owe you.”

”You don’t owe me anything. But thanks if you’ll pay. I’m not earning.”

‘I know. Maybe when we’re out there we can start working on what new job you feel like doing.”

 “:/ When I feel better, Billy.”

“Yeah. Sorry I’m pushing. Too much. Too soon. One step, Lind. By the way, Jason said he’s sorry too, and that he and Rachel wish you well. He wants you to be happy. That’s what we all want.”

”Thanks.“   

The thanks seemed final and I didn’t know what to say next. 

My fingers tapped the desk, beating out a rhythm. 

I wanted to call. I had a feeling she was crying. I shouldn’t have mentioned Jason. I didn’t call though ‘cause I’d grown a coward’s streak since the fall. I didn’t want to hear her tell me how she missed him and how much she still loved him. 

Guilt curled up in a hard ball in my belly. 

Why the fuck was she speaking to me? She shouldn’t be. 

Why the frick was she going away with me?

The girl was crazy.

This could be the stupidest idea, I’d ever had.



Chapter Two


Billy

“You’re sure everything is squared off with the hospital, Lind. You’ve got your meds…”

She nodded, but she was scaring me, her hands trembled as I took her case and put it in the back of the SUV, next to my surfboard.

Her dad stood on their porch, in his uniform; it meant he’d ducked off work to come back and say goodbye to her. He watched us, like he didn’t want her to go. 

He certainly wouldn’t want her to go if he knew the truth. But he didn’t. No one did except me and Lindy. 

I hadn’t seen her Mom. That was weird because she didn’t work. I’d have thought she’d have come outside to say a final goodbye to Lindy.

“Is that everything?” I asked. Lindy nodded, her blue eyes glittering with tears. 

“No, I forgot my purse.” She turned away and ran back up the path into the house. 

This was weird.

I slipped my hands into my pants pockets as Mr. Martin came down.

“If she wants to come home, you’ll bring her back right away?”

“Yeah.” Of course I would. 

“Well, you look out for her. She’s my girl, and she’s all I’ve got.” 

“Yeah, Mr. Martin.” He knew I’d been hanging around her a lot last fall; he knew we’d been friends for years. I bet he wondered why I’d stopped hanging around and why we hadn’t spoken for months. I was glad he didn’t know.

Lindy came hurrying back out of the house, her purse swinging in her hand. 

“Did you say good-bye to Mom?” Her dad asked. 

“Yeah.” She hugged him, firmly. He kissed her hair. 

The guy had scared the hell out of me when I was kid, but now all his scariness looked hollow. Lindy had hurt him when she’d chosen to press the eject button. He looked in pain. That was a new look for Mr. Martin. 

“You’ll call me if anything happens, Dad, won’t you? Don’t wait. I’d hate not to get back…”

What was it with getting back? We hadn’t even gone yet. I suppose her family must be cautious now, though. Maybe they didn’t trust her not to try it again. I’d have to watch her when we were away.

Her dad nodded. Tears shining in his eyes. Hell, I’d never thought I’d see that. 

I turned away and got in the SUV. I didn’t think he’d welcome me watching him, but in the side mirror, I saw him give her a kiss on the cheek. Then he walked her to the passenger door, opened it and held it while she climbed in. 

He shut it only after she’d settled and pulled her seatbelt over. 

I pushed the button so the window went down and they could talk. 

My abs gripped tight with nerves and my belly rumbled. I hadn’t eaten this morning. I was too nervous about how this was gonna go down. My forearm rested on the wheel, the leather braid hanging loose on my wrist. That thing was so much a part of who I was. 

My fingers started tapping on the dashboard. 

“Ready?” she asked. 

I looked over at her. Her dad stepped back from the window as she looked at me.

Shit, she probably thought me tapping the dashboard had been telling her dad to hurry up. It wasn’t. It was just a habit.

My other hand gripped the gear shift. 

I was ready, though. I wanted to get away from her house. There was a ton of bad energy coming from it. I could feel it everywhere in the air around her. 

I smiled and slipped my arm off the wheel. “Yeah. Mr. Martin.”

She looked at him. “I’ll call you when we get there and I’ll call you every night. I promise. Don’t worry about me. You’ll make me feel guilty if you do. And tell Mom I love her… I’m really sorry.” 

“Honey…” He came forward again and leaned in through the window to grip her hand. “Your mother understands. She’s not angry, or hurt, or anything. She just wants you to be okay.” 

Lindy nodded, tears rolling down her cheeks. 

No matter how nervous I was. Or how awkward it felt. This was right. She needed to get out of here for a while. 

“I’ll be okay,” she whispered. “But I feel selfish. Good-bye.” She leaned and kissed his cheek. Then her dad stepped back and finally we could go. 

My heart started pumping on hyper-drive, as I slid the gear shift down and pulled away, super- cautious not to over rev the engine with her dad watching. 

I glanced at her as I drove up the street. “Did you eat or are we stopping for breakfast?”

She looked at me, a broken heart in her eyes, tears tracking down her cheeks. She wiped them away with a sniff. “Sorry, I’m going to try and not be bad company. But I don’t want to eat. I’m not hungry. How long is it gonna take to get there?”

“A couple of hours.” I looked back at the road. “We can settle in, then get lunch.”

She laughed, a low half-choking sound that was almost a sob. “I forgot how hungry you get. You can stop for breakfast if you want…”

I threw her a smile. “Sorry, you’ll have to accommodate my appetite. I don’t eat like a bird like you do, but I can wait ‘til lunch.” 

She’d fed me and Jason through most of our college years. In the shared apartment we’d had. The couple and the spare-part best friend––three had definitely been a crowd. But I’d still hung around them. I bet people had thought it weird.

I was weird. 

Fucking crazy!

I’d always wondered if Jason knew. But he hadn’t said anything the other night when we’d got everything out in the open. I figured he’d have said something then if he’d known.

“I can’t believe you still wear that thing.” She leaned over and flicked the leather bracelet as my hand gripped the wheel. 

How the hell did she not know?

I glanced at her, giving her a twisted, guilty smile, as something hard grabbed my heart. “Yeah.” 

“I made you that years ago.” 

“I’m just lazy, I can’t be bothered to cut it off.” I let a fake sound of amusement slip from my throat, acting as if it was nothing––like I had every other time she’d mentioned it. 

She’d made it at high school. It had been the thing all the girls were doing at the time, braiding these silly leather bracelets and threading beads into them. It was before she’d been seeing Jason. We’d been fifteen. 

Yeah, I had been wearing it that long. Pining over a girl that wasn’t mine.

But shit I can still remember the feel of her gentle fingers touching me as she’d tied it off, and it had done stuff to my cock. I’d liked her before, but that was the day she’d got me. It was like her fingers had touched my heart too. I’d had this burning need for her ever since. 

I should cut the thing off. 

I glanced over at her. Her hands were in her lap and she stared ahead. I didn’t know what to say to her. I was too anxious to hold a meaningless conversation and I didn’t want to quiz her, ‘cause I was taking her away to forget all the stuff that made her feel bad.  

I said a few things and she answered, but then I couldn’t think of anything to add. She said some things and I nodded, not knowing what to say back. 

In the end we were quiet most of the drive. 

I was relieved when I finally pulled up in the apartments’ parking lot on the coast.

“Wow, this is nice.” 

The ocean rolled up onto the miles of beach before the parking lot. This place just calmed me. I’d come here the summer we’d left high school and it had been the best therapy. This beach and the ocean was my psychiatrist. I’d come back every summer since.

I hoped it was gonna work for her too. 

I freed the door and as it opened the sound of the ocean swept into the SUV.

I looked at Lindy. 

She was wide-eyed, watching the beach.

“Let’s go get our keys. I’ll get our stuff later.” 

She looked at me, uncertainty creeping into her eyes, but she nodded. 

I wanted to grip her hand as we walked across the parking lot. There was a whole minefield of protective energy bubbling around inside me. But it had blown up in my face before. I was steering clear of too much touching. 

The thing with Lindy was she was so tiny it made me want to just put my arms around her and wrap her up. She was like a precious, breakable doll, five-two, to my six-one. 

I glanced over at her. The ocean breeze flicked her wavy blonde hair against the curve of her cheek. 

Her fingers tucked her hair behind her ear. 

I’d wanted to do that for her. There was a hard need to touch her in my belly. But I’d spent years ignoring that instinct. That was nothing new.

She didn’t look at me. She looked ahead at the apartment block. 

She’d won beauty pageants as a kid. Her Mom had been into all that shit, driving her to loads of contests and Lindy did have the look for that sort of thing, perfect symmetry. 

At high school she’d been full of confidence. At college that had died for some reason. 

She glanced at me, her blue eyes seeming bluer under the clear sky.

“I’ve ordered adjacent places, is that okay? I can ask them to change them if you want?”

“No, that’s okay.” She nodded.

The apartments were stacked and set out in rows spread along the edge of the beach. The guy at the desk said ours were on the top floor. The place was something between a hotel, a motel and cabins, and the rooms ‘slash’ apartments were accessed via a long hallway, with stairs at either end of the block.  

When we got up there, I slid the card key through the lock, then stepped back and shoved the door open for her to go in. “You can have this one.” 

It had a small kitchen and a sofa that turned into a bed. But most importantly, at the end of the room was a big window that looked out on the ocean. It had a balcony too. 

“I’ll go get your stuff.” I left her in her room. But before I went back down to the SUV, I went into mine.

Shit. I combed a hand through my hair, then realized I’d fucked it up, and rubbed it so it spiked again. 

It was going to be a hell of a couple of weeks. 

I walked over and slid the glass door to the balcony back, letting in the soothing sound of the ocean. It pulled me outside.

Lindy stood out there, on her balcony, gripping the wooden rail and looking at the ocean. I turned my back on it and rested my butt against the rail. “You okay?” 

“Yeah, just taking in the air.” 

“Look, Lind––”

“I’m not in the mood to talk.” 

Well, there was probably nothing I could say that would make anything better anyway



























































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/9780007562244_epub_002.jpg
impuléc
g





OEBPS/images/9780007562244_epub_cover.png





