
A SHOT OF ARROGANCE
CHAPTER ONE
“I thought every girl dreamed about marriage, about huge, white dresses, horse drawn carriages and God knows what else. I honestly think there's something wrong with you, child.”

The words crashed through my head along with my mind as they left my emotions blazing. If I heard the word marriage one more time, I would scream until my lungs gave way. My eyes shot to my father as he delved his fork into a slab of beef.
“You don’t even try to listen!” I yelled. “You're acting as if this is all my fault, Dad. It’s never you who's messed up, is it?”
With a piece of meat hanging from his lips, my father dropped his fork onto his plate which created a loud clinking sound. He chewed harshly on the beef before swallowing.
 “Don’t you dare speak to me like that. I’ve explained this to you a thousand times, Victoria. If you don’t do this, you can kiss goodbye to pretty much everything you own right now.”
 “Victoria, listen to your father.” My mother intervened with her annoyingly calm voice. Not that it surprised me; my mother hardly ever had anything to say, and if she did say something, it would only be to agree with my father.

“It’s not fair,” I muttered. “This isn’t the middle ages, Dad. Most girls my age are worrying about collage
, not finding some guy to marry.”

“Don’t use words like that; you’re not American.” My father rolled his eyes before looking back up at me.
 “You’re making this sound much harsher than it is.”

Was he kidding? I was seventeen years old. How many girls my age got married in the twenty-first century? It was utterly barbaric. It wasn’t even as though me doing this had a connection to some form of ethnic thing, not really. My mum had Indian blood in her, and I knew that arranged marriages did happen in India, but the last person in my family to be married like that was my great grandmother. I mean, the only feature I had that hinted at my Indian heritage was my dark hair--I even had blue eyes, so it would have been impossible to guess anything about my ethnicity background by merely looking at me. Besides, my dad’s side of the family were Welsh, so that seemed to make me forget about my Indian heritage even further along with the arranged marriages. I sighed as I shook my head. What was I saying? Arranged marriages? I wasn’t being forced into this, I just... I knew I had to do it for the sake of, well, everyone.

I looked back at my dad. “What about that last man, Dad? Alexander something? He looked like a pig, to begin with, and quite frankly, he spoke horribly to me.”
Speaking those words brought back the memory of Alexander ordering me to tidy my room after inviting him in. He pointed at my bed and claimed that it was made up messily, then nodded at the pile of socks on the floor. Apparently, I should have had more dignity. Why would I want to marry a man like that? A few socks and an untidy bed were hardly going to harm anyone, let alone a twenty year old man. Alexander was the third man I'd met, and out of all of the three, he was by far the worst. I shuddered at the thought of me ever being in a room with him again, let alone being married to him.

I glanced at the lump of food below me. Why was finding a half decent guy so hard? They were plastered all over films, so why couldn't I actually meet one in real life? I hated to admit something so selfish, but I was beginning to feel sorry for myself.    

Shaking his head, my father completely ignored what I’d previously said. Instead, he continued with his rant as my mother nodded along with him. “Do you want your cousin to inherit everything, Victoria?” he said before wiping his mouth with a napkin.

“No... I just...” I rubbed my temples. “I’m not ready.”

My father simply sighed and ignored what I said. Gritting his teeth, he ran his hand through his light hair. He knew that I didn’t want this, and I knew that I didn’t need to tell him that I wasn’t ready for marriage. He was too obsessed with keeping all of his darn money to care about what I wanted.

“You’re so ungrateful,” my father mumbled, standing up and leaving his unfinished plate of food on the table. “You don’t understand.”

I noticed my mother glance at me from across the table. She shook her head as I tried to open my mouth. “Leave it, Victoria,” she mouthed.

I leaned back in my chair and blinked. I didn't want to anger my father even further. Obeying my mother, who I honestly knew was right, I decided against fighting back. Instead, I chewed on my bottom lip and glared at my own food. I almost envied my mother because she could do something I never could. She could sit in the background and allow everything to play out without getting the slightest bit angry. 

Still mumbling to himself, my father opened the fridge and brought out some bottled water. He poured the clear liquid down his throat before wiping his mouth, and then eventually sat back down at the wooden table. Silence took over after that. There was the odd grumble by my father and the sound of clattering cutlery every few minutes, but it certainly didn't make the atmosphere of the room any more comfortable. With my food more or less untouched, I excused myself from the table as the remedy of relief spread through my body.

Before I had a chance to escape the room, my father’s voice caused me to turn back around. He was leaning against the kitchen counter.

“You’re mother and I are going to pick up my suit for my meeting tomorrow in a minute,” he said. “Ella will be here soon, so if you need anything, just let her know.”

I nodded, trying to suppress any anger that was bubbling up inside of me. Once again, I could feel my mother’s eyes on me, helping me to remain calm.

“I thought you said we were going to find a dress for me to wear to my friend’s fortieth?” she suddenly asked.

“The suit’s more important,” my father replied. “Wear one of your old ones or something.”

What he meant was, we can’t afford it, so no. I’d love to have seen him say that out loud. There was a time when he would describe to me how I'd inherit and own all of the family's nightclubs. He was sure that I'd do a wonderful job at doing so too. He thought that all of the youngsters of the modern day spent half of their time in nightclubs, despite the fact I'd only ever been to one in my life, and that was a ghastly experience--it was one of my family's clubs, so if I found that cramped and the music in there ear shattering, then any other nightclub would have probably been even worse. I shook my head as I left the room

“Stupid parents,” I muttered to myself, running up the stairs. “They need to give it a rest already.” I opened my bedroom door. “If they’re that bothered about it, then why didn’t they just have another child before me? There we go, problem solved."

I let out one last groan as I shut the door behind me. The house was silent. As I made my way towards my perfectly made bed, I could hear the sound of a car's engine outside. My parents had left then. It wouldn't be long until Ella got here, so I wouldn't have to wait long until I'd be able to eat something I actually liked instead of that foul stuff my parents had just given me. It looked like a firework had exploded over my plate; the colours weren’t vivid and warm, but almost rusty. With any luck, Ella would be willing to cook me something wonderful.

Pulling my hair out of its ponytail, I then let myself flop onto my bed. I felt myself sinking into the mattress as I allowed my eyelids to droop. I was hoping to be able to go shopping today, but I’d woken up rather late, plus both my mum and dad claimed they had no time to take me into town. They weren't even happy to take me to a bus stop or anything. I let out a long breath and let my thoughts ponder further. I'd have to go tomorrow or something. Now that my homeschooling had finished I had so much free time, which was to my liking, even though I did get partially bored at times.

As my mind drifted deeper and my eyelids became so heavy that I couldn’t open them, I heard a humming sound. It sounded like it was coming from outside. Was it a car? I listened closely. Yes, it was definitely a car. Ella walked to work though, so it couldn't be her. Maybe my dad had forgotten something in the house. I let out another long breath, and as my mind drifted off completely, I heard the creak of the front door opening. A moment later, I was asleep.

There was a shuffling noise as my mind began returning to the present. With my senses still more or less non-existent, I stirred. Some more shuffling sounds. My consciousness was beginning to drift again when I felt something warm--a breath in my ear.

“Victoria! Your bed's on fire!”
Within a split second, every ounce of my senses returned as I leaped up in my bed and let out a bloodcurdling scream. As I lifted my head, it banged against something hard, which resulted in me groaning as my heart jumped out of my throat.

“Ow!” I heard a voice beside me again. “Frickin’ hell, I never knew they taught you to headbutt people in fire drills.”
I scrambled off my bed as I looked towards the direction of the voice. Standing above my bed was a young, light haired boy. What in God's name? There was a strained expression on his face, and his hand was covering his one eye as he rubbed it. He shook his head, and as though he'd forgotten about his eye entirely, he practically skipped to the side of the bed I was now standing by. I noticed that the boy was wearing a pair of ripped jeans and a battered t-shirt. On his feet he wore an equally dirty pair of Converse shoes, and on his mouth he now wore a grin that spread from one ear to the other.

“Who...? What are?” I stammered as the boy neared me.

“Oh, don’t worry, there ain't really a fire.” The boy laughed, but he soon winced and rubbed his eye again. “Wow, you look well freaked out. Seriously, no fire. I were just messin’ around to scare the crap out of you. It worked too, but the headbutti’ me thing weren’t really necessary, Victoria.” He rubbed his eye again.

I could darn well tell there wasn't a fire. That wasn’t what was causing my eyes to almost bulge out of my skull in fear. The boy dressed as a blooming tramp in front of me was what was causing that. How did he even know my name?
 I stared at him without moving an inch. His clothes looked as though they hadn’t been washed. Ever. His sandy blonde hair was incredibly messy and nothing about his cocky smile screamed safe, let alone sophisticated.

Without giving it another thought, I screamed for Ella, my childhood nanny. I couldn't leave my room; who knew what this tramp of a boy could do in there? I wasn't letting him go anywhere. No way was I going to let some idiot break into my house, scream in my ear and scare the living daylights out of me. There were going to be some serious consequences.

“Whoa! Chill out!” The boy raised his hands, which caused me to jump slightly. “I ain’t gonna bloomin’ kill you! Well, as long as I like you, I ain’t.”

I had no idea whether he was joking or not, and that thought tightened my chest. I quickly glanced towards the direction of the hallway outside my room to see my door closed. Oh, God. Where was Ella? I kept my feet glued to the same spot due to the fact I was afraid of what the boy might do. Thankfully, the boy didn't move forward anymore. My heart was beating into overdrive, making me want to turn and run.

Mentally kicking myself, I forced myself to stay where I was. Don't be silly, I thought to myself. There must be a reasonable explanation for this. Keeping my eyes on the boy, I screamed for Ella again.

“Seriously, Victoria, I’m goin’ deaf ‘ere.” He stepped towards me. 

For the third time, I yelled Ella's name. Where in the world was she? Normally, I’d call her and she’d be here within a matter of seconds. I didn't turn away from the boy, not for a millisecond. Rolling his eyes, he stood a good couple of feet away from where I was standing. Oh, God, he was getting closer to me. This was a bad idea. A terribly bad idea. I was about to make a run for it when the boy opened his mouth again.

“I’m Ollie Poynter,” he said before clicking his tongue. “Well, Oliver technically, but yeah. Just call me Ollie. It’s easier.”

My eyes were glued to his face. He had some weird, perfectly casual grin on it. I'd forgotten about running away now; I was too bewildered by the fact that there was some random, scruffy teenage boy in my bedroom talking to me. He was acting as if it was completely normal. Oliver clearly noticed the confusion and frustration in my face. Unsurprisingly, he began laughing. Again. I gritted my teeth. I could really do with Ella turning up now.

“Don’t worry, I ain’t ‘ere to hurt you. I’m ‘ere to work.” Oliver grinned, his dark green eyes scanning my room. “I know this house is big and all, but seriously? Your room is like the size of my entire flat. Mind you, my flat ain’t that big. It ain’t really small though, I’ve been in smaller ones.” He started laughing as he turned away and began strolling around the room. “Right, there’s this one guy who lives in his flat with, like, twenty three cats. His name’s Jeff. How weirdly normal is that? Jeff’s such a common name, but if you think about it, you never actually meet anyone called Jeff. Well, except for the mad cat guy I know.”

I gaped at Oliver, and I was aware of the fact that there was a bizarre expression on my face. What the hell was he on about? Why was he even talking to me? I wasn't afraid anymore. He was acting like a ten year old. He was almost bouncing around my room as though he were a child on a trip to the zoo. Did he always talk that much? His voice drowned out into the background as I tried contemplating the reason behind his constant yapping. I tilted my head. Maybe he was nervous? That thought soon disappeared. 

He sat himself down at my computer with his full attention on the wide screen as he pressed a button. Soon enough, the computer was brought to life. He cursed as he laughed. He pressed the button again and turned the machine off, but he didn't apologise once. Still talking, Oliver continued wandering around my room. Although I had no idea who he was, I didn't feel unsafe around him anymore. The only thing I was worried about was his mental health. He had begun to talk about fruit as he ran his fingers along the screen of my computer. After turning back around, he soon jumped on my bed again. 

"I mean, yeah, I get it. Five a day or whatever, but c'mon, those berry things taste like puke and leaves. Do you like 'em? You seem like the ki--"

“Ella!” I screamed my head off, “Ella!”

“Victoria? What in God’s name is wrong?” Ella suddenly came rushing into the room.

“Him!” I complained, pointing at Oliver, who’d finally shut up.

Ella then turned to him. Looking back at her, Oliver smiled as a pair of small dimples grew on his cheeks. I swore I was going to kill him. How dare he stare at her and smile so innocently like that? As Ella turned her attention to Oliver, she shook her head and crossed her arms, although I couldn’t help but notice her forcing a smile off her face. 

“She has some serious anger issues.” Oliver jumped onto my bed after nodding at me. “No wonder no one wants to marry her. Judgin' by the way she attacked me earlier, she’d probably domestically abuse any bloke tha' gets within five yards of her. She screams like a banshee on vodka.”

Ella tried--and failed--not to laugh. Some obnoxious, dirty boy had just insulted me and Ella had laughed. Noticing my bitter expression, she immediately stopped chuckling. Oliver clearly didn’t care about my feelings though; he continued grinning happily.

“Sorry, Victoria,” Ella said before turning to Oliver. “Ollie, I thought I told you not to be so... enthusiastic. Oh, and get off the bed please.”

“You know him?” I almost yelped.

“You bet!” Oliver said, getting off my bed. He’d left an untidy pile of creases where he had been sitting. “Ella and me are like this.” He crossed his fingers and winked at me. “Jealous, ain't you?”
Completely ignoring Oliver’s comment, all of my thoughts were on Ella. I looked at her with my eyes begging for an explanation.

“I’m friends with his mother.” Ella laughed. “Your parents hired him to be your personal assistant, which I think is rather nice of them." She paused as she turned to Ollie. "He’s not doing a very good job of it though, so far.”

Oliver clicked his tongue. "I bet you feel silly, Victoria." Ella shot him a glare. "Err, I mean, sorry, Vic...” Oliver paused as another annoying grin grew on his face. “I mean, Miss Kingston.”

No way was I going to let this clown be my ‘assistant’. Why I needed an assistant in the first place was beyond me. I was perfectly capable of doing things on my own. Knowing my parents, they'd probably just hired him to keep an eye on me for whatever reason. I swore they thought I was an out of control delinquent. They may as well have bought me a cage. At least that way, they would have been able to stalk my every move.

Taking a mint from the bowl on my bedside cabinet, Oliver then threw it into his mouth. At least his breath didn’t smell. Thankfully, the rest of him didn’t either, which actually surprised me. He was dressed like a tramp, after all. I did eventually manage to get Oliver out of my room. That was the second boy I’d kicked out today, and the fourth one I'd kicked out within the past two months. By the sound of it though, unlike the others, Oliver was going to come back. Judging by what Ella said, it was impossible for me to encourage my parents that I didn't need an assistant. 

I'd only just been born when I first saw Ella's long, ash blonde hair that was always tied into a perfect bun. She never really needed to smile; her deep brown eyes did that for her. Her skin was a lot more sagged now than it used to be, and her voice sometimes shook when she spoke. I tilted my head as I looked at her. The creases on her face didn’t symbolise old age to me though. Instead, they symbolised wisdom.

I collapsed onto my bed before I shut my eyes. There was a cool, refreshing breeze coming from the window. I could hear a few birds chirping outside, momentarily relaxing me until a strong wind blew into my room which flared my curtains upward. A sharp shiver ran through my body as the gust of wind entered my room. My eyes quickly opened again.

“You can’t keep pushing away every man you meet, Victoria,” a gentle voice spoke.

I raised my eyes to see Ella sitting beside me. She looked far from impressed. Her eyes were turned down at their corners as well as her thin lips. Ella and I both knew that she was right, but I just didn’t want to admit it.

“Come on, Ella,” I complained, crossing my arms. “Have you seen some of the men my father has found? That Daniel guy who I met a few months ago was almost twice my age.. Besides, he had a go at my socks.”

As I spoke, a smile grew on Ella’s face. She obviously couldn't help but be amused by my comment. She probably didn’t think he was that bad. I strongly disagreed. After rubbing her hands on her pinafore
, she took her shoes off and crossed her legs. Ella signalled for me to sit up and I did exactly that. 

I dropped my head into my hands. I didn't want any of that, and that was why everything felt so complicated. I didn't want to feel as though I had to find someone to marry within the next year, and I didn't want to marry someone because of my father’s fears. As much as this mushy stuff made me want to gag, the truth was that I wanted to fall in love. 

Ella's small hand was placed on my knee. Even though she wasn't really my nanny anymore, but more of a housekeeper, Ella truly did feel like a good friend. She was the only one who seemed to be on my side nowadays.

“Look, I know that you’re not too keen on this whole marriage thing,” Ella began, “but you know as well as I do, Victoria, that your family needs this."

I hated it when Ella was right, especially when she made me feel guilty. Since the day I entered the world, my chances at a regular life were pretty much non-existent. I didn't have a choice. I was born into the Kingston family: one of the richest families in England, etcetera. I'd heard it a million times. Well, we were one of the richest at the time, but times had sure changed since then. I knew that all too well now. Nobody except for my family knew this, but if things were to carry on as they were, our money would soon run out. 

My father had stupidly lied to my mother, telling her that the family business was fine for the past five years. Apparently, the recession hadn’t hit us hard at all, and all of the money he was splashing out on the clubs would be worth it. In fact, the recession had merely skimmed us, leaving no pieces to pick up, but I suppose my father was a good liar. My mother would often ask him why he hesitated when he brought his wallet out, but he’d respond by mumbling something about her being paranoid. Soon enough, my father's lies ran dry and both my mother and I realised that the family business was, in fact, struggling. After five years, we noticed how much of an understatement struggling was. All of the money he gave to the nightclubs simply disappeared, and it was eventually clear to me that the only thing the clubs were doing was swallowing our money. It most definitely took my father a while to realise that.

Lifting my head back out of my palms, I then looked back up at Ella. There was an uncomfortable silence in the room. The sound of the wind blowing through my window was the only minor distraction. I couldn't look at Ella, not directly. Instead, my eyes were fixated on my Apple Mac computer that was placed on a large, pine desk in the corner of my room. 

After sitting silently for a minute or so, Ella finally gave up on receiving a response from me. She gently removed her hand from my knee.

“Just... just try and be more open minded, okay?”

“Okay,” I lied.

Ella was just about to leave my room when she turned around and titled her head as she looked at me.  

“One more thing,” she said. “Can you at least try and get along with Ollie? I understand that he can be a bit frustrating to be around sometimes, but he's a really good lad. Trust me on that one, Victoria.” She shrugged. “Besides, you never know, you might have something in common." She shrugged. “He's great with kids, and I know you love children. That's something, I suppose.”

Ella turned back around before leaving the room, and then closed the wooden door after here. Quite frankly, I couldn't care less how good he was with children. Besides, it was obvious why he must have been good with them. He was one himself. I stood up form my bed as I glanced at the bowl of mints that were placed on my bedside cabinet. Oliver had eaten one, hadn't he? I’d have to wash those.

There was a part of me though, an almost non-existent part of me that couldn't help but be curious for the next time I'd see him. There must have been a reason behind his ecstatic behaviour. I mean, no one was naturally like that, were they?

CHAPTER TWO
Crossing my legs, I lifted the pair of sunglasses off my eyes and put them down beside me. I squinted slightly as I sat up on the sun chair before observing the still swimming pool in front of me, and began debating whether I should go in or not. 

The sky was a pale blue colour without a cloud in sight, and the only thing circling the air was the scent of fresh pine coming from the scented candle burning beside me. There wasn’t a sound to be heard. That was one of the things I loved about living in a rather isolated place: it was peaceful.

I stood up and removed the soft pink towel from around my waist, which revealed my newly bought polka dot bikini. I wasn’t supposed to be by the pool right now, I was supposed to be meeting with my father and another one of his husband suggestions at ten o’clock. For many reasons, I wasn’t looking forward to it at all. 

I'd suggested plenty of other things to my father on how to sort out the mess he'd gotten my family into. I'd pointed out that selling some of the items in the house would help, but he said that we were in way too deep for that to help. I suggested for my mother to get a job, I even suggested that I could get a job. I also mentioned the most obvious solution: selling the house. My father didn't even want to know. 

He didn't want others commenting on how we'd downgraded ourselves into another house. Even the thought of selling anything made all of his facial expressions twist, making him look entirely disgusted. I shut my eyes for a few moments. All that my father cared about was his damn pride, and look at where it had gotten us. Lying to all of our friends and at the edge of bankruptcy. Now he wanted me to get married to sort out the mess he’d made. I paused for a moment. 
But what if I didn’t marry? There’d be no more never ending shopping sprees, manicures, pedicures, or a new wardrobe for every season. What we had in the bank was literally all we did have, and that was hardly anything anymore. I gulped. I really did need to inherit everything, didn't I?

I forced myself to stop thinking so negatively. What happened had happened; there was nothing I could do about it. I threw my towel back onto the sun chair and fastened my bikini strap. Grabbing my brush from my bag, I then used it to tie my hair back before reapplying some waterproof mascara. I wanted to look somewhat presentable when I met up with my father. 

I blew out the candle on the wooden table beside me, and then placed my brush into my coral coloured bag. Soon enough, I was making my way over to the pool. Flicking my fringe off my face, I stretched my arms out in front of me and bent my knees as I prepared to jump into the water.
“If Dad’s suggestion is another whiny midget,” I muttered. “I swear I’m goi--”

There was a firm push on my back. Before I knew it, I had splashed into the cold water of the swimming pool. I yelped.
 Forcing my head to the top of the water, I opened my mouth and began to breathe as though I was on the verge of death. My arms were flapping wildly as I brought myself to the surface of the clear water.
“Tori, you seriously need to stop talkin’ to yourself. It ain’t good.”

Hysterical laughter followed. Attempting to control my breathing, I looked up to see a sandy haired boy looking back at me. Oliver Poynter.

It had been just over a week since Oliver had been hired as my personal assistant, or whatever my parents claimed he was. I still saw no point to it, but I’d given up on arguing about it with my mother and father. To my annoyance, the day I met him hadn’t been a one-off. Oliver was always loud, cocky and blooming annoying.

I hastily scrambled over the edge of the pool, cursing under my breath as I did so. Once I was on dry ground, I shot up, ran over to the deck chair and wrapped my towel around me. Without saying another word, I grabbed my phone from my bag and began dialling my father’s number. 

“Whoa, calm down!” Oliver held his hands up and began jogging over to me. “Wha’ are you doin’?”

“What am I doing? Are you serious? What are you doing, more like!” I stopped dialling on my phone and looked up at him. “I’m calling my father to have you arrested, that’s what I’m doing!”

Oliver began laughing as he lay down on the deck chair beside me. Once he realised that I was dead serious, the cocky grin was wiped off his face.

“Okay, look, I’m sorry!” He stood back up. “There ain’t any need to get on the dog and bone abou’ it. Gosh, touchy much?”

What on earth was he on about? I didn’t get a chance to ask because the next thing I knew, another round of pointless words came spilling out of his mouth.

“C’mon though, you seriously overreacted. I didn’t even push you... I just gave you a little nudge. It’s my way of showin’ affection. You’re the one that flopped into the pool.” He paused for a second and started laughing again. “You made this epic noise though when you fell in. It was kinda like a mix between a squeaking noise and a dying kitten.” He started chuckling again, but he suddenly stopped as he began rubbing his head. “Frickin’ hell, I’ve got a killer ‘eadache.”
Completely forgetting about calling my father, I threw my phone onto the deck chair. All that I could do now was gape at Oliver with a confused and slightly concerned look on my face.

Was my father drunk when he gave Oliver his job or something? What worried me even more was that Ella knew him personally. Lord knows what that did to her mental health. I shuddered at the thought.
“What is actually wrong with you?” I shook my head, still staring at the boy in front of me. “Do you have, like, problems or something?”

For the third time in the past ten minutes, Oliver burst into laughter, but soon stopped again after remembering that he had a headache. “Nah, I’m dyslexic though. Dunno if tha’ counts.” He glanced away for a short moment. “You do realise tha’ you’re quarter of an hour late for tha’ meetin’ with your old man and your future hubby?”

I suddenly froze. He was right. It was almost half past ten now. My father was going to kill me. I thought I’d maybe be ten minutes late, not thirty.

After pushing Oliver out of my way, I grabbed my phone and dropped it into my bag before rolling up my towel up. I placed it under my arm and took hold of my bag with the other.

“He’s not my future husband, okay?” I narrowed my eyes at Oliver before rushing towards my house. 

“Now, don’t be so negative,” Oliver called, jogging behind me. “Hey, you ain’t goin’ to tell your dad about wha’ just happened, yeah?”

“It depends, Oliver.” I shrugged. “Are you going to stop behaving like a five year old on cocaine?”

“Wow.” He smiled. “I didn’t know that posh birds like you knew wha’ cocaine is. I thought you lived on lobster and junk.”

I ignored him as I stopped beside my back door. I was waiting for Oliver to catch up with me, but a pile of rose bushes had somehow caught his full attention. 

He looked up at me and turned his head. “Tori...? You do know how to open a door, right? You have to, like, turn the handle and then push. Clever, innit?”

“Yes, I know. I’m waiting for you to open it for me,” I sniffed. “You may as well do something useful. You were actually supposed to be here an hour ago, in case you didn’t notice. Oh, and it’s Miss Kingston to you, not Tori. No ridiculous nicknames.”

“Yeah well, I were busy.” He shrugged, finally turning away from the ever so distracting rose bushes. “Do you want me to help you shower as well? I’d be cool with tha’.” He winked at me before opening the door.

“It’s not too late for me to ask my father to call the police, you know,” I threatened him. He soon shut up.
I couldn’t believe this. Oliver was supposed to be my personal assistant, not some adolescent child I was supposed to try and control. I closed my eyes for a few seconds and groaned. This was going to be a long day.
#
“Victoria!” my father yelled as I walked into the living room. “You are forty five minutes late! I distinctly told you to be here by ten o’clock. No earlier, no later.”

Sitting next to where my father had been seconds ago was a handsome, dark-haired man. He was wearing a chic black and white suit. I had to admit that I was pretty impressed. Unlike the previous husband suggestions of my father’s, he wasn’t ginger
, short, or wearing bright pink. 

Realising that my father had just bellowed at me, I quickly turned my attention back to his red face. Biting my lip, I glanced back at the man sitting on the sofa, then at Oliver who was standing beside me, and then back at my father.

“Uh... Sorry, I...” I stammered.

“It weren’t her fault, honestly. She were on her way to meet you when she foolishly slipped and fell into the swimming pool outside. Pretty unlucky, really,” Oliver interrupted me.

Foolishly slipped? If my father wasn’t in the room right now, along with a guest, I actually would have kicked that boy where it hurts. Hard. I was surprised that I didn’t do so right there and then.

“Who are you?” my father asked rather rudely, not paying much attention to Oliver himself. He looked down at some papers on the table.
“Ollie Poy- Oliver Poynter,” Oliver replied awkwardly. “I’m Vict- your daughter's new assistant thing, uh... Sir.” He nodded his head in my direction.

It was quite clear that he wasn’t used to speaking to someone like my father. I had to say though, I was extremely glad that he wasn’t speaking to my father like he spoke to me. That would have been embarrassing for the both of us.

My father quickly lifted his head, actually bothering to look at Oliver. His eyes narrowed into a pair of thin slits. I couldn’t blame him; Oliver hardly looked like a committed member of staff with his dishevelled hair and tattered jeans. He was wearing the same clothes as yesterday, to begin with. Whether he had showered or not since then was beyond me.

“Oh... oh, yes, I know,” my father mumbled. His eyes were glued to the table now though.. “Don’t let it happen again.” He soon turned back to me. “This is Richard Brooks.” He gestured his hand towards where the dark-haired man was sitting. 

Richard nodded his head and smiled at me. “Hello there.”

“Hello,” I said politely back at him.

“Right then,” my father said, rubbing his hands together “I’ll leave you to it.”

Seconds later, he’d left the room, leaving Richard, Oliver and me on our own. 

I soon wished that he hadn’t left because the next few seconds were the most painfully embarrassing seconds of my entire life, and it was all because of my idiot personal assistant.

“I bet he’s fun at parties!” Oliver laughed as my father left the room. He jumped onto the leather sofa behind him. “Do you have anythin’ to eat ‘ere, Tori?" My name is Victoria. “I am well hungry and I ain’t eaten nothin’ in ages. I’m goin’ to turn rabid at this rate.” He paused for a brief few seconds. “Or just some coffee. I go nuts on coffee... It's great! I once jumped off my mate’s garden shed when I'd drunk a load of coffee ‘cause I wanted to show him tha’ I could do three back flips in a row. It was cool, except for the fact that my mate had a go at me. He don't appreciate it when I jump on his cat... You'd let me jump on your cat, wouldn't you, Tori?” Oliver sighed. “I'm tired...”
At this point, Richard was simply staring at Oliver. He opened his mouth, but soon closed it again. I dove my head into my hands before turning to Richard and giving him an apologetic look.

“I’m ever so sorry, he’s new.” I turned to Oliver who was taping his fingers on the arm of the sofa. “Look, you call me Miss Kingston and nothing else, let alone some stupid little nickname. If you’re that blooming hungry, there are some biscuits on the coffee table, so eat them. Oh, and don't say a word unless I ask you to,” I whispered rather aggressively.

I was almost astounded when he nodded and silently grabbed a biscuit from the coffee table. It became even more unbelievable when he remained silent for the next two hours. Mind you, who was I to complain? He had actually shut up, so that was all that mattered. 

While Richard and I were talking, I often noticed Oliver opening his mouth, preparing to come out with some cocky comment. I was quick enough to shoot him a quick glare every time he did so, eventually causing him to stop trying. It clearly put him in a mood with me, but I was actually rather thankful of that.

Throughout the next hour or so, I decided that if I were to marry, Richard could maybe be an option. The thought of marriage still made my stomach churn and my heart thunder in my chest, but at least I'd met somebody who seemed half decent.  Richard was charming, good looking, kind, and he seemed confident enough. Even if I didn’t want to marry him, I didn’t see why we couldn’t get close.
“Yeah, I’m the heir to my father’s business. I’m not that into cars or what’s used to build them, but it’s a successful business, so I hardly want to just give up on it. When I turn twenty one in a couple of months, I will officially own the business.” Richard said proudly, which was fair enough. It was impressive.

“Wow, that’s great and certainly interesting.” I smiled. “Would you like something to drink? I just realised that I haven’t asked you yet. I’m awfully sorry!”

“Don’t worry, it’s okay.” Richard laughed, and his chocolate coloured eyes squinted slightly as he did so. “And I will have one, please, so long as it isn’t too much hassle.”

He ran his hand through his hair before tidying the black tie around his neck. I was beginning to wonder why I was so adamant about not getting married. I mean, Richard seemed like a good man. He was dark, tall, handsome, and wealthy. Perfect. Besides, maybe marriage wasn’t so bad. Maybe...
I turned to Oliver to see him lying back on my sofa with his eyes shut. He was gently rubbing his head when I spoke to him, and his eyes were still closed. 

“Oliver, get Richard something to drink,” I said, smiling at Richard.

“Huh?” Oliver muttered, opening his deep green eyes. “Wha’?”

“Can you get Richard a drink?” I gritted my teeth. “Please.”

Oliver nodded without saying a word. He stood up and brushed past my leg as he walked over to the door. I was really beginning to enjoy his silence now. I sighed as I turned back to Richard. His eyes had begun to wander around my living room.

He was looking at the stone fireplace at the back of the room when I continued speaking to him. In the next five minutes or so, I found out that his older brother had died several years ago, automatically making him the heir to his father’s car business. I also found out some lighter information like the fact that his favourite kind of music was soft rock and that he had a pet dog named Danny.

After as short while had passed, I realised that Oliver still hadn’t returned with Richard’s drink. If Oliver wasn’t new, I would have sacked him a long time ago. I sometimes wondered if I needed to be a bit harder on people. The truth was that he should have, in fact, been sacked a while ago.

“Is tea all right?” Oliver suddenly appeared in the doorway. His facial expression matched his monotone voice. “I don’t really know where anythin’ is, so I weren’t sure wha’ I were doin’.”

“Tea’s fine,” Richard replied as Oliver handed him a pale white mug.

“I got you some too,” he said, turning to me.

“Oh, it’s okay, I don’t want any,” I replied, not bothering to look at him.

“Can I ‘ave it?” Oliver sounded hopeful.

Honestly? Did he think I was that naive? He’d obviously made an extra drink on purpose, knowing that I didn’t want one just so that he could have it. How unintelligent did he think I was?

“No, just throw it away,” I answered, still not looking at him. “You had plenty of time to drink something before you got here. You were an hour late as it is. I tell you when to take a break and that is when you can eat or drink something. I'm sure you can wait ten minutes, Oliver.”

“Bloody cow.” 
That was the point I turned to look at him. How dare he say that to me? If it wasn’t for me, he wouldn’t even have a job. He’d been told what the rules were. Did he honestly think that he could just decide how he wanted to treat me?

If he hadn’t annoyed me so much, I probably would have let him drink that tea. The fact that he scared me half to death the day I met him, pushed me into a pool, embarrassed me in front of Richard, and treated me however he wanted to treat me were the reasons I didn’t allow him to drink anything. 

“Don’t speak to me like that!” I hissed at him in a tone that Richard couldn't quite hear. “You’re not here to have a good time, you know. You’re here to work for me and you will do as you’re told.”

Oliver cursed under his breath and lifted his hand to his head, rubbing it again. He breathed in heavily as I continued what I was saying.

“Do you have any idea how lucky you are that I haven’t sacked you yet? If I were my father, you would have been out of this door within five minutes of your arriving.” I was beginning to raise my voice. “The least you could do is apologise!”

It didn’t surprise me when Oliver said nothing. Instead, he just carried on rubbing his head and mumbling quietly. 

As the seconds passed, everything inside of me began bubbling up. Part of my mind was niggling at me, telling me that I was being a little unfair, but I ignored it. When Oliver shut his eyes, I’d had enough.  

“Oliver!” I shouted at him.

There was still no response. Oliver simply stood in the middle of the room with an entirely detached look on his pale face. If anything, it looked as though he was in pain. It was clear that he wasn’t planning on apologising to me. 

“Oliver!” I practically screamed at him.

As the words left my mouth, Oliver stumbled slightly. Before I had a chance to even blink, he was falling. The mug in his hand smashed against the coffee table as his hand whacked against it, and soon enough, the content of the mug had splashed over the floor. There was a loud thud as he fell, which was shortly replaced by an eerie silence.

 I froze. I’d completely forgotten about Richard until now. He jumped off the sofa and kneeled down beside Oliver. Richard began tapping his face. Oliver’s left palm was bleeding slightly from where the mug had smashed in his hand and his eyelids were shut. They didn’t even flicker. He was entirely motionless. It finally dawned on me that Oliver was completely out of it. 

“Uh, do you have a nurse or something?” Richard asked, still trying to get Oliver to wake up. It wasn’t hard to notice the anxiety in his voice.

I swallowed hard before slowly nodding. Before I knew I’d done so, I ran out of the room and up the stairs to find Ella. She wasn’t technically a nurse, but she was the closest thing we had to one.
CHAPTER THREE
“Ollie? Hey?” Ella spoke softly as she shook Oliver’s left arm. “Ollie, can you hear me, darling?”

This was entirely my fault. I should have noticed Oliver acting weird. Why didn't I let him eat or drink anything decent? What if there was something seriously wrong with him? What if it was my fault? 

Both Richard and I were staring anxiously at the scene before us. My father, on the other hand, looked nothing but agitated. As Ella continued trying to wake Oliver up, my father was pacing back and forth, and constantly glancing at his silver watch.

“It’s nearly three o’ clock. Mr. Brooks has to leave soon,” he muttered, turning to Ella. “Can’t you just take the boy into another room or something?”

I couldn’t help but notice a glint of anger in Ella’s eyes as she turned to my father. That was something I loved about Ella. She often gave people the dirtiest of looks, yet they’d never be any the wiser.

Without replying to my father, Ella turned back to Oliver and carried on with her attempt to wake him up. The second he started stirring, I felt a wave of relief run through my body. 

“It’s about time!” my father said loudly.

Ella wasn’t the only one who was frustrated with him now. I should have been used to this behaviour because that was just the way my father acted. I was aware that I was arrogant, but I was nowhere near as egotistic as my father.

After a few more stirs and some eye flickers, Oliver awkwardly lifted himself up so that his back was leaning against the coffee table in the middle of my living room. My father had begun tapping his foot and sighing impatiently. 

“Bloomin’ hell,” Oliver moaned, leaning his head back against the coffee table. “And I thought a hangover were bad.”

Trust Oliver to have said something as stupid as that after being unconscious for five minutes. I rolled my eyes.
As though Oliver was her own child, Ella began fussing over him, asking a cluster of questions. She asked him if he still felt dizzy, when the last time he ate was, if his head was hurting, and she must have asked him if he could hear her okay about seven times.

“Ella, I’m fine! Honestly.” Oliver laughed as he slowly pulled himself onto his feet.

I could tell that he was still a bit dizzy because it took him ages to actually stand up, and when he did eventually do so, he almost fell back down again.

When Oliver did manage to stand up, my father was the first to say something. Unsurprisingly, it wasn’t are you okay, or a do you want me to get you anything?
“There we go, the boy’s fine,” he said. “Now that he is fine, I’m sure he won’t mind getting something to eat for Mr. Brooks.” He turned to Richard. “You must be starving.”

“Well, I would if my hand weren’t bleedin’...” Oliver chuckled to himself. “I don’t think Rich- Mr. Brooks would appreciate blood on his beans and toast.” 

Beans on toast...? Seriously?
“I don’t want anything anyway, thank you. I have to leave now; I have a family dinner this evening, so I need to get ready,” Richard said politely.

My father shot a scathing look in Oliver's direction, who was currently rubbing his head gently with his undamaged hand.

“Well... I better be off then.” Richard smiled, heading toward the door. 
“Do you, um, do you want me to show you to the door?” I asked, hoping I’d be able to see him for an extra minute.

“Yeah, sure.” The smile remained on his face.
With his small grin broadening, Richard opened the living room door as I stood up and followed him. We soon walked into the hallway as the living room door closed behind us.
Once we’d reached the front door, I handed Richard his jacket which had been hung on the banister of the stairs. He thanked me, the same warm smile remaining on his face. 

“I’m really sorry about all of this,” I said as he pulled his jacket on. 

“It’s okay.” Richard laughed. “It was definitely an eventful morning.”

Just as Richard was about to step outside, he turned back around to face me. I watched his eyes as he leaned in towards me. He left with a peck on my cheek and a goodbye. The moment he was out of my house, a grin exploded onto my face.

“Wow...” I sighed in a daze.

Well, that certainly was an eventful morning. Strolling back towards my living room, my head was above the clouds. The little stunt of Oliver’s aside, this morning had gone fluently. For the first time since I’d started this ridiculous husband hunt, I felt as though I’d met someone I truly liked. Even if the marriage thing didn’t happen, who knew? Maybe I could get a boyfriend out of it all.

#

Why wouldn’t she be straight with me? I hadn’t expected this, that was for sure. I asked her again, this time whispering so that no one else could hear.
“Ella, just tell me why he passed out!” 

Wiping down the sofa I was sitting on, Ella glanced at me silently. Her eyes returned to the now spotless sofa in front of her. She continued smoothing it down.

“Honestly, I don’t know. Besides, why does it even matter? Ollie probably just hasn’t eaten enough today or something. Besides, I’ve told him to make sure he gets to the doctors about it.” 

She gave the sofa one more wipe as she headed for the door. She said a quiet goodbye to me, my father and Oliver, both of whom were in the room before leaving. I sat back, crossing my arms. I’d asked her a thousand times, yet Ella didn’t once even consider telling me the truth. She must have had some kind of idea why Oliver had collapsed.
My eyes followed my father around the room as he hastily put everything back in order. He often glanced at Oliver whose fingers were scrolling across his mobile phone, texting God knows who. 
“I thought the meeting was tomorrow, Dad?” I asked him as he looked up at me.

“They’ve decided to bring it a day forward,” he replied, taking out his mobile.

Both Oliver and my father now had their eyes glued to the piece of plastic technology in their hands. Although Oliver’s phone looked more like a broken Game Boy, while my father’s looked as though he’d bought it this morning.

As my father’s eyes scanned the screen of his phone, a goofy grin appeared on it. I tilted my head, and my eyes narrowed. It was probably another one of his business friends, cracking a joke of which I could never try to understand and find funny.

“I better go then.” My father put his phone down on the coffee table. He sauntered over to me and bent down, eventually landing a kiss on my forehead. “Thanks for behaving so well with Richard, Victoria.” He kissed me again. “Bye, darling.” 
I said goodbye as he left the room with his eyes sparkling.

That was... well, creepy. I couldn’t remember the last time my father had called me darling, let alone kiss me twice on my forehead. And that grin he had on his face--the way his eyes glimmered as he watched his phone. Weird.
Just as he was about to close the door behind him, my father spun back around. There was a hint of sourness in his previously joyful face.

“Oh, and you.” He nodded at Oliver. “At least try to do your job properly.”

Oliver lifted his head up and smiled at my father through gritted teeth. My father rolled his eyes, and muttered something inaudible under his breath. He turned back to me and his sour expression became a somewhat mocking one.

Why was he grinning like that? Maybe it was obvious that I liked Richard? Maybe it was even obvious that Richard like me? Wow, I hoped so. I supposed there could have been a chance that Richard and I could become more than friends. If my father thought there was a chance of us getting together, then I dearly hoped he was right.

Once the room became silent, there was this strange feeling at the pit of my stomach, something I’d never really felt before. It wasn’t a nice feeling and it made me question my previous actions. For the first time since I could remember, I felt guilty. I knew that it was silly; I knew that I didn’t have anything to feel guilty about. Maybe I had been a bit harsh on Oliver within the past few weeks, but let’s face it: he was hardly pleasant to be around. Then again, I didn’t treat him as well as I could have... Plus, he wasn’t that bad...
I was being nonsensical now. I hadn’t done anything wrong, not really. Laughing to myself for questioning my actions, I leaned back on my sofa and closed my eyes as I swept my fringe off of my face.

“I guess I’ll see you tomorrow ‘en.” I heard Oliver’s voice beside me.

His voice still sounded somewhat strained, even though he’d passed out quite a while ago now. He was leaving an hour or so early because of what had happened today. Ella hadn’t told me why he’d passed out, which I didn't like at all. Oliver wasn’t so eager to let me know either. That didn’t really bother me that much though. 

It wasn’t the fact that Ella didn’t tell me why Oliver had passed out, but the fact that she’d purposely avoided telling me. There was something weird about the way she treated Oliver; it was so different to the way everyone else here treated him. Everyone else I knew was irritated by him just as much as I was and thought that he was the most annoying teenager they’d ever met. For some bizarre reason, Ella seemed to like him. I knew that she was friends with his mother, who I was very compelled to meet after experiencing the way Oliver behaved, but I didn’t understand why that meant Ella had to treat him like her child. 

As my mind began to ponder, I only confused myself more. What were my parents thinking when they hired Oliver? I'd figured out that they’d probably hired a teenager due to lack of money. That was my theory. They wouldn't have to pay him as much considering he was only a year or so older than me. Another thing that confused me was Ella’s relationship with Oliver. She was such an amazing person, one who was never able to get on my wrong side. Why would she even somewhat like Oliver?

 “Hey, actually, is it all right if I have a day off tomorrow?” I suddenly heard Oliver’s voice once more. 

Opening my eyes, I processed what he was saying. A day off? Really?

This wasn’t some little job where he could decide on when he wanted to do it. He’d only been working for me for a couple of weeks and he already wanted a day off. No way was he getting one.
“Hello...?” Oliver’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “Is that a yes, Ollie, of course you can or a no, you can’t, now piss off?”

“No way.” I laughed bitterly. “You’ve only been here for a month or so, so you can’t already want a day off. That’s what Sundays are for, and in your case, most Saturdays.”
Once I’d finished my sentence, Oliver’s face dropped and he stared at me, furrowing his eyebrows.

“No.” Oliver shook his head. “Look, I really can’t be ‘ere tomorrow.”

“I think that’s up to me,” I replied, offended. “If you don’t turn up, don’t expect to keep your job.”
“I can’t though, Tori. I’ve got more important things to do than spend my time makin’ you celery sticks or whatever tha’ orange stuff is you eat.”

I gaped at Oliver, my eyes wide. If someone else had told me that they thought celery was the same as carrots, I would have genuinely thought they were joking. Oliver was clearly an exception. Why he thought celery was orange, I had no idea.

More important things to do? What important things could he possibly have to do? Go out and get drunk with all of his loud-mouthed buddies? That is if he had any friends. He was hardly rolling in money; I doubt he could do all that much, to be honest. Plus, a person would have to be a bit mental to be friends with Oliver.
Chuckling to myself, I stood up and wandered over to the coffee table before realising that my father had left his phone on it. Didn’t he need his phone for the meeting? My father never forgot his phone, so why had he forgotten it now? That was rather odd.

I grabbed the phone and clicked a random button on it. The screen light flashed on to reveal a message asking for me to enter a code. Looking at the screen, I spoke again.

“What could you possibly be doing over the weekend besides drinking, smoking and taking drugs, or whatever your kind of people do?”

“Tori, I ain’t from another species, you know. I don’t smoke or take drugs either, by the way. Besides, wha’ I get up to in my spare time has nothin’ to do with you.”
I glanced up from the screen of the phone with my teeth gritted. “Like I said, if you don’t turn up, don’t expect to keep your job.”

Cursing under his breath, Oliver glared at me. “Just don’t expect me to be happy about it,” he mumbled.

I tried the most obvious code possible on my father’s phone, which was one, two three, four, and to my surprise, the message disappeared and revealed a picture of my mother, him and me. Elders and technology didn’t mix well. I’d have to tell my father that he needed to change his pin code unless he wanted everyone to see all of his private business information and messages.

Oliver’s bitter expression remained on his face. He brought out his phone again, glanced at it, and then put it back into his pocket. He was always on that darn phone. I’d have to ban it from him or something because it was surprisingly annoying.
“Can I at least leave a bit earlier than normal?” he asked.

Did he ever give up? Why was he so terribly bothered about working? I was beginning to wonder if he even wanted this job.

As I looked at my father’s phone, curiosity got the better of me. I pressed the button that led to his messages and began scrolling through them. I paused at one message, one that was from someone called Colin.
5:30 this evening it is then, Edward. I can sort it out. Don’t worry about him. C.

Oh no, my father hadn’t made another idiotic business deal had he? I damn well hoped not; we were enough in debt already. The message was sent a few minutes ago, so it was the text he’d just read. Hmmm... They must have been discussing tonight. Maybe my father was meeting up with a business man to sort out a mess he’d created?

I sighed heavily, followed by a small groan. One thing I’d come to understand was that trusting my father with money and business was a terrible idea. I dropped his phone back onto the coffee table and turned back to Oliver.
“Don’t worry, I’m going to call Richard and ask him if he wants to meet up tomorrow. You won’t have to be around much anyway.”

I couldn’t help but notice Oliver’s lips curve upwards slightly in amusement. I gave him a strange look and he winked back at me.

Oliver slipped his arms into his jacket, struggling slightly as he tried to get his bandaged hand through the left sleeve. How was he even getting home? I’d never thought about that before, strangely. I doubted he lived anywhere near here, so he couldn’t have possibly walked to work.

Could he have driven? How old was he? I’d never even thought to ask him, or anyone else for that matter. He didn’t seem all that older than me; he most definitely didn’t behave any older than me. Physically though, he appeared to be completely matured. It was just mentally...

I tried not to think about it; I didn’t really want Oliver taking over my mind. My eyes lifted back up to him. Straightening his jacket out, Oliver turned to me once more.

“Tha’ guy’s dodgy.” He yawned as he headed for the door.

“What?” I didn’t even try to hide the offense in my voice. “He’s lovely, kind and handsome. Perfect.”

Oliver laughed as I defended the man I’d met a few hours ago. Oliver hardly knew him. How could he say that about a man like Richard? Especially when Oliver himself behaved the way he did.
“Exactly.” Oliver winked at me, reaching for the door handle. “Seriously, Tori, you’ve known the bloke for five minutes, and you’re already totally ‘in love’ with him. I mean, c’mon, perfect don’t exist. When someone comes across as perfect, it ain’t good. It’s creepy.”
Was he trying to come out with some kind of twisted philosophical comment or something? With me still glaring at him hard, Oliver opened the door. Without saying another word, he was gone. Silence took over.

I was extremely frustrated with him now. How could he even say something like that about Richard? Fair enough, perfection was a hard thing to find, but Richard certainly came close to it. What Oliver said was stupid. What did he know? 
CHAPTER FOUR
The next day, I woke up over almost an hour earlier than normal. Recklessly searching through my wardrobe, I somehow didn’t throw the clothes out of it and onto the floor. What was I supposed to wear?
After moving a cream coloured shirt out of the way, a knee-length dress was revealed. That would have sure looked good?? with my black boots. Oh, and my flesh coloured tights! In fact, if I matched it with one of my autumn cardigans, it would complete the outfit. It would keep me warm too, so that was a plus.

After half an hour of searching and trying on different outfits, I’d finally found one that I was confident about wearing. I pulled the sky blue dress off its hanger along with the white cardigan which was hanging a few hangers away from it. 

Once I’d placed my necklace around my neck and my bracelets around my wrist, I smoothed out the dress and glanced into the mirror. I was about to smile when a thought struck into my mind. How many more clothes like this am I going to be able to buy? 
Before I could question it any further, someone at the doorway interrupted me. I spun around to see Ella with a pile of laundry in her hands.

“You look lovely, Victoria.” 
I thanked her, my previous thoughts still lingering in my mind as I sat down on my bed. I glanced at the digital clock on my bedside cabinet. It was an hour yet until Richard would be here.

Looking back at yesterday, I cringed. I hadn’t been too eager, had I? After going through plenty of men I couldn’t even look at without shuddering, meeting one I had an instant attraction to had obviously gotten the better of me. I even connected my thoughts of marriage with Richard yesterday. Now that I’d slept on it, it seemed bizarre.

I returned my mind back to what was happening now. Ella had begun unloading the laundry from the blue basket, leaving a pile of socks and underwear on my bed.

“Are you okay to put these away?” she asked. “I’m running a little late. I was supposed to pick up one of your father’s suit from the dry cleaners twenty minutes ago.”

“Yeah, of course,” I replied, straightening my light necklace. 
“Thanks, Victoria.” She had soon left my bedroom.

I looked at my clock for the second time and groaned. Another fifty five minutes to go. I was everything but patient right now.

Fed up of my room’s four walls, I stood up and headed for my bedroom door. Soon enough, I was on my way downstairs. Just as I passed the front door, I heard a loud knock. My entire body froze.

Richard couldn’t already be here? It was twelve o’clock he said he was coming, right? Oh, God... What if it was ten? I hurried to the mirror beside the door. My hair looked terrible--the waves in it had tangled. I needed a brush. I turned my head and glanced around for any kind of brush-like item. Knock, knock, knock. 
Realising that I wasn’t going to find a brush anytime soon, I ran my fingers through my hair in an attempt to comb it neatly. There was another knock, followed by my father’s voice.

“Victoria! Can you get that please?”

Removing my hands from my hair, I decided to make do with what I looked like. Maybe Richard liked the tousled look...
Forcing myself not to turn back around and look in the mirror, I reached for the door handle. A grin spread across my face as the door opened.

“Tori, girl! Wha’ took you so long? Did you get lost or somethin’?”

Great. Oliver messed up my newly fixed hair by rustling it as he stepped into my house. I resisted every temptation to smack him while he sat down on the bottom of the stairs, a wide grin slapped across his face.

“I thought you weren’t coming?” I snapped.

He shrugged. “I thought you’d appreciate my company.”

There were a lot of ways I felt about his company; appreciating it wasn’t one of them. I did nothing but glower at Oliver as I wished I’d let him take the day off. My eyes quickly softened as I remembered the day before.
Oliver still had a bandage wrapped around his hand--a sign of what had happened, although nothing else gave anything away. He seemed perfectly happy and healthy. The way he’d more or less skipped into my house showed that rather clearly. 

As my mind traced back to that day, I bit my lip. I had been a little harsh on Oliver by not allowing him to eat or drink anything. My eyes widened. Oh gosh! That must have looked terrible to Richard. I would have try my very best to show him that I wasn’t just some stuck up cow today.

He couldn’t have thought I was that bad though, could he? I mean, he was the one who’d offered to meet up today. He mustn’t have been a judgmental man. I felt my heart leap. That ticked another box.

“How’s the...” I looked at Oliver’s hand, turning my attention back to him.

“It’s cool. Don’t it make me look hard though?” He jumped back up, laughing. “Wha’ time’s lover boy gonna be ‘ere?”

My eyes quickly narrowed again. The sarcastic tone in Oliver’s voice hadn’t even tried to hide.
 I rolled my eyes and ignored him before ambling towards the kitchen.

I heard Oliver following me eagerly as I walked in. It honestly felt like I owned a puppy because of him sometimes.
“What happened to ‘I can’t come to work today’ then, Oliver? Not forgetting the terrible mood you were in as well.” I sat down at the kitchen table. 
Not to my surprise, he responded by laughing. After jumping onto the table itself, not one of its four spare chairs, Oliver took a packet of mints from his pocket.
“Oh, yeah... Sorry abou’ tha’.” He threw one of the sweets into his mouth. “I must ‘ave been a little touchy after having tha’ dodgy moment. Sorry abou’ the mug as well...”

I could hear him sucking on the mint, moving it around his mouth as he spoke. It was hard enough to understand what he said to begin with, let alone when there was something in his mouth.

In fact, the sound of the mint jingling in his mouth was the only one to be heard at that moment. I rested my chin in my hands and watched Oliver’s every move, thinking of the past day or so I’d spent with him. Talk about mood swings.

The moment my doorbell rang, I jolted from my seat. Oliver jumped at my sudden response. Too eager, Victoria, I thought, sitting back down. Act normal. Doing exactly that became ten times harder when I heard the front door open, followed by the kitchen door. As well made up as yesterday, Richard walked in.

I welcomed him, trying to get a balance between happy and overenthusiastic in my voice. Oliver nodded such a casual hello, part of me became jealous. If I could have part of his laid back attitude, it would have created a great mixture when put with my excitement. I sure hoped that Richard didn’t think I was more excitable than a dog with a new chew toy.
As his hand shook mine, my body heated up and I instantly felt myself flushing. I already missed his hand seconds after he pulled away. You’re getting carried away again, Victoria. I rolled my eyes.
“Are you still up for the park?” Richard asked. “It’s a tiny bit chilly, so if you don’t want to go, that’s fine by me.”

“No.” I shook my head. “The park’s fine.”

The park was ideal. Hopefully, Richard and I would be able to talk, but at the same time, there’d be enough distractions if anything ever became awkward. Like my reaction to him as he came in, there needed to be a good balance.

I shoved my feet into my military styled boots and left the laces on them dangling freely. I’d do them up properly when we got into the car. Richard pulled his long jacket over his body by stretching his arms through the sleeves, while Oliver waited by the door in his jeans and t-shirt.

While walking towards one of Richard’s family cars, I devised a plan in my head. For many reasons, I didn’t want Oliver to be around us like a third wheel for most of the day. There were plenty of duck-filled ponds, bushes of flowers, trees, and other things that I was sure could distract him with a simple glance. I’d just tell Oliver to keep away and look at them or something. There we go. Sorted.
The park was merely a ten minute drive away, so it wasn’t long until we were stepping back out of Richard’s car. As I stepped onto the concrete ground below, I realised that Richard was right when he said that it was cold. It was a good thing I’d decided to wear my thick cardigan. 
The park was just as beautiful as ever. The sound of children’s laughter filled the air as we strolled into the park’s gates. The park itself was a collection of ponds, gardens, flowers and pathways, and every corner of it was wonderfully looked after. The deeper into the park we got, the stronger the smell of fresh pond water became. 

Richard and I wandered along the park’s pathway while Oliver followed behind. It turned out I didn’t need to tell him to leave us alone; his surroundings managed to take hold of his full attention. A simple mind only needed simple things, I suppose. I couldn’t help but chuckle to myself.
“What are you laughing at?” Richard suddenly asked, pulling me out of my thoughts.

“Nothing.” I giggled, glancing at his chocolate eyes for a moment.

I lowered my head a little. I could feel my cheeks reddening after locking eyes with Richard, even though it wasn’t even for a second. 

I soon realised that I was now looking at his hand. Mine was centimetres away from his. I lifted my eyes once more, trying to keep my eyes away from his. Where was I supposed to look?
“Do you want to sit here, Victoria?” Richard pointed at a small bench in front of the main pond of the park.

I nodded, my cheeks still warm. Keeping my eyes fixated onto the calm water in front of me, Richard and I sat down.

Oliver was soon walking towards us with his hands in his pockets. How he wasn’t cold in just a t-shirt was beyond me. I was surprised when Oliver didn’t plonk himself in the gap beside me. Instead, he remained standing up and gazing into the pond.
“Can I feed them ducks over there?” 

Well, that explained it. He didn’t want to stay with us because he’d prefer to play with some ducks, along with the rest of the children aged three to eight beside the pond.
“You’re kidding, right?” Richard asked slowly.

Oliver stared at the ducks for a while before turning back around. There was the signature grin on his face as he did so.

“Pfft, ’course not. You ain’t ever too old to feed ducks.” He shrugged. 

I laughed, rather unsure about why exactly. I had no idea whatsoever whether Oliver was joking or not. What was he even planning on feeding those ducks with?
“Well, I’m off ‘en!” He pulled his hands out of his pockets. “I’ll ask tha’ woman over there for some bread. She looks like the kind of woman who has bread.”

Without waiting for a response from Richard or me, Oliver more or less skipped towards a slender woman and her child who were standing by the pond. Maybe I should have warned them.
I didn’t take my eyes off Oliver as he tapped the woman on the shoulder. Shockingly, she turned around and smiled friendlily at him. The woman pulled him into a quick hug before he nodded backwards in my direction. I shook my head in disbelief.
“He’s not seriously old enough to be working, is he, Victoria?”

 As well as me, Richard was watching Oliver, who was now play fighting with the young boy. The boy grabbed a piece of bread and threw it at Oliver.
“Apparently so...” I shook my head in confusion. “I think he might even be eighteen.”

The face Richard pulled next seemed genuinely baffled. I couldn’t say that I blamed him. The both of us started laughing as we looked at each other.
The ice between us was beginning to crack now, and soon enough, it would be broken completely. We started off with small talk, but that escalated into more serious discussions. After another ten minutes or so had passed, the words were leaving our mouths effortlessly. 

There was the odd distraction in the form of Oliver every couple of minutes, but that was simply down to curiosity. I’d have to ask him who that woman was later on.

    “Here.” Richard leaned down and picked up a stone off the ground. He placed it in the palm of my hand, allowing my hand and his to touch for a second. “How are you at skimming stones?”

Taking hold of the smooth stone, I turned my wrist into a flicking stance. I used to do this all of the time when I was younger, so with any luck, I hadn’t forgotten how to skin a stone.

Narrowing my eyes in concentration, I made a flicking motion with my wrist. The stone flew through the air, eventually reaching the water. It leaped across the pond, almost as though the water was burning the bottom of the rock, forcing it to jump up and down in a wild flurry. Despite that fact, it looked nothing but graceful. Yep. I still had it.

“Wow, I’m impressed!”

I laughed at Richard’s reaction as I picked up another stone off the ground. I placed it in Richard’s palm, and this time, our hands touched for longer.

“Your turn.” I winked at him.

“I am an expert at this.” 

Richard carefully lined up the path for his stone to skim across, narrowing his eyes just like I had previously done. With a slick throw, the stone leaped into the air. It soon flopped into the pond, probably about a metre away from us.
“As you can see...”

Both Richard and I started laughing again. The water where the stone had been dropped into curled over as the stone sunk to the bottom of the pond.

We continued skimming stones for a good part of an hour then. I tried teaching Richard how to get a rock to skim across water skilfully, but it wasn’t going too well. In the end, we both gave up, not bothering to stop laughing once.

Subtly, but hopefully, I gently placed my hand into Richard’s. My heart stopped for a moment, expecting him to pull away, but it started again when he closed his own hand into mine. 

For the first time since I’d known him, I allowed my eyes to gaze into his. My pale eyes were nothing compared to the smooth, round chocolates above his nose. We’d stopped laughing by now, but the smiles on our faces were bigger than ever.

The moment was cut short all too soon when I heard a loud voice calling my name. I inwardly groaned, releasing my eyes from Richard’s.
“Yo! Tori!” Oliver was jogging up to us. “Your old man said to be back by four and it’s almost half past now.”

Gosh, it wasn’t already half past four, was it? It felt like we’d done nothing, like we’d been here for a short five minutes. I guess time did fly when you were having fun.
As the wheels crunched on the stones outside my house, I wished we could keep driving forever. That way, we’d never have to stop, and I could spend all of the time I wanted with Richard. I crossed my fingers by my side. With any luck, he’d accept my invitation to go into my house.

As the car came to a calm halt, the doors were opened for Richard and me to step out. Oliver opened the door on his side, eventually leaving the car. Richard took hold of my hand as he lifted me out and made sure that I didn’t trip over anything. 

“Do you...” I bit my lip. “Do you want to come in? You don’t have to or anything. I’d totally understand if you didn’t, but I was just wondering... It would be nice.”

Way to go, Victoria. Smooth.

“I’d love to.” He paused. “If that’s fine with your father.”
I was half surprised that I didn’t fist pound the air then. Who knew? Maybe Richard liked my awkwardness?

We rubbed our feet on the long carpeted mat as we entered my house. The smell of cooked dinner wafted through the air, causing my senses to explode with pleasure.

“I’ll just ask your father if it’s okay for me to stay for a while longer,” Richard said, heading towards the kitchen.
Oliver and I were left standing by the doorway. After taking my shoes off and putting them on the shoe rack, I pulled my coat off and dropped it on the stairs. I turned to Oliver. I had a few questions to ask.

“What was that all about?” 

Oliver simply looked at me, shrugging with confusion. I rolled my eyes and attempted to make it clearer.

“Feed the ducks?” I laughed. “Seriously?”

“You obviously wanted to be alone with Richard, and ducks are cool, so why not? They’re like swimming chickens.”

Wow. In a strange, Oliver kind of way, that was actually... well, very nice of him. I didn’t think I’d made it extremely obvious that I wanted it to just be Richard and me, so it was odd how Oliver had noticed. Then again, wouldn’t most girls want to be alone with a guy they liked?
Still relishing in the thought of Richard, I watched Oliver slip his American styled shoes off, not bothering to undo the laces on them. I scratched my head. I was doing it again, wasn’t I? Getting carried away with a man I’d only just met. There was just something about Richard though. I couldn’t help but feel as though I wanted to spend every amount of my time with him. That was a good thing, right?
I tried to remain concentrated on Oliver, who was throwing his shoes onto the rack now. Another thought popped into my head.

“Hey, who was that woman?” I asked. “The one you shared the bread with?”

“She lives kinda near me. Her kid goes to the same school as m--” He paused briefly. “As my neighbour’s kids. I sometimes look after ‘em for extra cash, so I see that boy quite a lot.” Oliver appeared to be nodding to himself.
“Right, okay.” That was a bit odd, but I didn’t question it any further.

It was risky asking Oliver to explain something because it would have most likely resulted in some huge story that was completely unrelated to what you had asked in the first place.

My kitchen door opened to reveal Richard, who was soon back by my side. My father had given him the all clear, so my Richard time had increased by an hour or so. For that next hour, I let my overexcited mind prosper with the handsome man I’d spent most of the day with.
CHAPTER FIVE
Richard and I spent a lot of the next few weeks together, and if we weren’t together, we would often be on the phone to with each other. Most days, I tried to calm myself. I mean, I hardly knew the man. Why do you want to spend so much time with him then? Was I in love with Richard? God no. But it sure as hell felt like it sometimes. 
I smiled as I turned my attention back to the television screen. I may as well have just gone along with the feelings. What harm would they do? If I wanted to play the head over heels in love cliché, then I would. 

It was a Thursday evening and Richard and I were watching a movie downstairs in my living room. The sky outside was rapidly darkening, the full moon growing brighter as it peered through the window.
“Are you sure you don’t want anything else to drink?” I turned to Richard.
“No thanks,” he replied as he looked at his watch. “I better be off soon; it’s almost nine. I can’t leave my dog in the house for too long, otherwise all that will remain of my sofa will be a few scraps of soggy leather...”

I giggled as I stopped the movie. I stood up and stretched my arms, yawning. Watching a movie always managed to make my eyelids droopy, and I often fell asleep while watching one.
I walked over to the television, and then pressed the off button. By now, Richard had placed the almost empty bowl of crisps onto the coffee table. As I watched him preparing to leave, I forced a frown off my face.

The both of us walked as hesitantly as we could towards the front door. I stopped at my dining room, and popped my head in to let my mother know that Richard was leaving. She bid him goodbye and we soon began walking again.

“See you later,” Richard said, opening the door as he turned to me. 

“You’ve definitely got a ride home now?” I replied, leaning on the doorway.

“Of course I have.” Richard winked. “Besides, if I did walk, the exercise would only do me good.” He tapped his flat stomach. “I’m already getting a bit of a bulge.”
I giggled again at Richard as he mocked his far from large stomach. He wrapped his pale scarf around his neck before looking back at me.
Richard inched forward a little, pausing for a moment. I smiled lightly as I did the same. His eyes watched my own getting lost in the almost swirl-like patterns of his, and my cheeks rounded slightly as my smile grew. 

At the same time, we both edged our heads forward. Before my mind had a chance to take note of what was happening, I felt something soft on my lips. My lips danced against Richard’s, not allowing a second for me to breathe. 

Seconds too soon, my lips were released, leaving them almost feeling lonely. There was nothing but cool air blowing on them now.

“See you later,” Richard whispered as he turned to stroll up my driveway.

After shutting the door behind him, I was shocked that I didn’t slide down the door in a daze. I liked playing the in love teenager. I liked it a lot.

Trying not to squeal in excitement, I ran up the stairs, missing every two steps as I did so. I walked into my bedroom before jumping onto my bed and spreading my arms out. Wow, did I feel good.

Closing my eyes, I allowed my thoughts to drift. I sure hoped that later meant soon right now. I could still feel my lips buzzing after Richard’s had touched them. It was impossible for me not to lift my hand up to my face and slide my finger along my lips. I giggled to myself. Gosh, I was such a... girl.
#
Clink. My eyelids flickered slowly. Clink. What on earth was that? I breathed out relaxingly, opening my eyes. They gradually adjusted to the light coming from my bedside lamp as I sat up. I must have fallen asleep or something.
I grabbed my hoodie from the bottom of my bed, and pulled it tiredly over my head. Clink. And again. I furrowed my eyebrows as I lifted myself off the bed. It was almost one o’clock according to the watch on my dressing table. What would be making that noise at this time?

I ran my hand through my hair which seemed to have tangled in my sleep, which caused my fingers to get stuck as I ran them through it. I grabbed a bobble and shoved my hair back. Clink. I spun around. I could have sworn that came from my window.
As I neared the end of my room, the sound of a muffled mumbling entered my ears. Another clinking sound. This time, I was sure that I could hear a voice. I pushed my window open and gazed into the dark world outside. I searched for something--anything, but I found nothing. 

My hand had just reached back out to close the window again when something made me jump out of my skin.

“Halle-bloomin’-lujah!”
I squinted, trying to get my eyes accustom to the dark light. I was able to just make out a figure leaning on one of the small trees in my front garden.

“You ain’t in bed, are you?” Excessive laughter. “You freak! How old are you? Like, two? You know.” Hiccup. “You know wha’? You are well sad. Wha’ seventeen year old is already in bed at one?”

Standing below me was a light haired boy with ragged jeans on his legs along with a light t-shirt covering his torso. There was a huge grin on his face. It was Oliver.
All that I could do was stare as he tried leaning on the tree again, only to stumble, just avoiding to fall flat on his face. It followed with another round of excessive laughter. He looked back up at me.

“Hey, you here?” He tilted his head a little more than needed. “I mean there? I ain’t talkin’ to myself am I?” Hiccup. “Not tha’ it would surprise me. I’m a really, really, really, really big idiot sometimes. Plus, I talk to myself loads and loads.”

Oliver gently kicked the tree for no reason whatsoever before snapping a thin branch off of it. He soon began poking his arm with it.

“Yo! Tori!” he shouted, waving the branch. “Hello!”

“Go away!” I hissed before glancing behind me.

It was one o’ clock in the morning, so having some idiotic teenager outside my house, keeping me awake wasn’t a pleasurable experience. 
“It’s alive!” Oliver laughed again, tripping over something.

“Go away, Oliver!” I shouted out of the window, making sure no one inside the house could hear. “You’re drunk!”

He burst out laughing again. I swore to God, if I heard that laugh one more time, I’d throw something capable of cracking his head open down at him. Was he trying to lose his job or something? As the laughter continued, I felt my insides twist. It wasn’t like his usual laugh--this one was harsher sounding and it made me shuddered.
“I ain’t pissed!” The laughter had turned a bit coarse now. “God, you’re touchy.”

He dropped the branch and crossed his bare arms. He must have been cold. The air was crisp outside and anything human must have found it freezing, even if it was Oliver. I glanced behind me once more, then back to Oliver. Why was he here? Was he even old enough to be drinking in the first place?

I had to get someone. I called for Oliver to stay there, not that I expected him to. That was why I had to get downstairs quickly. After shutting my window, I pulled my slippers onto my feet. Who was I supposed to get? My father? On second thought, that was not a good idea. Knowing him, he’d probably find a way to blame me for Oliver coming here.
If I told my mother, she’d tell my father... Maybe telling someone wasn’t the best thing to do. There was something else though, a feeling in my gut that didn’t want anyone to find out about the drunken staff member outside the house. I didn’t really want Oliver to lose his job...
What was I thinking? It was Oliver, for Christ’s sake! If anything, I should have been thankful that all of this was happening. It would be the perfect excuse to sack him. He had been pretty good lately though, especially when Richard and I went to the park. He’d known exactly when to leave us alone. Plus, I’d only end up getting a new assistant if Oliver left. 

I left my bedroom and I tip-toed across my landing. My parents’ bedroom door was slightly ajar, so I held my breath as I passed it. I hastily, but silently, made my way down the stairs. 

I desperately hoped that Oliver would still be standing by the tree because looking for him in the dead of night was not what I wanted to be doing at that moment. I stepped onto my front porch.
“Oliver?” I whispered, scanning the front of my house for him. “Are you there?”

I stepped forward after hesitating for a moment, my hopes dropping. Where was he? I gritted my teeth. Boy, he was in a hell of a lot of trouble. 

I searched the area where he’d previously been standing, but there was no sign of Oliver himself at all. As I glanced at the tree he’d been leaning against, something caught my attention. Wandering towards it, I squirmed. Just beside the trunk was a pile of stained liquid with some form of lumps in it...  He hasn’t...

I felt a horrified expression grow on my face as I stared below me. It was disgusting. I tried everything to stop myself from gagging. At this rate, that sick would soon have a friend. All of a sudden, something tapped on my shoulder, which caused me to yelp.

“What the hell are you playing at, you idiot?” I hissed in Oliver’s face.

Oliver’s lips pouted. “If I knew you were gonna be this moody, I wouldn’t.” Hiccup. “Wouldn’t ‘ave come ‘ere.”
I damn well wish he hadn’t come here. Oliver took notice at what had previously caught my attention. He shrugged.

“It’s an ugly tree anyway. If anythin’, I’ve made an improvement.”

Keeping hold of him all of the way, I led Oliver to the small cabin that was around the side of my house. I always used that cabin as a child--it was where all of my toys were kept, from my dolls to my bicycles. 
I couldn’t have taken Oliver inside the house, no way. Judging by the noise he was making, he would have woken up the entire household. As long as no one had heard me moving about, it should have been fine.

Oliver dropped himself onto the small sofa in the wooden cabin. There wasn’t much in it overall. There was only a low table accompanied by three chairs, one sofa, and a couple of bean bags inside of the cabin. There were two shelves full of toys, and some of them were clattered over the floor, but that was about it.

Forcing myself not to slam the creaky door, I gaped at Oliver as he hummed to himself, observing his surroundings.

“Explain,” I ordered, crossing my arms.

“Explain wha’?” he slurred. “I fancied payin’ you a visit.”

Oliver looked up at me, his eyes wide. There was an entirely innocent look in them. It was as though he didn’t need to justify anything about what was happening.

“What? At one o’clock in the morning, while drunk out of your mind?”

Oliver shot a curse at me and narrowed his eyes as he sat up on the sofa. He began muttering to himself, glaring at me every so often.

“Bloomin’ hell, Tori. I am old enough, you know.” He shook his head. “All you do is” Hiccup. “All you do is whine! Can’t you just leave me alone?”
He was the one who came here! Oliver’s previous overly happy mood had suddenly twisted as though it had been poisoned. I shook my head in disbelief. 

I really should have gotten someone, but it was too late now. What would my father have thought if he found out that instead of going straight to him, I found Oliver and led him into the cabin? He wouldn’t have been the only one in trouble.

I scratched my head. I could do this. I just needed to figure out how much Oliver had drunk and why in the world he’d come here.

“How much have you had to drink?” I asked him as calmly as possible. 

With his arms crossed, he mumbled, “dunno.”

Great. That was a lot of help. I groaned in frustration. I was actually missing his bizarrely happy mood now. He was behaving like my father at Christmas: at the beginning of the evening, he’d be the happiest drunk anyone had ever seen. After another three or so pints went down his throat, every part of him seemed to turn hateful.

I watched Oliver as he continued muttering to himself about who knew what. It was a Thursday, so what would have possessed him to have gotten into a state like this? He had work tomorrow. No way was I going to allow him in with the kind of hangover he’d get after this.

He couldn’t have randomly started drinking for the sake of it. Did people really do that? Everyone I knew only got drunk at special events or parties. Had he been to a party? That didn’t explain why he was drinking, despite knowing that he had work tomorrow. The only way to describe how I was feeling was utter confusion.

“Oliver, why did you even start drinking?” I sat down on one of the bean bags. “I mean, seriously, you’ve got work tomorrow.”

“If she can bugger off to get pissed whenever she wants, then why can’t I?” He was shouting now.
Oliver’s fists were clenched as his voice quietened, eventually returning to mumbles again. The curses that left his mouth were noticeably louder than other words.
“Who? What do you mean?”
What was he on about? And if he didn’t keep his voice down, I’d have to bloody knock him out. I never should have let him in.
“Victoria, darling, why are you in here?” 

Spinning my head around, I soon froze as I saw my mother standing in the cabin’s doorway. It didn’t take her long to notice the sour faced boy sitting on the small sofa, muttering to himself.

My mother returned her attention to me, then back to Oliver. He looked up at her, rolled his eyes, and looked back down without saying a word. I simply sat there, waiting for the blow.

“Victoria? What...? What is going on?” She stared at me.

I didn’t have a chance to answer. “I wouldn’t speak to her, if I were you. She’s in a bad.” Hiccup. “A bad mood.”

I glared at him. I was the one in the bad mood? He really was drunk, wasn’t he? My mother scanned him carefully before taking hold of my arm.

I stood up, her hand still grasping me tightly. Her eyes were still on Oliver as she began speaking to me.
“Victoria?”

She didn’t need to say anymore; it was clear what she was asking. “Mum, I honestly don’t know. He just... I don’t know, he just turned up. I know I should have gotten you or Dad... Oh, God, please don’t tell him!”

My mother sighed and started rubbing her temples. There were large shadows under her eyes, and the eyelids themselves were droopy. 

She didn’t look like that because it was late at night though. I knew that. Lately, this had basically been my mother’s appearance. Her previously tanned face appeared plain and pale now, her lips often chapped. She didn’t often bother to wear make-up anymore; it wasn’t as though my father ever noticed anyway.
I glanced at my hands, removing the thoughts out of my head. There were more important things to be thinking about right now.

“Hang on, so was he on his own?” My mother asked with her concentration still on Oliver. “He hadn’t come from a party or anything?”

I shook my head slowly. “Well, no...”

He hadn’t appeared to have come from a party. He wasn’t dressed in anything especially different from usual, or any obvious just been to a party aspects about him. Plus, there wasn’t anyone with him when I found him.

“No, I don’t think so,” I repeated more confidently this time.

My mother nodded as she told me to stay where I was. She ambled the short distance towards Oliver. Once she reached him, she bent her knees so that she was level with him. Did this mean that she wasn’t going to tell my father?

“Oliver? How much have you had to drink, son?” Her voice was gentle and smooth, a tone I hadn’t heard since I was a young girl.
He started sniggering. “You’re worse than her.” Hiccup. “Look, I dunno.”

He leaned back and started humming to himself. His mood hadn’t changed again, had it? It was hard to keep up with Oliver’s mood swings right now. His humming soon dithered though, and his face soon appeared blank again.

Observing him carefully, I realised that he didn’t only look drunk or tired. He almost looked distant, maybe even lost. His face was even paler than my mother’s, and his eyes were bloodshot. He looked ill.
I rubbed my arm. I wasn’t feeling sorry for him, was I? I chuckled to myself. It was Oliver. Honestly, I needed to get a grip. Besides, he was the one who had gotten himself completely intoxicated. No one had forced him to drink anything. 

My mother continued speaking to Oliver, and she received either one syllable answers or a sarcastic sentence or two. Either that or no answer at all.
“Okay, have you been drinking on your own then?” My mother placed her hand on Oliver’s sweaty forehead.

He carelessly shoved her hand off of his head, resulting in her sighing once more. 

“Yeah, and? Why does it matter?” He looked away from her. “I’m goin’ home.”

Oliver tried standing up, only for my mother to hold him back down again. She told him to stay still before wandering back over to me.

Oliver’s mood had begun to show signs of positivity, but after being told to stay where he was, it shot right back down again. It was bizarre.

“There’s a blanket in here somewhere, isn’t there?” my mother began. “I don’t think it’s safe for him to walk home, especially not at this time of night.”
“Mum, he can’t stay here!” I gaped at her.

“Victoria, can you please just fetch the blanket? It’ll be fine. It’s not as though your father’s going to come in here tomorrow, is it?”

Doing as I was told, I reached behind the sofa to bring out a thick, red blanket. This wasn’t a good idea. How were we going to keep Oliver quiet anyway?

“I’ll wait in here until he drops off,” my mother said, taking the blanket from me.
“I doubt it’ll be long somehow.” She glanced at Oliver who’d returned to his mumbling state.

Once again, I nodded discreetly. Part of me felt embarrassed for doing so, but I struggled so much with engaging in proper conversation with my mother. It just didn’t happen often, so I suppose I wasn’t used to it.

As I watched her hand Oliver the blanket, a feeling of longing spread through my body like a rash. I’d never seen, or thought, of my mother as the authority figure. That was my father’s job. Although seeing her like this, sorting everything out made me wish that she was. 

Thankful that she hadn’t, and wasn’t going to tell my father about any of this, I opened the cabin door. Before I stepped out, my mother stopped me.

“Hey, are you okay, darling?” she asked me.
“Yeah...” I spoke slowly. “Yeah, I’m good.”

I smiled warmly. I’d seen a new side to my mother--a more distinctive one. I suppose that sometimes, she didn’t always allow herself to fade into the background. In fact, when she didn’t, she helped out a lot. 
CHAPTER SIX
A small grin grew on my face as my eyes stared into the long mirror before me. It was Saturday evening and I was wearing a scarlet red dress that fell to the top of my knees. On my feet were polished, black heels that shaped my legs so perfectly, they looked like tanned streaks of silk. My dark hair was tied back which left a few curls to fall loosely down my neck.

The smell of expensive perfumes circled the air around me, and my smile broadened even further. The soft breeze wafted in from the open window along with the sound of a peaceful silence. Once more, I looked into the mirror. I felt incredible. Within the matter of days, things had finally started looking up.

Humming quietly to myself, I skipped over to the double bed at the back of my room, and fondled my dress. Completely relaxed, I jumped onto the perfectly made bed and shut my eyes. As I lay on my bed, I twirled my fingers in my hair.

“What do you think you’re doing?” 
Opening my eyes, I sat up on the bed, and remained in the world of my own. Standing in the doorway was Richard. My father must have let him in or something.

Gosh, he’d made me jump, appearing from nowhere like that. I’d have thought he’d at least knocked. I smiled at him anyway, glad to see his well dressed self in the doorway, but he didn’t smile back.  
It had been a three weeks since Richard and I had met and since then, we’d been on ten dates. Richard had this romantic ritual of only going on dates during nights when the weather was chilly and there was rain covering the pavements like a transparent blanket. At first, I found it rather strange, but I soon realised how sweet it was. Those nights were the most beautiful.

There was something almost magical about the way the street lights reflected off the rain stained pavements. The smell of wet concrete was somehow enticing, and the way my breath created swirling mist as I exhaled added to the romantic atmosphere.

What was going on now though?

Standing up, I laughed. Richard was wearing one of his usual chic black suits and his hair was done perfectly, as usual. There wasn’t a strand out of place. Everything about him looked amazing. Everything besides his facial expression.

“You’re not going out like that,” Richard said blankly.

I began laughing again until I noticed the stern look in Richard’s eyes. “It’s not funny, Victoria. You look terrible. That dress is too short.”

As the harsh words slid out of his mouth, a huge lump formed in my throat. I didn’t understand. What was he saying? Richard wasn’t like this. He didn’t say things like this.

I gaped at him as my heart paused for a few brief seconds. No words left my mouth, and my eyes were the only things doing anything right now. 

“Pardon...?” I asked him, still in disbelief.

This was a joke. This must have been a joke. I’d made an effort to look exquisite for Richard and he said that to me? No way. That wasn’t Richard.

“I can see your knickers in that dress.” He shook his head. “Put something suitable on. We’re going to dinner, not a brothel. At least wipe some of that crap off your face.”

At this point, I was gawking at Richard, my eyes wide. My entire body was frozen in its place and my head was spinning as I tried to take everything in.

Swallowing hard, my eyes began stinging as pools of water started forming in them. I realised how stupid I was being. I wiped my eyes. My dress was pretty short and there was a lot of make-up on my face. I did have a tendency to wear a lot of blusher. Maybe Richard was just in a bad mood or something. I was sure that he didn’t mean what he said. He was making sure that I didn’t go out and embarrass myself. Yeah, that was right.

“Sorry, you’re right.” I apologised, my cheeks reddening.

Richard nodded his head and sat down by my wooden dressing table. Running around like a headless chicken, I rummaged through my wardrobe until I found something suitable to wear. In the end, I found a long, black dress. It was rather plain, but at least it was better than what I had on before.

I knew that something wasn’t right about all of this, but I couldn’t help myself for behaving like I did. I’d met many men suggested by my father, and I thought I’d finally found someone who I could see myself with. At a stretch, someone I could marry. I couldn’t just let everything fall apart now, not when the thought of marriage was becoming more likeable.

Richard was still sitting at the dressing table when I scurried into the bathroom and grabbed a wet wipe. I concentrated on the mirror and rubbed off some of the make-up I had on. I was surprised when I held the wipe up in front of my face to see it covered in an explosion of colours. I did wear too much make-up, didn’t I?

After dropping the stained wet wipe into the metal bin, I left the bathroom. As I neared him, Richard turned to me and smiled.

“That’s better,” he said, taking my hand as he stood up.

His glimmering eyes stared into mine. That was the moment my entire body felt numb. It was perfect. As cliché as it may have sounded, it was as though it were only him and me in the world. It felt like I could do anything right now as long as he did it with me.

My eyes smiled back at his as I pushed my head forward slightly. Moments later, his warm lips pressed softly against mine. Much too soon, my lips were released and I was once again staring into his eyes.

“You look gorgeous, Victoria,” he crooned, stroking my face.
That was better. That was the Richard I'd gotten to know.
#
Richard and I strolled hand in hand along the damp sidewalk. The air around us was chilled, it had rained that morning, and the moon was gradually crawling up the darkening sky. The perfect night for a date.

He wrapped his arm around my waist and gently pulled me into him. Neither of us were talking as I rested my head on Richard’s shoulder, but it was a comfortable silence. That was something I loved about Richard: we didn’t have to talk. His company was thrilling enough. 
As we turned the street corner, a wonderfully decorated Georgian building appeared before us. On each side of the main entrance were two baskets overflowing with a river of flowers and greenery. The bricks were a brown colour, but far from dull. Still huddled together, Richard and I entered the gorgeous building.
Richard pulled my seat out for me and motioned for me to sit down. Thanking him, I sat myself down and pushed my chair inwards. While Richard took his own seat, a young man wandered towards us, taking a notepad out of his trouser pocket.
“Hello there, Sir,” he nodded at Richard before turning to me and smiling. “Madame. Welcome to L’Atelier de Joël Robuchon. Would you like to order any drinks?” 

Richard glanced at the menu in his hand. “The Ca’Del Bosco, please.”
The waiter nodded as he scribbled down what Richard had said in his notepad. It was amazing how perfectly Richard had pronounced the name of the champagne. His deep, husky voice made it sound even more sophisticated than it normally would have.
I’d never really tried champagne before, but I wasn’t planning on mentioning that to Richard. I mean, he’d ordered champagne and it wasn’t even a special occasion. The only time I’d ever drank any kind of champagne was at my auntie’s wedding.
Richard placed his menu down, then rested his hands on his lap and leaned back. Not even the fire red and midnight black decor around me turned my attention away from him. There were hushed voices to be heard, but the only thing any part of me could concentrate on was Richard.
“This place is beautiful, Richard. Have you been here before?” I asked while twirling my hair.

“Haven’t you?” he replied, tilting his head. “I’m surprised you haven’t been here before. It opened last month. I thought your family would have been one of the first people to visit.”
Glancing at the menu, I realised why I hadn’t been here yet. My eyes widened as I read the description of a starter that was priced at just under thirty pounds. It was certainly a good thing that Richard was paying. Six months ago, paying that amount of money for a starter wouldn’t have even made me think twice, but now everything was different. I swallowed hard. That was the first moment I’d ever felt poor.
“Victoria?” Richard’s voice brought me back to the present. “What do you want?”
Flicking my eyes up, I noticed the waiter standing above me with a pen and a notepad in his hand. I apologised and felt myself redden as I pointed at the menu, while struggling to pronounce the words that were sprawled across it. 

The waiter closed his notepad and took the menu from my hands, then took Richard’s menu from his hands. Both Richard and I thanked him as he headed into the crowded kitchen area. Richard opened his mouth but was interrupted by a buzzing sound. My phone. Gosh, that was embarrassing. Apologising for what felt like the hundredth time, I unzipped my red clutch bag and took out my phone. On the screen was a new message.

im not goin to bee in worc on munday sorry. ill see you on tuewsday. Ollie.
I swore, the only word spelt correctly there was Oliver’s name and technically, that wasn’t even spelt correctly. It was bizarre how he managed to interrupt mine and Richard’s conversations when he wasn’t even physically with us.

It had been a few days since that night he’d come to my house, and he hadn’t spoken about it once. I hadn’t seen him the day after because he’d gone home early after my mother had secretly woke him up. The next day he came to work though, he’d behaved as though nothing had happened.

I read the text again angrily. No explanation, just I’m not turning up for work. As though I was fluently playing a piano, I texted back. No way was he getting a day off without some kind of explanation.

“I’m ever so sorry about that, Richard,” I said, placing my phone beside me.

“Who was it?” he answered before taking a sip of his champagne. “And don’t worry about it.”

“Just Oliver Poynter. Unsurprisingly, he’s decided that he’s not working on Monday.”

Richard let out a sarcastic laugh as he put his glass back onto the blood red placemat in front of him. He shook his head. “Why is he even still hired? He’s more immature than my youngest cousin. It’s clear that he doesn’t have many brain cells at all, and he dresses like a complete tramp.”  

I did nothing but shrug. Honestly, I was beginning to wonder that myself. I didn’t even know why he was hired in the first place, let alone why it was him who was hired. I doubt he’d gone through a very demanding job interview.
I suddenly paused as I digested what Richard had just said. That was a bit... harsh. Thinking about it, it was unexpected. Oliver and Richard were obviously very different, but I didn’t think that Richard had much of a problem with him, especially not such a passionate one. 

I chewed on my lip. Fair enough, Oliver wasn’t the most intelligent boy ever, but that wasn’t exactly his fault. I doubt he’d had the best education in the world. It wasn’t very nice for Richard to have said that about him. 

I scolded myself for allowing my attention to draw to Oliver. Tonight was about Richard and me, not some cocky personal assistant of mine. I was thankful when Richard changed the subject and began discussing his father’s business. He would soon be the official owner of the entire business, making the thought of marrying him brighter. Whether it was the romantic setting, the stunning people that surrounded me, the golden champagne, or the soft music, I was beginning to like the thought of becoming Richard’s wife. And to think I’d only known him for just under a month.
Stepping out of the building, Richard then draped his coat over me which forced the rain to divert onto the ground below. The both of us ran along the pavement, probably looking like a pair of idiots. I didn’t care though. I was smiling all the way to the gazebo in the park, laughing even.  Once we’d found shelter, the pair of us sat side by side on the wooden bench.
I straightened my dress out as Richard wrapped his coat around me, followed by his arms. He watched as the rain fell into the park behind us. 

“Sorry about this, Victoria,” he said, rubbing my arm. “The weather report said it wouldn’t rain again until Wednesday.”

“It’s alright,” I smiled, pulling my legs up onto the bench. “I kind of like it.”

“Me too.” I noticed a glimmer in Richard’s eye.

We must have been sitting there for at least half an hour doing nothing but talking. Every single word that came out of Richard’s mouth sounded tuneful and every look he gave me was immaculate. The weather definitely didn’t represent my mood. In fact, it did the opposite.

I didn’t notice the soggy mud on the grass beside us, or the autumn air that was nipping my ears and my nose. I noticed the glow on the pavement and the sound of a light trickling as the rain hit the wooden roof of the gazebo. My eyes locked onto Richard. It may have been cold outside, but the warmth of his body leaked through my entire body.
There was something else though, something I didn’t like to think about. I adored my red dress I’d put on earlier. The way it made me feel was magnificent. Fair enough, if I was wearing it right now, I would have been developing hypothermia, but I still wished that I was, in fact, wearing it.
I glanced at my mobile phone for a second. Still no messages. Oliver clearly didn’t have the decency to give me an explanation for not planning on turning up for work. I laughed to myself. What did I care? I was with Richard right now. Why should I have given a flying monkey’s about what Oliver did and didn’t do? 
I shouldn’t have... but I did.
CHAPTER SEVEN
I gently rested my head on Richard’s shoulder. Saturday night had gone perfectly. I’d completely forgotten about the little hiccup before we went out. Richard had been charming all night and, even better, my parents had allowed me to spend the following Tuesday with him. I felt as though I was really getting close to Richard now. I wanted today to last forever; I didn’t want to go home this afternoon.

I opened my eyes and lifted my head off Richard’s shoulder. Looking up at him, he smiled at me as I smiled back. I couldn’t help but let a small giggle escape my mouth. Without taking the grin off his face, Richard took hold of my hand as I shuffled closer to him on the sofa. 

“Jesus Christ... Can we go now? Before you start eatin’ each other’s faces?”

I turned to Oliver and glared. We were in Topshop at the moment, and we were sitting on the sofas outside the changing rooms. We weren’t waiting for anyone, we were just having a sit down for ten minutes. 

I remained glaring at Oliver, who was sitting on the small chair opposite Richard and I. Unsurprisingly, Oliver was dressed terribly. He was wearing the same ripped jeans as he wore the first day I met him. I was really going to have to mention a staff uniform to my father. 
After Oliver had finished moaning, I heard Richard mutter something rather rude under his breath before standing up. He turned to Oliver.
“Look, kid, we go when Victoria and I say so. You have a serious attitude problem and you have to be the most irritating person I have ever met. You need to know when to shut your stupid mouth because half of the time, I can't even understand what you're saying.” He lowered his tone into a hushed whisper as he bent down slightly. His face was right in front of Oliver's. “You act like a bloody toddler and you have the intelligence of one too.” 

Turning away from Oliver, Richard grabbed my hand and I stood up. I noticed him give Oliver one last glare before turning around and stomping towards the entrance of the shop. Oliver soon followed.
Once Richard had finished his rant, I couldn’t help but take note of the hard expression on Oliver’s face. He certainly didn’t like being told off. He said nothing though. Oliver simply glared back at Richard, then followed us as we stood up and left the shop.

 There was an uncomfortable silence stalking the air as we walked down the high street, and it wasn’t hard to tell that Richard wasn’t in the best of moods. What he'd said to Oliver had shocked me. Admittedly, I agreed with most of the things that he said, but it was rather rude to say those things out loud, especially to Oliver himself. It wouldn’t have bothered me as much if Richard had said those things to me and only me. He did so last Saturday, after all, but saying them to Oliver’s face? I didn’t like that. 
I may have often criticised Oliver to his face, but he was my employee. Richard, on the other hand, had nothing to do with him. I wasn’t sure if that really gave him the right to boss Oliver around. I was beginning to wonder if I had the rights to do so.
As we continued trudging along the pavement, I began questioning if I’d done something to upset Richard. Maybe he was still angry with me after Saturday night? No, that was ridiculous. That happened days ago now. I shook the thought out of my head and noticed a familiar black car at the end of the street. Taking my phone out of my pocket, I noticed that it was already half passed six. 

We were due home by six and, to be honest, I was actually in the mood for going home. If Richard was angry for whatever reason, I didn’t want to be around him if it only annoyed him. Nearing the car, I could hear Oliver dragging his feet behind Richard and me. He was holding the bags of clothes that I had bought: a few dresses and shoes.

“Richard?” I turned to him nervously, and said, “Are you okay? It’s just that you seem a bit upset today. If it’s about the dress thing Saturday night, I’m really sorry. I didn’t think it would upset you so much.”

“No, it’s fine,” he replied rather blankly. “Don’t worry about it.”

Richard’s answer didn’t convince me in the slightest. He didn’t seem very sure of his answer and he didn’t even look at me when he was speaking. I sighed heavily as we reached the car.

On the way back home, Richard didn’t say a word to me. His eyes were constantly fixated onto the screen of his mobile phone. Oliver didn’t say anything either. He did exactly what he did on the way to the shopping centre and stared outside the window. I couldn’t believe it, but for the first time ever, I actually wanted him to speak. The silence in the car was causing my palms to sweat and making me tap my foot in awkwardness.   

It was around quarter to seven when we arrived back at my house. I was frustrated at the fact that to begin with, everything was going fluently. Richard was happy with me, I’d bought some gorgeous clothes, and as a whole, Oliver hadn’t been bothering us. It was as though after Oliver had told us to get a move on, Richard’s mood had twisted completely. He still hadn’t said anything to me since leaving the shopping centre. I was sitting on my bed in my room now as I aimlessly watched Oliver sort out the clothes I’d recently bought. 

As I fiddled with my hair, Oliver remained silent as he hung my clothes in my wardrobe. It was exactly the same as the silence in the car on the way home: chest tightening. I let my eyes wander anywhere except for Oliver’s face. I was staring at my floral curtains for so long, it felt as though my eyes were beginning to spin around. 

Oliver had been unpacking my purchases for fifteen minutes or so when I noticed someone standing in the doorway. Looking up, my eyes widened. Richard was standing there, just like he had been this morning when he came to pick me up. Except, this time, he wasn’t smiling. It was like déjà vu, but everything was turned on its head.

“I’m going now,” he said simply.

“Look, I’m really sorry for whatever I did. Please don’t be angry with me.” The words left my mouth before I even realised that I’d said them. “I’m sorry...”

I waited for Richard to start shouting at me, telling me that sorry wasn’t good enough. When he sighed and grew a faint smile on his face, I became utterly confused, but slightly hopeful.

Richard sauntered towards me with his hands in his black trouser pockets. I couldn’t help but notice Oliver watching him through the corner of his eyes like he often did. That boy had a serious issue with staring.

“It’s okay, Victoria.” Richard smiled, sitting down on the bed next to me. “I forgive you, okay?”

I was so glad to hear the words coming out of his mouth. I thought that I’d destroyed any chances that I had of being with him. Maybe I hadn't messed up that badly, after all.

“Thank you so much. I promise I won’t let it happen again.” I didn’t try to hide the happiness in my voice. “I really am sorry, Richard.”
It was like the scene before we left for L’Atelier de Joël Robuchon. Richard leant into me as our lips touched. It was even better than last time though. As we kissed, I felt his warm hand run through my hair. I'd always been told that you shouldn't smile while you kissed someone, but I couldn't help myself. It was perfect.

As I pulled away from him, he winked at me before turning around. 

“See you soon, yeah?” he said before leaving the room and gently closing the door behind him.

I nodded back at him, even though he’d left the room five seconds ago. The feeling of the gentle kiss had left me speechless. I lifted my fingers to my lips. They felt like they were buzzing, and it was electrifying.

“Told you.” Oliver suddenly laughed beside me.

I spun around quickly to notice him standing on the other side of me, making some kind of tower out of the mints on my bedside cabinet. Seriously, how old was he?

My mouth dropped open as I processed what he’d just said. What did he mean, told me? Still laughing, he jumped onto the bed beside me.

“What?” I muttered rudely.

“I told you tha’ Richard was a prick.” He shrugged and took one of the mints off the little tower he made. “Did you listen? Nope.” He winked at me.

What was he on about? Richard wasn’t a prick. He had a bit of a temper, but everyone had their flaws and some had more than others. Oliver was a pretty good example of that. 

“How is he a prick? The only prick here is you! He was just upset because of what I did, that’s all.”

Narrowing my eyes at him, I stood up. I crossed my arms and kept my eyes locked on him as he lay on my bed.

“What you did?” Oliver began laughing again. “Seriously? Wha’ have you actually done? The most offensive thing tha’ you’ve done is ask him wha’ the time is. He’s some kind of paranoid freak, Tori. ‘ain’t hard to notice.”

That boy really needed to know when to shut up. Of course I had done something. Why would Richard have been angry with me otherwise? I wasn’t sure exactly what it was, but I’d done something. I think...

 I gritted my teeth as I thought carefully. What had I done...? Sure, I’d almost gone out dressed inappropriately. That was days ago though. Richard couldn’t have still been angry with me because of that, surely? Besides, I did change in the end. 

What was I doing? No, Richard was a really great man. I couldn’t believe that I was questioning someone like him because of what Oliver was saying. Why should I have been listening to him?

“It’s seven o’ clock, I think you should leave,” I spat, offended by what he’d said. “Next time you have something to say about Richard, don’t. Bye.”

I could tell that Oliver was forcing himself not to laugh because as he jumped up and grabbed another mint from my bedside cabinet, his lips were firmly pressed together, curved slightly into a grin. Winking at me, he tapped me on the shoulder as he passed. 

“I’m just warnin’ you, that’s all.” For the first time ever, I could just make out a hint of seriousness in his voice as he opened the door.

As he was about to step out of my room, he spun back around. He paused for a short while before speaking.

“Hey, wha’ were you on abou’ earlier?” he asked. “When you said you was sorry to Richard about Saturday or somethin’?”
Had he been listening to Richard and my’s conversations? How extremely rude of him. Fair enough, he was in the room, but he should have been concentrating on unpacking my things, not eavesdropping on my conversations. It was none of his business, and that was exactly what I told him.

“God, touchy.” Oliver laughed as he finally left the room.
I groaned as I dropped myself back onto my bed. Why did I feel so rubbish all of a sudden? I’d made up with Richard and he seemed to be okay with me. What was the problem? I turned around in my bed to see a small, plastic object in front of my eyes. Sitting up, I grabbed the black object and held it up in front of my face.

It didn’t take me long to realise what it was. Oliver had stupidly left his mobile phone on my bed. Great. The edges of the phone were worn and the number six button had vanished completely. If anything, it looked chewed.  I highly doubted that it was new. I gently pressed the unlock button.

I was soon welcomed by the picture of a fish bowl. When most people had pictures of their family, pets, or maybe something they liked, Oliver had a picture of a fish. It shocked me how unsurprised I was to see that. 

Maybe I could have a little explore... Clicking on the icon of an envelope, I scrolled through the messages on the screen. There didn’t seem to be anything especially unusual. There were a couple of messages from friends, most of them discussing girls in a rather interesting manner.
I clicked on a message that, to my surprise, was from Ella. I didn’t even know that Ella had a mobile phone; she’d always said that she didn’t want technology to warp her brain along with the youngsters of today. A sudden Low Battery message flashed on the screen, which forced the message to be exited.
I pressed down on the message icon again, only to see a Not enough battery remaining message on the screen. I groaned in annoyance. Stupid old phones. If Oliver was bothered enough to update his phone, I could have read that message. The phone I had when I was nine couldn’t go on applications because of a low battery.
Hang on, how was I supposed to ring him and let him know when to come over tomorrow? I didn't have his house number and I had no other way of contacting him besides calling his mobile phone. He’d already missed work yesterday with no explanation. No way was he getting off again. What was I supposed to do now?
CHAPTER EIGHT
A pair of bloodshot eyes looked up at me through the small mirror at the front of the bus. The man who owned those eyes grunted something inaudible. Sniffing, he lifted his sleeve up to his nose and started to rub it. He then looked down at where he’d wiped his nose, and pulled an extremely unattractive face.

I was beginning to regret getting onto this bus. I’d found out Oliver’s home address on my father’s computer and decided to return his phone to him. What can I say? I’m a generous person. Without his phone though, there was no way he’d end up turning up for work tomorrow. Besides, throughout the past few days, I'd become very intrigued in as of where someone like Oliver lived. My original plan was to take one of my chauffeurs and a car, but then I realised that it probably wasn’t a good idea. The last time I’d taken a car, my father had been angry with me for wasting it on ‘something stupid’. He’d probably class this as stupid, knowing him.

The bus driver looked up at me strangely once again. I swore that if he didn’t stop staring at me, I’d walk the rest of the way. The bus itself didn’t even seem stable; it made this very bizarre crunching sound every time the wheels turned. As I stared out of the windows, a flash of different colours rushed past my eyes. 

The further we drove, the blander those colours became. The greens turned into browns, the reds turned into faded oranges, and the chic blacks turned into dull greys. I knew that the East End wasn’t the most beautiful place, but I thought it would have more colour in it than this. As the immaculate buildings were replaced by terraced houses with rubbish-filled gardens, I began fidgeting anxiously in my seat. Maybe coming here was a bad idea? I thought, biting my lip.

By the time we were well into Tower Hamlets--the area where Oliver lived according to the piece of paper in my pocket--I really wasn’t sure about my decision to return Oliver’s phone. It wasn’t the cleanest of all places by the looks of it. 

“Your stop, babes.” The ruff sound of the bus driver's voice grumbled as he looked up at me. 

Nodding, I stood up and steadied myself with a metal pole as the bus wobbled slightly. I soon shot my hand off the pole, realising that I had no idea who’d touched it before me. The bus came to a sudden stop as I reached the front of it.

I couldn’t help but notice the funny looks and the quiet laughter of the other passengers on the bus. One of the badly dressed teenagers slid their foot out as I was about to pass. Luckily, I wasn't a complete idiot and noticed the battered trainer on the floor in front of me. Grinning mockingly at the boy, I stood over his foot and continued walking.

He laughed behind me as I strutted forward. Pulling my hair back into a high ponytail, I headed towards the door of the bus. Before stepping off the chewing gum filled floor, the driver's voice stopped me.

“You sure this is the right place?” he asked with a smirk on his face. “Don’t see people like you around here, babes.”

Glowering at him, I stepped off the bus and mumbled a yes. That was disgusting. He must have been at least twenty five years older than me, and he called me babes.

I’d been walking for ten minutes when I finally found what I was looking for. It was far from beautiful. I took the sheet of paper out of my pocket and read it carefully. My heart rate sped up as I realised that this was apparently the right place.

In front of me was a tall, extremely badly decorated block of flats. On the road that led up to the building was a pile overfilled bins and black bags that covered an awful lot of the pavement. Maybe I should just turn back? I’d told my father that I’d be back by nine o’clock. I’d also told him that I was going over to my friend, Emma’s, house. I wish I had gone over Emma’s house now because the feeling, sight, smell and even sound of this place was making me anxious.

I chuckled to myself as I noticed my stupidity. It wasn’t as though there were a group of men holding me down at knifepoint or anything. I laughed at my paranoia as I determinedly walked forward. 

Pushing the heavy, wooden door open, I entered the block of flats to be greeted by a flight of concrete stairs. Beside me was a rather dingy looking metal lift. When my attention was drawn to a man that looked like a much worse groomed version of Santa Clause sleeping in front of the lift, I decided that taking the stairs would be the best option. Dragging my feet up the concrete blocks, I reminded myself that I was going to have to complain to Oliver about living on such a high floor.

After painfully walking up seven flights of stairs, I finally reached the floor that I was looking for. Oliver had better offer me something to eat and drink when I reach his flat. After leaving the small block where the stairs and lift were located, I wandered out onto where the concrete balconies were. Passing every door, my eyes scanned the numbers beside them. 397, 398, 399, 340, 341
... Finally. My feet stopped in front of the door that belonged to the number 342. 

I was dreading the next few seconds. What if I was at the wrong door, on the wrong block of flats, in the wrong city? Stop being such a little girl. Even if it is the wrong flat, what’s the worst that could happen? I mentally coached myself. Eventually bringing up the courage, my hand reached for the doorbell. I felt my stomach turn one last time as I pressed on the black button. Moments later, a faint buzzing sound vibrated into my ears from the other side of the door. 

Tapping the wall in a nervous rhythm, I waited until I saw the round doorknob slowly turn. There was a surprised expression on my face when I saw the person on the other side of the door. Standing in front of me was a small, almost white haired girl of about six years old.

“Hello!” she beamed, shoving some kind of round chocolate into her mouth.

“Hello.” I struggled not to smile as I noticed the melted chocolate around her mouth like a dark brown rash. “Does, um, Oliver Poynter live here?”

The little girl turned her head to the side for a few seconds as her big eyes looked me up and down. It was soon replaced by the huge smile that was previously plastered across her freckled face.

“Yep! I’ll get Ollie for you now. I think he’s giving Finn a row,” she said before shoving another chocolate button into her mouth. 
I couldn’t help but let a genuine smile spread across my face. I think it was partly because of the fact I had the right flat, and partly because of the little girl herself.
“Thank you.” I smiled at her as she spun around and skipped into the flat. She was singing her lungs out as she did so.

Who the girl actually was, I had no idea. I had even less of an idea who that Finn was. I would have thought that they were Oliver’s siblings, but Oliver had told me that he was an only child, just like me. They were probably cousins or something. Then again, he had said something to me before about babysitting the children next door, so maybe that was who they were.
I’d been standing in the doorway for a while now and there was no sign of anyone coming to the door. How long could it possibly take to walk a few steps? My questions were shortly answered by the loud sound of the little girl's voice.

“Ollie! There’s a girl at the door for you!” she yelled. “Is she your girlfriend?”

Her high-pitched voice echoed through what sounded like the entire building. Oliver better not have telling that little girl lies about me and him, especially anything to do with some kind of relationship between us. I’d rather eat a bowl of poisonous mushrooms than get that close to Oliver, if I was totally honest.
The little girl called again until I heard footsteps nearing me. It wasn’t long until I saw Oliver’s familiar face in front of mine. He was wearing what he’d been wearing earlier, except his shirt was off and it was in his hand. There seemed to be some kind of yellowish stain on it. He must have spilt something over it.

Not that I was looking or anything, but Oliver's body was rather easy on the eyes. Thinking about it, Oliver himself was quite nice to look at. He was a bit scruffy, but it sort of suited him in some strange way. Besides, the ruggedness was pretty much balanced out by his almost girly features. If he wasn't so annoying and loud, it wouldn't have been so bad having him as an assistant.  

 I smiled as politely as I could at him. Oliver, on the other hand, gawked at me as though I had just slapped him across the face.

“Tori...?” He looked slightly concerned now.

Realising that it was, in fact, me standing in front of him, he pushed me backwards and stepped out of the flat, closing the door behind him. Well, that was a nice welcome.

“Yes, well done.” I spoke as though I was speaking to a child in a nursery. “I am Victoria. You’re smarter than you look! Well...” I grinned.

Oliver glared at me for a few seconds before glancing behind him, and checking that the door was closed. He was fidgeting as he pulled me to the edge of the balcony.

“Are you going to throw me off or something?” I laughed at his paranoia. 

“Why are you ‘ere?” he asked me, ignoring my previous comment.

I had come here to kindly return his phone, something that he certainly should have appreciated. This place was hardly lovely to be in, and he was acting rather rudely. I was beginning to remember why he pissed me off so much.

I rolled my eyes at him as I grabbed the crumpled t-shirt from his hands in hope of annoying him. As I placed it on the balcony edge, he grinned at me weirdly as though he wanted to laugh. Why he wanted to laugh, I didn’t know. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to know either.

“Who was that?” I asked, purposely not answering his question.

“My sister,” he replied. “Why are you ‘ere?”

He was still holding my arm with his one hand as though I was his pet or something. I’d only been around him for a minute and he was already annoying me. And he called Richard paranoid.

“Hang on, what happened to, I don’t have any brothers or sisters?” I released myself from his grip.

“Yeah, well. I lied,” he muttered, turning away.

For the first time since I’d known him, Oliver’s face looked strained. He was simply looking over the edge of the balcony, and watching God knows what. It wasn’t as though there was anything interesting below us except for a few battered cars.

During the silence, I took a chance to realise what I was actually doing. This was hardly the safest thing I’d ever done and I knew that I was maybe the slightest bit ignorant about it too. I was impressed with myself though, in fact, I was immensely impressed. I’d managed to make my way to Hackney on my own and I’d actually found the right flat. 

As Oliver continued looking anywhere except for my direction, I noticed the rubbish that was piled up against the bottom of the balcony. Very attractive. My eyes wandered, and spotted a group of people at the other end of the balcony. They all seemed to be teenagers and as far as I could tell, they were all smoking. I could hear the faint sound of their voices, and considering they were rather far away, they must have been talking pretty loudly. The only words that could have possibly been made out were curse words, which wasn’t very appealing. Great neighbourhood this was.

Turning away from the group of youths, I looked back at Oliver who, unsurprisingly, wasn’t looking back at me. I could tell that he desperately wanted to go back into his flat as he bit his lip, and glanced at me every few seconds. It was so strange because he was acting so... unlike him. Mind you, I suppose that was a good thing. Not a single pointless story had started spilling out of his mouth yet.

“I’ve got your phone,” I said, finally making him look at me.

I pulled the faded black phone out of my pocket and held it out in front of him. He muttered what sounded like a thank you before yanking the phone from my hand.

He didn’t seem to even think about apologising for leaving it, or asking where he’d left it, or why I’d come all this way to bring it. 

“Bye then,” he said, heading towards the door of his flat.

“What is wrong with you?” I asked him, quickly blocking his way. “You are acting really weird.”
He gritted his teeth together before trying to push me out of his way, but I wasn’t moving. I firmly stood my ground.

“No, I ain’t,” Oliver argued. “Besides, you randomly turn up here at seven o’clock in the evenin’ and you expect me to be perfectly ‘appy abou’ it? Tori, do you realise how weird you look ‘ere? You may as well be dressed in a neon green costume with a giant sign sayin’ ‘Look at me’ on it. You need to leave before you get mugged or somethin’.”

That was certainly an exaggeration, although I did understand what he meant when he said that I looked a bit out of place here. I couldn’t have possibly looked that weird though. At least I knew how to take a shower, unlike the odd person I’d spotted here.

“I’m pretty proud of myself, actually. I managed to get myself here alive and I brought your phone back for you. You could at least pretend to appreciate it.”

Oliver sighed heavily before rubbing his forehead. “Look, I’m sorry. I’m just a bit... stressed, I guess. Can you please just go now? I’ve really gotta get back into the flat.”

I was thankful to see that Oliver was actually looking at me, not at the floor or the wall behind me. He was leaning back against the balcony now, appearing slightly more relaxed than before. 

Although Oliver was a lot more relaxed, he was still fidgeting and trying to avoid eye contact with me. He constantly kept on glancing at the flat behind me.

“What is on that?” I nodded at the t-shirt that I’d placed on the edge of the balcony. “Did you spill macaroni cheese on it or something?”

Oliver began chuckling as I stared at him. When he saw the baffled look on my face, the quiet chuckling became laughter.

“Tori, that’s puke.” He let a few laughs pass out of his mouth.

I immediately froze in the spot. I’d touched that t-shirt... I’d run my finger down the yellow stain on it. I’d touched sick.

“What?” I asked, wide eyed.

“My sister was sick on me, Tori.” He was still laughing.

Strangely, his laughter was somehow comforting. Normally, that was the one thing that really annoyed me: Oliver laughing. It must have just been the fact that it sounded a lot better than an awkward silence.

“Wait, how on earth was she sick on you? She must be six at the least...”

I knew that I didn’t have any younger siblings or anything, and I didn’t have any cousins that were younger than me either, but I was pretty sure that six year olds didn’t throw up over you; it would have been impossible for that little girl to have reached Oliver’s chest to be sick on anyway.

Oliver once again turned his eyes away from mine for a few seconds. He then turned back at me and shrugged.

“My other sister,” he said simply.  

That wasn’t what he told me a few days ago. I was discussing how I wished I had an older brother or sister so the whole marriage thing didn’t have to happen, and he had the nerve to lie to me and tell me that he was an only child as well.

“Thanks for being completely honest with me,” I muttered sarcastically. “Are they the only two, or do you also have a pet lizard, or something?”

“Look, I’ve really gotta go.” Oliver tried heading towards his flat again before I stopped him, and made him curse under his breath. “Four brothers and two sisters,” he muttered. “Can I go now?”
Was he kidding? It had gone from single child, to a brother and a sister, to two sisters and a brother, to four brothers and two sisters. Blooming hell, his mother was certainly a busy woman.

Gaping at Oliver, my mouth dropped open. Was there anything else he hadn’t told me? Right now, I couldn’t get any words out of my mouth, only unconnected noises.
“Close your mouth. It ain’t attractive,” Oliver mumbled.

Immediately shutting my mouth, I began tapping my foot in annoyance against the hard floor below me.

“Do you practice lying, or does it come naturally to you?” I hissed at him.

“Chill out, Tori. Maybe I don’t want you knowin’ everythin’ abou’ my life. I do ‘ave my rights, believe it or not. Fair enough, I get why you’re pissed off, but it ain’t as if it’s ende--”

“Oi! Poynter!” a voice shouted from the other end of the balcony. “Oi!”

Both Oliver and I spun around. The group of teenagers I’d noticed earlier were walking towards us, and the one at the front was yelling. Oliver suddenly grabbed my arm.

“Shit! Tori, you’ve seriously gotta leave.”

CHAPTER NINE
I stared in front of me, unsure of what to do. Oliver and I were standing side by side as the group of teenagers strutted closer towards us. I felt Oliver grab me for what felt like the hundredth time.

“Tori, there’s another flight of stairs behind us. Go down ‘em.”

What was wrong with him? What did he think those kids were going to do? They just looked like the rest of the bad mannered teenagers around this block of flats.

“No,” I sniffed at him, leaning back against the balcony.

“Victoria!” Oliver was shouting at me now. “Just go!”
His voice was more or less drowned out by the group of people that were now yards away from us. They were still shouting extremely rudely, if I may say so myself, at Oliver.

“Wouldn’t it make a lot more sense if we just went into your flat?” I tried knocking some sense into him as I myself began feeling slightly agitated.

“No, we... we can’t,” he said.

It was too late now anyway. The next thing I knew, there was a harsh looking face almost pressed against my own. In front of me was a girl whose hair was tied back into a tight, greasy ponytail. She was smirking as she chewed on the piece of gum that was in her mouth.

“Who are you ‘en, babe?” She laughed in my face. “The Queen’s kid or somethin’?”

She clearly wasn’t well educated enough to realise that I was not, in fact, Princess Anne. I was about to correct her when I was interrupted by Oliver.

Suddenly, his arm was forced in between the girl and me, followed by Oliver’s body. Now in front of me, he pushed the girl away as she raised her eyebrows at him. 
“You didn’t seriously turn me down for tha’, did you, babe?” she muttered to him as she looked me up and down.
“She’s a bit classy for you, kid.” The boy with a baseball cap on interrupted before Oliver had the chance to respond to the girl. “You payin’ for her services, is it?” The group began laughing as he spoke.

The second I realised what he meant, I felt an ounce of rage burning in my veins. I gritted my teeth harshly as the boy continued speaking.

“Do they ‘ave posh hooker’s nowadays?” he asked, now looking at me.

Them thinking that I would do anything of the kind with Oliver was bad enough, but calling me some kind of disgusting slut? Practically grinding my teeth together, I nudged Oliver out of my way and turned to the boy who’d just spoken.

“Do you know who I am?” I spat at him. “If I tell my dad about you and what you just said to me, you will be in a hell of a lot of trouble!” 

The group responded by laughing loudly, obviously amused with me. I was about to get horribly angry at them when Oliver, once again, pulled me back.

Keeping hold of me, Oliver kept me behind him as he stepped towards the boy in the baseball cap. “Wha’ do you want?” he asked seriously.

The boy turned to him, still laughing. As the last chuckle escaped his lips, his grin slowly turned into a weary looking smirk. “I’ve been hearin’ stuff about you, Poynter.”
The cockiness in the boy’s voice had now been replaced with a hint of annoyance. I swallowed hard, trying to clear my dry throat. I was beginning to wish that I had left when Oliver had told me to.

I could feel myself breathing heavily and slowly, trying to do so as quietly as possible. I didn’t want to miss out on a word that was being said. I didn’t really want to irritate this boy either; I really didn’t like him. To begin with, he smelt like cigarettes and sewage. I could feel my palms sweating as the boy continued talking.

“You been messin’ around with my sister?” The boy’s face was right in front of Oliver’s now.
The boy was narrowing his eyes as he grabbed one of Oliver’s arms. Oliver mimicked his expression, but it didn’t last long. After a few seconds, I couldn’t help but notice his lips momentarily curve upwards.

“There’s more chance of me screwin’ you than your sister, Kenzie. She looks like a dog.” Oliver grinned. “Smells like one too. Tell her to try a little thing called deodorant. It works a charm.” 

To think I’d been beginning to wonder why I thought he was such an idiot. Who in their right mind said something like that to someone who was bigger, and certainly scarier, than themselves? Mind you, what kind of name was Kenzie? 
Before anyone could say anything else, Kenzie pulled his arm back before thrusting it forward again, knocking Oliver hard in the face. 

From that moment onwards, it felt as though everything happened within the next ten seconds. As Oliver fell backwards and Kenzie spat at him, cursing, I stared. Everyone was shouting by now. Everyone except for me. Why wasn’t anyone coming out of their flats? Surely, someone must have heard all of the shouting? We were right outside Oliver’s flat; where were his parents?

As quickly as he’d fallen, Oliver jumped back up with scarlet-red liquid slowly dripping down his left eye. He then did the most sensible thing he could have possibly done by repeating Kenzie’s actions and swinging his fist towards him. The shouting became louder as the group egged on the fight.

While everyone else seemed to be having the time of their lives by watching the boys fight, my entire body was frozen in horror. My heart was beating out of time as my breathing accelerated. Had Oliver completely forgotten that I was here? Why was I here? I knew coming here wasn’t a good idea, so why did I have to be such an idiot and come to this mess of a place anyway?

Finally regaining myself, I quickly turned away. I had no idea who was winning the fight, and I didn’t care either. I just had to get out of here. 
The screaming voices shattered my eardrums as I hurriedly tried to push past the gang of youths. All of a sudden, I felt a cold hand grasp my sweaty arms.

“Where do you think you’re goin’, babes?” One of the boys’ pale faces was directly in front of mine.

Without giving me a chance to protest, he pulled me back towards the gang which instantly made me yelp and kick at him.

I was shocked when instead of pulling me back towards the fight, he kept on pulling me until we passed the group and continued walking. Kicking my legs and waving my arms, I tried to break free of his grasp, but it was useless. Snickering, he shoved me roughly against the wall. I hadn’t realised how far away from the others we were until the pale boy had me pinned against the concrete wall.
The boy began laughing as I continued to kick, push, shove, and do anything else I could think of to try and get his greasy hands off me. Still with a firm grasp on me, the boy reached his hands down towards the flyer on his jeans.

“Oliver!” I screamed until my lungs hurt. “Oliver!”

The pale boy shot his hand back up and covered my mouth, while spitting in my face as he told me to shut up. Forcing the tears out of my eyes, I moved his hand off my face.

“Oliver!” I felt tears falling down my cheeks. “Oliver! Help!”

That was when boy kneed me in the stomach. I gasped for breath. Every part of my body shook. He shoved me against the wall again. This time, I didn't fight back. I just wanted to go home. It was dark. Cold. I was going to be sick. 

Once again, the boy's hand crept down for the zipper on his stained jeans. I stood limply against the wall as tears splashed out of my eyes. My hair was blowing all over my flushed face. The faint smell of urine circled my nostrils. I felt the boy's breath on my ear. I’d given up on fighting back now; he was too strong for me. I shut my eyes. The boy’s hand firmly stroked my leg. His warm breath ran down my neck. 

“Get the hell off her!” 

The grasp that was previously on my arms was released as my eyes shot open. The second I did so, I saw a wonderfully familiar face. The pale boy was now lying on the floor, rubbing his head and groaning. I stood there. Shaking.

“Tori? Tori, are you okay?” Oliver’s deep green eyes looked into mine as he gently held my arm.

I nodded slowly, gasping as Oliver kept his gaze on me. 
That boy... he'd... he'd tried to... What if Oliver hadn't heard me? What if the boy had seen Oliver before he pushed him out of the way? I couldn't breathe. Couldn't think. Nothing felt real anymore. I didn’t want to feel anything anymore. I wanted to be numb. The last few seconds replayed in my head, over and over again like some broken film. The boy's face. His smirk. His pointed nose. His horrible voice. That was all I could think about. What if Oliver hadn't stopped him...?  

“Tori, what did he do to you?” Oliver asked, his eyes deeply set into me.

I didn't answer him. I couldn't answer him. I was completely dazed. I simply gaped at Oliver blankly. His one eye was bleeding as well as his lip, which had already begun to swell. His bare chest was a rough red colour and it wasn’t hard to tell that it would soon be badly bruised.

After wiping my eyes, I buried my head into Oliver’s warm chest. I felt him wince in pain as I my body shook violently against his. Oliver wrapped his arms around me and an overwhelming feeling took over my entire body. It wasn’t a feeling of sudden love or admiration, it just felt... safe. As quickly and suddenly as I’d begun shaking, I stopped. Every worry flowed out of my mind with his chest pressed against me.

“Tori, we need to ge--” Oliver’s comforting voice was interrupted by a much less comforting one.

Kenzie grabbed Oliver and spun him around so that his arms were no longer wrapped around me. Every feeling of fear came rushing back into my body as Kenzie shot his arm back before hitting Oliver hard in the stomach. Kenzie kept his fist there for a few seconds as a smirk spread across his face.

Oliver merely stared at him, wide eyed. Seconds later, Kenzie pulled his arm back with a grin still plastered on his face. He winked at Oliver before immediately turning away. He sprinted past us, then ran back towards the block of stairs that I had walked up to get here. 
Oliver fell to the dirty floor. He was grimacing with his hand over the area where Kenzie had hit him. He carefully leaned himself against the wall beside me.

“Who in God’s name are they?” I bent down slightly so that I was closer to Oliver as a million questions escaped my mouth. “Why... Why didn’t you just leave it? Who in their right mind would have said something like that about that boy’s sister? Do you have any idea what they could have done to me? You’re... You’re such an idiot!”

My fear was quickly replaced by anger and frustration. How dare he put me in this kind of danger? Anything could have happened then. Didn’t Oliver realise that?

When Oliver didn’t respond to me, I called his name. When there was still no response, I bent down lower so that I was eye level with him. I was about to start shouting when I noticed that his eyelids were slowly flickering. My gaze lowered until I was looking at where his left hand was covering his stomach. In between his fingers, I could just make out a dark, ruby coloured liquid.

“Oliver?” I slowly moved his hand off his stomach. 

Every part of me froze as the move of his hand revealed a stain of warm blood on his stomach. In the middle of the stain was a thin, but excruciatingly deep, flesh wound. Without any kind of hesitation, I took hold of his hand and pressed it back onto his stomach. 

“Oliver?” My voice broke as I finished saying his name.

The blood racing through my body, I began violently tapping Oliver’s cheek. His eyelids remained shut as I hastily started shaking his shoulder. 
“Oliver?” I forced myself not to cry. “Oliver, wake up.” 

I couldn’t breathe and every word I spoke felt as though it was choking me. I kept shaking Oliver, begging for some kind of response. There was nothing. Not a word, a mumble, a movement. Just the sound of my own strained breath. 

Still with the choking feeling in my throat, I continued shaking Oliver and prayed for him to open his eyes. Where had the group of teenagers gone? I didn’t even have my phone because I’d ignorantly left in the house. What was I supposed to do? I peered down again to look at Oliver’s stomach. The blood was beginning to run down his fingers now, making me feel as though I was about to throw up.

“Oliver!” I cried, tapping his cheeks before shaking him again. “Please, just wake up!” I cried. “Ollie...”
CHAPTER TEN
I loved hospitals. The pure white colours, the hushed voices, the cleanliness and if I was lucky, the hot doctors. Many people would have disagreed with me, but what I adored the most was the smell. It was like a mix of bleach and disinfectant. It was fresh, almost refreshing. The scent wafted into my nostrils and I inhaled it softly, but for the first time ever, it made me feel sick. Right now, a hospital was the last place I wanted to be. 
 It felt as though I’d forgotten how to think. Everything within the past few hours had sped by without giving me a chance to digest anything. After failing to wake him up, I’d taken Oliver’s phone out of his pocket and managed to call for an ambulance. I wasn’t sure how I did so because I could hardly breathe, let alone speak. As I was sitting on the cold balcony floor, I continued shaking Oliver. I begged for him to wake up. Nothing worked though. His eyes remained shut. The air around me was so cold, it felt as though it was piercing into my skin.  

Trying to remove the memories from my mind, I stared at the bland wall in front of me. I didn’t know what was happening. The doctors hadn’t told me anything, and to be honest, I was too scared to ask. Chewing on the sleeve of my jacket, I turned my attention to the small clock that hung on the wall. It was almost half past ten but it felt as though it had been for the past hour. Right now, I wished time would speed up again.

The police had spoken to me earlier. They’d asked me about what had happened. I hardly told them anything though because I couldn’t bring myself to. No matter how hard I tried to explain, after a few words, my mouth would run dry and I’d forget what I was about to say. The police gave up on me eventually. They had to because they knew that I wouldn't--couldn't--bring myself to tell them what had happened. I knew they'd be back though.

I had no idea why, but I swore they were trying to get me to tell them that it was all Oliver’s fault. They knew who I was: Victoria Kingston, the daughter of one of the richest men in England. Whether that had anything to do with it, I didn’t know. It seriously got on my nerves. If it wasn’t for Oliver, I’d be in a much worse state right now.

No matter how hard I tried to forget, my mind kept tracing back to the pale boy who’d grabbed me. I didn’t know who he was, how old he was, what his name was or anything. I didn’t know a single thing about him. I couldn’t stop thinking about what would have happened if Oliver hadn’t heard me yelling for him. My stomach churned.
Shutting my eyes, I felt them watering up. I bit my lip as I forced the tears to run dry. It soon felt as though there was a golf ball growing in my throat. I couldn’t let myself cry, not now. My throat was sore enough from crying already. Pushing every thought of tonight out of my head, I tried my hardest to think about absolutely nothing.

When I opened my eyes again, I noticed that a blonde haired woman who was sitting a few chairs away from me was staring in my direction. I realised that I must have looked a complete mess in my dirty white skirt and my tight black top that had been ripped. For the first time since I could remember, I didn’t give a crap.

“Victoria?” I heard a voice beside me.

Spinning around, I saw a small woman whose discoloured hair was tied back into a perfect bun at the top of her head. My heart jumped as I looked at her.

“Ella!” I cried, leaping out of my seat.

For the first time in hours, a feeling of comfort grew inside of me as I collapsed into Ella’s arms. Without even trying to hide it this time, I let myself burst into tears without giving a damn about who saw. 

Ella stroked my arm while I sobbed. It felt impossibly good to be held in her arms, just like I used to when I was a child. Recently, I hadn’t seen Ella as much as I’d liked to and I hadn’t realised how much she actually meant to me. She simply wasn’t working as often as she used to. Why that was, I didn’t know, but I didn’t like it either.

After I’d finally managed to relax a little, I sat back down while Ella sat in the seat next to mine. I couldn’t help but move as closely as possible to her. A weak smile grew on my face as the sweet smell of Ella’s perfume began to drown out the smell of bleach and disinfectant.

“How... how did you know what happened?” I lifted my eyes up to Ella’s face as a few sniffles escaped my nose. “I knew they rang my parents, but I didn’t think they’d rung you.”

“They couldn’t get hold of Ollie’s mother so they called me instead,” Ella replied, placing her arm around me. “What were you thinking, Victoria?” I could tell that Ella was trying to sound harsh, but it wasn’t working. 

I didn’t answer her. I just shrugged, mainly because I didn’t even know the answer. Thinking back, I realised that going to Oliver’s flat was the stupidest idea I’d ever had.

Ella sighed as she continued rubbing my arm. I was so glad that she was here, it almost hurt. Shutting my eyes for a few seconds, I could feel that blonde woman’s eyes on me again, but I still managed to ignore her. 

“Have the doctors said anything to you about Ollie?” Ella’s voice was almost a whisper.
I shook my head as a sharp pain stung in my throat. I found the fact that the doctors hadn’t said anything unnerving. There must have been a reason I wasn’t told. I really wasn’t sure if I wanted to find out.

As every person walked past, Ella glanced at their chest, clearly searching for a staff tag to reveal that they were a doctor. When a short man with chestnut coloured hair dressed in a shirt and tie walked past, Ella stopped him before turning back to me.

“Are you okay to wait here for five minutes?” she said softly.

I nodded my head, although I was rather unsure about my reply. What if I broke down again? I bit my nails, realising that I was being stupid. I’d be fine. Besides, Ella would only need to talk to the doctor for a couple of minutes and although I was terrified to ask myself, I needed to know if Oliver was okay.

Ella gave me a weak, clearly nervous smile as she stood up. The doctor led her to the wall opposite me as the both of them stood outside one of the doors. When their lips began to move, I attempted to hear what they were saying. I could make out a few words, but nothing that gave much away.

I gave up on trying to hear the words that left their mouths and concentrated on Ella’s face. Maybe I could tell what they were saying by Ella's expressions? I began fidgeting in my seat as I noticed a strained expression on her face. She nodded her head a few times, bit her lip every few seconds and often lifted her fingers to her mouth like she always did when she was nervous or worried.

What if Oliver wasn’t okay? What if I’d spent too much time crying on the floor instead of calling for help? If I’d actually listened to Oliver when he told me to leave, none of this would have happened. I felt the same hard lump growing in my throat again. Please be okay, I thought, keeping my eyes on Ella’s face. Please.

#
I stared at Ella as my lip quivered. The second the words processed in my mind, my head rapidly began spinning. I held my breath, making sure that I’d heard every word right. I almost had to pinch myself to believe in what I was hearing. After hours of feeling as though my entire heart was weighing me down, wondering if he was going to be all right, I finally knew. A small tear slowly ran down my cheek.

“Thank God!” 

The sound of my own voice made me jump. It came out an awful lot louder than I’d expected and I got some strange stares. I didn’t care though. He was going to be okay. Oliver was going to be perfectly fine. I let another tear fall down my cheek along with a bucket load of relief. The hours of worrying were over at last.

Ella laughed at my reaction as I wiped the warm tears from my cheeks. It was so strange. It seemed as though knowing that Oliver was okay made absolutely everything else perfect. I couldn’t believe that I was admitting it, but I thought that I was actually beginning to somewhat care about Oliver. He may have been the most annoying eighteen year old I’d ever met, but if he was willing to get himself stabbed for me, he couldn’t have been such a bad person.

Although the stab wound was deep, the knife hadn’t pierced through any vital organs, so the damage wasn’t all too bad. Oliver had lost quite a lot of blood, but it wasn't a problem that couldn’t be solved. He also had quite a few bad bruises from when he was fighting with Kenzie. There was nothing too serious though.

Ella was still laughing slightly when I heard a phone ringing. Jumping, she reached down into the pocket of her trousers and pulled out a chunk of a mobile phone. 

“Nearly gave me a heart attack!” Ella smiled, flicking open her phone. Reading the screen, her expression changed slightly. “Gosh, it’s your father... Can you excuse me for a second, darling?”

“Sure, go ahead. I hope he isn’t too angry at me...” I muttered.

Ella mouthed a thank you as she pattered down the corridor, pressing her phone against her ear as she did so.

“Excuse me?” A voice made me spin around. I saw the doctor who Ella had been talking to earlier. “Victoria, isn’t it?”

I nodded, smiling as I shook his hand. I glanced at his name tag that read Dr. Sulley. He was a rather handsome man and he kind of reminded me of Richard. He had similar facial features.

“Do you want to see Oliver?” Dr. Sulley asked.

“He’s awake?” I replied, surprised.

I must have had a strange expression on my face because Dr. Sulley chuckled slightly. “He may be a bit drowsy due to painkillers, but he’s definitely conscious.”
I nodded with a smile. Dr. Sulley then nodded his head behind him and began walking in that direction. I toddled behind him as we passed a number of different people.
“Is he your friend? Boyfriend?” Dr. Sulley asked as he led me down the corridor. 

Was I just being paranoid, or had questions about Ollie being my boyfriend been asked several times tonight? I may have realised that I’d started somewhat liking Oliver, but the thought of having him as a boyfriend was plain scary. Admittedly, he was a very nice looking boy, but to begin with, I wouldn’t ever get a word in edgeways if I was in a relationship with him.

“Uh, just friends,” I said as we stopped by one of the doors.

There was a sudden beeping noise. Dr. Sulley reached into his pocket and brought out a pager before scanning the screen quickly. He pressed something on it before putting it back into the pocket of his black trousers.

“Are you okay to go in now? I’ve just been called to theatre, so I need to go,” he said.

“Yeah, I’m good.” I smiled back at him.

I thanked Dr. Sulley before he headed back down the way we came. I was about to reach for the handle when I hesitated slightly. What if Oliver was really angry? I mean, I wouldn’t have blamed him for it. I did almost get him killed.
Annoyed at myself for worrying so much, I grabbed the silver door handle and quickly pulled it down. Before I had the chance to reconsider, I pushed the door forward. The moment I stepped into the room, I let out a long breath that I didn’t even know I’d taken in. My lips curved upwards slightly as my eyes turned to Oliver, who had his hand in a bowl full of round, white mints.
It took him a while to notice that I was actually there. He seemed to be too interested in the bowl that he was scurrying through with his hands. 

“What is it with you and mints?” I asked, finally making Oliver look up.

“Whoa! Frickin’ hell, Tori. You sure as hell know how to scare a guy,” he replied.   

“These ones are mingin’ though.” He shrugged. “Yours are way nicer.”

I couldn’t help but let out a laugh. It was the first time ever I’d actually been happy to hear his voice. Pulling a clearly unimpressed face, Oliver placed the bowl rather carelessly back onto the desk beside him.

Unlike the corridors outside, the hospital room wasn’t so plain. The walls were still a neutral white, but they were decorated with some colourful paintings. I could easily tell that in the daytime, the room was brightened up beautifully thanks to the large window on the wall opposite me.

Oliver awkwardly sat himself up in the bed as I headed towards the cushioned chair that was placed beside it. He winced in pain as he sat up. Had he forgotten that he’d just been pierced through the stomach?
Sitting down on the chair, I let out a heavy sigh. I’d only been on my feet for five minutes, but I felt completely worn out. It had been a long night.

“I’m really sorry.” Oliver’s voice caught me off guard.

“What do you mean?” I asked, looking at him carefully.

“For bein’ a complete knob and lettin’ you get attacked by some ginger freak,” he muttered.

I gaped at Oliver then, not quite sure what to say. If anyone should have been apologising, it was me. I was beginning to question why I didn’t like spending so much time with him. It was clear that he wasn’t a selfish person. In fact, he was far from it.

“You’re not a knob. Well, not all of the time.” I smiled lightly. “I shouldn’t have acted so stupidly. I should have just listened to you and left when you told me to.”

Oliver gawked at me this time. I couldn’t help but notice a small grin grow on his rather bruised face. I narrowed my eyes at him as I became concerned about why exactly he was doing so.

“Wow, ‘ave you banged your ‘ead or somethin’?” he asked, chuckling. “I was expectin’ you to spew verbal hatred over me.”

“You haven’t done anything wrong, not really. I may be a bit... selfish at times, I guess, but I’m not thick. I know what decent people are like. Not that I like you or anything,” I muttered, glancing away from him for a moment. “But I don’t hate you. Plus, I kind of owe you. You did almost get yourself killed because of me... God, you must hate me...” 

Once again, Oliver stared at me weirdly. I couldn’t blame him; I myself was surprised at the words that were coming out of my mouth. Finally managing to get a somewhat normal expression back onto his face, Oliver opened his mouth again.

“Oh yeah, you bet I do. I hate you so much, I actually loaf you.” He nodded.

It took me a while to realise what Oliver actually meant. When I did, I couldn’t help but start laughing to myself.

“Oliver, I think you mean loathe...” I said.

“Pfft, same thing,” he replied.

I noticed his already red cheeks reddening even more as I corrected him. It was so strange; I felt so relaxed. I was having the same feeling as when I was in Oliver’s arms again. I felt safe. It was a feeling that I realised I hadn’t felt in a long time. Nowadays, I was constantly afraid of things, stupid things. Getting married was one.

Maybe I just didn’t feel like getting married was perfect for me right now, and I didn’t feel comfortable or safe thinking about having to do it. I guess I was scared. As I thought about marriage, a million other thoughts raced through my head. Was Richard really ‘The one’? I hardly knew him. To be honest, I didn’t want to think about Richard right now. He didn’t make me feel safe. As strange as it sounded, I felt so different right now compared to a measly few hours ago.

I shoved the thoughts out of my head. I felt incredibly silly for getting so bothered. I didn’t know why, but it was as if I was questioning my entire life in one night.

“Why didn’t you want me to go into your flat?” I turned my attention back to Oliver.

He glanced at me before locking his eyes onto his hands as he began fingering the thin, white sheet. A minute must have passed before he looked back up at me.

“No reason really,” he mumbled. “I guess I just... I dunno. I didn’t want my brother’s or sister’s gettin’ hurt, I guess.”

“Those idiots wouldn’t have gone into your flat, surely? Besides, you could have just locked the door. It would have made a lot more sense.” 

Oliver looked back at his hands and chuckled under his breath. I subtly turned my head to the side in confusion. I was getting a bit annoyed now at Oliver’s little secrets.

“It weren’t them I was worried about.” Oliver looked back up at me. “I were more afraid of you hurtin’ ‘em,”

So he wasn’t worried about a gang of youths with knives going into a flat with his siblings, but me going in? He thought that was dangerous?

“I don’t mean literally hurtin’ ‘em, like, physically. I mean, as in, like...” He rubbed his neck and began biting his lip as he hastily tried to think of what to say. “Look, Tori, it’s just tha’ you ask so many questions and... well, you would’ve asked a lot.”

I was past annoyed by now. Part of me felt guilty for feeling that way. In the end, it was Oliver’s business and it didn’t really have anything to do with me, but it felt as though it had everything to do with me right now. I had so many unanswered questions for him.

I really needed Oliver to be straight with me for the first time since I’d known him. I set my eyes into his and spoke slowly, hoping that it would actually make him be honest with me.

“Oliver, can you please just tell me what the hell the deal is with you?”

I was expecting him to turn away from me and start playing with his hands again, but he didn’t. Instead, he sighed and smiled weakly.

“I’ll tell you wha’,” he began. “If you start callin’ me Ollie, not Oliver, I’ll tell you everythin’ you want to know ‘cause Oliver sounds like somethin’ a cat would throw up.”

My natural response was to start laughing, and thank God that the room hadn’t been overshadowed by an uncomfortable awkwardness.

“Fine, but Oliver still sounds better. Just saying,” I said. “Okay, first question. Wha--” 

“Bloomin’ hell, don’t hesitate or nothin’.” I heard a hint of anxiety as Oliver joked.

I replied by smiling sarcastically at him as I crossed my legs. I had about a hundred questions to ask. Where was I supposed to begin?

“As I was saying,” I tried again. “What on earth did you think I’d do to your brothers and sisters? Eat them?”

“Um... Well, the doctors couldn’t get hold of my mum, right?” Oliver said as I nodded. “They couldn’t get hold of her ‘cause she left her phone in the flat and...” He paused for a few seconds. “I ‘ave no clue where the hell she is. I ain’t known for the past two weeks. That's basically it.” He paused again. “Look, I can cope with people gettin’ angry at me, laughin’ at me, callin’ me thick, gettin’ annoyed with me and practically everythin’ else. The one thing that I can’t stand is sympathy. It’s as simple as that.” 
It took me a while to realise what Oliver was saying. I was absolutely baffled at the fact that Oliver’s mother had just, well, disappeared. Surely, social services would have done something? I knew by now that Oliver was eighteen, so he was technically old enough to look after his siblings, but it still seemed so bizarre.

I still didn’t understand how I could have hurt them though. Admittedly, I would have felt sorry for Oliver if I’d known, and I understood that he must have had some kind of pride issue or something. It still didn’t make sense why he thought I’d hurt them.

“Yes, but how would I have hurt them by knowing that?”

“Well, as far as they’re aware, my mum’s on ‘oliday for a few weeks. Knowin’ you, you would ‘ave realised that weren’t the case and started ‘aving a go at me right in front of ‘em, makin’ it blatantly obvious that my mum weren’t, in fact, on ‘oliday.” I heard bitterness in Oliver’s laugh.

I was about to argue when I hesitated for a moment. As much as I hated to admit it, he was probably right. I probably would have acted a bit too impulsive. It did seem over the top that he’d risk getting himself killed just so his siblings didn’t get upset, but that was Oliver for you.

“Are you telling me the complete truth?” I asked warily.

I knew that it was very likely he was being honest, but it was as if it didn’t process with me. Oliver was only a year older than me; how on earth was he supposed to look after six kids? The thought of ever having to do it myself was extremely daunting.

“Why else do you think I always wanna take days off? It ain’t ‘cause I wanna go out and get wasted or whatever you think. If one of the kids is ill or somethin’, I can’t just leave ‘em in my flat.” Oliver started laughing again. “Remember tha’ guy called Jeff I told you about? The one with loads of cats? He normally ends up lookin’ after ‘em. Apparently, they take a lot more care than his cats.”

The first day I met Oliver seemed like a century ago now, but I certainly remembered the story he’d told me about Jeff and his twenty something cats. 

No wonder he was constantly turning up for work late. How did he get all of his brothers and sisters to school on time? What about the youngest child, the one that was sick on him? Surely, she must have been two years old at the very most. Who looked after her when Oliver was in work?

To make things even more frustrating, another thought jumped into my mind. What about a few months ago when Oliver had passed out? In fact, it was the day I met Richard. I still had no explanation for that whatsoever. 

It seemed as though by getting an answer to one of my questions, I gained another twenty questions that I wanted to ask. Why did Oliver pass out a few months ago? What about his mum? Why on earth did she leave? Who took care of his siblings when he was out? Jeff couldn’t always be there, right?
“Um, okay.” I nodded my head, hoping to clear some things up. “Why did your mum leave? Well, do you know why she did? No offence, but that’s hardly a respectful thing to do as a mother, is it?”

Oliver turned away from me like he’d done various times earlier on. Except this time, it was only for a short period and he didn’t bother fiddling with the bed sheets.

“I know it looks bad, but it ain’t her fault. She’s done this kind of thing before. She always comes back eventually.” Oliver looked back up at me and began speaking hastily. “She gets really stressed sometimes and it does her good to get away for a few weeks sometimes. Anyway, it ain’t like I can’t handle the kids.” I heard a slight strain in his voice. “Charlie, the oldest except for me, is almost twelve now so he kind of helps out as well. Plus, Ella comes round an awful lot.”

I wasn’t sure if I really wanted to know anymore now. I felt bad enough as it was and Oliver telling me all of this made that old, horrible lump form back in the back of my throat. Come to think of it, that explained Ella not being around as much anymore. I clearly wasn’t the only one who needed her to look after me. 

Once Oliver had finished speaking, the long awaited awkward silence fell upon us. I didn’t know what to say, and it was clear that Oliver was hoping that I wouldn’t ask any more questions. In reality, I didn’t want to ask any more questions. 

“God, I feel high.” Oliver laughed, stretching his arms out above his head. “I think they’ve put me on crack instead of painkillers, or whatever they give you in this place.”    

It may have been a pretty weird way to do so, but at least Oliver had finally broken the silence. “You know, when I were a kid, I used to think that the kiddie ward in this place was epic. I still do. They ‘ave giraffes and stuff painted on the wall. I mean, c’mon, what more do you want?”

I rolled my eyes at him as I giggled. It was actually feeling odd to me that I’d previously complained about Oliver for a hundred and one different reasons. Sure, some of the things he said sometimes were completely pointless and weird, but they certainly did amuse me. 

As Oliver shut his eyes and sighed heavily, I gazed at him. I’d never really looked at him before, not properly. At the moment, his face was quite badly bruised, so I couldn’t really notice much about him anyway. The longer I kept my eyes on him though, the more recognisable his face seemed to become. It was almost as if he reminded me of someone. It showed how much time I’d spent with him. His face just seemed so familiar now.
“So, how long are you going to have to stay in this place?” I asked as Oliver opened his eyes again. “I’m assuming that you’ll be here at least un--”

“Victoria!” 
The sharpness of a rough voice caused me to whip my head towards the doorway.

Standing there, his teeth gritted and his eyebrows lowered was my father.
“What on earth were you thinking?” he shouted as the door closed shut behind him. “I don’t even know what to say! What in God’s name is wrong with you, child? Do you have any idea what could have happened to you in that place? Worse still, do you realise what you might have done to the family’s reputation? Do you want to make a fool out of yourself?” 

That was when it felt like I was drowning. My father’s face was bright red with anger and I could almost see his body shaking. I felt myself tearing up. Did he really care more about his bloody reputation than me? Didn’t he have any idea what had happened to me within the past few hours?

I tried to force some words to come out of my mouth, but it was impossible. My entire body felt as though it was slowly sinking. I’d gone from feeling the most comfortable I’d felt for as long as I could remember to utterly terrified in seconds.

My father continued bellowing at me as he paced around the room with both his face and his voice bitter. I was desperately trying to think of something to say now, but what was I supposed to say? It turned out I didn’t have to say anything. Someone else did that for me.
“Shut the hell up! Do you ‘ave any idea wha’ she’s just been through?” Oliver shouted, his eyes narrowed into two thin almonds. “What is wrong with you?”
What happened next surprised me. Every single time before this, my father had looked at Oliver and asked me who he was, even though he’d met him several times by now.  Either that or he simply ignored him. It was different this time. 

My father basically stared at Oliver as though he hated him. Really hated him. I’d have sworn that Oliver had completely destroyed everything about my father’s life.
“I don’t know what to do with you.” My father’s voice had turned into a frustrated mumble. He glanced at me.
Without saying another word, my father stomped towards the door and pulled it open. He turned to Oliver and me one last time before leaving the room, slamming the door shut as he did so.

I must have been sitting there in complete silence for minutes before I could feel myself breathing again. It was as though time had stopped for a few measly minutes, trying to give me a chance to take everything in.

“He hates me...” I finally managed to mutter.

I turned my head to face Oliver. In response, he sat up in his bed as much as he could and started shaking his head.

“Tori, he don’t hate you. He’s just pissed off.” He sighed heavily. “Just go and speak to him.”

Speak to him? Right now, that was the last thing I wanted to do. All that I wanted to do right now was go to bed and dream that today hadn’t happened.

“Look, he probably ain’t been told everythin’. Explain to him wha’ happened. Please Tori. You can’t let him speak to you like tha’. He’s even worse than tha’ prick of a boyfriend you’ve got.”

Shooting Oliver a dirty look, I remembered why he annoyed me so much. What did Richard have to do with any of this? I rubbed my forehead and reminded myself not to get angry.

“I’ll...” I bit my lip. “I’ll be back now, Oliver.” He gave me a strange look and gently shook his head. Rolling my eyes, I gained a smile. “Ollie then. Whatever.”

Oliver smirked slightly as he lifted his hands behind his head and rested it on them. He closed his eyes again. He muttered what sounded like good girl as I stood up and nervously headed for the door.

Jogging quickly down the corridor, I aimlessly searched for any sign of my father. On the outside, I appeared to be perfectly confident, but on the inside, my heart was pounding out of my chest. I was about to turn a corner when I heard a familiar voice that stopped me in my tracks.

“Just hear me out!” Ella’s voice sounded strained.

“Ella, I’m really not in the mood for this right now!” my father hissed back.

I popped my head around the corner to see Ella sitting on a plastic chair and my father standing in front of her, running his hand through his dyed blonde hair. As they continued speaking, I made sure I was only breathing through my nose. I needed to hear what was being said.

“You don’t even care about your own child, do you?” 
For the first time since I’d known her, which was many, many years, there was a hint of aggression in Ella's voice. I swallowed hard, awaiting my father’s response. It pained me to think that I was expecting him to agree with Ella, telling her how many problems I’d caused for him. My father opened his mouth as I shut my eyes.

“In case you didn’t notice, Victoria means the world to me. I just want someone to explain to me what on earth is going on!”

In an instance, my breath came back and my heart started beating again. He may have said them hastily, but those words made me believe that my father did, in fact, actually care about me. I opened my eyes and sighed in great relief.

Ella shook her head as an irritated frown appeared on her small face. “You and I both know that it’s--”

“Victoria!” 

Missing the end of what Ella said, I spun around to see my mother, her face as pale as a fragile, white rose. I wasn’t sure why, and I didn’t know how long I did it for, but then I broke down. I fell into my mother’s arms, my entire body shaking with uncertainty, happiness, anxiousness, and practically every other emotion possible.
CHAPTER ELEVEN
Over three weeks had passed since the incident with Ollie. I hadn’t seen him once. There was a constant sharp pain in my chest because of that. I didn’t expect him to visit me every day or anything, I mean, he was badly hurt. I understood that. Maybe I was overreacting, but I couldn't help it. It was just that Ollie hadn’t even called me within the past few weeks. It felt as though he’d completely forgotten about me.

I would have gone to visit him myself, but it simply didn’t feel like it was my place to do so. Besides, if visiting him meant walking along that balcony, I didn’t think I had the strength to. The mere thought of it made my senses numb.
I hadn’t even had the chance to put the deal we made into action. I had no idea how he expected me to call him Ollie if I never saw him. Oddly, I had started thinking of him as Ollie now though. It was strange what being attacked by some ginger crack head did to you. When my father was informing me on how Ollie would be sacked the second he had the chance, I couldn’t help but argue. I was the one that went to that mess of a place. If it wasn’t for him, I didn’t even want to think about what that kid could--no, would--have done to me. I literally had to fight until I felt like passing out to allow my father to let Ollie keep his job. All of that and he hadn’t even sent me a text.

There was something else on my mind though. A date. The fourteenth of December
: the date of my wedding. As the words unravelled themselves from my father’s mouth, I had no idea what to think or how to feel.  Of course I wanted to marry Richard... I had to marry him. For once in my life, I needed to be mature and selfless. If marrying Richard was what it took, then so be it.

When my father first revealed the date of my wedding, I did nothing but argue with him. I despised the fact that I was doing so because since arriving home from the hospital, he’d been more than considerate. I thought it was simply because he felt guilty for losing his temper with me which bothered me slightly. Why couldn't he have been like that all of the time?

I was in the kitchen when my father told me about the wedding. My mother and him were sitting at the counter, both smiling like a pair of jokers. It didn't take me long to predict the words that were soon to come out of my father’s mouth.

“December...?” I stammered.

He responded by nodding, the smile still on his ageing face. My mother mimicked the smile, going along with whatever my father said or did, like usual.

No matter how much I tried to justify my opinion on marrying so soon, my father didn’t even try to listen. You told me you really liked Richard. Joseph’s eighteenth birthday is in January, we don’t really have a choice, he'd argue. It’s in your grandfather’s will; we can't do anything about it. I knew he was right. My father was always right in his mind. I just had to bite my lip and digest what he told me.

Once my father had left the room, it was just my mother and I. I’d never been in a room with my mother and no one else before, not really. That probably explained why I began fidgeting as my eyes avoided her face. She stood up from the counter and silently made her way towards me.

“Do you want anything to eat, darling?” I could hear by the quietness of her voice that my mother was just as uncomfortable as me.

I wasn't sure why, but all that I did then was look at her. I could see myself in my mother. I recognised her sky blue eyes, her loose brown curls, and her almost pixie like face. The woman behind those features is who I wish I knew.

I knew that my mother liked collecting glass ornaments, that she had a love for black heels, and I knew that she liked jazz music. That was about it. I was only aware of these things thanks to my senses, not by what she'd told me. I heard her listening to jazz music and I saw all of the ornaments in the house. I wasn’t told a story about how a trip to some foreign country inspired her to collect those ornaments or how she felt like black heels made every outfit complete.

The entire world spun around me, making me feel queasy. I was standing in the middle of the kitchen, trying my very hardest to block out any unwanted feelings. It was a lot easier said than done because all I could do was allow tears to fall down my cheeks like strained raindrops.

“Victoria?” I heard my mother almost whimper.

A pair of arms wrapped around me. As my mother gently pressed my face into her shoulder, I felt something I’d never felt before. The smell of her sweet scented perfume surrounded me; the perfume I had constantly tried on as a child. I could feel her warm breath on my hair as her fingers softly ran through it. For the first time ever, I felt like I had a real mother.

“I know this isn’t the best situation in the world, darling,” my mother whispered into my ear. “But Richard’s a lovely boy, and I think you’re amazing to be doing this. You’ve just got to do what’s best for you, okay?”
She pulled me away, gently holding my face in front of hers so that I could do nothing but look into her eyes. My eyes. They were trying to tell me something, but what that something was, I didn’t know. All that I knew was that I needed my mother right now more than I ever had before.

As the memory of that moment returned to my mind, I squinted and forced my eyes not to water. Right now, marriage seemed like the most barbaric thing ever, especially after what had happened when I went to Hackney. The thought of the wedding kind of helped though. I could overwrite those memories with wedding ideas. It took a bit of powerful thinking, but I always got there eventually. 

As for Richard himself, well, he’d been amazing. I was extremely paranoid that he’d be angry with me, but he wasn’t. He was far from it. Whenever I woke up in the middle of the night, my entire body shaking from memories of what had happened, Richard never got angry at me for calling him. He was glad that I was talking about it, and not keeping all of it inside of me until I felt like screaming.

The memories would do nothing but repeat themselves in my dreams. Everything worked out the same, just like a movie stuck on replay. The boy that hurt me would grab me. I’d hear all of the shouting that was going on in the fight on the balcony. Ollie would save me, the only high point of the dream. Then it would all come crashing down again, just like how it played out weeks before. The only difference was the blank face. It was the boy that had grabbed me: he was nothing but a faceless image. 

I’d wake up with tears in my eyes. My palms would be sweating and my head would be pulsing in the same speedy rhythm as my heart. At that point, I would reach out for my phone.

“Can you stay on the line...?” I'd whisper to Richard once he’d stopped my body from shaking and my heart from racing. “Just until I fall asleep?”
That was exactly what he always did. The last thing I’d remember hearing before I fell asleep was Richard's warm voice telling me that I was beautiful. I knew how pathetic it made me sound, but I wanted to know that someone was with me in the night, even if it was via a phone. It stopped the nightmares.

But then there were the other feelings. I was seventeen, going on eighteen. As much as I tried to force the thought out of my system, I wasn’t ready for a commitment like marriage. I shut my eyes for a short moment. Richard’s great, I thought slowly. Do something selfless for once. That was all it took for me to push the negative feelings away. I’d obviously trained myself well.

The past few weeks had made me realise that everything about me wasn’t even real. I wasn’t some little rich chick who knew everything and stood up to everyone confidently. That was just a shell. I was paranoid, nervous, and I was blatantly terrified of my father. How sad was that? I was afraid of my own father. Afraid of what he thought of me, how he’d feel about me if I let him down.

It was almost funny. I’d often watched a movie that involved someone’s look on life change entirely, but it seemed so unrealistic. I’d always assumed that things like that didn't happen in real life. I’d certainly changed my mind.
 I couldn't explain it... I felt as though I was someone else. It was as if for the first seventeen years of my life, I'd simply been watching over everything, not living it. Now was the time to actually live as me, Victoria Kingston.

Forcing every single thought out of my head, I sat up on the sofa and leaned my head back. Ever since the stabbing, my head had been spinning and questioning every move I made. It cut my breath short and made my mouth dry. I wanted things to be like they were before.

I turned to look outside the window and watched as the crystal raindrops ran down the glass, each particle of water racing the one beside it. I didn’t know why, but the water on the window enticed me. Each rain drop seemed to take a different path. Some of them even split in half, almost as though they had no choice but to be separated. 

What was I doing? Was I going mental or something? Jesus... I needed to get out more. I laughed at myself as I stood up and gently rubbed my forehead. Forget about the blooming rain. I smiled weakly. Otherwise you’ll start rocking back and forth in the corner soon. I was pulling my hair out of my face when I heard a sudden knock on the front door.

I froze. Who was at the door? Why had they knocked so loudly? Blooming hell, why was I being so paranoid? I opened my living room door, and then crept into the main hallway, slowly making my way towards where the entrance of my house was.

I hadn’t been much help to the police at all. It made me feel so useless. After what that boy did to me, you’d think his face would be imbedded in my mind, haunting me every time I shut my eyes. But it wasn’t. I couldn’t even remember what he looked like. All I could remember was a flare of red hair. It was as though I’d removed his face from my memories and locked it away, never to be found again.

Another three loud bangs echoed in my ears. I jumped. Groaning in annoyance, I realised how childish I was being. I doubted there would be a masked murderer with a chainsaw outside waiting for me somehow. 

Inhaling what felt like all of the air around me, I speed walked to the front door. Resisting every urge to hesitate, I reached out and shot the handle down, eventually pulling the door towards me.

“What do you want?” I hissed the word so aggressively, it even made me jump.

“Oh, crap, don’t eat me.”
Actually looking in front of me for the first time, I exhaled the breath that had been in my lungs for what felt like an hour.

From chewing on them so often, my dented lips curled upwards as I practically launched myself around Ollie, and delved my head into his chest like I’d done three long weeks ago.

“No, seriously, ‘ave you been drinkin’? Or are you high?” Ollie sounded genuinely worried. “Unless you’ve developed bi-polar disorder or somethin’.”

There was a small part of me that wanted to smack him in the face right there. The other part of me simply laughed.

I released him from my grasp as I remained smiling. Standing in the doorway, Ollie stared at me, clearly mystified. His entire face was begging for some kind of explanation. Either that or he genuinely thought I was high.

“No,” I replied, taking hold of his arm. I pulled him into the house without giving him an opportunity to protest. “I’ve just... I don’t know. I guess I’ve turned over a new leaf.”

Ollie kept his eyes on me as he looked me up and down. He was standing a good couple of yards away from me as he tilted his head. Scratching his blonde hair, a one sided grin grew on his face.

“And you call me weird.”
#

I felt my face redden as Ollie stared at me, wide eyed. How was I supposed to know what a chippy was? It hardly sounded normal to me. 

“Freakin’ hell... You seriously ain’t ever been to a Fish and Chip shop?” Ollie asked me, still with an astounded expression plastered on his face.

Why didn’t he say that in the first place? I knew what a blooming Fish and Chip shop was! I’d seen them plenty of times on the television. There was one on Coronation Street. Thinking about it, I hadn’t been to one myself, and I didn’t really want to. They looked dirty...

We’d gotten into the strange discussion of fish and chips after running out of everything else to say. Neither Ollie nor I had even dared to mention what happened last time we were together. It seemed to be a taboo subject for both of us.  What was I supposed to say though? How about, how are you feeling? I hadn’t even been able to ask him that.

Ollie said he’d come here today because Ella needed to speak to him about something. I guessed it was maybe to do with his mother. He’d done that by now though, so I had no idea why he was still here, talking to me.

“Hello...? Bi-polar girl?” Ollie whistled as he waved his hand in front of my face. “Fancy comin’ back to life any time soon?”

As what he said processed in my mind, I shot him an angry glare. I preferred it when he called me Tori, and that was saying something. 
Noticing the look I gave him, Ollie held his hands up apologetically. “Sorry!”

“No, I’ve never in my life been to a Fish and Chip shop.” I finally answered his question.

Crossing my arms, I leaned back onto the sofa. My eyes flickered in Ollie’s direction to see him looking even more flabbergasted than when I’d hugged him earlier.

I couldn’t blame him for the look he gave me though. It had even freaked me out. I may not have seen him in weeks, but I didn’t know why I’d acted so strangely by practically attaching myself to him. I mean, it was him.
While I was waiting for some kind of response, I noticed the surprised look on Ollie’s face being replaced by more of an unrecognisable one. He appeared to be thinking, which was something I doubted he did often. After a silent minute or so, his half grin appeared on his face again.

“I’ll show you then.” He shrugged and stood up.

“Huh?” I furrowed my eyebrows.

Ollie reached into the pocket of his jeans before bringing out a pile of keys and keyrings. He began rattling them. 
“I’m in the mood for some fish and chips, so why not? You ain’t ever tried ‘em, which is really weird, by the way, so think of it as a new experience.”

I thought he was joking at first, but it didn’t take me long to realise that his casual expression meant that he was dead serious.

Ollie twirled the keys around his index finger as he headed for the living room door. I jumped up quickly and grabbed his arm.

“Hold on!” I stammered. “I can’t just leave! What if I’m not allowed to? Why would I need to leave my house just to go to some run down shop anyway? Besides, I can’t get anyone to drive us there because my dad wouldn’t let me do so for something so silly.”

“Hey, there’s nothing silly abou’ a chippy. They’re epic. Just tell your old man tha’ you went out to see Richard or somethin’, if you’re tha’ bothered. And hey, wha’ do you think these are for?” Ollie waved his keys in front of my face.

“You can drive?” I asked.

“I ‘ave just turned eighteen, Tori.” He winked at me. “Comin’ ‘en?”

 I managed to hide the fact that I felt like an idiot from Ollie pretty well
. For some reason, I’d always assumed that he came to work on the bus.

Ollie waited impatiently by the door while I looked at him. I bit down on my bottom lip. I couldn’t go, could I? I mean, it was so unlike me. Lying to my father would be easy; any mention of Richard made him happy. It would certainly be interesting if Fish and Chip shops were like the ones on the television.

Why not? What did I have to lose? I nodded as Ollie opened the living room door. After grabbing a pair of ballet style shoes from the bottom of my stairs, I shoved them onto my feet and put on my black waterproof jacket.

“Well, there’s a first,” Ollie laughed as we strolled up my long driveway.

“What do you mean?”

Without looking at me, he shook his head slightly and chuckled to himself. He was walking way too fast for my liking, and I almost had to jog to keep up with him.

“You look kinda human.” His curved lips were telling me that he was resisting the urge to laugh. “I didn’t know tha’ you owned normal clothes.”

The urge to hit him was really getting strong now. One more comment like that and I’d change my mind about him keeping his job.

After passing a couple of my family’s jet black cars, Ollie stopped and pulled his keys back out of his pocket. I looked up to see a tiny, electric blue Vauxhall Astra car parked awkwardly on the small stones that covered the front grounds of my house. It was hard not to notice the dirt stains at the bottom of the car, especially on the battered wheels. It wasn’t the latest version of the car either. It was the old version. The very old version. What worried me the most was the countless amount of dents on the car’s side. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea...

Turning the key in the lock on the driver’s side, Ollie signalled for me to get into the passenger’s seat with his other hand. The fact that he had to actually physically unlock the car showed how old it really was. I dragged my feet along the crunching stones and hesitantly opened the car door closest to me. I stepped into it, immediately regretting to ever agreeing with this.

Ollie clearly wasn’t a big fan of keeping things tidy. On the floor where I rested my feet, there must have been at least fourteen packets of opened chewing gum and mint packets. There were random bits of paper, a sandwich box with the contents of a half eaten sandwich, and what looked like a decapitated Action Man. 

“I know you’re used to champagne, caviar and crap like tha’ in cars,” Ollie said as he started the car. “But this one has cup holders, so it’s all good. Oh, and sorry it’s a bit... messy. I ain’t had time to clean it properly. You like sandwiches though, right?”

I tried to kick a piece of paper off my foot as the small car revved. I jumped at the loud grinding noise that seemed to come from the exhaust.

Ollie must have noticed the terrified expression I could feel was on my face because when he started reversing, he looked at me and grinned.

“Don’t worry.” He shrugged. “It only took me nine goes to pass my drivin’ test.” 

CHAPTER TWELVE
As I stepped out of the car, I inhaled deeply as I was deeply
 thankful to be alive. On one hand, I was extremely glad to have survived Ollie’s enthusiastic driving. On the other hand, the realisation of what I was doing suddenly hit me. Admittedly, the place we were in right now wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. It certainly wasn’t Hackney. 

Ollie whistled as he locked the car before jogging around it so that he was standing by me. I was going to have to stay close to him, otherwise, who knew what could have happened to me. After what happened in Hackney, I didn’t feel safe anywhere besides my own home.

“Hey, ‘ave you texted your folks to let ‘em know you’re out of the house?” Ollie asked me, leaning against the car.

    I responded by saying a quiet yes as I observed my surroundings. I’d texted my mother saying that I’d gone over to a friend’s house. She didn’t question me; she was just glad that I was actually out of the house.

Ollie annoyingly ruffled my hair before motioning for me to follow him as he set off along the pavement. Glancing at the car one last time, I noticed that he hadn’t made the best effort of parking it neatly. Without saying a word, I scampered behind him like some lost puppy. 

The area that surrounded us was strange. Most of the houses were terraced and the streets themselves weren’t the cleanest in the world, but it didn't bother me somehow. I couldn’t help but notice that whenever we passed someone, they seemed to smile at me. Either that, or they nodded, said a brief hello, and some even did all of those things. People seemed to be a lot friendlier here compared to where I lived.

If you walked past someone in my neighbourhood, they would say or do nothing. They’d just pass you by as though you were nothing but an illusion. It had only taken us twenty minutes to arrive at where we were, so there was hardly much distance between my neighbourhood and this one, yet both places were so different.  Then again, taking Ollie’s driving into account, it would have normally taken forty minutes to get there.

I followed Ollie as he passed a countless amount of shops, houses, pubs, hair salons, newsagents. It was all so... average. The kind of place you’d see every day on the television. It was a nice average. It became clear that this place wasn’t Hackney, but it wasn’t my neighbourhood either. It was a place wedged in-between. A place that I surprisingly liked an awful lot.

After strolling for fifteen minutes or so, Ollie came to a stop at a row of small, one storey buildings. He jogged lightly down a flight of stairs that led to the buildings.

“Crap!” Ollie suddenly spun around to face me. “I left my cash in the car.”

I rolled my eyes at him. “Just use some of mine. I’m hardly short of it, am I?”

I clamped my mouth shut as the words ran out of my mouth.  Did Ollie know about my family being more or less bankrupt? It had never occurred to me to ask him. The only staff member who I was aware of that knew about our money issues was Ella.

“Good point.” Ollie grinned. “Hey, you do come in handy sometimes.”

I gave him a sour look and reached into the pocket of my jeans. Bringing out a twenty pound note and a few tens, I then placed it in his hand.

“Frickin’ hell, Tori. How much do you think some chips cost?” Ollie laughed as he opened the door of the Fish and Chip shop before us.

He didn’t do the gentleman-like thing and allow me to go in first. He didn’t even hold the door open for me either, and it almost slammed back in my face. Ollie was completely oblivious though.

The strong smell of grease and fried potatoes filled the air around me and wafted into my nostrils. I could hear a gentle frazzling sound coming from the room at the back of the shop, and to be honest, I found it all weirdly pleasant. Darting my eyes around the advertisement-filled walls, I sat myself down on a wooden bench that was placed beside the entrance of the shop.

While I sat on the bench, Ollie wandered over to the glass counter. There were stacks of battered fish, battered sausages, and anything else that you could possibly batter on display inside the transparent counter.

“Hey Josie.” Ollie smirked as he caught the attention of the young, fresh faced woman behind the counter. “Lookin’ good today.” He winked at her.

Even though Josie looked at least five years older than him, Ollie still managed to make her giggle like a school girl as he leaned across the counter. His lips were shaped into a one sided grin. 

“Let me guess?” Josie’s pale eyes locked onto Ollie. “Sausage and chips?”

“You know me too well,” Ollie replied, winking once again. “Can I ‘ave a...” Ollie paused briefly as he ran his hand through his messy hair. “Battered cod and another portion of chips too, please Jose?”

Josie nodded with an overenthusiastic grin on her face. She spun around and called out something into the kitchen behind her before immediately turning back to Ollie.

“So, who’s that then?” Josie nodded at me and her smile faded for a moment. I could tell that her voice was being forced to sound casual. “You moved on from that Maddie girl quickly, didn’t you?”

“Huh?” Ollie paused briefly. “Oh! No. Nah, she’s tha’ girl I work for. I were on abou’ her the other day.”
“I remember.” The broad smile returned to Josie’s clear face. “Oh, cool, so you’re still single then?”

Could she make it any more obvious?
“Yeah, I guess so.” Ollie leaned forward and tucked a strand of hair behind Josie’s ear. She didn’t even try to protest. 

It didn’t take a psychologist to notice how eager Josie was as she spoke to him. She often giggled, covering her mouth with her hand. She was obviously worrying that it would make her unattractive. She was literally like putty in his hands. Not that he was exactly protesting either.
Ten or so minutes later, Ollie took a white plastic bag from Josie over the counter. He smiled and thanked her, which gained him another airheaded giggle. I stood up as he waved to Josie before opening the glass door.

“Thanks again for the drinks, Jose,” he called.

Ollie handed me more or less all of the money I’d given him once we’d left the shop. He sighed and began whistling as we continued walking along the row of shops. I simply rolled my eyes at him.
“Hey, where are we going?” I asked.

“I thought we’d go to the beach or somethin’. Girls like beaches, right?” Ollie answered, struggling a bit with all of the items in his hands. “Well, I dunno if you count as a girl, but still.”

I swore I was going to hit him. Just ignore it. I breathed in deeply. Pretty chuffed with myself that I hadn’t screamed at him, I followed Ollie as he strolled along the pavement. There was a hint of disappointment in his eyes after realising that I wasn’t responding to his offensive comment.

As we turned a corner, I noticed the smell the warm food in the bag Ollie was holding, which made my stomach grumble loudly. I never knew something so cheap could be so tempting.

I was surprised to see that when we turned the corner, we’d reached the border of town. As we neared the beach, the concrete floor was replaced by a sea of pale pebbles. The wind softly blew my hair onto my face as the pebbles turned into a million grains of sand. The sun wasn’t blaring at all, and the air was rather crisp. In fact, it was far from it, but it didn’t seem to bother me.

I took my shoes off as Ollie and I ambled down towards the deserted beach. The sand was cool underneath my feet and the air around me had a nippy chill in it. We finally stopped walking when Ollie sat down beside a rock that was raised out of the ground. Making sure there was no kind of dog faeces underneath me, I also sat down.

He began unpacking the bag and brought out a polystyrene box along with some rolled up paper that I assumed was holding the chips.

“How come you’ve only spent three pounds?” I asked him, crossing my legs.

“I got a discount. It’s simple” He shrugged. “Flirt as much as you can with the bird behind the counter and it’s guaranteed to knock a few pounds off your bill.” Ollie reached into the bag again and pulled out three large cans of cider. “If you’re really good, you can get some free booze too.”

He flicked open the one can and pressed it to his lips. I was surprised there was anything left in it when he brought it back down because he was gulping it vigorously for a good minute.
“Right, so you don’t actually fancy her. Really?” I said in disbelief.

Ollie started laughing as he drew the can from his lips. “Nah. She’s a cool girl... but nah. She’s a good ten years older than me too. I think she’s, like, thirty or somethin’ actually.” He took a sip from the can in his hand. “Besides, been there, done tha’. Well, for one drunken night anyway.” 
He took one more sip and within a minute of him opening the can, he’d finished the drink. After putting the now empty can of cider down beside him, Ollie grabbed one of the other cans and placed it in front of me.

“Um, no thanks.” I looked at him stupidly. “It’s actually illegal for me and besides, it’s probably disgusting...”

I was seventeen, clearly not old enough to allow any kind of alcohol to run down my throat. I hadn’t tried any before besides a bit of champagne, and I wasn’t planning on doing so anytime soon.

“You’ve never had booze before?” Ollie asked with his eyes wide. 

I nodded as I pushed his hand away from me, which gave him no option but to put the can back down. 

“That’s just plain weird. I started drinkin’ when I were, like, eleven.” he started laughing again as he handed me the plastic bag with the remaining food. “Ah well, more for me ‘en.”

Ollie let out a long sigh as he leaned back against the rock and picked up a can of cider. He slowly shut his eyes. This time, when he brought the can back down from his mouth, it was empty.

“I swear to God, if you get drunk, I am going to kill you,” I muttered, bringing my food out of my bag and opening it up. 
I shuddered as I remembered the night he’d come to my house with his senses jumbled thanks to alcohol. I was about to open my mouth to remind him of that day, but I soon shut it again. Now just didn’t feel like the best time to bring it up.
“Hey, do you have a fork or something?” I asked, picking at my chips.
Ollie opened his eyes and began chuckling to himself. “Be a rebel, Tori. Use your manicured fingers for once.”

“For your information,” I said, picking up a chip. “It’s my nails that are manicured.”
I shoved the chip into my mouth. Ollie started laughing as I threw another one in. They didn't make me want to heave at all. In fact, I instantly wanted to eat more.

As he opened another can of cider, Ollie once again lowered his eyelids. I’d never seen him so relaxed. When I’d visited his flat, which was an experience I wished I would forget, he was far from chilled out. As for whenever he was over my house, he was constantly talking or jumping about like a child in Disneyland.

Thinking about it though, he hadn’t been so excitable recently, certainly not like the day I met him. Suddenly, a thought struck into my mind.

“Hey, Ollie?” I turned to him as he drank his cider. “You know the day Richard first came to the house?” Ollie blatantly muttered something under his breath as I spoke Richard’s name. 

“Yeah, wha’ abou’ it? Did I know he was a dick then? You bet.” He chuckled, opening his eyes and concentrating on me.

I shrugged off his obnoxious comment and continued speaking. “How come you passed out?”

I watched him as I waited for the answer. This was something that had been on my mind for a very, very long time. I crossed my fingers and hoped he'd actually tell me.

“Side effect,” he said simply.

Right... Was that supposed to make sense or something? Ollie must have seen a confused expression on my face because he began laughing quietly as he looked at me.

“I’d just been put on some new pills for my ADHD, and I obviously didn’t react too well to ‘em. Plus, I hadn’t had time to eat that day, so tha’ probably effected it too. I must be as sensitive as a pregnant woman on her period.” 

I knew it! I damn well knew it! The delight of having my theory confirmed clouded the fact that Ollie thought pregnant women had periods. There was no way that boy didn’t have some kind of attention disorder. Why hadn’t he told me that before? Why wasn’t he willing to tell me before? 
Once again, Ollie started laughing at the bizarre expression that must have been on my face. His laugh had become surprisingly less annoying than it used to be.
“Why were you so touchy about telling me about it earlier? Not even Ella would tell me. I thought you were dying of some kind of disease or something.”

It didn’t shock me when Ollie burst out laughing. Again. He sat up straight and began explaining something about my parents not finding out. He was worried that he’d get sacked if they knew he had some kind of learning disability.

“It ain’t exactly hard to figure out, Tori. I act like a deranged six year old half of the time.” He had a point there. “Gimme coffee and... well, I’ll ‘ave to show you one day.”

Ollie and I got chatting then, which was something that I’d never really done with him. I’d discussed how I wanted my toast cooked before, how strong I wanted my tea, I often swooned over things Richard had done for me, and I discussed how the ends of my hair was splitting. I’d never talked about... well, him before.

I knew he’d hate me if he were to ever find out, but almost everything he said made me feel sorry for him. I found it strange how everything negative about his mother he said, he somehow tried to justify it with something else as though she was some kind of God. By the sound of it, she was a drunk who hardly ever looked after her own children. Hardly God worthy.

The longer we chatted, the smoother my words were and the easier it was to say them. I almost told him about Richard making me change my clothes that Saturday night, about my slowly growing hatred of my father, and even about my family’s money struggles. Almost. 
“Hey, you never explained the whole Kenzie situation to me.” I instantly shut my mouth as I realised I was bringing up the incident on the balcony.
“Uh, he rammed a knife through my gut, remember?” There wasn’t an ounce of seriousness in Ollie’s voice.
“No,” I replied awkwardly. “I mean, I never found out why he thought you’d... you know... with his sister.”

He threw a couple of chips into his mouth as I spoke. Once I finished what I’d said, he started laughing for what felt like the millionth time by now. The sound of the calm waves rolling across the sound was silenced by his voice.

“I never said I hadn’t done nothin’ with her. I just said I’d rather screw him than his sister, which is true.” He bit into another chip. “You’d be surprised at wha’ I do when I’m hammered.” I was about to respond when Ollie spoke again. “It’s gonna get dark soon,” he said, peering up into the violet sky. “We should probably set off.”

Nodding my head, I stood up as Ollie began trekking over the sand and back towards the town. Thankfully, he’d been somewhat sensible and hadn’t drunk the other two cans of cider quite as quickly as the first. In fact, there was still half a can left.  

The autumn air wrapped itself tightly around my body as we entered the town. By the time we’d reached the Fish and Chip shop, the sky was rapidly darkening. I had Ollie’s jacket draped over my shoulders because I’d foolishly left mine in my house.

It didn’t take long for us to reach Ollie’s little car that seriously did need to be parked better. I was relieved as I entered it as it was a tad bit warmer than the cool breeze outside. Ollie started the car and it jerked forward a yard or two, making my heart skip a beat in panic. I soon remembered why being in Ollie’s car wasn’t the best experience of my life.

The car had been driving rather violently along the road for a good ten minutes when Ollie turned to me. I raised my voice a little as I told him to keep his eye on the road; he was hardly the safest driver I knew.

“Tori? Uh, is it all right if I pop back to my place before I drop you off?” 
Was he serious? After all that had happened there, did he honestly expect me to be willing to just happily nip back for a while? 

I did nothing but gawk at him as though he was a complete idiot. 

“Look, I know it’s hardly temptin’ for you, but I really gotta check on the kids. Jeff said he could only look after ‘em until eight and it’s five past now. I didn’t realise how late it was.”

“Have you completely lost your mind?” I spoke harshly. “Have you forgotten what happened there three weeks ago?”

“Of course I ain’t, but you should count yourself lucky.” I could hear him spitting his words now. “I’m the one tha’ has to live there, remember?”

Ollie’s words struck me hard in the chest like a blunt nail. He did live there. While I lived in a three storey house full of perfectly furnished rooms and polished floors, he lived there.

I couldn’t believe it myself, but I agreed to it and a short while later, we were parked beside the block of flats that I dearly hated.

“I won’t be long. I just need to find someone to keep an eye on the kids.” Ollie had a soft tone in his voice which I’d never heard before. “I’ll lock the doors and everythin’, don’t worry.”

“No! I don’t want to stay on my own,” I almost yelled. “Can I... can I just come with you?”
Ollie looked at me carefully and rubbed his neck.  As much as I hated the thought of being on that balcony again, the fear of being on my own was much greater.

He reluctantly agreed and we both stepped out of the car. Ollie made sure it was locked before we headed towards the tall building. I didn’t care how weird it might have looked, but the second my foot touched the floor of the building, I grabbed Ollie’s hand, and probably cut off its circulation due to having such a tight grasp on it. I pressed my lips together as we trudged up the echoing stairway.

What the hell are you doing? I screamed inside of my head. This is stupid! This is really stupid! The second we entered the balcony area, I snapped my eyes shut to force any memories out of my mind. I practically attached myself to Ollie as he led me forward. I must have looked like a complete nutter, but I didn’t care one bit. I was willing to try anything just to feel safe.

“You alright?” I heard Ollie’s voice whisper in my ear.

I nodded my head, still with my eyes tightly shut. He rubbed my hand as I heard him push his set of keys into a lock. Thank God. We were here.

My entire body let out a wave of relief as I lifted my eyelids. I’d made it. I’d passed the main entrance, the stairs, and the balcony. I may have been terrified, but I’d done it. All of the sleepless nights of worrying in my bed, continuously running over what had happened in my mind, and now I’d finally made it back here to where it all began. And I was fine.

Ollie pushed the flat door open as he removed his keys from the lock. He allowed me in first and asked me again if I was okay. I waited in the tiny hallway as he opened the door that led to what I assumed was the living room.

What happened then made me freeze in the spot. The both of us entered the living room to reveal a small coffee table, a chunk of a television, some rather bland ornaments, and one long sofa. Lying on that sofa was a woman who appeared to be so fragile that merely touching her would break every bone in her body.

There were two boys with messy hair that looked no older than five sharing the one end of the sofa where the woman hadn’t outstretched her legs. The boys’ eyes were glued to the television set.

“Shit,” Ollie muttered, quickly turning to me. “Uh, wait here a second.”

He scratched his head and suddenly began pacing back and forth. My eyes followed his hand as he shot it into his pocket to take out his phone. He hastily began pressing the digits, and cursed every time he made a mistake.

It was as though Ollie had completely forgotten I was there. His mind had switched off me entirely. All that he could concentrate on was the piece of technology in his hands. Not moving my body an inch, my eyes turned to the sleeping woman.

“Ollie! Mummy’s back from holidays! Look! Look!” one of the little boys announced as he bounced up and down. He grinned and pointed his finger at the young woman on the sofa, but Ollie wasn't even listening. “Look!” 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
My eyes darted back and forth between Ollie and the little boy who I assumed was his brother. Unlike the child who was glued to the television, that boy was calling Ollie and tugging frantically at the bottom of his shirt.

“Hang on, Finn!” Ollie hastily, but carefully, pushed the boy off him.

Finn’s lips pouted and he immediately stomped back towards the sofa. He crossed his arms as he sat down. Finn must have been glaring at Ollie for ages because when he finally placed his phone back into his pocket, Finn was still giving him daggers with his muddy eyes.
The second Ollie did remove his face from the screen of his phone, I remained silent. I was standing in the middle of the room as though I really shouldn’t have been there. I shouldn’t have been there. I began chewing at every nail on my hand until my fingers were practically bare.

Ollie turned to me for the first time in a while.

“Uh, I’m really sorry abou’ this, Tori,” he said, although his eyes were on his mother.    “I’ll drive you home now, just, uh, hang on a minute.”

I nodded my head mechanically with what remained of my fingernails still in my mouth. I glanced at the woman on the sofa, then back at Ollie.
“Finn, Ryan.” Ollie sat on the coffee table and faced the sofa. “C’mon, kiddos, it’s time for bed.”

Without giving the boys a chance to protest, Ollie picked up Ryan and reached his hand out for Finn to grab it. Finn wasn’t having any of it though.

Ollie gritted his teeth. Ryan was still in his arms as he told Finn to follow him upstairs. While all of this was going on, I did nothing but fidget with my hands. I couldn’t stop myself from glancing at the young woman who was lying limply on the fabric sofa.

“Fine,” Ollie muttered. “I’ll be back down now.”

Leaving Finn pouting on the sofa, Ollie ran up the stairs with Ryan. As he disappeared upstairs, a thousand butterflies erupted in my stomach.

What should I have done?  What if Ollie’s mum woke up before he came back down? Maybe I could have just walked out and left a note explaining that I’d gone or something. No, I was being immature. Besides, Ollie wouldn’t be long. How long could it take to get a child into a bed?

Almost ten minutes had passed, and I began realising how long it could take to do exactly that. I was so silent within those ten minutes that I was beginning to wonder if I was even breathing. It almost didn't feel as though I was here, but merely watching everything unfold in front of me. I certainly didn’t feel right here. I should have just left, even if it meant taking the bus home.

“Who are you?” A voice made me jump.

I turned to the door at the back of the room to see a brown-haired boy holding a carton of milk. He was narrowing his grey eyes at me as though he’d been observing me for a while.
“She’s Ollie’s friend,” Finn replied before I could say a word.

His sudden burst of happiness made me feel oddly more comfortable. He hadn’t said a single word since Ollie had gone upstairs.

“Wha’? He’s back?” The boy asked, placing the carton of milk onto the floor quickly.

Finn nodded. “He don’t even care that mummy’s back from holidays though, Charlie! Can I have some of your milk?”

I was going to have to start writing these names down. Charlie concentrated on me and tilted his head to the side. Did I really look that weird here? Everyone who saw me seemed to stare at me for a frustratingly long time.

After taking his eyes off me at last, Charlie turned to his mother. They soon returned to his younger brother who was now on his feet.

“You can have some milk now, mate. Has Ollie gone upstairs?” Charlie asked. Once again, Finn nodded. “Uh, okay. Don’t wake Mummy up. I’ll be ba--”

His voice was drowned out by thundering noise. All three of us spun around to face the stairs and saw Ollie running down them. Each pounding step reverberated until he reached the bottom.

I noticed Charlie shoot him a sharp glare. What I noticed even more was his eyes then jolting in my direction. Rude or what?
“I’m hungry!” Finn’s voice made all of us jump. “Can I ask Mummy to get me a sandwich? And some milk?”

“No, don’t wake her up, Finn. Charlie will get some for you now, okay?” Ollie replied as his phone vibrated in his pocket.
Without an ounce of hesitation, Finn skipped towards the door Charlie was standing by and opened it. Charlie gave Ollie one last glance before following Finn into the room behind him.

I noticed that both my feet were facing the front door as I lowered my head and sighed. After giving me a brief apologetic look, Ollie bent down beside the sofa his mother was lying on and faced me for a moment.

“I really am sorry abou’ this,” he mumbled, rubbing his neck. “If I’d ‘ave know abou’ this, I woul--”

“Ollie, it’s fine,” I reassured him, trying to hide any ounce of anxiety in my voice.

He gave me a weak smile before turning back to his mother. I shuffled towards a small chair that was beside the television as Ollie gently shook his mother’s shoulder.

I’d have sworn that I was in the middle of a game of Russian Roulette. I was patiently waiting for something to happen, anything. The faint taste of the fish and chips I'd previously eaten was on the tip of my tongue, but now it was so much sicklier than it was before.

Ollie was shaking his mother more violently now. Like a teenager on a school morning, Ollie’s mother began stirring and mumbling a few random words. I’d moved on from my bitten fingernails and was now chewing on the sleeve of my shirt.

A minute had passed until Ollie’s mother was completely conscious and sitting up on the sofa. She had a somewhat lost look in her eyes. I was wondering if she actually knew where she was.

“Hello, darling!” she suddenly beamed. “How are you? I haven’t.” Hiccup. “Haven't seen you in ages!”
A grin spread across her face before she squeezed her arms around Ollie. To my surprise, she didn’t have a cockney accent. If her words weren’t slurred, her accent would have matched mine.

“Have you done something with your hair?” Hiccup. “Have you?” She began kissing every part of Ollie she could possibly reach. “You're a handsome boy, you are.”
Immediately releasing himself from her grasp, Ollie jumped up with his entire face twisted. Pacing back and forth a slight bit, he began rubbing his arm.

“Where the hell ‘ave you been?” I could hear that he was angry now. “I’m okay with you leavin’, but not for over a month and not without tellin’ me. Somethin’ could ‘ave happened to you and I would ‘ave had no idea! You’re frickin’ lucky that Ella and Jeff’s around to look after the kid’s when I’m in work,” he muttered. “I just... somethin’ could ‘ave happened to you...”

I was beginning to wonder who the parent was by now. While Ollie continued rambling, it was obvious that his mother wasn’t even listening. Instead, she was twirling her hair with her fingers while giggling and hiccupping every so often. Her eyes wandered aimlessly around the room. 

I knew very well how much Ollie cared about his mother, but the reason why was becoming vaguer every second. His mother had extremely irritated me.
 There was a thick line of smeared mascara under her eyes as well as patchy, red lipstick over her thin lips. Her cheeks were a blushed red. I doubted she'd used a make-up wipe in a while. 

It was clear that she had problems, maybe even mental problems by the looks of it, but that was excuse for leaving her six children, excluding Ollie, in a house to fend for themselves. Ollie’s mum was pretty darn lucky that she had him to look after the children, that was for sure. It was unbelievable. She’d disappeared for who knew how long and she hadn’t even come back with a valid excuse.

Once Ollie had finished rambling, his mother stared at him with her lips pouted. She stood up in a far from graceless manner and leaned on Ollie for support.

“Okay, okay.” She hugged him for the second time. “I’m sorry.” Hiccup. “Darling, I’m sorry. Okay? I’m sorry.”

Out of nowhere, Ollie’s mum began sniffing and before I knew it, there were tears running down her red cheeks and onto Ollie’s chest. She kept on apologising as her sobbing continued. And I thought Ollie was bad when he was drunk.
I’d never seen anyone behave like that before. The way she slurred her words and suddenly broke down scared me. I didn’t even want to think about how Ollie felt. Smeared make-up and clothes aside, by looking at her, you’d have never thought she was the kind of person to have gotten herself into a state like this. 
Her pale lips were parted into a deep frown and there was the odd freckle dotted over her thin nose. The long blonde hair and kind looking eyes just didn’t match up to a woman you’d have expected to see tripping over street corners with a bottle of vodka in her hands. The young woman’s clothes were a slight exception though.

On her legs, she wore a pair of jeans with huge tears in them. Whether those tears were supposed to be there, I didn't know. I doubted it. There was merely a rather pointless black strand of clothing on her torso. As my eyes lowered to her feet, I noticed that they were bare. Her heels were covered in harsh cuts and dark purple bruises. I quickly turned away.

Although her make-up was messy and her clothes were hardly even there, she was obviously a beautiful woman. In fact, her petite features made her look like nothing but an innocent child. As I observed her clothes, it was almost as if she was trying her best to hide everything natural about her. She was a very fresh faced woman and shared the same soft features as her eldest son. Their deep green eyes were an exact match.

I never imagined Ollie’s mum would look like that. I’d had an idea wedged into my mind that she would be rather old, which she certainly wasn’t, and look a lot... uglier, I suppose, than she did. The way she dressed was what I expected though. Plus, my predictions on her personality were matching up well, so far.

“I’ll help you to your room.” Ollie sighed, unravelling himself from the grasp of his tearful mother. “I’ll be back now,” he said, turning to me.

Grabbing Ollie again, his mum began humming to herself as he basically dragged her towards the stairs. As she was being led up the stairs, she often tripped over a step which was soon followed by a giggly oops. 

Moments later, Ollie and his mother were gone. I was on the edge of my seat as they went upstairs. I was half expecting Ollie’s mum to fall down the stairs. I glanced at the front door. The temptation to just get up and leave was radically increasing. 

Silence. That was something I was slowly growing to hate. Right now, I wished more than anything that I hadn’t been so naive and agreed to come on this stupid day out with Ollie. To begin with, I was clearly in the way and I just felt wrong being here right now. I wasn’t thick. I knew that the situation around me was something sensitive and definitely family related. Nothing to do with me. If only I could have ran out of the door and kept on running until I got home.

The kitchen door handle made me jump out of my seat as it turned. The door opened to reveal Finn and Charlie standing in the doorway. There was almost an entire bread roll splattered around Finn’s mouth. 

“Has Ollie taken my mum upstairs?” Charlie asked as he picked Finn up. I simply nodded. “Oh, good. Are you stayin’ ‘ere tonight or somethin’?”

“No,” I replied a bit too hastily. “Uh, no. I think Ollie’s going to take me home once he’s...” I tried to think of what to say. “Sorted things out.”

“Alright, cool,” Charlie said, heading towards the stairs. “See you around, I guess.”    

He began walking up the stairs with Finn still in his arms before turning back to me. “Victoria, ain’t it?” I replied with a quiet yes and Charlie smiled. “Your eyebrows ain’t tha’ wonky. I guess Ollie exaggerated.”
Ollie was lucky I was on good terms with him at the moment, that was for sure. What else had he told his siblings about me? The thought was genuinely frightening.

That gut wrenching silence soon returned, but thankfully, it was short lived. Soon enough, Ollie was back downstairs. The both of us stared at each other then, due to us both being completely unknowing of what to say or do.

“Is everything all right now?” I eventually managed to whisper.

Ollie dropped himself onto the sofa. He exhaled heavily as he leaned back and responded by giving me a silent nod, which was something I’d seen a lot of this evening. 

“Don’t get pissed off... but is it okay if you wait a few more minutes before you go home?” Ollie sighed, pulling his legs up onto the sofa. “I don’t really wanna leave the kids and my mum ‘ere on their own. I texted Ella and she said she’d be ‘soon, and that were a while ago now. She’ll probably be willin’ to take you home.

Even the thought of seeing Ella made my heart leap in hope. I felt like I needed to be brought back to some kind of normality.

Ollie then did something I’d never seen him do before. He rubbed his temple with his index finger and squinted his eyes shut. I’d never seen Ollie cry before, but I was beginning to think that I would soon. When I thought he was about to break, he suddenly relaxed his eyelids and breathed in and out heavily, eventually reopening his eyes.

“Bloomin’ hell, where’s Ella? I could ‘ave walked to your house and bought a donkey by now.” Ollie tried to joke, but it wasn’t hard to notice him trying to hide any trace of emotion he had.
I smiled anyway, just to make things feel a little less awkward. It didn’t help much at all, but it appeared to convince Ollie that I hadn’t noticed the strain in his voice. He leaned against the arm of the sofa and slid his back down it until he was lying down.
I was relieved when soon enough, his eyelids began to flicker. Moments later, they were completely shut. It wasn’t long until his breathing became heavy. All that I needed now was for Ella to knock on the door, take me home, and then I could pretend that only the first half of today had happened. 
Watching Ollie sleep appeared to have an odd effect on me. It seemed to make him look so innocent, almost helpless. I was tempted to try and find a blanket to give him, or a pillow considering the sofa didn’t have any. I thought back to when we were in the car on the way here and remembered Ollie reminding me that he had to live in this block of flats. A sudden thought hit me. When Ollie got stabbed, his mother wasn’t around. I mean, if it wasn’t for Ella, there would have been no one there for him. He seemed to look after so many people--heck, he took care of me half of the time--but who was there to look after him?

My thoughts were soon interrupted when I heard a soft knock on the door. Standing up, I soon began to trudge out of the room and into the porch area.

Part of me was wondering if I should have woken Ollie up to answer it, but it was the only time he’d looked relaxed since we’d been in his flat. I didn’t want to be the one to wake him up and remind him of what was going on.

As I opened the door, every part of me that could have possibly smiled, smiled. Ella followed me into the living room as I explained every single thing that had happened. Once I’d finished, she more or less told me how insensible I’d been, which was fair enough.

I heard my voice croak sometimes while I was explaining what had happened, especially when I mentioned Ollie’s mum. My mind kept running over what I'd seen, and I was beginning to become unsure of whether to believe my memory or not. Maybe I was being naive about it. Of course there were other people who got drunk like that and maybe she wasn’t as bad as I'd perceived her, but after having such a relaxing day, every single thing that was happening right now felt extreme.

Why did everything good have to come to a gut wrenching end? I stood up out of my seat, which hopefully showed Ella that I really wanted to leave now. 

“How long has he been asleep?” Ella asked as she nodded at Ollie.

“Not that long. I wouldn’t say any more than ten minutes, I don’t think.”

Ella stood up and walked over to him so quietly, it was almost as though she was gliding. She stopped when she reached the sofa. I watched her as she sighed and softly ran her hand through his blonde hair. She left her palm on his forehead for a brief moment. 
Ella kept her eyes on Ollie as she took a set of keys out of her pocket. “Come on then.” She turned around to face me. “I better get you home. If your parents ask, you’ve been to my house, okay?”
Happily agreeing to her terms, I hastily followed her towards the front door. A part of me was insecure about leaving Ollie alone with his family, which I knew was pointless because that was what he did every day anyway.

I was about to step out of the flat when I paused briefly before asking Ella to hang on for a minute. I turned around and jogged back into the living room before grabbing a piece of paper that was on the coffee table. Someone had scribbled over it with coloured pencils or crayons. I picked one of them up and began scrawling my writing across it.
Don’t worry about work tomorrow, just make sure you sort things out here first. Even though it didn’t end as well as it could have, the beginning of the day was weirdly fun. You were right about the fish and chips.
I paused for a brief moment.
Tori x x
I folded the paper up messily and placed it under a tea stained placemat. All I could do then was stand in the middle of the room and stare.
I didn’t have a clue how eight people lived here. The cleanliness of it didn’t appear to be up to scratch either. There were crayons scattered over the floor, empty packets of crisps on the table, and there was an old t-shirt of Ollie’s that appeared to have been graced by sick lying underneath a radiator by the television. The flat itself was tiny and not big enough for a load of children, that was for sure. 

Then there was my house. 

Ten bedrooms, six bathrooms, and two living rooms. All for three people. I laughed bitterly at the thought. 

In Ella’s car on the way home, I almost fell asleep. If it wasn’t for the millions of thoughts parading around in my head, I would have been out like a light. 

When Ollie had told me that he had to look after his brothers and sisters, I struggled to believe him. I assumed that his mum must have helped out at least a small bit. After tonight, I realised that it wasn’t just his siblings that Ollie had to look after. His mum needed even more looking after than his siblings. I looked on the bright-side. For the first time today, at least I was driving in a car that wasn’t travelling at eighty miles an hour. 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Tap, tap, tap. The noise echoed in my ears. I sighed as my father’s fingernails tapped the kitchen table in the same repetitive rhythm. I shot him a glare, but he obviously didn’t notice. Instead, he looked at me and smiled. 
“When’s Richard picking you up, darling?”

Picking up a grape out of the fruit bowl, I shrugged. “He said at around eleven, so.” I glanced at the clock. “In about ten minutes, I guess.”

My father responded by nodding approvingly. He soon began tapping the table again. In all honesty, I wish he’d go away. Whenever Richard was coming to the house, he’d always stalk me like some kind of pestering fly until Richard arrived to whisk me away. 

My father had been called out on a sudden business meeting or something for the past two days. He’d returned home and was the happiest I’d seen him in a while. He was doing that more often actually, come to think of it. If I ever asked him what the meeting was about, he’d snap at me and tell me it was adult stuff. Not that I really cared anyway.
I wasn’t complaining though. If a load of business meetings in fancy hotels, which he couldn’t afford, made him happy, then I didn’t mind. Besides, maybe he was simply getting the business back on track? It would explain why he was always beaming after the trips.

It wasn’t long until the doorbell chimed and echoed all over the house. My father jumped up and practically sprinted towards the front door. Honestly, Richard was my boyfriend--well, fiancé--yet I’d have sworn my father fancied him a lot more than I did.

“Richard!” I beamed as he walked into the kitchen.

“Hey,” he replied, winking.

My father, who’d followed Richard back into the kitchen, had his classic overenthusiastic grin on his face. 
“Make sure you bring her back at ten. No later, no earlier.” God, he was embarrassing.
It was a Saturday like usual and Richard was taking me out. The only difference was that this time, we weren’t making our way to some expensive restaurant or shopping for a wardrobe full of clothes. We were going to his house. As bizarre as it was, that was somewhere I’d never been before. I’d been everywhere with Richard except for his own house.

Richard held the car’s door open for me and placed his hand out, then signalled for me to step in. There were butterflies fluttering in my stomach as I thanked him and got into the vehicle. Even now, a shock of adrenaline pumped through my body whenever I spoke, listened to, or even saw Richard. It must have meant love. Why else would every feeling possible erupt inside of me when we were together? It was perfect.

I inhaled the fresh air as Richard and I strolled along a country pathway. We could have taken the car all the way to Richard’s house, but him being the romantic he was, he couldn’t help but tempt me to wander along the forest way. I certainly didn’t regret doing so. His fingers were entwined with mine as I rested my head on his shoulder.

“This place is gorgeous, Richard,” I said, looking up at him. “You’re so lucky to live around here. It’s beautiful, it really is.”

“That must be why you’re so at home here,” he winked at me. “You’re right, I’m very lucky.”
Normally, a line like that would have made me physically gag, but coming from Richard’s mouth, it only made my heart soar. 
Avoiding the odd branch that was in my way, I stared in awe at my surroundings. The bare trees didn’t seem naked at all, but tall and strong. So magnificent, they didn’t even need leaves to make them beautiful. The ground below me was soft and could be easily mistaken for cocoa powder that had been sprinkled all over the forest floor.

As the sunlight in between the trees crept closer and became wider, a huge stone building grabbed my attention. And I thought my house was big.

“What do you think?” Richard turned to me with my hand still in his.

“Wow...” I stammered. “Forget the forest; your house is stunning.”

I said house, but in all honesty, I meant mansion. The three storey house stretched to the tips of the trees surrounding it, and the buildings light walls were made up of different shaped stones. Every single window in the house was cleaned to perfection, and there wasn’t a blade of grass out of place. 

“Finding the key is going to be the hard part,” Richard said, walking up the stairs that led to the large front door. 
He pulled out pile of keys, all attached to one keyring. It didn’t take him long to find the right key though because it was definitely one of the biggest ones there. After pushing it into the lock, he turned the key and soon enough, the wooden doors opened. What my eyes saw next overwhelmed me.
Every single room was cleaned so precisely, the house didn’t even look lived in. At the same time though, it looked ever so homely. There were exotic decorations dotted all over the house that filled every nook and cranny possible. Even though there was a plasma television in basically every room, the old fashioned style of the house remained strong and clear.

Richard led me into the main living room which caused my amazement to grow even more. The plasma television in this room was easily the biggest one I’d seen. Ever. It was a smooth black colour that matched the midnight black sofas perfectly.

“So.” Richard reached under the television as I sat down on the sofa. “Which one do you want to watch first?” 
I looked at him to see a selection of DVD’s in his hands. There were titles like High School Musical, Titanic, Twilight, Notting Hill, and any other girly film titles imaginable written over the DVD covers.

I knew for a fact that Richard wasn’t much of a chick-flick fan, so him doing this was incredible, especially since he’d picked up my favourite films ever.

“You decide.” I giggled, taking my jacket off.

“Titanic it is then!” he laughed, opening the DVD case. He popped the disc into the DVD player. “This is the most depressing one, so I better get it over with.”

“Don’t worry, I made Ollie watch The Little Mermaid with me a while ago.” I laughed. “It could be worse.”

Richard muttered something under his breath. It was a curse word, I think. He picked up the DVD remote from the shelf under the television. I raised my eyebrows at him. What was his problem?
After dimming the lights, going into the kitchen and returning with a bucket of ice cream and two big spoons, Richard played the movie. I lay on the sofa with him and delved my spoon into the mint chocolate chip ice cream, which was my favourite flavour, every few minutes.
With the sound of Leonardo Di Caprio’s hushed voice in the background, Richard and I began chatting. The talking increased towards the end of the film, most likely to prevent me from looking like an emotional wreck and crying right in front of Richard. We talked about everything, literally. From music to food, every discussion possible escaped our lips. 

We were halfway through High School Musical when Richard did something that made me feel entirely whole inside. He went into the kitchen to get some more ice cream, but returned with a small, square box. I caught sight of a delicate charm that was dangling off it, which read Tiffany & Co. I had no clue what the box contained exactly, but I knew that it wasn’t ice cream.

“Everything’s been a bit hectic, and I know the wedding thing’s happened quickly,” he said, standing in front of me. “I realised something.” There was a glimmer in his eye. “I never actually proposed to you, Victoria. So...”

A goofy grin appeared on my face as Richard bent down. He was soon leaning on one knee with his coffee coloured eyes gazing into my not so superior eyes. Richard opened the blue box in his hand. On top of a spongy padding was an elegant shimmer of silver.
It wasn’t what I had expected, but it didn’t bother me in the slightest.

“I know it’s not a ring... I was hoping it would be made by today, but just my luck, it wasn’t. I’m so sorry.” I could notice a hint of worry in his eyes. Part of me felt guilty for him being paranoid about what I’d think. “Well, anyway.” He paused briefly. “Victoria Kingston... Will you marry me?”

If it wasn’t for the terribly corny High School Musical music blaring in the background, I would have probably started pouring tears. 

Fighting back those tears, I nodded because that was all I could manage. Richard pulled the silver necklace out of the sky blue box and let it fall gently into his hand. He then wrapped it around my neck. The heart shaped charm on the end to fell loosely onto my chest. The next thing I knew, I’d dove my head into Richard’s chest with my arms around his neck. By now, I was allowing the tears to fall.

I’d cried a lot lately, come to think of it, but I hadn’t cried in happiness since forever. Maybe it was a spur of the moment thing, but right then, my life felt flawless. An entire day inside with my fiancé watching girly films, eating all of the delights I could imagine. What more could I want?
After Richard’s romantic performance, I couldn’t concentrate on any of the films, only his face and the words that came out of his mouth. I fingered my necklace carefully. 

“I wish I could stay here forever,” I murmured, resting my head in Richard’s chest. “If it wasn’t for my clingy father, I would.”

“He’s not that bad,” Richard chuckled, kissing my hair. “He’s a hell of a lot better to be around than some of the people in your house. That maid you have? The one with the nose piercing? Talk about lazy. Oh, and that mentally retarded assistant you have! Seriously? Does he actually have a brain in his pretty little head?”

Ollie. I’d forgotten about him completely. There was a pang in my stomach. 

He hadn’t been in work since the day his mother returned. A week or so had passed since then and he’d sent me numerous text messages to apologise for not turning up. I saw how stressed he was that day, so I wasn’t going to argue with him.

I knew Richard wasn’t Ollie’s biggest fan, but I’d had blooming enough of him endlessly putting him down. He didn’t know Ollie. He couldn’t care less about him either. My original judgment of Ollie was similar to Richard’s, but now that I’d gotten to know him, things seem to have turned. You could almost say that I enjoyed his company. To a certain limit, of course.
The more I thought about Ollie, the angrier I got at Richard. Thinking those things was fine, but bitching about my staff to me was just plain rude. He was fine with Ollie the day he passed out. In fact, Richard was the first to help him. Once Ollie’s back was turned though, the claws came out. When it came down to it, Richard was simply childish about the whole thing.
“Why are you always so obnoxious about Ollie?” I asked, sitting up.

Richard laughed, but I noticed bitterness in his voice. “Gosh, Victoria, don’t get angry about it. The boy’s as thick as the trees outside my house, and he can’t even sit still for five minutes.”

I sat up entirely straight now with my emotions boiling up inside of me. Why did Richard have to ruin everything now? Today had been great, and he was going to spoil it with some immature, bitchy comments?

Thinking back, maybe I did overreact. I knew that Richard didn’t like Ollie and anyway, why was I so determined to stick up for him? He was hardly ever in work and he often made cocky little comments about me whenever I was around him. I suppose the other things he did must have made up for it. Saving me from getting raped. Those kind of things.

Richard must have noticed a frustrated look on my face because suddenly, his own face twisted, just like it had that night he’d asked me to change my clothes. 
“I can’t believe you, Victoria! Having some kiddie little crush on some penniless idiot with a retarded learning rate is hardly something to be proud of, is it? I’d be embarrassed if I were you.” 

“Just because I don’t slate him at every chance I get, it doesn’t mean I have a crush on him, Richard! Do you have any idea what he’s done for me? I did get attacked, remember? Where were you then? You weren’t the one who almost got yourself killed for me!” My voice cracked.
I squinted my eyes shut and prayed that I wouldn’t allow any form of liquid to drain from them. Did I really come across as liking Ollie in that way? Why did every single thing have to go wrong for me? Today had gone exquisitely and then it all came crashing down.

It felt like that rainy Saturday night again with Richard shouting at me like this. This time though, I didn’t do what he told me. How dare he accuse me of stupid things? How dare he tell me how to think and feel?
Staring into Richard’s eyes, I realised something. A few months ago, I wouldn’t have dreamed of disagreeing with Richard. I mean, Richard was so perfect, so him being wrong about something just didn’t process with me. This was something I was sure of though. Ollie was something I was sure of, someone I knew better than Richard ever could. I felt a tear form in my eye. Just when I thought he was perfect. More like corrupted perfection.
“You... You don’t even know him,” I managed to mutter.

“What? And you do? You know every single thing about him, do you? Why don’t you just sod off and marry him instead of me then? You could be one dysfunctional family.” Richard rubbed his forehead. “Honestly, you need to grow up and get over him...”

Ollie was right. Perfect didn’t exist. 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
The following day, I woke up surprisingly earlier than normal. I suppose I had a lot on my mind. There was nothing I hated more than arguing with Richard, especially so close to the wedding day. Lifting myself out of my bed, I groaned. Why had I reacted so foolishly to what he’d said? I still hadn’t changed my mind that Richard was to blame for the argument as well as me, but I did manage to blow everything out of proportion. Classic me.
Trying to forget about yesterday, I tied my cotton dressing gown around my waist and headed downstairs. When I glanced at the clock as I entered the kitchen, I groaned even louder. It wasn’t even nine o’ clock yet. 

“Wow, Victoria...” Ella said, walking into the room. “It’s not the afternoon yet. Why are you awake?”

I managed a rather pathetic chuckle as she stood by the sink and turned on the tap. The sound of the sudden rushing water made me jump slightly. It certainly was too early in the morning for me.

Humming quietly to herself, Ella turned off the tap and began drying her hands with a limp tea towel on the side of the sink.

“Is everything okay?” She turned to me. “You seem unusually quiet.”

“No, it’s
 fine,” I mumbled in response. “I think I’m just tired, that’s all.”

Ella scanned me from my head to my toes, which caused me to put on the fakest smile ever. She placed the tea towel back down and sighed. 
“If there is anything, just let me know, okay?”

I nodded slowly. Ella’s face showed that she wasn’t too convinced as she left the room.

I’d been hiding a lot more from Ella lately. I used to tell her everything, but now everything had changed, and I had no idea why. Maybe I was simply growing up. I’d realised that I had to solve my own problems, possibly. I dropped my head into my palms. Oh, how I hated the complexity of the human mind.
I was so lost in my own world, I didn’t notice the knock on the kitchen door at first. Once I realised that it was the door being knocked, and not some banging in my conscience, I mumbled a yeah.

“Why, hello there, Victoria, dear. You seem full of love and happiness today.” Ollie mimicked my accent as he bounced into the room. 

I lifted my head up and rolled my eyes at him. He comes back to work after another long break, and that’s the first thing he says to me? It was almost unreal how accepting I was of that fact. At least one of us seemed to be in a good mood.
“Good morning to you too,” I muttered, leaning back in the chair. “I thought you couldn’t make it to work today? Plus, you do realise you’re almost an hour early anyway, don’t you?”
“I do my job well good, and you criticise me for it. Well, there’s no pleasin’ some people.” He winked at me as he grabbed an apple from the fruit bowl. “What’s hubby done this time ‘en?” Ollie caught me off guard.

“Huh?” I furrowed my eyebrows. “How do you know Richard’s done anything?”

Ollie tapped the side of his nose before, once again, winking. He really did annoy me sometimes. He bit into the apple and made a rather unnerving crunching sound.

“It’s just that...” I bit my lip. “Okay, well I went over to his house yesterday, right? Everything was going amazingly and then, all of a sudden, we have some stupid argument. The stupidest thing is that I haven’t spoken to him since then, either.”

“Ah, I see. Women’s problems. They never cease to entertain me.” Ollie bit into the apple again. “Wha’ were you fightin’ over exactly?”

Him. I was hardly going to say that, was I? Instead, I told him that it was nothing important. He didn’t seem too bothered to pressure me and find out. That was something I liked about Ollie. He left people to deal with their own business.

Ironically, five or so minutes later, my phone blasted with a ringtone I most certainly recognised. I stared at the screen. Richard.

“Hello...” I said so quietly, I was surprised that I could even hear myself.

“Victoria?” Richard’s husky voice replied. I squeaked a yes. “Look, I’m so sorry about yesterday. I know I shouldn’t have gotten so worked up about something impossibly silly.”

A great amount of relief shot through my body. Maybe he wasn’t as angry at me as I thought. I glanced at Ollie to see him rolling his eyes with his mouth stuffed with green apple.

“I think I should make it up you.” I could hear Richard smiling in his voice. “Your engagement ring’s finally been finished, so I thought you’d like to come with me to get it. Oh, and considering you haven’t got a dress yet, there’s this gorgeous bridal shop in the centre that I know you’ll love.”

My heart leaped for a moment. By the soft tone in Richard’s voice, it was easy to tell that he wasn’t, in fact, angry with me anymore. 
The thought of finding a wedding dress was both exhilarating and gut wrenching. I adored bridal gowns; they were beautiful, and the thought of owning one of my own was wonderful. It would confirm the wedding though, and make everything official. It would in my eyes anyway. Whether that was a good thing or not, I hadn’t quite decided yet.

“Sounds good,” I finally said.

“It’s a date then. I’ll meet you in the centre at.
” There was a brief pause. “Eleven?”

“Yeah, that’s fine,” I replied. “Bye!”

Richard said his goodbye before I hung up. I was almost squealing as I put my phone back down onto the kitchen table. The remains of an apple were left in front of Ollie.
“Wow, you two made up fast.” Ollie rested his chin on his hand.

“You ate that apple fast, but you don’t see me commenting.” I shrugged.

“Touché...” Ollie nodded. “Even though, technically, you have commented now,” he pointed out. 
He lifted his head up and reached into his pocket to bring out a small mint. He threw it into his mouth, but I doubted that it tasted nice with the mix of apple.
I jumped up out of my seat as excitement took control. Part of me was still frustrated at Richard, but at least he was trying to make it up to me. It was better than being ignored, I suppose, especially considering he was my husband-to-be.

#
I rubbed my arm as I checked my watch every few seconds. I despised the feeling I got after fighting with Richard; it was as though my legs could tremble at any moment. No way would I have been as nervous if the reason behind the argument wasn’t with me to meet Richard.
“Didn’t he say he’d be ‘ere at eleven?” Ollie sighed. “He ain’t half late... You must ‘ave had a full on shoutin’ fest with him yesterday.”
I looked down at my watch again for the fifth time that minute. Ollie was right. Richard was twenty minutes late by now.

“He’s just running late, that’s all. Pigeons are ugly things, aren’t they?” I said, trying avoiding the subject of Richard and our argument.

Ollie turned his attention to at least thirty or so pigeons scampering across the floor in front of us. There must have been thousands of pigeons in London, and these were only a minor portion of them. The thought was rather daunting.
“Hey, they ain’t ugly. Just.
” Ollie paused. “They’re just physically challenged. You’re so judgmental, Tori. I feel sorry for them pigeons. You should feel ashamed.” He nodded at the birds. “Now go apologise to ‘em.”
I let out a giggle. I may have been more nervous than a rabbit in a field foxes right now, but Ollie managed to tone that down a bit with his... interesting sense of humour.

He pulled his phone out of his pocket and began his usual whistling. I hadn’t asked him about his mum yet. From what I could tell, everything must have been fine because he seemed pretty happy. Mind you, it was Ollie. He could be on the verge of death, but he wouldn’t show it.

“Victoria?” A voice caused me to turn my head. Richard.

I let out a long breath when I saw him standing in front of me. His hair was perfectly done and there was a relaxed grin on his smooth face.
After standing up, I practically attached myself around him after realising how much I truly did like him. I removed myself from Richard’s grasp, then turned to Ollie, and soon enough, so did Richard.

“So, where do you want to go first, Victoria?” He turned back to me.

“Well...” I thought for a moment. “It’s up to you. I don’t know.”

“As long as where we go don’t involve feet, I’m cool. I can’t be dealin’ with ‘em. I think I ‘ave a phobia or somethin’.” 
And Ollie wondered why Richard thought he was weird.

Richard turned back to Ollie and raised his dark eyebrows. Ollie wasn’t looking back at him though; he still had his phone in front of his face.

“How does getting your ring first sound?” Richard grinned. He turned back to Ollie. “Don’t worry, the ring’s not in a podiatrist’s clinic.”
I could tell by Ollie’s blank expression that he had no idea whatsoever what a podiatrist
 was, but he nodded and chuckled in response anyway. It was rather sweet really.
I didn’t pay much attention to that though because something had surprised me. Richard was never one for listening to what Ollie said because in his mind, the only thing that came out of Ollie’s mouth was rubbish. Responding to him in a friendly way was just plain odd. It was a good thing though, I guess.

After wandering in and out of different crowds of people, we finally reached a small shop beside a WHSmith’s. Normally, I would have ignored that shop. It was barely visible, and it didn’t look at all significant. With my hand in Richard’s, he pulled me inside the little shop.

The second my feet touched the soft carpeted floor, my eyes widened. In front of me were countless amounts of glistening jewellery. The walls were covered in light gold wallpaper and the counter at the end of the room was noticeably hand carved. The swirls and shapes that covered its sides were anything but dull.

Richard continued to lead me further in the shop while Ollie trudged behind, along with my three shopping bags. Although we’d planned on coming here first, I couldn’t help but get tempted as I passed M Butterfly. After passing Topshop and Hollister, there was no hope of me arriving at the jewellery shop having bought nothing.

“Ah, Mr. Brooks.” The small man behind the counter turned around. “I’m ever so sorry we’re late with your request. We knew that it had to be perfect for you.” The elderly man turned to me and smiled. 
Richard and the old man continued speaking as I sat down on one of the huge, cushioned seats beside the counter. I picked up a fashion magazine from the round table in front of me.

“Can you actually go into a shop without buyin’ nothin’?” Ollie sat down on the other chair after dropping the shopping bags onto the floor with relief.

“Nope. Besides, it’s good for you. It gets the muscles in your arms strong.” I began flicking through the pages of the magazine. “Oh, and technically, by saying without buying nothing, you’re saying that I never buy anything from shops.”

“Huh?”
“Don’t worry.” I laughed, leaning back in the impossibly comfy seat.

If I were to correct everything Ollie said, I wouldn’t have any breath left to actually live, no offense to him. I was strangely growing to like Ollie’s accent and his way of phrasing. Once I was used to it, it was easy enough to understand everything he said.
With my mind pondering, I could see that Richard was still at the counter. The old man had gone around the back of the shop now. I noticed Richard looking up at the clock every so often, just like I had been an hour or so ago. That was one way we were alike: everything had to be on time.

I’d become amazed by his behaviour today. He was acting extremely unlike himself when it came to Ollie. Like usual, he came out with a few random jokes and comments, but for the first time ever, Richard wasn’t rolling his eyes at them or ignoring them. If I didn’t know any better, I’d have thought that Richard and Ollie were actually friends. 

“Hey, Tori?” Ollie turned to me. “Is it all right if I go into WHSmith’s after this? I’ve gotta buy some school stuff for some of the kids ‘cause at the moment, they’re livin’ on scrap paper for their books. I promised Ryan that I’d buy him one of them mechanical pencil things as well.”
“Sure, of course you can,” I replied, shutting my eyes. “Hasn’t your mum bought them books? She gets child benefits, doesn’t she?”
I opened my eyes to see Ollie scratching his head. I sat up and waited for a response of some shape or form.

“Well, she would ‘ave,” he eventually said. “But she’s gone away again for a few weeks or so.”

Was he kidding? Had his mother seriously run off again? After disappearing for a month, then coming back, had she actually left her family again?

I didn’t bother hiding my almost offended expression that I knew was on my face. I blooming well wanted Ollie to know how shocked I was.

“Whoa, keep your wig on! It ain’t like last time.” He laughed with a hint of uneasiness. “She ain’t just buggered off. She’s gone to get some help, I guess you’d call it.” I stared at him, still unsure. “Rehab.”

Thank God for that... For a moment then, I believed that his mother had done another runner. I swore I might have literally sued her for abandonment if that was the case. In reality, I knew it was a good thing that she was getting some help, but there was a part of me that wasn’t sure about how I felt about the whole rehab thing.

I knew it wasn’t really my business, but after meeting Ollie’s family, I couldn’t help but worry about them. Thinking about it, because his mum was now in rehab, Ollie would be left on his own with his siblings again. I knew how stressed that made him. He seemed happy enough right now though. Plus, at least his mum was making an effort to sort herself out. It was more of a good thing than a bad thing, I suppose.
I was unsure of what to say then, so rather pathetically, I nodded and then turned back to my magazine. Thankfully, a minute or so later, Richard had walked over to me.

“Sorry for the wait, Victoria.” He held up a small, round box. “I’ve finally got it though.” 

As Richard opened up the box, my breath shot out of me. Just when I thought my necklace was gorgeous. Glistening on red padding was a fragile, golden ring with a stunning clear rock on top. There was a great amount of shapes carved into the rock so flawlessly, it seemed impossibly real. It was exactly like the beautiful carvings on the wooden counter.

My mouth was hanging open, but I didn’t care. I was speechless. Anything I would have said at that moment would have been mush.

“It’s...” I stammered. “Wow...”

Chuckling, Richard closed the box that contained true perfection. He took hold of my hand and lifted me up onto my feet. He pulled me into him and as our bodies touched, the warmth between us was glorious. It wasn’t long until my lips were dancing against his in a flurry of fireworks. The odd smile managed to creep up onto my lips as we kissed.

As we walked out of the shop, I was like a love-drunk teenager. It could be argued that I technically was a love-drunk teenager, but could I really be blamed? I felt incredibly stupid for worrying so much about today and my argument with Richard.

 “Now all that we need is a dress to match that ring,” Richard whispered, holding onto my hand. “I’ve booked you an appointment for three o’clock, so they’re expecting you. I believe the bridal shop is.” He turned around and pointed. “This way.”
While giggling, I began skipping in the direction Richard was pointing. The thought of a stunning wedding dress right now was more than tempting.

“Hey, lover girl?” Ollie’s voice brought me back to reality. “I need to go into WHSmith’s, remember?”

“Can’t you wait? We’re late enough as it is,” I replied, turning back around. “If we have time, we’ll go there after we’ve been to the bridal shop.”

“But I need to--”

“Ollie, we don’t have the time. Can you just listen to me for once?” I snapped at him.
Glaring at me, Ollie muttered something, which was probably a curse word, under his breath and stomped towards us. Gosh, he was so immature at times.
As I turned back to Richard, he put his arms around my waist. My head was resting on his shoulder as we continued strolling. Looking up at him, I apologised for getting so worked up yesterday. Rather annoyingly, he didn’t apologise back. He’d apologised on the phone, but I was honestly hoping that he’d bring it up face to face. It didn’t bother me all that much though. He made up for it after buying me that indescribable engagement ring.

Every shop we passed, I glanced into the window in hope of seeing beautiful bridal gowns before me. I felt like a child at Christmas waiting for Santa to arrive with a bundle of presents. 

“Here we are,” Richard said, eventually stopping.

I looked beside us to see another small shop; it wasn’t much bigger than the jewellery shop. In the window were three dresses. They were all astonishing, of course. I squirmed inwardly as an attempt to look a lot more chilled out than I felt.
“Hang on, I can’t go in with you,” Richard suddenly said. “I can’t see the dress you buy because that has to wait until the big day.”

I paused for a moment to think. Richard was right. He couldn’t see the dress because that was going against tradition, and I couldn’t be dealing with bad karma on my wedding day.

“Hmmm... How about you two go in, and I’ll have a look around some of the other shops? Here, take my credit card.”

He reached into his pocket and brought out his dark, leather wallet. He pulled out a blue card, and then he handed it to me. I bit my lip as I looked at it.

“No, I’ll pay for it,” I said, handing it back to him. “You’ve already bought me that ring.”

“Exactly. You need a dress to match,” he argued, placing the card back into my hand.

Still feeling an ounce of guilt, I took it from him and put it into my pocket this time. I thanked Richard a million times before he headed off back down the way we came. 

I didn’t turn away until he was completely out of sight. Out of the hundreds of people in the centre, I only saw Richard. It was as though the men, women, children, babies, even the pigeons around me weren’t there. Only Richard and me.

    “For God’s sake,” I heard Ollie mutter. I shot my eyes at him by the door of the shop. “I can’t be bothered for all this arsin’ about. C’mon”
Shaking my head at him, I entered the shop. It wasn’t hard to notice Ollie rolling his eyes as I gawked at the grand dresses before me. What was his problem all of a sudden? 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
The transparent curtains draped over the crystal windows, which enhanced the shapes and patterns of the dresses that surrounded me. The walls of the shop were a soft white with a hint of silver layered into the wallpaper. There were what seemed to be particles of crystal stuck onto the walls that reflected off the lights of the shop to make the entire inside of the building glisten. I gaped at the dresses in the window display and allowed my eyes to scan them long enough for me to notice every detail on them.

The shop assistant was busy with another customer, so she didn’t begin hassling me until I’d been in the shop for ten minutes or so. It gave me plenty of time to ogle at the marvellous gowns. 

“Hello there, Miss Kingston, is it?” the shop assistant said after waving goodbye to the woman she’d previously been talking to. I nodded. “My name’s Tamara,” the woman continued. “What can I do for you?”

“Well, I’m looking for a wedding dress?
” Why else would I be in a bridal shop? 

“Any specific details, materials, styles?” she asked. “What about size? Would you it like long or knee length? Diamantes?”

I stared at the woman blankly. I didn’t even know what colour I wanted, let alone whether I wanted diamantes on the dress. I responded by shrugging which probably made me look like a bit of a fool. Tamara smiled back.

Blabbering on about something or other, she turned around and began practically skipping around the dresses. She fondled each one as she continued speaking. Her red hair danced around her face along with her mouth that was opening and closing in a worryingly fast motion.

While Tamara was describing every single detail on every dress, it was impossible for me to keep my attention on what she was saying. Smiling and nodding, I sat myself down on the small sofa in front of one of the displays. Ollie, who was already sitting there, glanced at me and mumbled something under his breath.

He was really beginning to annoy me now. What in the world had I done for him to be in such a foul mood? I was looking for my wedding dress, so I hardly wanted him to make me feel blue.

“What is wrong with you?” Keeping my eyes on Tamara, I tried to make sure that she still thought I was listening to what she was saying.

Ollie didn’t answer me. I nudged him in the arm, but still got no response. Honestly, I preferred him when he didn’t shut up.

“Ollie?” There was a slight hiss to my voice. “Stop acting like some little child.”

“I’m the one actin’ like a kid?” he muttered. “That’s rich comin’ from the chick tha’ thinks some guy who belongs in a funny farm is God. Oh, and don’t worry about my brothers and sisters, I’m sure they’ll be happy enough to write on napkins for school.”

“Miss?” A voice stopped me from responding to Ollie’s rude comment.

I looked in front of me to see Tamara holding up an extremely sickly coloured dress with about ten layers of frills on it.

“Is this the kind of colour you’d like?” she continued.

I shook my head in a rather disgusted fashion. Couldn’t she simply let me have a look around? That would of course? been a heck of a lot easier, and quicker too. I stood up, shooting Ollie a sudden glare.

“Um, I might just have a look around myself, actually. Is that okay?” I said, turning to Tamara.

There was an ounce of disappointment on her small face. “Oh... Yes, of course.”

As I ran my hands down the expensive gowns, there was an annoying niggling feeling in my mind. The dresses managed to keep most of my attention, but I couldn’t help but glance at Ollie every couple of minutes. Every time I did look at him, he was staring out of the window.

“That one’s gorgeous!” Tamara’s high voice made me jump.

She took hold of the dress I hadn’t even looked at in my hands, and then pulled the gown out from the racks. Looking up at what she was holding, I was surprised. The dress was stunning.

    It was a floor length gown, one that was so white, it almost looked as though it were shining. The small diamantes running down the side of the dress might have helped that fact. There was detailed embroidery on the corset of the dress that was so precise, I questioned how on earth anyone could have done it with a sewing machine. It was a rather low strapless dress, but it didn’t have an ounce of promiscuousness to it.

Completely forgetting about everything around me, I ran my finger along the silky fabric. I immediately imagined myself in it with my hair in soft curls that fell down my bare shoulders, and silver, but subtle eye make-up to match the diamantes on the dress. It would be beautiful. I sighed at the thought as a smile crept onto my lips.

My fantasy was cut short by Tamara’s ever so frustrating voice. “Do you like it? I do! It’s gorgeous. You should totally try it on; it would suit your gorgeous shape easily. Do you want to try it on?”

I wished she’d shut up. As agitating as her voice was though, she was right. The dress was exactly what I wanted. I couldn’t at all fault it.

“Yeah,” I looked at Tamara and smiled. “Yeah, I’ll try it on.”

Tamara was clearly pleased with my decision because she squealed and scampered towards the back of the shop. The dress flowed across the floor as she held it over her shoulder.

“He ain’t gonna like tha’.” I spun around to see Ollie now lying on the sofa. “Not flashy enough.”

“Who?” I asked, crossing my arms.

“Richard.”

Ignoring him, I turned back around and waited for Tamara to return. After standing in the middle of the shop for a good few minutes, I realised that she wasn’t coming back anytime soon.

I eventually gave up and dragged my feet towards the sofa. I shoved Ollie’s legs out of the way and slumped myself onto it. 

“I don’t treat Richard like a God,” I mumbled. “He doesn’t belong in a mental institute either. It was extremely rude for you to say so.”

Ollie chuckled beside me. I looked at him and he simply shrugged. He was obviously not convinced by what I’d just said.

“You’re the one having an immature mood swing, not Richard.” I sighed. “Look, if you want to go to WHSmith’s, we will after this.”

“It ain’t even tha’,” Ollie replied. “It’s like when you’re with him, you’re high or somethin’. Not in a good way though. You’re kind of like a dog.” He lifted his legs onto the wooden table in front of us. “If you get praised and given a new toy, or a ring in your case, you’re a happy dog tha’ looks up to your owner like they...” He paused. “Well, own you.”

It was lovely being compared to a dog. 
I honestly didn’t know what to say to him. I’d come into this shop in hope of finding the perfect wedding dress, and that this would be an absolutely wonderful moment of the run up to the big day. It was all being ruined by a teenager with an attention difficulty disorder.

“Besides, you’re the one ‘aving a mood swing, not me,” Ollie said. “You’ve been fine with me up until now. The second I wanna do somethin’ that Mr. Perfect don’t wanna do, you full on snap at me outside some fancy jewellery shop.”

I shot a glare in his direction. “I didn’t snap at you! And stop making Richard look like the bad guy here, Ollie.” 

My voice faded out as the sentence left my mouth. I had snapped at Ollie. I didn’t mean to sound so aggressive, but I suppose I must have. Did Richard genuinely make me behave like that?

Ollie was being unreasonable though. I mean, he spoiled one of mine and Richard’s crucial moments. He’d just bought me my engagement ring; I couldn’t help but get caught up in the moment. I rubbed my arm. Ollie wasn’t being unreasonable because he was only wanting to do something I told him he could do. 

As my mind wandered back to Richard, I only became more agitated. In all honesty, the only reason I’d gotten Ollie to come shopping with me was to show Richard that I didn’t care what he thought. That was hardly a sign of a good relationship, was it? It was just that he’d angered me so much the night before with what he said about Ollie, I couldn’t help but show him that I didn’t give a damn.

    Everything was getting more and more complicated. It wasn’t fair. Why couldn’t I marry Richard and live happily ever after? Was that too much to ask? I tried thinking of my wedding dress again. Well, anything to distract me really.
“Excuse me, Miss?” I turned my head to see Tamara standing beside the counter. “The dress is in the changing room. Would you like to try it on?”

I nodded as I thanked Tamara. While avoiding Ollie’s eyes, I stood up and almost tip-toed towards the back of the shop to where the changing room was.

Once I was in there, I pulled off my jeans, boots, t-shirt, scarf, and leather jacket. I desperately wanted to try the gown on. The whole wedding dress fitting managed to take my mind off a lot of things, including getting so bitchy with Ollie.

I may have found the perfect dress, but there was still something missing. When it came down to it, I was trying on a wedding dress and there were no relatives to be seen, not even my mother. She'd told me before I even met Richard that when I did eventually need to find a dress, she couldn't be there with me. She hated bridal shops was what she said. Couldn't stand them. I shut my eyes for a few seconds to fight back any emotions that were stirring up inside of me.

There was always Ella, but I didn't want to drag her into all of this because I’d done that enough as it was. She’d become so stressed about my wedding over the past six months, and that was mainly because I was the one who made her stressed. I was always complaining, whining, and asking her to make things better. I wished I could go back and change all of that. Why had I been so darn selfish?

It took me a while, but I eventually managed to get the dress on. There wasn’t a mirror in the compact cubicle, so I’d have to wait until I got outside to see what the dress actually looked like on. I took in a deep breath and removed the curtains from the front of the changing room I was standing in.

    If Tamara’s face was anything to go by, I must have looked absolutely stunning. I had a pretty good feeling that expression was on her face every time a woman tried on a dress. She was trying to sell it to me, after all. 

“You look amazing! It fits you so perfectly.” Tamara grinned.

That was one lie; it didn’t fit me perfectly. It was tight around my chest and a little tight around my hips. I wished Tamara would show me a blooming mirror soon.

My prayers were soon answered when she hurried over to the counter and returned with a long, golden mirror. The second my eyes met my reflection in that mirror, I froze. Every single detail on the dress was flawless. It gave me curves that I didn’t even know I had, and except for the minor fitting issues on my chest and hips, it was as though the dress had been sculpted into my shape.

I didn’t know what to say, and all that I could do was grin like a deranged idiot. I could picture myself in this dress on my wedding day so well, it hurt.

“I doubt you want your fiancé to see you in it.” Tamara winked at me and nodded to the front of the shop. “So we’ll have to keep you here for now, I think.”

“Oh, no... God no, he’s not the one I’m marrying.” I laughed.
Before I could say anymore, Tamara took hold of my arm and smiled broadly. “Oh, great! Let’s get another opinion on the dress then.” She turned to me and rolled her eyes with a grin on her face. “I should have known really. Thinking back, Carly, my colleague who took your appointment for him, said he had dark hair.”
She yanked me back towards the front of the shop which gave me no time to protest. This woman was beginning to scare me in the slightest now.

I hardly wanted Ollie to see me in the dress. It felt wrong to know that he’d see me before Richard did. Whether that was me being paranoid, I didn’t know, but I certainly wasn’t keen on the thought. Also, what if I was being completely oblivious, and in reality, the dress looked terrible? I didn’t even want to imagine how embarrassing it would have been if Ollie saw me in it.

There was no time for arguing though. Tamara was determined for me to stand in the middle of the shop, and if she had complete control, she probably would have made me spin around in it fifty times.

“Doesn’t she look beautiful?” Ollie, who hadn’t been paying any attention until now, turned around after hearing Tamara’s excitable voice.

With his eyes on me, Ollie said nothing. A soft grin spread across his face and it shortly spread to his eyes. They soon locked into mine.

There was something about Ollie’s eyes that I found intriguing. They were a beautiful colour, but what I found interesting was not the sight of them, but what was behind those eyes. When I first met him, he had a bucket load of secrets that I was entirely oblivious to, mainly because I didn’t care. Quite shameful of me really. 

While I stared into them and the wedding dress clinched my chest tightly, it dawned on me that there were probably another pile of secrets I didn’t know about. Before my thoughts could process anymore, a voice stole my attention.
“Well?” Tamara asked again.

“You look well good. The dress really suits you,” Ollie nodded before winking. “Shame about the face.”

Tamara laughed a little, but it was hesitant. She must have been unsure about whether Ollie was joking or not. Me knowing Ollie all too well, I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t help but allow myself to smile.

I was standing by the till as Tamara scanned Richard’s credit card. The dress was going to be fitted more accordingly to my body, and hopefully, it would soon be ready for another fitting. I was edging on asking Ella to come with me for that final fitting, but the last thing I wanted to sound was pushy. I could have tried on another hundred dresses if I’d wanted to, but I knew there wouldn’t any point. I’d found my dress and there was no question about that.

“Thank you so much,” I said as I waved goodbye to Tamara. I was secretly relived to soon be out of her presence. 

Ollie opened the shop door for me, and I stepped outside into the soothing winter air. I was extremely glad to be out of the shop, and even more glad to have found my dream wedding dress in one visit to one shop.

“I’m sorry for getting so snappy at you earlier,” I muttered as Ollie and I wandered down the pavement. “I was out of order.”

“It’s alright,” Ollie said. “I was actin’ a bit like a teenage girl on her period, so I guess I’m sorry too.”

Once we’d neared a bench, we eventually sat down. I wanted to speak to Ollie for a short while before phoning Richard and letting him know that I’d picked a dress.

What Ollie had said about Richard not liking the dress had bothered me. What if he was right? As much as I hated to admit it, so far, he‘d been pretty on the mark with Richard. Then there was the worry of me behaving foolishly around my fiancé. I knew that love was supposed to change you, but I’d always thought it was in a good way.

“Do I really act that differently around Richard?” I whispered.

Ollie shrugged. “You used to. It used to be as annoyin’ as hell. You’ve gotten better now though. Plus, you’re a lot less aggressive towards me nowadays. I kinda miss it; it were funny. As for the Richard thing, you might even be on your way to growin’ a brain that ain’t attached at the hip to his.”

There were so many things wrong with that sentence, but I didn’t say anything. Besides, I was busy thinking about the concept behind it. Was Ollie implying that Richard more or less controlled how I thought? If that were the case, then he was wrong.

I’d brought Ollie along to spite Richard slightly, so that was hardly doing or thinking something because that was what Richard wanted. Admittedly, it was a little bit on the childish side. Then again, everything else I’d done today was because of Richard. Even buying the clothes was down to Richard. He was the one who’d encouraged me to buy them when I told him that I didn’t want to waste any more money on clothes.

I mentally kicked myself after realising that I was only getting myself frustrated again. I whizzed my attention back to Ollie.

“Thanks... I think,” I said as I stood back up. “Come on, we’ve still got fifteen minutes left until we have to leave,” I continued after glancing at my phone. “WHSmith’s is this way, right?”
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
I flicked the zip on my jacket as Richard glanced at his watch for the fifth time. He sighed before rolling his eyes.

“Fine, but be quick. I let my driver know that we were early, and I doubt he’ll appreciate coming here early for no reason.”

“Thanks!” I smiled before pecking him on the lips.

Richard remained leaning against the wall as I scurried towards the large WHSmith’s shop in front of me. Ollie quietly thanked Richard as he followed me into the shop.

I could tell by the way Ollie tapped his feet and rubbed his neck every so often that he was trying to get in and out of the shop as quickly as possible. I, on the other hand, was happily patient. Richard wouldn’t have minded if we were a bit late. Technically, we were actually an hour or so early.

We ran up the stairs to the top floor and pushed past a flurry of people on the way. It was surprising how busy the shop was. As a whole, it was a rather dull shop; it sold books and boring junk like that, so it wasn’t somewhere I came often. I hadn’t expected it to be so busy.
“Do you know where the school stuff is?” I asked Ollie after we’d been searching the top floor for a while.

“I thought so. They’ve gone and moved everythin’ around since last time I came ‘ere, for some annoyin’ reason.”

Another few minutes passed until we eventually stopped at the far right side of the shop. Placed on the shelves beside us was a huge display of pencil cases, notepads, crayons, work books, and anything else you could have possibly needed for school.

Ollie paced back and forth as he searched the shelves with his eyes that were constantly darting back and forth between the items. He scratched his head and began mumbling at an only just audible speed while I watched.

“Charlie needs an A4 sized file for Maths. Leigh, Finn, Austin and Ryan need A5 books. They all need pencils though as well... And Leigh needs a new file considerin’ she covered hers in pink biro. I need to speak to her abou’ tha’ actually. Um, Ryan will probably want a blue book along with Austin.” Ollie started counting on his fingers. He spoke louder this time. “Okay, so I need two A4 files, four A5 books, and two of ‘em need to be blue. Oh, and I need five sets of pencils. I might get some crayons for Darcy as well.”
God, it must have been confusing being him. Maybe he wasn’t as dull as I thought he was. It certainly took some intelligence to remember and know all of those names, let alone know the children properly themselves.
Ollie bent down and began picking up some of the pencils from the bottom shelf. It was hard not to notice him picking the cheapest ones there, which wasn’t a very good idea because they were the ones that would break first. I left him to it though as I spotted a pile of blue, A5 books.

After picking them up, I also grabbed a pair set of files. Ollie took a packet of crayons from the bottom shelf and stood back up to see me holding a pile of books and files.

“Since when did you help other people?” He laughed before thanking me. He took the items from my hands.

“I’m very helpful actually, Oliver, dear. Extremely generous too.” I smiled as I walked towards the till.
Ollie kept on laughing as he followed me towards the back of the shop where the tills were. There was a long queue that stretched way past where the end of the queue was actually supposed to be. I glanced at my phone to look at the time.
“Maybe we should just leave it,” Ollie said while biting his lip. “Lover boy ain’t gonna be happy if we’re late.”

“No, don’t worry. We’ve got just under ten minutes. There’s plenty of time.”

We’d been queuing for almost seven minutes when we were at the half way point. Okay, maybe we didn’t quite have plenty of time. Another couple of minutes passed and thankfully, we were at the till. It was a slight bit quicker than expected.

Ollie dumped the school items onto the counter and the blatantly unhappy woman behind the till began scanning them. As she scanned the items, she was continuously mumbling to herself. It took her a minute or so to scan each item. Just my luck.

Ollie rummaged through his jean pockets, and then brought out a handful of change and a five pound note. He began counting the money in a rush.

“That’s eleven pounds twenty five,” the cashier said flatly.

Ollie hesitated for a moment. “Crap.” He started rubbing his neck again. “Um... I’ve only got eight pounds.”
The cashier rolled her eyes. “You haven’t got enough then.”

That was my fault. I hadn’t checked to see the prices on the items I picked up. Thinking back, I might have actually picked up the most expensive ones out of habit. I shuffled through my pockets for any change that I had. Damn, I’d left it all with Richard.

Ollie cursed before scratching his head once again. The cashier didn’t look at all impressed. I suddenly felt something hard in my back pocket.

“Oh, use this!” I handed the woman Richard’s credit card.

She grabbed the card from me and scanned it on the machine as she shook her head at Ollie. He was staring at me by now.

“Tori, wha’ are you doin’? Tha’ ain’t even yours,” he whispered.

“Ollie, it’s eleven pounds... It won’t kill him,” I replied, smiling. “If he asks, I’ll tell him I bought a book or something.”

“Uh, fine... but here.” He handed me the cash in his hand.  

I immediately handed it back to him. He didn’t take no for an answer, did he? If he was worried about giving Richard the money back, I could have done that for him with my own money. It was my fault Ollie had overspent anyway.
Ollie obviously wasn’t pleased as he put the cash back into his pocket. The woman mumbled a thank you, please come again, which immediately made me not want to come again. It was the first time she’d used manners. Ollie picked up the plastic bag before we turned around and made our way back down the stairs.

We were soon out of the hectic shop and it felt extremely pleasant to breathe in the fresh air. I immediately spotted Richard in the distance. He was taping his feet and looking in our direction.

“Sorry we’re a little late,” I said as we reached him. “It’s manic in there.” 

“It’s okay.” There was a hint of annoyance in Richard’s voice as he glanced at Ollie.

The ‘good friends’ thing lasted long then. 

As we entered Richard’s car, I handed him his credit card. I said nothing about paying for Ollie’s stuff, so hopefully, he wouldn’t notice when he got his bill. It was a pretty smooth car journey home because there wasn’t any traffic, and every traffic light we passed seemed to be stuck on green.
Ollie opened the car door for me as I stepped out. I said goodbye to Richard and pecked him on the cheek before wandering towards my house while Ollie followed behind. Minus the odd hiccup here and there, today had gone well. I didn’t have a single argument with Richard, I had a beautiful ring, and I’d picked an even more beautiful dress.

Waving one last time, I searched my pockets for my keys with my spare hand. We’d arrived home earlier than expected, so I wasn’t too sure if there’d be anyone in the house. My mother was out with some friends for the day, so if there was anyone home, it would be my father.

Before putting the key into the lock of my front door, I reached for the handle. To my surprise, it lowered easily and I managed to push the door open with no hassle.

“Thanks for helping me out with my dress.” I turned to Ollie who was leaning against the porch. “You can head home if you want, to be honest.”
“You sure?” It wasn’t hard to spot the happiness in Ollie’s voice. I nodded in return.    

“Cool, thanks. See you tomorrow ‘en, I guess.” He was about to turn around when he stopped for a moment. “Thanks for lendin’ me the cash for these.” He held up the WHSmith’s bag in his hand. “Even if it weren’t technically yours... but hey, it’s the thought that counts. I owe you one.”
I said goodbye in return as Ollie strolled along my driveway, and I watched him until he was out of sight. 

As weird as it sounded, it felt good to let Ollie go home early, and it felt even better to have bought him those things for his siblings, even if it was with Richard’s card. I was definitely going to have to do nice things more often.
I closed the front door behind me as I stepped into my house and wiped my feet on the mat in the hallway. Soon enough, I was running up the stairs and into my room.

“Dad!” I called as I took my shoes off.

There was no reply. Maybe he was out? I took off my jacket and dumped it onto my freshly made bed. I soon did the same with my shopping bags.
“Dad!” I tried again.

I was about to give up when I heard a quiet, but sudden sound downstairs. Oh, maybe my father was here? Either that or my mother had come home early.

I began unpacking my bags and took a careful look at the clothes inside them. It was strange. Clothes used to be something that could promise me instant happiness, but looking at these clothes now, they made me feel nothing. They were nice, but that was all. Nice.
Without bothering to look at the rest, I left my last two bags unopened. I picked up my television remote, but before turning anything on, another noise interrupted me. I swore I could hear voices. I put the remote back down and left my room.

As I neared the ground floor, all was silent in the house again. Was I going mental or something? I knew I’d heard voices, but I was beginning to wonder if they’d been in my head. I called for my father again. It didn’t shock me when I heard nothing but silence.
I wasn’t entirely sure why, but I made as little noise as I could while heading towards my living room. My heartbeat revved up for no apparent reason and there was a slight pain in my chest. I shook the feelings out of me, and then reached for the door handle.
The second I stepped foot into my living room, the feelings returned, along with confusion. Sitting on my leather sofa was a young woman with fire-red hair. Her waist was practically invisible, and in her hands was a slender glass filled with red wine. One of my mother’s favourite wine glasses.
“Uh, hello,” she said as she stood up. She placed the wine glass on the coffee table. “It’s, uh, Victoria, isn’t it?”

With a plastic looking smile on her face, she revealed a row of white teeth within a pair of bright red lips. 

The woman brought out her hand as she walked towards me. I assumed she was signalling for me to shake it. I didn’t though. I stared at it with disgust.

“Where’s my dad?” 
“He’s... he’s in the kitchen, I think,” she replied. “My name’s Cassandra, by the way.”

I didn’t care what her name was because I just wanted to know who the hell she was. I observed the dress that was fitted way too tightly around her chest. Not that there was much material on it anyway.

I was about to ask who she was and why she was in my house when the living room door opened behind me. Now standing in the doorway was my father with his dyed blonde hair scraped back to hide the bald spot he denied existed. 

“Victoria...” he stammered. He took hold of my arm. “What are... are you doing here? You said you wouldn’t be back until, uh, until six at the least.”

He’d also told me that he had a lot of work to do today and was spending the afternoon using his computer. His computer had a makeover, that was for sure. 

“Well, I came home early, didn’t I?” I didn’t even try to hide the bitter sarcasm in my voice. “Why are you so bothered about it? I’d think you’d have something to hide.”
“No, no, don’t be silly!” A grin suddenly appeared on my father’s face. “This is, uh, Cassie from work. She’s come over with some documents I need.”

Was a tutorial on how to dress like a slut part of those documents? Cassandra turned to me and mimicked the idiotic smile on my father’s cleanly shaved face. 

How thick did he think I was? I knew when my father dressed up. The immaculately clean image, the polished shoes, the combed back hair. When dressed like that, one thing my father wasn’t doing was working at home. I clenched my fists. He hadn’t dressed like that for my mother in ages.
I hated him. I despised my father. I hated every single thing about him, from his designer shoes to his shaven face. I couldn’t take it anymore.
“Right, okay. And just out of interest, how often does she help you with ‘work’? Is it a daily thing, or just when you can squeeze her in? Or does she help you out when the rest of us are out? It’s just that I’ve never seen her before, strangely.”

My father clearly got the message. Apologising to Cassandra, which made me want to gag, he pulled me out of the room and into the hallway.

He popped his head around me to check that the door had shut properly. I felt so... I wanted to scream at him until he was deafened, and punch and kicking him as I did so. I wanted to hurt him so badly. I wanted him to feel the way I felt right now.

“Victoria, this isn’t what it looks like, okay?” my father soothed as he gently held my shoulder. “You believe me, don’t you, baby?”

“For God’s sake, Dad, I’m not stupid!” I felt a sharp pain in my throat. I stared into his musky brown eyes and paused. “Do you know what? I don’t even care. I’m just so glad that I’m not like you, and never will be. Oh, and you need to stop dying your hair. It’s grey now, not blonde anymore, so bloody live with it. You look like an idiot.”
I tried to pull away from my father’s grasp, but he wouldn’t let me move an inch. 

He glanced behind him again before locking eyes with me once more. I couldn’t believe he had the nerve to do this and act as though everything was perfectly fine.
“You must have a thing for younger women because you do realise she’s about half your age, right? Besides, she’s only interested in your money.” I paused. “The money you don’t actually have. In fact.” I shoved my father’s arm off me and headed back towards the living room door. “I might just let her know about our current financial state. It could be interesting.”
“Don’t!” My father suddenly grabbed my arm again.

I glared into my father’s eyes while feeling as though I could start crying. Crying wouldn’t help though. Nothing could possibly make me feel any better now.
I couldn’t look at him anymore. Turning away from my father, I forced myself out of his grasp and ran up the stairs as though my life depended on it. I was about to reach the top step when my father’s voice stopped me.

“You’re... you’re not going to tell your mother about this, are you, darling?”

And there was me expecting an apology. Without even considering an answer, I continued running and did so until I was back in my room. I slammed my bedroom door, nearly breaking it off its hinges in the process, before I collapsed onto my bed.
Every single part of my body was shaking as I tried so hard not to break down. It wasn’t fair. Why wasn’t anything fair anymore? I couldn’t hold my tears in any longer. My eyes flooded with salty water that soon began racing down my cheeks. Every problem I had was because of him. If it wasn’t for my father, I wouldn’t have to marry at seventeen. I wouldn’t have to feel so nervous trying to impress him, or living up to the standard he expected from me.

Still sobbing, I could hear my father and his ‘business associate’ downstairs speaking with panicked voices. There was no need for them to panic. I wouldn’t tell my mother; I couldn’t hurt her like that. That was my father’s job. She didn’t deserve to go through another round of hell after only just surviving the first round. It was hard enough for her to realise that the man she loved had wasted all of the money they owned. I couldn’t even imagine what this would do to her.

I’d been lying on my bed for what felt like a lifetime when I heard the front door opening and closing, followed by the rev of an engine outside. After lifting myself off my bed, I dragged my feet towards my window. Driving towards the large gates at the front of my house was a scarlet red car with no roof. Well, at least she’d gone.
I was soon lying on my bed again, except this time, I wasn’t crying. There was nothing left in me to cry. All that I could do was gaze blankly at the ceiling. Fighting through every emotion, I realised that I’d done something I’d never done before. I’d stood up to my father. I’d told him where to shove it, that was for sure.

If I didn’t feel like I was drowning in my thoughts, that might have made me feel good. Feeling good right now was impossible. I knew I should’ve told my mother about Cassandra, but my gut was begging me not to, and that was for her sake, not mine.
I reached for my phone on my bedside cabinet and picked it up. I needed to speak to someone right now. I needed Richard. As I drowned out the sound of my father banging downstairs, I searched through my phonebook. I stopped when I reached Richard’s name. The phone began ringing as I pressed it to my ear.

The phone had rung for the fifth time now, and there was no sign of an answer. Why wasn’t he picking up? I desperately needed him right now. Giving up, I shot my finger down onto the red button. I was about to slam my phone back down when I paused.

Once again, I scrolled through my phonebook. When I found the number I was looking for, I slowly pressed the green button. A quiet ring then followed. Merely seconds later, I heard a hello.

“Can I...” I stammered as I fought back the tears again. “Can I speak to you for a moment?”
“Uh, yeah, sure,” Ollie replied.
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
It was disgusting. As I was sitting at the kitchen table the next day, I watched indignantly while my father and mother laughed together as though they didn’t have a care in the world. Very rarely did I see them together nowadays, and right now, I was glad of it. Being in the kitchen with them like this made me want to scream.

The temptation of telling my mother the truth was almost hurting me, it was so strong. I managed to resist it and instead, I just grinned and bared it until I left the room.

“Your toast is almost done, darling.” My mother smiled before giving my father a quick kiss. “If your father hadn’t burnt the first one.” She began laughing. “It would have been cooked ten minutes ago!”

My father laughed in response as he gave my mother another kiss. Had he completely forgotten about yesterday? Or was he purposely mocking me? 

I would have asked Ollie to get the toast for me, but judging by his response to what I told him about yesterday, that might have resulted in him knocking my father out. I was beginning to regret getting my food myself now. Seeing my parents like this made me feel sick.

I couldn’t get out of the room fast enough. Reminding myself not to slam the door, I closed it quietly, but quickly. I made my way upstairs and into my room to see Ollie lying on my bed as he fiddled with my television remote.

“How many setting's does this thing ‘ave? It’s more like an aeroplane than a TV,” he said as he dropped the silver remote. “I’m surprised there ain’t cup holders in it. Mind you, I've never been on an aeroplane, but I've seen 'em on TV. They look like obese seagulls or somethin'.”

“Mhmmm,” I murmured.
“Uh, anybody home?” Ollie laughed, then waved at me. 

“Yeah, uh, sorry. I don’t know.” I sat down on my bed and began nibbling on the slice of toast.

As I swallowed the crumbs, they ran coarsely down my throat. It felt as though they were individually piercing into me. I pulled a face before dropping the piece of toasted bread back onto the plate.

“You alright, Tori?” I hadn’t noticed Ollie sitting next to me until now. I responded with a simple nod. He gritted his teeth. “It’s him, innit?” 

Before I could say anything else, Ollie was on his feet. I practically leaped up and took hold of his arm before he could leave my room.

“Ollie, it’s fine. Just leave it. Why are you even so bothered about it? My dad’s an idiot. It’s nothing new. If you go and make a scene now, your job is gone.”

Ollie sighed and his body relaxed a little from its previous tense form. I could tell he wasn’t happy with my response, but he knew that I was right.

When I told Ollie what had happened last night, he’d reacted a lot differently to what I thought he would. In all honesty, I didn’t think he’d care or say much. I was very wrong. He even offered to come over, which I knew would have been a bad idea, especially after he arrived this morning.

I swore if I hadn’t stopped him, Ollie would have gone straight into my father’s office and tried beating him to death or something. He didn’t have a soft spot for adultery, that I was sure of. It shouldn’t have surprised me though. I did have to remember though he was from the East End. From what I’d seen on Eastenders, fighting was their thing.

I told him to leave it once more, and Ollie eventually sat back down and sighed heavily. He leaned back on the bed and was soon lying down.

“Sorry, I just, I dunno. He pisses me off,” he said as he closed his eyes. “I get wound up easily.”

“Never? I wouldn’t have guessed,” I managed to joke. “Eat a mint or something; that’ll cool you down.”
Ollie responded with a light chuckle, but a deathly silence soon took over. It wasn’t long until that silence was sorely missed as the faint sound of my parents laughing and joking downstairs replaced it. I glanced at Ollie to see him clenching his fists as his knuckles whitened. 

He let out a long breath and opened his eyes again. Both of his hands soon relaxed. I had to admit, when he was wound up, Ollie could calm himself down pretty well. It was like when he managed to stop himself from crying in his flat. Thinking about it, it was clear that he was awfully good at composing himself.

“There’s a river around ‘ere, ain’t there?” Ollie sat back up.

“Well, yeah... Why exactly did
 you want to know that?”

He stood up and grabbed the television remote again before turning the television off. 

“Let’s go check it out,” he answered as if it was the most normal suggestion ever.

It was the end of November, practically snowing outside, and he wanted to go down to the river. I stared at him blankly.

“C’mon, it’ll be fun.” He laughed as he tussled my hair.

I would have refused to move and asked him if he was high or something, but my curiosity got the better of me. If getting out of the house meant going to a river, then so be it. I’d have been willing to stand in a burning building right now if it stopped me from listening to my parents downstairs.

I hesitated for a moment as I reached the front door. Should I have told my parents where I was going? On second thought, I’d prefer not to interrupt them. I pulled a jumper over my head. After that was securely on, I put on one of my brown leather jackets.
“You’re going to be freezing.” I looked at Ollie who was wearing his usual t-shirt, jeans, and black and white Converse shoes.

“Nah, I’ll be fine. I can deal with a bit of cold.” He shrugged before opening the front door. 

I grabbed one of my father’s hooded jumpers, just in case, before following Ollie outside. I purposely made sure that the door closed silently behind us.

I led the way to the river, which was something Ollie wasn’t used to. He was buzzing beside me, and bugging me to move faster every few minutes. Even though I was moving at a steady pace, he was almost skipping beside me with impatience. Then again, he might have just been cold.

“You ‘re like a blooming fly,” I said before turning to him. “Constantly buzzing.”

“I reckon it’s my ADHD. It gives me too much energy, even when I’m on meds.” He thought for a moment. “Or maybe the meds give me more energy.” He shrugged. “Who knows? Who cares? In the end, I’m still like a toddler on sugar lumps.”

“You’re not just cold, are you? If you are, I’ve got this.” I help up the hoodie.

Ollie shook his head and pushed my hand away. I was comfortably warm, but I was also wearing about three layers. If I were Ollie, it would feel as though my toes were falling off.

After trudging through a field of wild grass, we reached the river bank. I used to come here all of the time when I was a little girl, but I hadn’t been here in years. As my eyes fell onto the flowing water, a pang of nostalgia struck me. It was almost unreal how the memories in my mind felt like they came from another lifetime. 

The memory of my father leading me across the rocks like stepping stones flashed though my head. His hand was firmly holding mine as he promised me he wouldn’t let me fall in. It was amazing how when you were younger, your parents couldn’t do a thing wrong. I almost missed my naivety. 

I must have been gazing at the water because I felt someone nudge me softly on my side. My mind returned to the present as I turned to Ollie.

“Tori, ‘ave you been on the booze today or somethin’? You’re starin’ into space a lot,” he asked as he made his way down the banking that led to the river.

I glared at him while I followed. It was impossible for me not to get my jeans dirty as I slid and skidded down the steep banking. Miraculously, Ollie managed to get down with complete ease and when he reached the bottom, there wasn’t a speck of dirt on his jeans. Well, not a new speck of dirt. 

The second my feet touched the flat ground, I began rubbing my clothes in hope of getting rid of the stains. I gave up after a while and accepted the fact that I’d have to put them in the wash when I got home.

“Wash ‘em in the river,” Ollie suggested before nodding at the water.

“It’s dirty though,” I replied. “I’ll just wash them when I get home.”

He shrugged before sitting down on the smooth grass below. It still baffled me how he wasn’t shivering in just a t-shirt.

I wiped the ground before I dared sit on it. Once I did finally sit down, I let out a sigh. I didn’t know why I was being so fussy because my jeans were dirty as it was. After realising this, I gave up and stretched my legs out in front of me.

“Why is it we’re here then?” I asked while looking at Ollie.

“Do you ‘ave to question everythin’?” 
“Well, it is freezing. I can’t see much logic to coming here,” I argued.

A curved grin spread across Ollie’s face as he suddenly reached down. He brought his hand back up, and then flicked a pile of water in my direction. As the ice cold water hit me, I yelped and immediately sprung up.

“Tha’, Victoria, dear, is freezing.” Ollie laughed before lying down.

I jumped over him and shot my hand down until I reached the water. It was so cold, it seemed sharp on my already chilled hand. I repeated Ollie’s actions and managed to get the water over his face. He immediately flinched. Before I could do anything else, he was on his feet.

I was about to make a run for the banking when he grabbed my legs and the next thing I knew, Ollie was holding me over his shoulder. Through mixed laughs, I began pounding at his back with my fists.

“Let me down!” I yelled, still laughing. “I can sue you, you know!”

He ignored me completely as he casually walked towards the riverside. I was practically beating him up by the time I realised what he was doing.

“Let you down? Sure, I’ll chuck you in now. Hold your breath ‘en.”
“Don’t you bloody dare!”

I screamed as he began to bend over the river. Feeling entirely helpless, I took in a deep breath and shut my eyes as I waited for the sudden shock. Without any warning, I felt the soft ground below me.

I opened my eyes to see Ollie laughing his head off above me. He had his hands in his pockets as I stood back up and began wiping myself down.

“You’re actually dangerous.” I narrowed my eyes at him.

“Pfft, there’s nothin’ wrong with this water.” He nodded at the river behind him.

To prove his point, Ollie did the stupidest thing he could have possibly done. After turning around, he leaped into the water and created a loud splash that soaked me completely.

It wasn’t long until he returned to the surface. “See,” he said as he swam back towards me. “I’m alive. Plus, my clothes are clean.”

He shook his head like a dog who’d just come out of an icy bath. He swished his soaked hair out of his face which, once again, wet me. Ollie pulled himself up with the riverside, and he was soon back on dry ground again.

“You look warm,” I said sarcastically as I noticed the almost white hairs on his arms standing up.

It looked like his clothes had glued onto his skin with his t-shirt wrapped tightly around his torso. Water fell from his clothes like raindrops as he ran his fingers through his drenched hair.

“Okay, fair enough, I’m cold now.” He started laughing through chattering teeth.

While shaking my head, I handed him the hoodie beside me. He grabbed it from me before thanking me, and then pulled the hooded jumper over his head. 

It looked terribly big on him because my father had grown around the edges due to the money well spent on food over the years, but it would do.

“Tha’ weren’t the best idea, was it?” 

“No, not really, Ollie. Common sense doesn’t really seem to be your thing though.”

Ollie nodded with a wink. Delving his hands into the large pocket of my father’s hoodie, he leaned back against the banking.

That hooded jumper was probably the only casual piece of clothing my father owned, and he never wore it anyway. He thought he looked like a homeless person in it, so he used that as an excuse not to wear it, even though the hoodie cost something ridiculous like a hundred pounds.
Ollie remained shivering as his eyes shut. Although it was freezing, the air smelt a bit funny, and the grass was wet, it felt wonderful to be at the riverside. It held many of my childhood memories--the ones I’d almost regrettably forgotten. I was glad Ollie had brought me here. 

Throughout the time we’d been here, what I discovered yesterday hadn’t even tried creeping into my mind. Ollie seemed to have that effect on me. While I was doing something with him, it was as though my real life was on pause.

The sky was rapidly darkening now, and I could feel the temperature dropping. Being out here wasn’t the best idea, especially not for Ollie after being in the water. Time had, quite literally, flown by this evening. I didn’t regret a second of it.

“Thanks,” I murmured as I leaned back against the banking with Ollie.

He looked at me. “Okay...” He chuckled. “For?”

“I don’t know. Everything, I guess.” 

“Includin’ threatenin’ to chuck you into a river?”

I tried glaring at him, but it didn’t last long. A gust of wind blew my hair onto my face which caused me to hold it back as though I were putting it into a ponytail. 

“Seriously though. You might be a complete idiot, but you’ve helped me out a lot.”

Ollie started laughing for the hundredth time today. “How ‘ave I helped you? As far as I’m aware, I’ve made things worse for you. I’m as useless as hell.”

“Well.” I thought for a short while. “You stopped me from getting attacked, so that’s a big one. You helped me pick a wedding dress, you got me to try fish and chips, you call me a pathetic idiot for getting so paranoid about my dad and his little friend. Plus, I’ve been a lot more relaxed lately, minus the wedding and the idiotic father's affair stress.    

You seem to... I don’t know. Help me forget about things. Oh, and you gave me the interesting experience of sharing a car with you.”

I let out a long breath after saying that. He had done quite a bit for me actually, even if it was in his own, weird little way. I hadn’t even thanked him for it, not properly. I watched him as I waited for his response.

“Fancy givin’ me a raise ‘en?” He began laughing like he always did.
“Why do you do that?” There was a slight annoyance in my voice.

“Huh? Do wha’?”

“Joke about absolutely everything? It’s like you try too hard to be happy sometimes, I swear,” I muttered

I was trying to have a serious discussion with Ollie, but he had to go and come out with some jokey little comment. It may have been bad for me to have thought so, but I liked the day his mother returned. That was the first time I’d ever seen Ollie with genuine emotion on his face. He wasn’t trying to be happy then.

In reality, he wasn’t fooling anyone. It was a physical impossibility to be constantly happy, especially in Ollie’s case. When it came down to it, he had an alcoholic mother, hardly a penny to his name, a herd of children to constantly look after, and lived in a horrible neighbourhood. Where was the happiness in that?

Ollie observed my face and tilted his head to the side. He seemed to be contemplating what I’d just said. After a minute or so, he chuckled quietly to himself without saying a word to me for a while. That freaked me out a tiny bit.

“Dunno.” He stared at the flowing water. “Easier, I guess. It’s better to always be happy, even if it’s a front.”
It was weird. In some ways, he was right, but then again, he was so wrong. Sometimes a person needed to express emotions; it was what stopped them from going insane. I scanned his face. Maybe I could try to get through to Ollie and break down the emotionless wall he seemed to have created over the years. Maybe...
“Besides, I’m probably used to actin’ all happy ‘cause I can’t be miserable around the kids, otherwise they’ll know when somethin’ is up.”
Ollie shut his eyes again as he ran his hand through his hair. The droplets on his face turned a calmed fire colour as the orange sunset shone on them. His damp hair fell loosely over his forehead while his lips curved upwards. It may have been ice cold outside, but every part of me was warm. Ollie gave me something no one else could. He made me feel safe.

Then I made the most ludicrous move I’d ever even thought of making. Forgetting about my father, his mistress, my mother, Ella, Richard, and anyone else entirely, I closed my eyes for a few seconds. Without even giving it an ounce of a thought, I gazed at Ollie and leaned forward. 

The next thing I felt were Ollie’s cold lips against mine. I only got the chance to merely skim them because not even a second later, he jolted up like some kind of horrified jack-in-the-box toy. My entire body froze as I realised what I’d just done.

I repeated Ollie’s actions by leaping up, and then stared at him as he stood a good ten yards away from me. His face had dropped and he did nothing but stare back at me. There was something in his eyes. It was a look that could be classed as fear and utter shock. I stammered.
“Wha’ the hell are you doin’?” 
“I... I’m sorry... I didn’t, uh, I just...” My voice trailed off as my cheeks began burning. 

I felt like digging a hole, right there, right now, and burying myself into it for the rest of my life. From his eyes to his feet, Ollie completely turned away from me and was soon clambering up the banking.
I followed as I silently begged that he’d stop and let me explain. Explain what exactly, I had no idea. I was so lost right now. I didn’t even know how to process what had just happened.

“I’ve gotta go,” Ollie muttered as he began jogging back up to the road that led to my house.

I didn’t bother following him this time. Instead, I stood on top of the banking as I wished that I hadn’t acted so spontaneously.

By the time I’d reached my house, my head was completely jumbled. What on this earth had possessed me to behave so foolishly? There were a million things wrong with what I just tried to do, the main one being I was engaged to be married, and the wedding was under a month away.

I entered my house and ran up my stairs. I didn’t care whether my parents heard me or not. I knew getting close to Ollie was a bad idea, and I should have just sacked him when I had the chance. Everything was still trying to process in my mind, but it was struggling desperately. Right now, I needed a little thing called normality.

Calming myself, I tried bringing my thoughts together with some organisation. Okay, so I’d tried to kiss Ollie. It was probably just wedding nerves. I’d heard about people having affairs the night before their wedding. An attempted kiss wasn’t shameful.  Besides, it wasn’t as though I even liked Ollie in that way.   

Admittedly, I liked him an awful lot more than when I first met him. I liked him a lot now. Heck, I might have even been edging on loving him, but I was not in love with him. There was a difference. Richard. That was who I was in love with. Yeah...
I imbedded that thought into my mind, and eventually, I was able to relax a bit. It wasn’t just that either. There was something else about Ollie that made me convince myself that I didn’t like him in that way. A gut feeling. It was something unexplainable. 

I collapsed onto my bed. I was in love with Richard, of course I was. I felt idiotic for even considering otherwise.

#
I dreamt that night. I was sitting on the riverbank in the dead of night, and I was wearing my beautiful wedding dress. As I gazed up into the sky, the stars fell gracefully. By the time they were in my soft hands, they dissolved into what looked like individual fireworks.

Everything was going fluently. The air around me was cold, but my silky dress somehow managed to keep me comfortably warm. One of the stars scorched my hand. Then another one did. Soon, the stars were falling like meteorites and violently crashing from the night sky.

In panic, I looked down at my dress to see it covered in dirt and burns. My chest tightened as the stars kept on erupting from the sky. I scrambled onto my feet and shielded my head from them as best as I could. As I tried to run, my feet wouldn’t move, just trip over what wasn’t there. The stars were leaving my skin begging for something cold. Anything to numb the heat. 

That was when I saw Richard. 

He was standing on top of the banking with his face filled with blank emotion. I called his name and begged for him to help. He didn’t though. Instead, a smooth smile spread itself across his flawless face. I tried again, screaming for him this time. He glanced at me before turning away. The only thing left was the sound of a quiet chuckle.
CHAPTER NINETEEN
The next couple of weeks went by in a daze. I got many visits as the wedding drew closer, but they were mainly relatives congratulating me about the soon to be wonderful ceremony. No one interesting. They often told me how they couldn’t wait to see me walking down the aisle. I did nothing but nod and smile which left them entirely oblivious to my true feelings. 

It wasn’t that I didn’t love Richard, it was just that... I wasn’t ready. I’d always known that I wasn’t ready, but I just managed to shove it to the back of my mind until it was too late. Then there were my other problems niggling at my mind, wearing me down every day--my father and Cassandra being the main one. Every single time I saw my mother, I felt as though I was drowning. I wanted to tell her about Cassandra so badly, but I knew what it would have done to her.

The other issue--the one I knew I should have just ignored because it would soon go away--was Ollie. I couldn’t remove the memory of the day at the river from my mind, no matter how hard I tried. Believe me, I did try. If I was so in love with Richard, then why had I attempted to kiss someone else? Even worse, what if Ollie had gone along with it? What would that have made me?
The one thing that seemed to astound me the most was Ollie’s reaction to the whole thing. My lips had been touching his for a millisecond when he pulled away, and he stared at me as though I’d just slapped him in the face. Yet, from the next day onwards, he behaved as though everything was completely normal. It was like nothing had happened in his mind. Either that or he was avoiding discussing it at all costs.
I saw Cassandra a few times too. My father obviously didn’t see the need on keeping her a secret from me anymore. You could almost say that he was flaunting her in front of me. I’d often stay in my room with the volume on my television turned up full blast when they were downstairs together.

Richard took me on a few dates, but then again, I couldn’t keep my mind on what was happening. There were too many other things circling my mind. Ella was miffed with me because I’d gotten my wedding dress fitted without even mentioning it to her until it was too late. That was the only highlight of those few weeks; my wedding dress fitting, even if it was on my own.

My wedding was a week away and I was sitting at my dressing table. I was fiddling with my make-up that was placed messily on it for no apparent reason. Ollie was sorting my wardrobe out while rambling on about something like usual.

“Innit great though? It makes me feel all popular. Even if it is the cat spew version of my name, it’s still one of the most popular in the country. Don’t it though? Oliver seriously sounds like somethin’ a cat would throw up.” He began doing an interesting impersonation of a cat being sick.
“Hmm,” I replied, brushing my blusher brush across my palm.
“Exactly! It makes me feel like one of ‘em orphan things. Ain’t there a movie or somethin’ about orphan things called Oliver? Maybe that’s why. It would make sense, I guess. It does sound kinda orphany when I think about it.”

This time, I didn’t even bother mumbling anything. Ollie kept on talking and his voice eventually faded into the background. I was left to ponder in my own thoughts.

It was rather sad really. The only person I was happy to see coming to my wedding was Ella. It wasn’t that I had anything against any of my relatives. It was just that, in all honesty, I didn’t know them well. I certainly didn’t know them well enough to be comforted by their presence at my wedding. 

I think the main reason for me not being very familiar with my family was because half of them originally descend from Wales, and most of them still lived there. I had an Aunty that lived in the North of England somewhere, but that was about it. After my grandfather decided to move into London, he soon found a magnificent house that he knew had to be his. That was the house I now lived in along with my mother and father.
I wished my grandfather had never found this house though because it was the source of our problems. When you had a majestic house, you had to have furniture and decorations to match. That was how my father thought, anyway. When my grandfather died and left the estate to my father, it was as though he thought the money was infinite. After twenty years or so, he realised that wasn’t the case.

I shook the thoughts out of my head. My attention was soon back to the present, and not to my surprise, Ollie was still talking. I turned around in my seat, I watched him as he stuffed some of my clothes into the set or drawers next to my window. 

“Fair enough, she’s a pretty fit bird, but seriously? Talk about a cabbage. My toaster has more of a personality than her. You defi--”
“Ollie?” 

He spun around to look at me, and then momentarily stopped talking for the first time in a while. Ollie sat down on my bed before throwing a pile of socks onto the floor below him.

“Yep?” He looked at me.

“Will you, uh.” I bit my lip. “Will you come to my wedding?” My speech had a sudden boost of speed. “I know you’ve probably got more important things to do, and I’m sorry it’s kind of short notice, but I know that Ella would like for you to be there. I wouldn’t really mind it either, so I thought, uh, yeah...”

There was an uncomfortable amount of unknown people coming to my wedding, and Ella aside, I desperately wanted to have someone I properly knew coming. I didn’t even know my mother well for her to count as one.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea.” Ollie said. “It ain’t tha’ I don’t wanna go. I mean, it would be a laugh to see a load of rich people whinin’ about undercooked prawns or whatever. It’s just tha’ my mum’s due back in a few days, and if I did go, she’d ‘ave to stay in the flat to look after the kids. I’m not really sure that’s a good idea... Besides, I ain’t got many suits, believe it or not.” 
I suppose he had a fair point, especially with what he said about his mother. There must have been a way to get around that though. What about that Jeff who seemed to look after the children when Ollie was away? Then again, my wedding day was going to be a long one. I doubted Jeff would have been very happy to look after a handful of children for that long.
Ollie had began picking the socks up now as he waited for some kind of response from me.

“Well, they can come then.” I shrugged. “Your mum and your siblings.”

Truthfully, I didn’t think that Ollie’s mum coming was a good idea. At all. Not after meeting her. If she did come though, she obviously wasn’t going to turn up drunk, but even so, I was hesitant about it. 

“Uh, Tori, ‘ave you seen how many kids my mum has? It’s basically a farm.”

“The place is going to be crowded. Besides, the more, the merrier.”

For the first time since I’d asked, Ollie appeared to be considering what I’d said. He was fiddling with a pair of socks by unravelling and ravelling them religiously.
“I guess so...” he eventually said. “I’ll ‘ave to speak to my mum abou’ it though. I ‘ave no idea what the kids would wear, either. I doubt your folks will appreciate it if I come in a pair or trackies and a hoodie either.” He began laughing to himself. “Ah well, I’m sure I can sort somethin’ out.”

A smile exploded onto my lips. I was overly glad to hear that Ollie was definitely going to consider it. Having him there would make things a lot easier for me. Realising this, my thoughts raced back to a few months ago.
I used to hate having to think back to the first day I went to Ollie’s neighbourhood, but I had an entirely different mindset about the whole thing now. Although the boy who attacked me and the boy who stabbed Ollie hadn’t been caught, it didn’t bother me. As insane as it may have sounded, I was almost thankful for what happened. It was a slap of reality, in my eyes.

What those boys did hurt me badly, but I very well knew that things could have been worse. Ollie could have died, and he might have never stopped that boy. But he did. That was all I cared about. I was safe. That was what Ollie continuously gave me. Safety.
He was lying on my bed by now along with half of my socks. The other half were still dumped on my floor. He seemed to like lying on my bed a lot because he did it often enough. If there were mints involved, he was there.
“Hey, Ollie, how old is Leigh?” I asked as an idea popped into my head. “She’s the oldest girl, isn’t she?”

Ollie sat back up and began leaning on one of the four posters attached to my bed. He clicked his tongue. “Yeah, she turned six in August. Why?”
I tilted my head and thought. I signalled for Ollie to follow me, and then left my room. I was soon tip-toeing across the huge landing. In the meantime, I was making sure that Ollie kept quiet too, which was something he wasn’t too talented at.

We eventually reached a door at the end of the hallway and once we did so, I turned the door knob to open it. Due to overuse, the door squeaked loudly as it was pushed open. To check that no one had heard it, I glanced behind me. 
It was a rather small room and unlike the rest of my house, it didn’t look that special at all. At the back of the room was a long desk, and behind that wooden desk was a tall, leather computer chair. The chair matched the jet black computer on the desk perfectly.
There wasn’t much else to the room. A parched plant was placed beside the door, which caused the room to look more than dire. The walls were a plain white colour along with the carpeted floor. There was another door in the room, but that was also bland looking. Everything was in absolute, perfect order.

After closing the door behind him, Ollie gave me a strange look. I couldn’t blame him; it wasn’t as though this place gave an obvious sign of why I’d asked Ollie what his sister’s age was.

“So, you brought me ‘ere because?” He laughed loudly. “Ain’t this your dad’s office or somethin’?”

I told him to keep it down before saying, “I’ll show you now.”

Almost skimming across the carpet, I headed towards the blandly coloured door that was placed on the left side of the room. I had to keep shushing Ollie, especially when he more or less stomped in the direction of the door.

I unlocked that door, and soon enough, it was opened. Unlike the door to the office, this one opened silently without an ounce of hesitance. The first thing I saw was a bright red hoover, but my attention was soon drawn to an enormous teddy bear at the back of the closet. There was a family of stuffed animals around it along with multicoloured toys, candle holders, plant vases, some old pillows, an old computer, and anything else imaginable.
“And there was me expectin’ to see a ninja or somethin’. You sure know how to build somethin’ up and let a guy down, Tori.” Ollie leaned against the doorway.
I rolled my eyes at him with a smile on my face before I spotted what I was looking for. Right at the back of the closet was a cardboard box. I reached down, then picked it up and left my closet. I gently nudged Ollie out of the way before closing the door again.

I dropped the heavy box onto the floor and rubbed my hands together. Ollie still looked mystified, but he went along with it anyway. He sat on the desk as I bent down and opened the box. I felt Ollie looking over my shoulder.

“She covered her school file in pink biro, didn’t she? So I’m guessing she likes pink, right?” I said while rummaging through the contents of the box.

“Well, yeah... What is actually in tha’?” Ollie replied.

I answered his question by pulling out the item I was looking for. I stood up and in my hands was a petite, soft pink dress.

Ollie clearly didn’t get the point as he raised his shoulders. He jumped off the desk and gazed into the cardboard box that was filled with a pile of old clothes.

“You said you haven’t got anything for the children to wear, so I’m giving you an option.” I held up the dress for him to look at carefully. “I might even have something for your youngest sister, but my baby clothes aren’t too fashionable nowadays.”

The silky material on the dress felt wonderful in my hands. It was my favourite dress as a little girl. Whenever there was a family event, it would be the only option for me when it came to clothes. I was absolutely devastated when I grew too big for it.

As I was offering it to Ollie now, I wasn’t so sure about doing so. It meant a lot to me, and I didn’t realise how much it still meant to me until now. Then another thought entered my head. At the moment, it was being kept in a jumbled closet and gathering dust as each day passed. It was such a pretty dress, beautiful even. It may have been an inanimate object, but something so pretty didn’t deserve to be locked away for the rest of time.
No, I needed to give this dress to Ollie’s sister. If Leigh got even an ounce of the same pleasure as I had gotten from it over the years, it would make me overjoyed.

“You sure?” Ollie lifted his eyes back up to me. “I could return it okay, but I can’t promise it to be clean...”
“Oh, no, don’t worry. She can keep it.” 
Ollie’s eyes widened as I handed him the dress. He scanned his eyes over it as he ran his finger along the stitching. Once again, he looked back up at me.

“Yeah, but this looks, like, really expensive and tha’.”
“Honestly, just have it. My dad’s planning on selling the stuff in that closet anyway, so I’d prefer it if I knew where that was going.”

The thought of that dress being sold to some cocky antique shop dealer was horrible. The thought of it being sold full stop didn’t please me at all.

Ollie finally giving up on arguing with me, and then thanked me a thousand times. He folded the dress up and placed it on the desk behind him.

“Thanks a lot, Tori. She’ll love it.” He suddenly wrapped his arms around me and ruffled my hair. “You’re all right when you wanna be.”
“I’ll take that as a compl--”

“Victoria!” A shattering voice caused me to release myself from Ollie’s grasp and turn around. “What are you doing?”

My heart sank as I saw my father standing in the doorway of the room. His arms were crossed and his face was blazing.

“Why are you in here? You’re not supposed to be in here! You know the rules, Victoria!” He was shouting at me now. His eyes shot to Ollie and he started laughing harshly. “Actually, let me guess who’s brainless idea this was.”
I gritted my teeth together. Just when I thought Richard was rude about Ollie. At least he wasn’t as disrespectful as my father.

He glanced at Ollie, and then turned back to me. As his eyes returned to Ollie once more, my father looked him up and down. “You know what? I don’t even know why the boy’s still got a job.” My father laughed again. “Well, he certainly doesn’t have one anymore.”

“What? No, you can’t just sack him for no reason!” I screamed back at him.
“No reason? Are you kidding? He misses half of the days he’s supposed to be working, and then comes back with no excuse whatsoever! It’s not up to you, Victoria. I have had enough of his insolent behaviour, and I should have sacked him the day he came here. He’s good for nothing.”
That man had absolutely no idea. Ollie did have excuses, and they were damn good ones too. My father seemed to have forgotten that one of those excuses was because of him almost getting killed after saving me.

My father didn’t care though. To him, there was only one side to a story, and that was his. He didn’t give a crap about what anyone else thought or felt.
“Coming from the man who has to have two women in his bed to keep him happy,” I muttered. 
My father glared at me shocked. He hurriedly glanced at Ollie. 
“Oh, don’t worry, he knows. You’re lucky he hasn’t told any--”

Out of nowhere, Ollie grabbed my arm and gave me a hard stare as he shook his head. He sighed before speaking. “Tori, leave it. It’s fine,” he whispered.

Up until now, Ollie had been completely silent. I gaped at him. Why wasn’t he arguing? Ollie was hardly one for backing down. I knew very well how much he wanted, how much he needed this job. Was he seriously going to let himself lose it so easily?
“But--” I tried.
“Please, Tori.”

“Be out in ten minutes.” As quickly as he’d come in, my father left the room.

My first reaction was to turn around to ask for some kind of explanation from Ollie. Before I got to unravel the tangled words from my mouth, he spoke.
“Um, bye then, I guess.” He forced a smile.

“Look, I’ll speak to my father. He’s just in a bad mood or something, don’t worry. I’ll tell him that it was my fault we were in here,” I rambled.

“He’s right though, Tori.” Ollie shrugged as he walked towards the door. “I’m hardly dedicated to my job, am I? Just don’t worry about it.”
He was about to leave the room when I stopped him. I picked up the dress from the counter and threw it to him.

As he caught it, he looked at me with a confused look on his face.
“For the wedding. He can hardly sack you from that because it isn’t up to him. My wedding, not his.” I managed to get a smile on my face.

“Fair enough,” he said. “It’ll be fun to piss him off on the day.” He looked down at the dress for a moment. “Thanks.”
The both of us 
grinned at the thought. One thing Ollie was good at was annoying people. The dress in his hand, Ollie left the room and left me standing in the middle of the room for a few minutes or so.
It was as if I needed time for everything to process, and when it had processed, I hurried across the hallway and into my room. Ollie was beside my bed. He seemed to be sorting his bag out.

“Are you okay for getting home?” 
“Yeah, I’ve got the car today, so I’m good,” Ollie replied. He zipped his bag up and lifted it over his shoulder. “I’d maybe avoid your old man for a few hours, if I were you...”

“You’re probably right.” I nodded.

There was no way I was letting my father get his way this time. The second I was married, this house wouldn’t be his anymore. It would be mine. It would be up to me who I hired, and if I happened to want to hire Oliver Poynter, then he would be hired.

I started wandering over to where Ollie was standing, and then went from where we left off before my father rudely interrupted. I wrapped my arms around him.

Hugging him reminded me of that night on Ollie’s balcony. Although the circumstances weren’t so good at the time, I felt so warm inside.
“Seriously though, Ollie, I’ll get your job back after the wedding,” I whispered. “Sod my father.”

He petted my head and winked as he pulled away. “Yeah, you’re alright, you are.”
CHAPTER TWENTY
I’d never imagined my wedding day to be like this. My eyes were lost in the mirror in front of me as I took in the beautiful dress that was wrapped around my body. The colour was softer than ever, and the silk felt ever so smooth and comfortable on my skin. I looked tall and proud with my silver heels which matched the small diamantes on my dress in such a way that they looked as though they were made to be worn together.

Falling down my shoulders was my hair, and it’s natural wave enhanced with the help of a pair of curing tongs. My hair’s chestnut colour appeared brighter than ever, and it coordinated with my natural looking make-up exquisitely. The flash of silver eye shadow, quite simply, completed the look. I really did look good. All that was missing was a smile.
Ella fussed around me to make sure that every strand of hair was put into place, and that my lipstick supply was never short. As she smoothed out my dress and fiddled with my earrings, I simply stared into the mirror and wished to God that I’d realise I was making the right decision.

The wedding was being held at my house. It was some family tradition that a wedding in the family was to be held in the bride’s home, no matter how big or small the house was. There were hundreds of guests waiting outside that were most probably discussing a countless amount of pointless topics they’d forget about after five minutes. It was guaranteed that most of the people there said an upbeat and welcoming hello, I haven’t seen you in ages! You look lovely! to someone they absolutely hated at some point during the day.

Having had enough of my own reflection, I darted my eyes to the window of my mother’s dressing room. I could just see the stick-like people outside, and could easily hear them chatting and laughing. My stomach turned.

“You must be starving, Victoria,” Ella said, managing to grab my attention. She pointed at a plate of sugared buns on the dressing table. “Eat one of those, if you want. Be careful you don’t get any of the sugar in your hair though; the hair stylist has done a wonderful job.”
I forced a weak smile and shook my head. Eating was the last thing I wanted to do right now. I felt sick enough as it was.
I knew that wedding nerves were part of the day, and you couldn’t avoid them, but I had no idea they were this bad. It felt like I was slowly being eaten by my emotions, and being devoured in a slow, painful way.

“You look absolutely gorgeous, Victoria.” Ella turned me around as she held me in her arms.

That was where I wanted to stay. For the rest of the day, if possible. In some ways, it was ridiculous. I was about to get married, yet I couldn’t think of anything better than to be held in the arms of my childhood nanny. Nowadays, she did a bit of everything around the house. I had no idea what her job would be classed as now. One thing I did know was that I was intensely happy that she still worked here.
Ella sniffed as I pulled away because I knew I had to let go at some point. The area around the pupils of her eyes had turned a blood red as puddles of water began forming in them. The moment I saw Ella smile, my heart slowed down from the intense rhythm it had been pumping. Even at seventeen, Ella’s smile could fool me into believing that I didn’t have a care in the world.

Ella wiped her eyes with a tissue from her pocket, and then she planted a gentle kiss on my forehead. After glancing at her watch, she looked back up at me.

“It’s just gone twelve. Are you sure you don’t want anything to eat?” She glanced at the iced buns again. “Or drink?”
My response was, once again, a shake of my head. “Is it alright if I go outside? I don’t really like waiting in here.”

Ella waited a minute or so until she replied. “Well, I don’t see why not. Richard isn’t here yet, so it’s safe to go outside without him seeing you. Besides, it’ll be nice for you to socialize a bit before everything begins.” She smiled. “It’ll calm your nerves.”

Gosh, was it really that obvious? After noticing a distraught look on my face, Ella let out a soft chuckle and smiled at me again. 
Before I tuned for the door, Ella handed me my leather jacket from on top of one of my mother’s wooden chests.

“It might be cold.”
It was rather awkward making my way down the stairs. Lifting my dress up as high as possible, I made absolute sure that I didn’t trip over it and send myself hurdling down the stairs. That would hardly boost my confidence. After trekking down what felt like a thousand beige steps, my foot touched the wooden flooring of the centre of my house.

Inhaling deeper than I ever had before, I opened my back door. I was instantly welcomed by the sound of jolly voices, subtle humour, and alcohol being poured into wine glasses. I was certainly glad that socialising with the guests before the ceremony was another one of my family’s weird traditions. Everyone had to see the bride in the dress before the husband, apparently, which I didn’t quite get. It didn’t bother me though because who was I to question tradition? I couldn’t have coped with being stuck in that dressing room for the next three hours. I’d only be doing nothing but collecting my thoughts.
I had to fight my way through an endless amount of people as I left the house. I pretended to remember the people around me from when I was four years old, and I was speaking to them as though I saw them every day. Once I’d reached a less populated area of my garden, I managed to finally breathe at a comfortable pace.

My eyes instantly locked on my father who was chatting to one of his business pals a few yards away from me. They looked like a right pair of knobs in their designer suits and with their subtle humour. As I was turning away from them, I heard someone calling for me.

“Yay!” A little girl’s voice caught my attention. It was one of the first voices I’d heard that I recognised even the slightest. “Look! I can see the bride!”
I twirled around to see a little girl with white-blonde hair skipping towards me. I smiled the first genuine smile of the day. She was wearing a soft pink dress that I recognised all too well.

I began laughing as the girl stared at me in awe. Her innocent brown eyes widened. My negative emotions were buried deeper when I saw Ollie jogging towards us. He was dressed in a pair of trousers along with a loose shirt and a black tie. He was almost unrecognisable without a pair of ripped jeans on his legs, and with his hair styled smoothly. I grinned as I turned my attention to his feet to see a pair of shabby Converse.
“Sorry, she needs a leash or somethin’.” He picked Leigh up and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek before turning to me. “Nice leather jacket. It goes really well with the whole weddin’ theme.”

“Haha, very funny.” I poked my tongue out at Ollie. “I’m impressed. I didn’t know you owned a brush.”
“I used a comb, for your information.” He winked at me. 
“Wow! I like your hair!” Leigh suddenly interrupted us. “Can I have one of ‘em little flowers, please? I’ll give it back. I double, triple promise.” Leigh’s eyes were fixated on the dainty flowers in my hair.

“Leigh, don’t be greedy,” Ollie said with an assertive tone in his voice. “Tori’s already given you a dress.”
I couldn’t help but laugh at Leigh’s expression then. It reminded me of Finn’s face when Ollie had told him off for almost pulling his shirt off him.

It was weird hearing Ollie speak affirmably to someone. It wasn’t often I heard him sounding, well, sensible. It was rather nice.

“It’s fine.” I lifted my hand to my head, and then pulled one of the flowers out of my hair. “Here,” I said as I entwined the flower into the bobble on one of Leigh’s plaits. “You can keep it.”
“Wow! Thanks a trillion!” Her face was filled with pleasure. She turned to Ollie and poked her tongue out. “See. Tori’s nicer than you.”
“Love you too.” Ollie tightened his grasp on his sister before smothering her with kisses as she squirmed in his arms, but her withering eventually turned into laughter.

“You’re mean,” Tori
 mumbled to Ollie as she dove her head into her brother’s shoulder, and it was clear that she was trying to hide her smile from him. 
I looked behind Ollie and spotted the rest of the kids heading towards us. All of them besides Ryan were either running or skipping. Instead, Ryan was holding firmly onto the dress of a young, fair-haired woman who I was only just able to recognise as Ollie’s mum. In her arms was Darcy, the youngest of all the siblings.
Well, Ollie’s mum looked better. A lot better. No longer were her clothes ripped and covered in dirt patches, and unlike the last time I saw her, her make-up was applied precisely without a smudge in sight. Her skin was smooth and she looked so much fresher compared to the image of her in my head.
What I noticed the most though was the nervous smile on her face. She still had that fragile look about her because she remained thin and walked with light steps, but it no longer made her look as though she would break with a simple touch.
I watched awkwardly as Ollie’s mother neared us along with her other five children. What was I supposed to say to her? How was rehab? Oh gosh... I bit my lip as they stopped before Ollie, Leigh and me.
It turned out that I didn’t have to say anything to Ollie’s mum because before I could speak, she looked at me and smiled.

“Uh, we haven’t really met. Not properly...” Her voice was quiet and calm, mixed with a tone of awkwardness. She held her hand out, while Darcy remained firmly in her free arm. “It’s Lilia, but just call me Lily.”
My palms had begun sweating now, so I felt passed embarrassed as I reached out and shook her hand. A sigh of comfort escaped my mouth. Her cool hand was able to relax me along with her warm smile.

I could feel Ollie watching me and his mother anxiously as I pulled my arm back down to my side. The moment I relaxed, I heard him let out a long breath. Lily glanced behind me for a few seconds before suddenly turning back to the rest of us. Her face had paled.
“I think Ryan wants something to eat,” she said with a bit of haste. 

Ryan shook his head, and then cuddled up to his mother even more. He didn’t say a word.
“Come on, darling. You said you were hungry earlier,” Lily turned to me. “I’ll see you around. You look gorgeous, by the way, dear.”

A moment later and she was gone. Just like that. It was odd, not that I said anything. Although I wasn’t the only one thinking it because I could easily spot confusion on Ollie’s face.

His mum seemed rather eager to leave, that was for sure. Gosh, I hadn’t said anything wrong, had I? I retraced my steps, but there was nothing obvious I’d said or done.
“Hey, are you the girl tha’ was in my flat loads of months ago?” Finn’s voice distracted me from my thoughts. “You look like her.”

“Yeah, that’s me.”
“I told you!” he boasted as he turned to the blonde boy who I assumed was Austin.
“That’s not fair though. I didn’t see her! I was upstairs,” Austin argued. “Yeah, well, I’m still older than you.”

I started laughing at the two boys bickering. Ollie put Leigh back down onto the grass and rolled his eyes as his brothers continued bickering.
“They get wound up easily,” he muttered to me. “As you can see.”
It looked as though Ollie was about to pull them apart when something stopped him. There was a harsh tap on my shoulder which caused me to spin around. Standing behind me was my father with his eyes narrowed.

“Is this a day care or something?” He glared at the kids before he spotted Ollie. “What the hell is he doing here?”

“You invited a load of friends, so why can’t I?” I shrugged.

His eyes remaining on Ollie, my father pulled me to the side. His full attention had soon returned to me. He hissed in my ear.

“What in the world has gotten into you lately, Victoria? You were never like this. You’re extremely lucky Richard’s still willing to marry you because you’ve turned into a horribly obnoxious young woman.”

It was almost funny. Him saying that didn’t even bother me in the slightest. This time last year, I would have been in tears. The only emotion growing inside of me now was anger. Bitter frustration.

A man who cheated on his wife, who’d thrown away all of his family’s money was calling me a bad person? He was a joke.
“Leigh!” Ollie suddenly yelled behind me.

The next thing I knew, Leigh had jumped beside me. She was beaming happily. My father cursed under his breath as his nostrils flared.

“How do you fix this into your hair?” She held the flower from her hair in her hand and showed it to me. She looked at my father. “Oh, sorry. Were you havin’ a grown up talk?”
Before I could answer, Ollie was standing beside us as well as Leigh. He apologised to my father and me before taking hold of Leigh.
“Leigh, when I tell you to stay where you are, you listen, all right? You know tha’.” Ollie bent down to her level. “Don’t just run off. It’s dangerous, and it’s very rude to interrupt people when they’re talkin’.”
Leigh apologised as her head lowered and her face dropped. Ollie sighed before giving her a quick kiss on her forehead. He soon stood up again. Leigh’s face brightened up a little then.
Ignoring my father, who was impatiently sighing every so often, I took the flower from Leigh’s hand and put it back into her hair.

“Thank you, Tori. Austin pulled it out.” She turned around and glared at Austin. 

“C’mon.” Ollie took her hand. “We’re interruptin’ Tori and her Daddy. Mummy will probably be back with Ryan in a minute.”

He turned around, but before he could move anywhere, my father, who had been pretty much silent until now said something to him.
“Your mother’s here?”

“Yeah. Hence wha’ I just said.” I was fond of the cockiness in Ollie’s voice. “Problem?” He smirked.
I’d just realised something. That was more or less the first time ever my father had spoken directly to Ollie. He’d spoken to other people about him as though Ollie himself wasn’t in the room before, but not directly to him. Not properly. He normally only spoke to those of his own class and standard, I suppose.

“Have you brought all of your cousins, aunties, grandparents and friends as well?” my father asked after staring at him for a short while.
Before Ollie even had the opportunity to think about a reply, my father stormed off to where he’d come from behind us. He was cursing under his breath all of the way.

“Um, sorry about tha’,” Ollie muttered.

“Don’t worry,” I replied. “If anything, Leigh saved me. The more time I spend with that man, the more I despise him.” There was deep bitterness in my voice. 

“I ain’t a fan either.” Ollie laughed.

“Do you like my plaits, Tori?” Leigh said as she spun around while holding the two long plaits in her hands. “Ryan tried to do ‘em, but they looked really pooey, so Ollie had to do ‘em instead.”

I grinned and told Leigh that they looked beautiful, especially with the pure white flower in her hair. Leigh must have been pleased with my response because she suddenly hugged me.
“You’re so cool and your dress is really, really, really pretty. I hope my weddin’ dress is like yours when I get married.” 

That managed to get another smile out of me. Leigh was standing as close as she possibly could to me now as she admired my dress.
“Hey, I better go and see where my mum is,” Ollie said to me. “C’mon then, Leigh.” He held out his hand for her to grab.

“Awww...” Leigh frowned. “Can I stay ‘ere with Tori? Pretty please?”

“Of course you can,” I answered before Ollie did. “I could do with the company.”

“You sure?” Ollie asked me before dropping his hand back down. “She can be a bit of a... handful.”

After telling him that it was fine, he seemed a little more convinced, although I did notice the you don’t know what you’re letting yourself in for smirk on his face.

“I’ll be fine,” I said.
“Good luck.” He winked at me before turning back around.

#
Half an hour had passed and I was beginning to understand why Ollie had wished me luck. Leigh was a lovely little girl, but she did like to talk an awful lot. I wonder where she gets that from, I thought as I opened the doors of my wardrobe. After having Ollie as an assistant for half a year--give or take a few months--I’d been trained to deal with excessive talking.

Leigh and I were in my bedroom, and the sun had begun to burst through the clouds and into my room with the help of an open window. It may have been December, but the air outside was gradually warming up to a comfortable temperature. 

I was showing Leigh my wardrobe when I heard my bedroom door creak open. As I spun around, my heart nearly leaped out of my throat. Standing in my doorway with his hands in his suit pockets was Richard.
I did nothing but stare. Why was he here? What on earth was he doing? He wasn’t supposed to see me until the ceremony. How did he even get into the house?

“R... Richard?” I managed to stammer.

I didn’t understand. Was there something wrong? Nothing bad had happened, had it? Leigh looked at me with her eyes wide. Was the panic in my voice and face really that obvious? 
I told Leigh I’d be back in five minutes as I paced towards Richard. I pushed him backwards, and we ended up on my landing. I shut the door behind me.
“Why? You’re not...” I thought of something to say. “What are you doing here?” 

“Why the hell is that Poynter kid here, more like?” he hissed.
“Are you serious? You’ve broken practically every single rule just to ask me that?”

“I asked you a bloody question, Victoria!” he spat at me.

I gritted my teeth. I couldn’t believe he just spoke to me like that. If I didn’t know any better, I’d have sworn Richard had a crush on Ollie. It was all he ever seemed to talk about nowadays.
“Because I invited him, Richard. You are so unbelievable. You’re the one who always brings him up. Are you sure it’s me you want to marry, not him?”

“I should be asking you the same question.” He grabbed my arm so hard, I felt my circulation being cut off. “I don’t know what the hell is wrong with you. To begin with, the kid’s mentally retarded, he looks like a girl, he’s too stupid to pronounce the simplest of words properly. The list goes on.” He grasped my arm tighter. “You must be a complete idiot for having any kind of attraction to him. I’m not sure who’s less intelligent. Is it you or him?” 
My heart sank. I was utterly speechless. I knew Richard could be harsh and mean sometimes, but the words he’d just spoken had dug into me like a blunt knife. Half of them weren’t even about me, but nonetheless, I was horrified.
The grasp on my arm became even tighter, and I felt nails dig deeper into my skin as Richard’s face glared directly in front of mine. His lip was quivering with anger.

“You’re hurting me!” I forced the tears to remain in my eyes. “Let go!”
As suddenly as he’d grabbed me, Richard released my arm from his grasp. He was staring at me now with his face pale. My head was pumping as my body shivered with the shock. 

“I... I’m sorry, Victoria.” Richard was stammering. “I just... I’m nervous. I didn’t mean to hurt you, or shout at you.” He took hold of my arm, but unlike moments ago, it was done with such softness, it was almost graceful. “You accept my apology, don’t you? Please? I’m so sorry...”

Richard’s eyes were digging into me now, and they had turned from aggressive to innocent within the matter of seconds. I said nothing. I simply stared. What was I supposed to do? 
That was when I ran. The last thing I heard as I sprinted down the stairs was Richard calling after me. I knew that I’d left Leigh in my bedroom, and I knew that it wasn’t a good move, but I couldn’t think straight. Why did every single good thing have to go wrong? Couldn’t anything just go right for once?
Tears streamed from my eyes as I began to violently wipe them. Why couldn’t Richard be like he was when I met him? When we were skimming stones all those months ago? None of it made sense. I kept on running until my breath was cut short. Where I was to running exactly, I had no idea.
“Will you shut it?” A harsh whisper coming from the direction of my dining room me caused me to freeze. “I’ve had enough of arguing with you, Ella. It was eighteen years ago, for pity’s sake!” My father raised his voice.

I tried to control my sniffling as I tip-toed towards my dining room. What was going wrong now? They hadn’t heard me, had they? I peeped into the room after nudging the door open a small amount.

My father was leaning against the dining table, and Ella was standing in front of him with her hands on her hips. Both of their eyes were blazing and their faces were reddening.

“Just stop denying it, Edward! After all you did to Lily, how can you possibly just turn your back like that? Act as if nothing’s happened?”
My father sighed and rubbed his temples. “Look, you... you know I didn’t mean for it to get that far. I just... I got carried away. I didn’t think that there’d be any... consequences.”

“Believe it or not, Edward, there are consequences when you rape a fifteen year old girl. Getting her pregnant is just one of them.”
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
The final piece of the jigsaw fit, and then everything clicked inside my head. Why my father refused to speak to Ollie directly, what him and Ella were arguing over in the hospital that one night, why every time I looked at Ollie, there was an unexplainable feeling at the pit of my stomach. It was why Lily left in such a haste earlier on... She saw him coming. My father. The man who’d raped her.
No. No, it couldn’t... he wouldn’t... I’d... I’d heard wrong, I’d misinterpreted what they’d said. I must have. I was upset, so my state of mind right now had gotten the best of me. I couldn’t... I just, no. Ollie couldn’t be... no. I’d walked in mid conversation, and gotten the wrong end of the stick, that was all. I doubt they were even on about Ollie’s mother. There were plenty of Lily’s in this world. My father would help make sense of it now.
“Exactly.” My father lowered his voice again. “Then why is she at this damn wedding, Ella? That’s my bloody point!”

“If I’d have had any idea that Ollie was bringing her, I assure you, I would have stopped it. If I’d known Ollie was coming, I would have stopped him. How was I supposed to know if he didn’t tell me anything?”
It was just slapping me in the face now.

Not being able to listen to anymore, I silently walked back towards my living room in a complete and utter daze. My wedding dress was suffocating me now. It was squeezing into my chest every passing second. I wished I could just rip it off, run up to my bedroom and scream into my pillow. I wouldn’t even care if anyone saw or heard me. I couldn’t do that though because there were almost a hundred people outside.

I was able to push my living room door open while my eyes still stareding at nothing. I needed to sit down, and I needed to think. As I sat on the cold sofa underneath me, it felt as though I was slowly sinking to the bottom of it. The tears tried to come again, but I wouldn’t let them. I couldn’t cry. I had to make sense of everything.
My father had... I chocked. He’d raped someone. My mind flashed to Ollie’s balcony. He’d grabbed someone, dragged them away, pinned them against a wall, sniggered in their face and tried to touch them. Except unlike me, he didn’t just try to touch Lily. No one was there to save her. I clenched my fists. My own father.

I knew what it was like to feel nothing but fear in the freezing night time air as a stranger forced you to do everything you didn’t want to. I knew what it was like to scream for help, to spend every moment worrying that you’d be dead within the next ten minutes. I knew what it was like to wonder if you should simply give up and do what you’re told, while realising that decision could break you in two. And I was never even raped. How the hell must she have felt?
I was going to kill him. I swore to God, I was going to kill him. I felt my temperature rising as a thought raged into my head. The first time I met Lily. Did my father do that to her? Did he turn her into a woman that had no choice but to drink to forget everything? Was it his fault? My knuckles had turned a shocking white by now. She was fifteen. Younger than me. Lily was fifteen when she became pregnant by my father, and that was eighteen years ago.

This was all too much. I couldn’t cope. Out of all days, why today? Why did every single thing have to come tumbling down on December the fourteenth? My aching eyes glanced at the clock above the fireplace. I had half an hour. Half an hour until I had to make my way down the aisle that, at this point, led to everything I despised. What I was planning on doing was beyond me.
I wanted to be a little girl again, to have someone telling me what the right decision was. All that I had was my jumbled mind and my swollen heart. Pull yourself together. I shut my eyes and inhaled deeply. I had to go into my bathroom, clean myself up, and make a decision, whether I liked it or not. You can do this. I just had to do what was right. For the first time in my life, I had to be an adult.
I made my way towards the bathroom with my conscience still speaking to me, but only one question lingered in my mind. Does Ollie know?
#
“Are you ready?”

Just nod. Don’t say anything, I thought, looking anywhere but in front of me. I did as my conscience told me and nodded like a trained robot.
“Perfect!” My father beamed a grin as though he was the most carefree, innocent man in the world. “Come on then, Richard’s waiting.”

Using every ounce of my will to stop myself from screaming at him, I inhaled deeply, lifted my dress up, and then made my way towards the back door.

Rubbing his hands together in bliss, my father followed and was soon the one leading me. Thank God I didn’t have to look at his face. Not that it would have made a difference if I did though; it wouldn’t have made me change my mind. My decision was made, and I couldn’t turn back on it. For other’s sakes, not mine.

I was going to marry Richard. I had to. For so long now, I’d only done things for my own happiness. All that I cared about was what I wanted. I was turning into my father. That was what scared me the most.
Admittedly, I had gotten become more selfless lately, but if I took the easy way out of this and backed down, it would be nothing but a selfish move. If I was not married by the end of today, everything my mother worked for, everything she was promised by my father would be gone. She’d have nowhere to live, and neither would I. The only positive in my mind was that so would my father. 

As I dragged my feet forward, I realised that it wasn’t only for the woman whose name was on my birth certificate, but for my real mother. For Ella. For the past forty or so years, this had been where she worked, and she adored it. If my family were out of this place, so would she be. Every time she stepped into this house, her face would reveal a burst of joyful emotions. She had so many memories here. I  had so many memories here. I couldn’t lose my home.
I sighed. The sunlight peered onto my face as I neared the glass doors. For once in my life, I was doing something entirely selfless. My father sauntered towards the door until he reached it, and then pulled down the handle. Here we go.
A deathly silence welcomed us as my father and I stepped outside. There may have been a hundred people around the corner, but as far as I could tell, none were talking. The bare trees dotted around my garden were stiff in the ground, and they looked nothing but lonely and naked without their wonderful leaves. My father locked arms with me and I shuddered at his touch. You’re doing this for Ella. I imbedded the thought into my mind.
The grass crawling in between my toes was ice cold, just like the heart of the man beside me who walked across it. My open toed heels were causing my ankles to throb now as the heels on them dug into the grass below me. The interfering sun blinded me for a moment before revealing the end of a race of people dressed in formal gowns and suits. 

I felt my father’s eyes on me, but I dared not look back at him. Touching the man was hard enough, so locking gaze with him would be a stab in the heart. As I neared the huge group of people, a long red carpet was growing with every step I took around the corner of my house. I soon saw the end of that carpet. Then I saw Richard with his back turned to me.
The stomach turning music began playing and before I knew it, my feet were placed reluctantly onto the carpet. The second I did so, my heels were no longer pushing into the grass because from what I could tell, there was a long piece of wood underneath the carpet to stop them from doing so. How romantic.

The melody of the song crept into my ears, but my head could only recognise it as an annoying buzzing sound. As I passed the guests, each one of them shot me a horribly joyful grin. I forced one back. Half way there.

Not allowing myself to look at the people who stood by my sides, including my father, I concentrated on what was in front of me. Big mistake. Richard was facing me now, and on his lips was a gentle smile, but in his eyes was something else. Something that made very part of me want to cry. He was still angry at me. I knew he was. Almost there. It wasn’t too late... I could turn back now. Run away. 

No, I couldn’t run away. Not now, not ever. Just keep walking... Keep walking. I counted each one of my steps. It was the only technique I could think of to distract me. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight. Richard’s face was becoming clearer. Nine, ten, eleven, twelve, thirteen. A few more steps. Fourteen, fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, eighteen, nineteen... There.
I felt my father unravel himself from my arm, and for one millisecond of a moment, I considered pulling him back in for comfort. Only for a moment. I blinked slowly. He wasn’t my father anymore. 
The vicar began speaking then. She was one I’d never seen in my life because I’d never been to church before, minus the odd Easter and other various holidays. Her voice shaky with age, the vicar ordered Richard and I to face each other. I didn’t like her already.

She kept on saying these words, ones from the bible. A pile of words and sentences that made no sense to me. Even if they had, I wouldn’t have understood them because I could only just breathe right now. A chill ran through my body as Richard’s eyes locked mine into them with no sign of a release.

We’d been standing there for a lifetime when I knew it was too late. No turning back now. The white-haired vicar lifted her eyes above her round glasses as a dauntingly warm smile grew on her wrinkled face. She concentrated on Richard, and out of her mouth came the only phrase I had understood.
“Do you, Richard Brooks, take Victoria Annabel Kingston to be your lawfully wedded wife? To love and to cherish?” Two things he’ll never give me. “In sickness and in health? For better or for worse? Until death do you part?”
The smirk on Richard’s face expanded as he clearly stated, “I do.”

A few people from the audience swooned, but I swallowed hard. Then the vicar turned to me.

Completely oblivious of the chaos running through my head, the smile on her face remained genuine. She then continued with my death sentence.

“And do you, Victoria Annabel Kingston, take Richard Brooks to be your lawfully wedded husband? To love and to cherish? In sickness and in health? For better or for worse? Until death do you part?”
The vicar finished her sentence painfully too soon. Any freedom that I had left had now been captured, and I had the option to free it. But that would have been ever so selfish.

Before answering, I took one last look around. This was my last moment until I was tied down for eternity. In the crowd of faces were people I wished I could know so much better. My two aunties, my many cousins, my three uncles, my remaining grandfather. Then I saw Joseph Kingston. He was the only cousin I could honestly say I was familiar with, and I hardly knew him at all. What I did know was that he was the cause for all of this. I was the one to have the last laugh now though. His face was covered in a scornful expression and his arms were crossed. It was clear that he was mumbling to himself. That lifted my spirit for a second, but it was soon brought back down.
My eyes were now on my mother. She appeared to look the happiest I’d ever seen her. Whether her mood was down to her only daughter finally growing up, or the knowledge that soon, the family’s money would be safe again, I didn’t know. 

I shifted my attention to Ella. The look on her face was even brighter than my mother’s. I’d never told Ella my true feelings about, well, everything. She didn’t know that I constantly worried about what Richard would say to me, what he’d think of me. I’d never been able to keep something from Ella, but that? That I could hide easily from everyone. Everyone except for Ollie.

“Victoria?” The vicar’s voice made me jump.
“Oh, sorry...” I stammered. “I...”

Richard’s gaze had turned into a glare now. He was squeezing my hand, pinching my skin. I stared at him as he nodded subtly, but aggressively. I glanced into the audience again. I spotted them then: Charlie, then Austin, then Leigh, then Finn, then Ryan, then Darcy, then Lily. And then I spotted Ollie. The only one in the audience without a smile on his face.

Our eyes locked, and that was the first moment I felt comfortable during this ceremony. Five seconds too soon, his eyes were distracted and turned to something else. My eyes followed his, and I was soon looking at my father. I turned back to Ollie who was now staring at the ground. He knew.

“Victoria!” A hiss escaped from Richard’s lips that was loud enough for me to hear, but not loud enough for anyone else to.

My mouth opened. “I d--” I froze in the spot.

Suddenly, the real missing piece of the jigsaw was found. It was the piece I hadn’t even noticed existed. I didn’t have to do this. I didn’t have to do any of this. Ella, my mother, my house, my everything could be saved, and I didn’t even have to get married.

How in God’s name had I not realised? I was utterly shocked. I couldn’t believe it... It was so obvious! My grandfather’s will flashed in front of my eyes. The first grandchild to turn eighteen is to obtain the Kingston’s entire estate. No questions asked. 
Ollie turned eighteen five months ago.

“No,” I whispered.

Richard suddenly let go of my hands. “What?”

 “No.” This time it was loud enough for everyone to hear.

Every single person jolted their full attention to the two people standing at the altar. Some gasped, while others simply remained speechless.
The vicar looked, quite frankly, lost. She began stammering and glancing back and forth between Richard and me. She’d obviously never heard that before.

“You’re a dick, Richard.” I hadn’t finished.

I heard some of the children in the audience giggle at my use of a rude word, with many of the giggles coming from Ollie’s siblings. As for Ollie himself, he was the only adult with a curved, one-sided grin on his face. 

“And there is no way that I’m doing this. Not for you, and certainly not for him.” I turned to my father.
I could feel every single eye in my garden gazing at me. It even felt as though the birds and the animals were too. For so long, emotions had been heating up inside of me, and the time had come for them to boil.

“In fact, Daddy, I’m sure you can fill us in on a few things.”

He said nothing, but his face revealed it all. His pale skin, wide eyes, and quivering lip told me everything. The funny thing was that he thought I was on about the affair, but that wasn’t the half of it.

Regaining himself, my father spun around and apologised to the guests behind him. Apparently, I was just nervous and he’d ‘sort it out’. He reached out and took hold of my arm, but before he could say a word, I pulled away. Was he purposely trying to frustrate me even further?
“You’ve got a hell of a lot to sort out,” I hissed at him at a level that no one else could hear. “I suppose I’ll tell everyone then.”

“Victoria!” My father shouted this time. 

“You’re not much of a one woman man, are you?” I snapped back more loudly this time. “Cassandra, isn’t it? Hmm... Yeah, she’s a bit too young for you. Then again, she’s only interested in your money.” I paused. “If only you had money, eh?” 

Every single person in the audience was muttering amongst themselves, asking each other what on earth was going on. As for me, I was practically exploding.
“Edward?” My mother’s voice rose above everyone else’s. “Edward, what’s she saying? Please tell me this is some twisted joke.”

My father did nothing but glance back and forth between his daughter and his wife. He was tripping over every word he attempted to speak. I kindly stopped his awkward stammering.

“I wish it was, Mum. My God, I wish it was. That’s the only reason he wants me to do this. It’s all for the money. There is one more thing though, isn’t there?” I turned back to my father. “Something a little bit bigger. Well, obviously not for you because you couldn’t care less.”

I felt absolutely amazing right now. My father was crumbling right in front of my eyes along with a hundred other people’s. Every thought, every worry was being blasted out of my mouth, and it felt damn good. If that meant me being selfish, then I suppose I was selfish.
My father looked mystified. He hadn’t quite gotten the point yet, had he? I suppose I could have given him another clue.

“You know that little conversation you had with Ella in the dining room earlier? Well, I say conversation, but argument is a better word.”

He most definitely knew what I was talking about now. His mouth which had been poisoned with many lies dropped open as his dark eyes widened.

“Victoria, come on.” I was surprised to hear Ella’s voice as I spotted her shuffling her way past many speechless people. “You need to calm down. You’re being silly.”

Why was she trying to protect him? After everything he’d done, why was she stopping me from telling everyone the truth? No way was I keeping it a secret now.
“Here, I’ll take you to the side for a moment. We need to talk.” My father tried taking hold of me again, but I pulled away.

Richard, who until now had been entirely silent, grabbed my arm and forced me to look at him. His eyes dug into mine until he spoke. “You’re actually insane...” He laughed. “Seriously. You’re mental.”
After looking around for a short moment, he let me go. He shoved passed me, and the next thing I knew, he was stomping back down the aisle.

“No! Wait!” my father called after him, but he didn’t even hesitate. “Look at what you’ve done, child! What the hell is wrong with you, Victoria? Why are you making up all of these lies?”

Lies...? This wasn’t even funny anymore.

“As I was saying,” I continued. I didn’t give a damn where Richard had gotten to anymore. “Technically, I don’t even need to marry. There’s another way you can stop Joseph from getting the estate, isn’t there?” The final bomb was dropped. “Because eighteen years ago, you raped a fifteen year old girl, and he.” I pointed at Ollie and everyone turned to look at him. “Was the result.”

Silence. Beautiful silence. My father was staring into space and Ella had stopped racing towards us. She was now standing still in between a race of guests, all of whom who were gaping at my father. They were clearly waiting for any kind of response. I rolled my eyes at his blank face.
“Oh, and the wedding’s cancelled, by the way.”
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
White faces gazed at me as I stared back into the audience. There were tears in my mother’s eyes, and an entirely blank expression on Ella’s face. Maybe I’d gone a little bit too far... 
“Everyone has to leave!” my father finally announced. A few people hesitated before standing up, but most simply stay put, unsure of what to do completely. “Leave!” he bellowed this time.

Hasty at my father’s hard tone, everyone shot up and more or less clambered back towards the house. None of the people were silent.

I glanced in Ollie’s direction to see him hastily talking to his mother. Are they arguing? Happy wouldn’t have been the best way of describing his expression. They soon stopped talking and he stared at her. Suddenly, his face twisted in a way I’d never seen before.

“Ollie, don’t!” Lily yelled, but before I could grasp what was going on, he was racing through the rows of people and shoving himself past their legs.

No one knew where to look. I didn’t know where to look. Glances from the leaving guests kept on passing between Ollie, his mother, my father, and me. Seeing Ollie’s reaction to who knew what, Ella tried calling him as she chased after him. His eyes were directly aimed at my father, and his knuckles were clenched tightly. I highly doubted that he wanted to give him a hug.
My father was now facing my mother while pathetically apologising as she sobbed. She was begging him to tell her that everything was a sick joke. While my father’s attention was taken up by the guests and his wife, he hadn’t noticed the fact that Ollie was now yards away from him. He sure did notice eventually.

“I’m gonna bloody kill you!” My father spun around to be welcomed by Ollie’s fist.

That certainly caused the guests to turn back towards the alter. Seconds later, Ella was beside me. She was shouting at Ollie to calm down as he punched my father for the second time. This time, the blow caused my father to fall to the ground.

What had I done? I wanted my father to be shamed, to be shown up in front of all of these people. I hadn’t even considered the aftermath of it. Maybe Ollie didn’t know. Why did I have to be so darn ignorant about everything?

Before Ollie managed to do anything more, one of my uncles who had been seated in the front row grabbed him. My uncle grasped Ollie’s arms at an attempted to stop him from beating the living daylights out of my father. He only managed to keep hold of Ollie for a few seconds because Ollie he soon freed himself.
“How dare you frickin’ touch her?” Ollie spat at my father as he groaned on the floor with his hand on his bleeding eye. “Who the hell do you think you are?”
As Ollie was about to swing for him again, my uncle grabbed him by his waist this time as another man I didn’t know took hold of his arms. 

“You heard what he said!” my uncle shouted at the guests who’d stopped to watch what had turned into a show. 

My uncle and the other man could only just keep Ollie from freeing himself as they both shouted for everyone to leave. Without an ounce of hesitation, their hard voices made everyone who was still gawking at the scene before them turn back around, and then practically jog in the direction of my house. They couldn’t help but turn back every five seconds.

Merely ten minutes later, more or less everyone had gone. The only people remaining were close family, and for obvious reasons, Ollie’s family. My uncles and a few of my unfamiliar distant cousins were sitting in the front row on the left. Ollie was sitting among them as he tapped his feet in a staccato rhythm while he breathed heavily. He was trying his best not to lose his temper again as the men around him tried speaking to him.
Lord knew where my father was, and if I was honest, I didn’t give a crap where he was. With any luck, Ollie had broken his jaw. My mother had run inside the house with tears racing from her cheeks. A few people like my auntie’s, a few cousins, and her father had followed her. 

I was sitting on the right side of the front row, and fidgeting in her seat next to me was Ella. She turned to me.
“Do you realise what you’ve done, Victoria? Why didn’t you just come to me?” She sighed, shaking her head.

“I... I know I’ve been stupid. I was just so.” I shut my eyes and exhaled. “So angry for being lied to about every single thing. It’s just... It’s not fair.”

Ella gently put her arm around me, and my natural response was to drop my head onto her shoulder. I was forcing the tears to remain in my eyes after that rollercoaster of an hour.
“I shouldn’t have lied to you, I know that. No one should have. It’s just that everything was so complicated... It honestly is complicated.”

“Why didn’t you tell me? Why wasn’t my father arrested when he should have been? Why on earth didn’t you tell my mother, Ella? I just... I don’t understand.”

Ella paused for a minute, and then began looking at her hands as she fiddled with them on her lap. Eventually, she lifted her head back up.

“Your father didn’t mean to do what he did, Victoria. That is certainly no excuse for what the man did, but it wasn’t only his idea to keep it a secret. Lily begged me not to say anything, and I... I promised her I wouldn’t.”

“What? Why? Didn’t common sense ever knock in?” 

“Honestly, Victoria?” Ella looked at me straight. “No one would have believed her. It’s your father we’re talking about here--part of the Kingston family, which you know all too well is one of the most respected families in England. Who do you think people would have believed? Edward Kingston or some random teenage girl?”

The answer to that question wasn’t hard to figure out. My father had always been a saint according to everyone who knew him. They often told him how generous and kind he was, but that was just the effect a good liar could have on people.

“Then when Lily found out she was pregnant, she wanted to make sure no one knew about what had happened.” Ella shook her head. “Her parents didn’t help one bit. They thought she was lying and basically, they were ashamed of her. They wanted nothing to do with Ollie whatsoever.”

My eyes were wide. “Why didn’t they believe their daughter when she told them something like that?”

“That’s just the kind of people they were, darling, especially her mother.” Ella bent her head again. “As for your question, thinking back, keeping the whole thing a secret was the worst thing we could have possibly done. At the time, it felt like the only option, especially when your mum fell pregnant with you.”
I glanced over to where Ollie was sitting, and I was relieved to see that his feet were still and he was leaning back in the chair. His eyes were glued to the ground, but at least he seemed calm. I turned back to Ella.

“I had planned on quitting my job. The thought of having to work for your father...” I noticed Ella shudder. “But when your mother got pregnant, I couldn’t just... leave her like that. Or leave you.”  
“Did my dad know that you knew about everything?”

Ella nodded. “That’s how Ollie got the job so easily.” A small smile grew on her tired face. “I suppose you could say I threatened your father...” Good on her. “I told him that if he didn’t give Ollie the job, I’d tell people about what had happened. He didn’t even need to hire anyone, but Ollie certainly needed the job, and this would have been the best paying one he’d have gotten without any qualifications. He had to leave school early because there wasn’t anywhere near the amount of money needed being made for the family, so he didn’t really have a choice but to quit school and start working.” Ella glanced over at Ollie with a pitiful look in her aged eyes. “Lily had just been made redundant, and because of her drinking, there was no way she was in the right state to even try and get a new job.” She sighed again. “The job Ollie had at the time wasn’t enough to support the whole family. If they ever needed money, I’d help them, but my salary wasn’t enough for eight people and myself, not forgetting my two dogs. Working here was the only option really.”

I think what bothered me the most about everything were the things going on behind closed doors. I always knew that Ollie getting a job here was weird; I didn’t need any kind of assistant, and my parents couldn’t afford to be hiring at the time anyway, but it was clear now why he was, in fact, hired.
I was only just able to take everything in. Yesterday, if someone had told me I’d be having this discussion, I’d have asked what they were taking. My life felt like a forever running series of Gossip Girl, and it was most definitely not a good thing.

“I despise him, Ella,” I almost whispered as I looked up at her. “I can’t ever speak to my father again, and I don’t care what you do or say because you’re not going to change my mind.”
She laughed with bitterness in her voice. “Don’t worry, darling, the only thing I’d stop you from doing is talking to him.” She paused. “You must really hate me for all of this... For lying to you so much.”

I shook my head and said nothing before burying my head deeper into Ella’s shoulder. Shutting my eyes, I felt Ella’s smooth hand run through my hair.

“I’ll never hate you, Ella. Never.”
I couldn’t remember much after that. I just remembered Ella’s hand stroking my hair, while her body heat radiated from her body and into mine. The air around me was cool as I fell into a gentle, but deep sleep.
#
The sound of tweeting birds swam into my ears as my mind surfaced back into the present. I sighed in relaxation when a sudden bang and a scattering sound drew my attention away from the melody of nature. I heard someone curse under their breath, which continued to interrupt my thoughts. The smell of newly cut grass was no longer in my nostrils and below me was something soft.
Flicking my eyes open, I saw a pale coloured wall in front of me. As my vision became less blurred, I soon recognised where I was. I shot up in my bed as I remembered what had just happened. After turning my eyes to the side, I saw a big box of DVD’s lying on the floor. The content of the box was scattered on my carpet. Bent on the floor and picking up the DVDs was Ollie.

My heart stopped which left me frozen for a moment. He hadn’t noticed that I’d woken up, by the look of it, and I most certainly wasn’t complaining. If I lay back down now, he wouldn’t have even known I’d woke--
“Tori?” Damn. “Hey, are you alright?”

Ollie left a pile of DVDs by the side of him as he stood back up. What was he doing in my room anyway? Where was everyone? How had I even gotten into my bed? I realised that I was still wearing my wedding dress, although parts of it had creased slightly from me lying down in it.

I nodded and hoped it would be a sign of please don’t speak to me; this is painfully awkward. The both of us were silent then. Ollie sometimes glanced at the DVDs on the floor and I had my eyes fixated on random objects dotted around my bedroom. I noticed Ollie concentrate on my dress.
“So... when’s the honeymoon?”

I was not in the mood for this right now.

“Did you know?” I asked bluntly; I didn’t need to say anymore for him to understand what I meant. 
“Kind of...” he muttered, scratching his head. “I knew sod all about the fact tha’ your excuse of a father is some pathetic rapist though. One night stand I were told.”

Ollie’s eyes were distant and I could see that his body was tense as he thought back. I responded by gazing at him with my lips parted slightly. All of this time, he knew and he didn’t even think to tell me? I was beginning to question if there was anyone who didn’t know.

The birds had stopped tweeting outside now, and only the winter wind could be heard gusting through my open window. I sat up in my bed as Ollie sat down on the other side of it.

“I’m sorry I said nothin’. I ain’t even known tha’ long, and I didn’t know the half of it anyway. I promised my mum I’d say nothin’ and besides, it ain’t any of my business anyway.”

“How is it not any of your business, Ollie?” I turned to him. “It’s all about you. Literally.”

He smiled faintly before lying down next to me.“Yeah, but it’s crap tha’ happened before I were born. Tha’ makes it none of my business.”

He had a weird mind set. I understood where he was coming from, but even so, this had everything to do with him. He wasn’t stupid, so he knew that. 

“How long have you known?” I asked.

Ollie clicked his tongue. “Um...”

He seemed to be thinking as he continued to flick his tongue against the top of his mouth. He sat up and reached out for my bedside cabinet. When he brought his hand back, there was a white mint in it.

“You know when you came over mine and Ella dropped you home?” I nodded. “Well, she came back to my flat, and I remember wakin’ up when she was still there.” He rolled the mint in between his palms. “She were on the phone to your dad and I think she was sittin’ on the stairs or somethin’. I guess I just overheard some things I shouldn’t ‘ave.”
He popped the mint into his mouth as he sat back up a little. He sucked on the mint for a few seconds before popping it to the side of his mouth and continuing. 
“I weren’t too happy... That’s why I acted so freaky when you tried to kiss me.”

I cringed as the memory jumped into my mind. I didn’t even want to imagine if I had kissed him... Wow, that would have been wrong. 
“Where is everyone, by the way?” I asked in an attempt to change the subject as I stood up.

It wasn’t hard to feel the tension in the room right now. It couldn’t be helped though after everything that had happened today. I desperately hoped that Ollie and I wouldn’t be like this forever; it wasn’t at all nice feeling so awkward around him.

“Well, I’m ‘ere... Hi.” Ollie shrugged. “Oh, and sorry about wakin’ you up. I needed a pee and I’m used to using your bathroom, so usin’ one I’m not used to is creepy.” Right... “Anyway, Ella, my mum and your mum are downstairs talkin’ about whatever. I have no clue where Richard-the-idiot is, and God knows where that prick of a father of yours has gone. He buggered off somewhere in his car ten minutes ago.”
He sure was a big man. Running away from the idiotic mistakes he’d made. Every time Ollie said father of yours, part of me wanted to technically correct him. Yours too. I let the thought drop out of my head. He wasn’t anyone’s father. Just a man who’d produced two children, and for all I knew right now, there could have been five more.

 I nodded to let Ollie know that I understood what he’d said. I looked down at the dress that covered my body. Who knew that something so beautiful could feel so ugly? Without even thinking about it, I unfastened the ribbon at the back of the dress and allowed it to fall loosely to the ground before carelessly throwing it onto where I had been lying.
“Whoa, are you strippin’ or somethin’?” Ollie laughed before swallowing the mint in his mouth.

Rolling my eyes at him, I gave him a sarcastic smile and walked over to my wardrobe. There was no hesitation as I reached for my baggy jeans and my oversized hoodie. 

As I got dressed, Ollie popped another mint into his mouth. I was seriously going to have to hide them from him. While getting dressed, Ollie and I began talking a bit more loosely, which gave me a wonderful feeling of relief. Both he and I became more chatty as the minutes passed.
“I better go back down,” Ollie said, standing up as he grabbed one last mint from the bowl. “They probably think I’ve fallen down the potty or somethin’.”
He began wandering towards my door. I sat back down on my bed and crossed my legs. I was relieved that everything had finally calmed down.

“You do know what all of this means, right?” I asked Ollie as he was about to leave the room.

He turned around. “Your father needs a decent beatin’ and you ‘ave a bad taste in men? Oh, and you go well mental on wedding days. Nice job on tha’, by the way. It were as amusin’ as hell.”

“Well, yes... but that’s not what I meant. You do realise that my family’s estate isn’t Josheph’s.” I smiled. “It’s yours.”
The curved grin I knew all too well spread across Ollie’s face. “I guess it is. Now that you mention that, if you’re a good girl, Tori, I might buy you a decent hair cut. Oh, and an upper lip waxing.”
“You’re just jealous that I have hair on my upper lip and you don’t.” 
Leaving with a laugh, Ollie closed the door shut behind him.

He had been gone ten minutes or so when I heard a soft knock on my door. I placed the last DVD back into the box as I said, “come in.”
I was bewildered when I turned around to see a bright eyed boy standing in my doorway with his index finger in his mouth. 

“Ryan?” 

He lifted his finger out of his mouth. “Hello Tori,” he replied, walking in slowly.

That was the first thing I’d ever actually heard him say anything.

“What are you in here for, kiddo?” I smiled, standing up.

Ryan was fiddling with his hands, and concentrating deeply on his small feet. He was the quietest five year old I’d ever met. He and Finn were impossibly different considering they were twins, even if they were non-identical.

He lifted his finger to his mouth again and began biting his nail. I strolled over to my bed and sat on it before patting the space next to me. Ryan silently followed and understood my signal to sit beside me.

 “Are you okay? You looked sad before.” I had to listen carefully to be able to hear him.

“Of course I am,” I replied. “Thank you for asking.” 

“Um... I just wanted to talk to you,” he mumbled. “About Ollie.”

I looked at him and tilted my head. He glanced up at me, but when he realised my eyes were on him, he shot his head back down to look at his hands. 

“Don’t tell no one, but Ollie’s my favourite brother ‘cause he tells Finn tha’ I don’t ‘ave to play wrestlin’ and stuff with him all of the time, and he doesn’t fight with me, and he always looks after me, and he makes me laugh if I’m not happy.”
Ryan’s cheeks had turned a scarlet red as he let out a long breath after speaking his words so hastily. He glanced at me, but like before, soon looked back down.

It was impossible for me not to smile at Ryan and what he’d said. Anyone could have figured out that he thought a lot of Ollie, and I couldn’t blame him. Those kids meant everything to Ollie, and I truly admired him for having the patience to take care of them, especially having spent a short while with Leigh because that was stressful enough.
“You won’t tell no one, will you?” Ryan sounded worried.

“Of course I won’t.” I winked and tussled Ryan’s hair.

I noticed a soft grin on his face, and for the first time, we actually looked at each other for a short while. Ryan mumbled one last sentence. 
“I just wanna let you know tha’ I don’t mind sharin’ him with you.”

“Thanks, Ryan,” I whispered into his ear.
I was smiling as I stretched my arms out and took him into a hug. At first, he fidgeted with his body tense, but after a few seconds, he relaxed and allowed me to give him a kiss on the top of his head.
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
They weren’t going to take the case any further. Placing the folded piece of paper back onto the kitchen table, I sighed. I suppose Ella was right when she said the police would believe my father. The funny thing was though that after hearing that the case was dropped, I didn’t feel like I thought I would. I wasn’t angry.

Sure, it bothered me slightly, but as long as my father didn’t come back anytime soon, I honestly didn’t care what happened to him. He came to pick up his stuff two weeks after the wedding day, and I hadn’t seen him since. Good riddance. He told my mother he’d be staying with a friend of his, and I was confident that friend may have been called Cassandra. Good luck to them, I thought, standing up from the table. She’ll definitely need it.
I sighed as I glanced at a newspaper lying on the kitchen table. I’d never seen my family’s name in the paper as much as it had been lately. The announcement of the wedding didn’t even come close. I avoided flicking through the reports and stories about the day itself because most of them were on my father’s side. They claimed that Lily had taken advantage of him. He was a ‘kind and wonderful man’, after all. Some of them even went as far as blaming Ollie, which had no logic to it whatsoever. I shook my head. Giving money to the odd charity and helping with the town’s funds didn’t make a good man.

The problem was that the media didn’t see what happened behind closed doors, and I doubted they cared either. They just believed what they wanted and spilled it all out in black and white, while making a glorious amount of money from doing so. I shoved the thoughts out of my head because that stuff didn’t even matter now.

Someone I hadn’t seen since the day itself was Richard, and I was just as happy about that. The last thing he told me was that I was mental, so he wasn’t on my Christmas card list. I leaned against the kitchen counter and fiddled with one of the salt and pepper holders. I’d loved that man. It sure as hell was twisted love, but it was still love.

No way did I regret never marrying him. After what he said to me before the ceremony, I would have been mental to end up marrying him. It was almost humorous to think that I was genuinely going to do it. The only thing I regretted about Richard was allowing myself to become blind around him. In my eyes, he could do nothing wrong. I chuckled to myself before putting the shaker back onto the smooth counter.
It had been almost two months since December the fourteenth, and once my conscience and my worries had been emptied, I felt genuinely happy for the first time in a while. Now, on my eighteenth birthday, I couldn’t think of a better way to be spending it.

“Tori! Help!” a voice shrieked, followed by Leigh almost galloping into the room. 

She jumped into the space behind me, and began watching the door like a rabbit waiting for a fox for someone to come stalking into the room. Seconds later, in walked her older brother.

Austin had his hands clasped together tightly and a large smirk smacked on his face. When he saw me, his smile broadened. 

“Look at wha’ I’ve got!” He kept his hands closed together as he neared us.

Austin opened his hands to reveal a tiny, black ball with eight twiggy legs. Leigh yelped, grabbing onto my arm as she buried her head in my side.

When I didn’t scream, Austin’s face dropped. Instead of screaming, I took hold of the spider from his palm and let it stretch it legs over my own hand.

“Does he have a name?” I asked. 

“Yep.” The smile returned to Austin’s face. “It’s Leigh.”

 Leigh pulled away from me with her eyes narrowed at her brother. I jumped up onto the counter behind me, and then opened one of the windows to drop the spider onto the windowsill outside. 

Even now that the spider was outside, Leigh watched its every move until it had crawled under the windowsill and was well out of sight.
“Weren’t you two playing in the snow outside with Charlie?” 

“Yeah, but then Austin got the spider and told me it were gonna eat me.”

“Right, okay.” I glanced out of the window and at the white landscape behind it. “The sun is coming through the clouds, so you better get out there before all of the snow melts.”

Leigh was on her tip-toes as she peered out of the window.  Her eyes widened. She took hold of Austin’s arm, and then pulled him out of the room as though their life depended on it.

Once they were gone, I laughed to myself which made me feel slightly insane for a moment. I jumped off the counter and as I passed the kitchen table, I picked up the letter I’d just dropped onto it. After reaching the bin, I ripped the letter in half and shoved it in there. I wiped my hands afterwards.

If someone had told me this time last year that I’d still be living in this house and be single, I would have laughed in their face. If they’d told me I’d be living with Ollie, I actually would have died from laughter. I was so concerned at the beginning that Ollie wouldn’t allow my mother to stay here, but he didn’t really appear to give a damn who lived here and who didn’t. Knowing him, he probably would have allowed an insane tramp to live here if they’d asked. 
I wandered into the living room to see it empty, but the fireplace was burning with fresh wood. As the warm smell wafted in the air around me, I could hear the crackling of the wood as the flames burnt it. I pushed opened the back door before making sure it was closed tightly behind me. It was unbelievable how many of the kids left the door wide open, even in the coldest winter months.

It was rare for there to be snow right now at the beginning of February. Around here, the snow normally fell during December or January, but so far, it had been the coldest winter on record. Thanks to the comforting fireplace in the living room, those winters were able to feel warm and snug.

I scanned the decking in hope of seeing someone. I could see Charlie, Austin, Leigh, my mother and Lilly at the back of my garden. The kids were throwing snowballs at each other while Lilly held Darcy. She and my mother seemed to be making sure that none of the kids did anything silly. As I turned to the right, I spotted Ryan, Finn and Ollie sitting at the outdoor table. Ryan and Finn seemed to be drawing on something, while Ollie had his guitar in his hands.
After pulling on my shoes that were placed on the mat outside, I strolled towards them to see what they were doing. I joined Ryan on the double seat and sat down.

“C’mon, Ryan! Pretty please?” Finn was looking at his twin brother. “Please?”
Ryan’s response was a shake of the head as he pulled his gloves further up his arms. Finn grunted and turned to his older brother.

“Ollie, tell him!”

“Finn, if he don’t wanna go in the snow, he don’t have to. Besides, the rest of the guys are out there. You can play with ‘em.”

Finn muttered what sounded like a fine and stood up, which resulted in his chair screeching against the wood underneath us. Pulling on his hat, he made his way towards the bottom of the garden. My heart leaped every time he skidded across the decking due to his running which was much too eager. 

Once he’d reached the grass at the bottom of the wooden steps, I let out a long breath. Ollie laughed as Finn tried to sprint through the melting snow. He was struggling to stick to the ground and only just stopping himself from slipping everywhere.

“You shouldn’t laugh!” I elbowed Ollie. “He could hurt himself.”

“Nah, he’s alright.” Ollie shrugged.

Ryan was now fixated to the drawing on his piece of paper. It was incredibly hard to tell he was even there. I glanced at his drawing to see a very well drawn tiger for a boy his age. He must have felt me looking at him because he put his pencil down and turned his sheet over in a haste.
Ryan leaned back in the chair and groaned. “I’m cold.”

“Um, it is snowing and junk, mate.” Ollie put his guitar down beside him.

“Here,” I said, pulling Ryan in towards me.

With a lot less hesitation than there used to be, Ryan cuddled up to me and rested his head on my chest as I wrapped my arm around him.

“How about playing us a song then?” I said, turning to Ollie. “Considering you didn’t even tell me you could play any instrument until last week, I think I deserve one.”

“Wha’ can I say?” Ollie winked. “I’m full of surprises.”

That was one word for it. At this rate, it seemed like no matter how much time I spent with Ollie or how many questions I asked him, there’d always be something about the boy that I didn’t know.

“Like wha’ exactly?” he asked, picking up his guitar again.

“Oh, surprise me.” 

Ollie shrugged before he began to strum the guitar. I didn’t know what the song was, but it sure was calming. That was until he thought it would have been funny to include some heavy metal riff into it.

“Really...?”

“I’m bein’ creative, gosh, Tori.” He grinned. “It’s like them pigeons all over again. You’re so judgmental. You should be beaten or somethin’.”

I nudged him with my elbow for the second time, which managed to quieten down the violent sounds he was making with the instrument in his hands. 

“Play something nice,” I ordered him. “Please? There’s a mint in it for you.”

I reached into my jeans pocket to bring out a mint, and then held it out in front of me. Ollie being Ollie, he couldn’t resist to take my offer. It wasn’t long until he promised he’d play something a little more tuneful. After handing him the mint, he soon began playing a relaxing melody again.

We’d been satsitting there for a quarter of an hour when Ryan’s chest began raising slowly and his breathing became deeper. I rubbed his back to make sure he stayed warm.

“He likes you, don’t he?” Ollie said as he continued playing. “I think he was up late last night, so he’s probably shattered. Wake him up if you’re uncomfortable.”

“No, I’m fine. It might be a good idea to take him up to bed soon though.”

Ryan let out a calm sigh as I spoke as he shrugged a little in his sleep. Ollie was still strumming the guitar, which was beginning to make me feel drowsy.

“Are you sure you’re okay about my dad not being charged for...” I paused. “Well, what happened with your mum?”

Ollie stopped playing for a moment before he started again. He shook his head, his fingers dancing over the strings again.

“Nah, I were never a fan of the cops myself. Most of ‘em are seriously up themselves. As long as I never ‘ave to see the guy again, I don’t mind.” He shrugged. “Besides, knowin’ tha’ I could kick you out of this house any time I want keeps me pretty happy.”

Ryan stretched his legs out so that he was now taking over the rest of the chair. His feet dangled off the edge slightly, but it was almost a perfect fit. I would definitely have to take him upstairs soon.
“In fact, speakin’ of  kickin’ you out...”

Shooting Ollie a glare, I grabbed the pillow from Finn’s chair and threw it at him. That interrupted the melody of the song he was playing completely.

“Whoa! Chill out, Tori!” he laughed. “You psycho banshee.”

“You are asking for it!” I threw another pillow at him as I giggled. 

Still laughing, Ollie began strumming his guitar again, and this time, I didn’t interrupt what he was playing once. 

I had a bit of a dead arm now because Ryan had been lying on it for a while, and I could feel myself drifting off. The sounds of laughter from the rest of the kids in the garden flowed into my ears. 

“Do you ‘ave any more mints?” Ollie asked once he’d finished the song.

“Seriously, what is the obsession?” I reached into my pocket and brought out a family sized bag of mints.

“Doin’ it again... Judgemental, Tori. Terrible.” I gave him the packet before he thanked me. “I dunno. Maybe I just have a fetish for ‘em.”

I laughed as he leaned back in the chair. 

Things were pretty good right now. It may not have been perfect; my father was a free man, there were still an awful lot of bills to pay which came with loads of documents and filing, and I knew that my mother was hurting after what my father did to her, but I was happier than I’d ever been. I didn’t want perfect. Perfect was boring.

All right. *sighs* I must admit I’m kind of disappointed Tori doesn’t end up with Ollie, but I guess you can’t have it all, eh? I do like, however, how all the problems haven’t been solved. Not a fairy tale ending. I know that’s the point with the whole perfection thing in the novel, but as a general, I hate stories that everything ends well, no problems, no worries. It’s so...ugh. Not for me. So I like that the mother’s heartbroken and that they’ll have to figure out something for all of them. I totally say you should’ve let Ollie beat the shit out of the father a little more, but details, I guess.
I’m mentally going through the whole novel right now, and one thing that does bother me is how solitary Victoria is. I get that she’s homeschooled and lives without much family, but that she has absolutely no friends at all, not even a slight friendly acquaintance, I find that hard to believe. Human beings are social by nature. No matter how isolated a person can get used to, they’ll want some socialising. So I think Victoria should have, or maybe had a long time ago, some friend(s). He/she/they don’t really have to be present, but that she could have at least someone she considers friendly and thinks of on the random occasions would be good.
And I think that’s all the nit-picking I have. I really enjoyed the story and..............
..........and..................

Wow, I really don’t know what else to say XD The characters were well done, the story was plausible and good, the descriptions long enough without being info-dumps, a good ending, lots of depth to the character.... Nope, nothing else to add.

Great job Skinsy, and despite my current feeling of uselessness, I hope I’ve helped (
�Did you mean college?


�This made me laugh... I’d say the same thing, yet when you hear people talking badly, they always say it’s talking like an American, not a Canadian XD


�I get that Vic would mutter at first, but after that I find it unrealistic that she’d still keep muttering to herself. I think she’d be thinking it, not saying it.


�I think it’s more likely that her first question is ‘What is he doing here?’ or ‘How did he get in my room?’ than wondering how he knew her name.


�Ha ha, I had to look this up; didn’t know what it was :P


�And here I thought the MC would love gingers ;)


�This sounds a little off.


�I don’t see how the numbers would follow like that...


�Um..this is kind of a weird ending for a chapter XD


�My birthday :D


�This sentence doesn’t work.


�Hahahahaha!


�Not sure you should put deeply twice.


�This seems off. Maybe more ‘His mother was really irritating me.’


�I think ‘I’m’ would be better.


�Here I suggest you put ... or something to elongate the sentence as just a simple dot doesn’t seem enough


�Again, some form of punctuation to continue for the pause


�I actually had no idea what it was either XD I know the French word for it but not the English one, ha ha


�I think you meant to put a dot.


�THE FUCKER!!


.........


Sorry :3


�I’d change this for ‘do’


�I’m not sure you should put ‘the’


�Lol, you mean Leigh ;)


�Okay, although I like the ‘perfect is boring’ part, this paragraph seems a little too rushed for me. It’s like you rushed to answer questions that would normally take a lot of time answering. I suggest you go a little deeper into this, especially the money issue like how the hell are they going to survive on not that much money(?) They don’t have to be answered, but if it’s mentioned that all the adults are working or something, might seem more credible.






