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Prologue
 
They say that some things in life are worth fighting for. They also say that if you love something, let it go. How do you fight for someone when to do so would only hurt them? How do you fight, when the other person has already let go? How do you let go of something that is so crucial to your happiness, so fundamental to your being that to lose it is to lose yourself? Is it selfish to try to keep that person? Is it selfish to fight for them? 
I never believed in love before. I’d never met anyone who made me want anything more than one night. Then I met her. She came into my life like an explosion, igniting everything she touched, blinding in her brilliance. Earth shattering. She shook my foundations to the core. She made me fall hard. She made me want to risk everything for her, including myself. 
There are some things in life that you would chase to the ends of the earth. There are some things that you would sell your soul for and give up all you have for, all that you are. Lilly Parker is one of those things. 
In the aftermath of her I have been destroyed, her devastation knowing no bounds. I risked it all and I lost. Now I’m left standing in the ruins of what once was.
The thing is though, if I was given the chance to go back, I’d risk it all again. For her.
Love is not something that wanes easily. To love is to feel pain, to feel vulnerable, but also to feel alive. Love is the difference between living and existing. The loss of love is a test in survival.
I’m surviving… Just.
 



Chapter One
Theo
 
I stare at the shot glass in my hand. My vision dips in and out of focus as my brain swims in an alcoholic fog. The noise of the bar is a distant hum, background noise to my own thoughts running through my fucked up head. I lift the glass to my lips and tip it back. I smile as the liquid burns down my throat. I feel numb, so beautifully fucking numb. 
Alcohol is proving to be my salvation. When I’m drunk I forget everything. I forget her. It’s temporary bliss.
This is how it’s been for two weeks. Me, drinking myself into oblivion, just to escape Lilly Parker. I love her, I hate her, I want to kiss her, I want to shout at her. I’m a fucking mess. She’s the only thing I’ve ever really wanted. She breathed life into my existence, and that is exactly what I was doing without even realising. I was just existing. She made me live. She made me love. And now, she’s making me bleed.
I can’t think of her without wanting to break something, I’m losing it. The thought of her is bittersweet. It brings me peace at the same time as it causes me pain. The image of her feels like a punch in the chest. She’s everything I need, and she’s gone. I’m drowning, and I have no desire or fight left to swim against the current. 
Just thinking about this shit tells me I’m not nearly drunk enough. I slide the empty shot glass down the bar and hold my finger up signalling for another. 
Another shot is quickly placed in front of me. “Dude, you haven’t had enough already?” Hugo asks distractedly. He’s sat on the bar stool next to me. He’s been talking to some Barbie lookalike all night. I use the term talking very loosely, although there has definitely been a lot of tongue action happening. I don’t blame him. I’m definitely not the best company right now and have been studiously ignoring them. She’s stood with her back to me as she faces Hugo. He talks to me over her shoulder. She’s straddling one of his thighs, her short dress hiked up almost exposing her underwear. Hugo has that grin on his face. It’s the grin that says he is one hundred percent guaranteed to get laid. Nothing makes Hugo happier than sure fire pussy. Speaking of which, Barbie is currently rubbing hers on his thigh. Hugo bites his bottom lip, his attention wavering decidedly.
I shrug. “Am I unconscious?” I continue, more than used to carrying on a conversation through some dry humping. Hell, I’ve carried on conversations through some not so dry humping.
“You fucking will be.” He huffs a laugh as his eyes flick to me again. A frown appears on his face as he watches me pick up the shot.
“Good.” I down the shot and signal the bar tender for two more. He shakes his head, but they won’t cut me off. I’m Theodore fucking Ellis. I laugh at that. If only they all knew what I really am, a pussy whipped little bitch who can’t get through one day without a drink, all because he got dumped. Fuck. I’d be laughing it weren’t so fucking tragic.
“Theo. You know I advocate heavy drinking, but seriously, your liver must be fucked by now.” He laughs lightly. Hugo doesn’t do serious talks. In fact I don’t think I’ve ever seen him look so serious altogether, especially considering the thigh ride he’s getting. 
I know I’m going off the rails, hell I’ve already taken a face first dive, but I just don’t care. It doesn’t matter.
I try to focus on his face but it sways in and out making me feel sick.
“I think it’s had worse.” I state. I’ve been on worse benders than this. I’ll admit that most of them didn’t last two weeks, but then I wasn’t in love with a girl who ripped out my fucking heart and ran away for two weeks. I don’t even know if she’s coming back. That could really put my liver to the test.
“Fuck yeah baby.” Hugo says as he reaches under the woman’s skirt and slaps her arse. She’s moaning now, sliding up and down his leg faster. Hugo dips his head to her chest and no doubt sucks on her tit. Right here in the middle of a bar. Fucking Hugo.
I take the two shots on the bar and down them in quick succession. The entire room is soon spinning violently. I glance across the bar and see a vaguely familiar form striding toward me. 
“Jesus, you look like shit.” I can’t see her very well, but I know the voice. It’s Molly. Her long blonde hair hangs to her waist in a golden sheet. It’s the only thing I can clearly focus on. 
“Nice to see you too.” I manage to slur. Molly has actually been pretty supportive through this shit. The night of the showdown she came to my house ready to kill me. I explained what had happened expecting her to go bat shit fucking crazy, what with all the friend loyalty and ho’s before bro’s or whatever shit it is. She didn’t. She said it’s not my fault that some woman from my past cropped up just as Lilly and I were finally sorted. As long as I didn’t cheat she didn’t care. I didn’t, but I fucked Cassie while I was in love with Lilly, and that makes me feel like a piece of shit. Even if my brain wasn’t involved in that particular decision. Molly understood why Lilly had run, because she knows her, but she thought it was salvageable. Two weeks and not a single word from her… I beg to differ.
“Hugo.” She snaps. He glances over Barbie’s shoulder and smiles wide when he sees her. 
“Hey sweetness. You look mighty fine.” His eyes skim down her body, hiding none of his desire for her. Molly is beautiful, not my type, but she’s certainly topping Hugo’s scale. She rolls her eyes. 
“Seriously Hugo. Can you please remove the skank on your lap before eye fucking the shit out of me?” She tilts her head and raises her eyebrows at him. 
He pushes the girl back off his lap. “Only because I love it when you talk dirty.” He winks. I snort. I give it to him, the guy has got game.
Molly reaches across the bar and hands him a napkin. “Perhaps wipe the snail trail off your leg?” She smiles sweetly. I laugh. Fuck me, the girl’s got balls. She reminds me painfully of Lilly. They’re so alike in a lot of ways. They share mannerisms and sayings like only people who have grown up together can. It hurts.
Molly turns back to me whilst Hugo rids himself of the walking STD. “You.” She shakes her head. “You look like fucking hell.”
“You said that already.” I grumble. The room is swaying and pitching badly. I lean my elbows on the bar, needing a stable surface to cling to.
“Yeah well it needed saying twice.” She pauses, her eyes flicking over me. “She wouldn’t want this you know.” My chest clenches painfully at the mention of her.
“Don’t, Molly.” I warn her.
“You can’t just bury your head in the sand…or a tequila bottle as appears to be the case. She would hate to see you like this.” Her voice is soft, but stern at the same time. 
“She left me remember. What she wants doesn’t count anymore.” I duck my head. Fuck it hurts to even think of her.
She grabs my face forcing me to look at her. “Theo, you are crashing and burning. If you ever want to get her back you need to pull your shit together. Lilly is drawn to strength. She can’t abide weakness. She sees this? She’ll run for the bloody hills.”
I frown at her. “She’s already run from me. I fucked it all up Molly. It hurts too much.” I’m rambling, but the words won’t stop.
“Hey, look at me.” I lift my eyes to her face. “Her court case is in two days.” She lifts her eyebrows, eyeing me meaningfully. “Pull. Your shit. Together.” 
“She doesn’t want me, she’ll fight me.” I slur.
“Of course she will, she’s Lilly.” She shrugs. “Remember, the best things in life are never easy.” She pats my face gently. “Fight.” She says close to my ear. “Be her strength. She’d die before she’d admit it, but she’ll need you.”
She turns away from me. “Hugo, come on. I don’t have all night.” She snaps.
Hugo puts me in a taxi before he leaves with Molly. He follows that woman around like a fucking lap dog. She must be magic in the sack. Why the hell she gives him the time of day I’ll never know. I love Hugo like a brother, but she could do so much better.
I lean my head against the window. Two days. Two days until I can see her again.
 



Chapter Two
Lilly
                                                                              
I watch the ocean as it lazily rolls onto the beach. It’s early and a light mist drifts across the waves as the sun just starts to peak over the horizon. I like it here, it’s peaceful. The tranquillity brings a certain calm to my fraught state. I like to sit out here for hours sometimes, just basking in the serenity.
Today I don’t have time to sit here for hours though. Today I have to go home and leave my small slice of peace behind. I’ve been staying with Harry for nearly two weeks now. As soon as I was able to scrape myself off of that floor, I packed a bag and I left. 
I know what you’re thinking. I’m not running, and I’m not hiding. I just need to re-group. I need to give myself a chance to feel everything, to feel the hurt and the betrayal, the loss and the longing. I usually have the ability to shut off when it comes to emotions, but I have to admit Theo really knocked me on my arse with this one. 
I had to leave, because even Molly and George don’t realise just how breakable Theodore Ellis has made me. I became so entranced by him, so addicted, that I forgot my number one focus; to protect myself. Before I’d even realised what had happened I had given him my heart and my trust, without ever consciously giving either. It’s so stupid. I fell for a man who I always knew would end up hurting me, and yet I walked straight into it. I ignored all of my instincts and for what? Lust? I thought so. I thought what Theo and I had was just passion and fire. We have the kind of attraction that is magnetic and deadly without a doubt, but the constant, aching tightness in my chest is not the aftermath of lust, it’s the devastation of a shattered heart. It is the breaking of something that I thought I would never have, and when I did, it was cruelly ripped away before I’d barely even registered what I had, what we had…that I was in love with him. That I am in love with him. I thought I knew damaged. I thought I knew broken. I thought I knew rock bottom. Turns out there’s a whole other layer of shit below that. I have never felt pain like it. I don’t know whether to scream, shout or cry. It’s that kind of sadness that is just utterly consuming in its misery. At times I feel like it’s suffocating me. I feel as if a void has been left inside me, and it will never again be filled. I’m incomplete. Just breathing without him hurts, and with every burning breath I take, my very soul aches for him. I hate him for doing this to me, but I miss him so much it’s beyond comprehension. I feel like I’m grieving for someone, rather than having broken up with them. Perhaps I’m grieving for the loss of myself. Who knows? All I can say is that I was wise to avoid falling for someone before. Nothing is worth this crippling, debilitating hurt. I was a fool to change that, and now I’m paying the price. That’s the absolute worst part about it, the part that makes me want to break down and cry; I did this to myself. You can take a beating if you’re forced to, but this feels like I held my hand over the flame, only to cry when I got burned. It was inevitable. I’d love to say I let my heart rule my head. That sounds so much more poetic. Worse though, I let my hormones rule my head. I let him manipulate my body, seduce me to the point of no return. 
That’s why I’m here, to do my crying without an audience. I knew it wasn’t going to be pretty, so I came to the only person who truly knows my ugly: my brother. I’m going back today because the court case is tomorrow, just to add more shit on the pile. 
I’m fine with going back to London. I’m ready. I am not some broken little girl. I’m just lost. The question is where to go from here? The answer, I don’t know. Try as I might to deny it Theodore Ellis has changed me. It’s as though he’s left his mark on me. He’s left a chink in my armour that I can’t fix no matter how hard I try. I can’t go back to being the person I was before, that girl is gone, crushed by her own stupidity. 
I hate feeling the way I’ve felt these past couple of weeks, and I’m done allowing him to have this kind of power over me. Day by day I can feel myself slowly shutting down. The pain is numbing, but so is everything else. I don’t know how to go forward. I was always strong before, but it was the kind of strength you muster, and you fight for. When I was with Theo I had the kind of strength that is effortless and unbreakable. I can no longer muster the strength, I don’t have it in me. What’s left is this shell I’m becoming. Emotionless, shut down, untouchable. That’s what I need to be right now, untouchable.
I sigh and pull myself up off of the sand. My brother’s house is a two minute walk away over-looking the ocean. Harry’s done well for himself over the years. His garages bring in a lot of money. He specialises in high performance vehicles, and living in Sand Banks, there are no shortage of those.
I walk up the steps of the stark white house. The windows are all mirrored from the outside, it’s one of those minimalist bachelor pads. Typical Harry.
“There you are.” Harry says as he sips his coffee at the breakfast bar. He’s reading the paper wearing only his boxers. Gross. Donnie is sat on the far side of the bar eating cereal, but says nothing. Donnie rents a room from Harry, and sometimes does bits of work for him. He is a man of few words and well used to mine and Harry’s squabbles. 
“Can you at least put some clothes on? I don’t need to see you hanging out in your pants, scratching your arse.” 
“My house my rules sis, and scratch my arse I shall.” He smiles but doesn’t look up from his paper. His wavy brown hair is sticking in every direction and his green eyes, identical to mine, are blood shot. Harry is not a morning person.
“Nice.” I mumble. I grab a cup of coffee and sit at the breakfast bar next to Harry. I grab a paper and start skimming through the headlines. I feel like I’ve been living in a hole for the last two weeks. World war III could have ensued and I wouldn’t know. I have loved staying with Harry though. He has been a true life saver this last fortnight. It’s impossible to be sad around him. Even Donnie has tried his best to cheer me up. 
“You sure you want to go back today?” Harry meets my gaze, his eyes full of concern. I love him dearly, but I swear he thinks I’m some delicate little flower. Although, in his defence, he has seen some shit in the past couple of weeks that no guy should be subjected to. It’s a fact that men cannot deal with ugly crying. Harry’s reaction is to pet me like a dog.
I sigh. “I’m fine. It’s not like I haven’t dealt with worse.”
“I don’t want you to have to deal with any more, Lill’s.” He frowns. Harry thinks he can protect me from the world and sometimes I wish he could.
“Yeah, well life’s a bitch, and sadly this is another one of those incidents I brought on myself.” 
He rolls his eyes. “Please don’t tell me you’ve turned into one of those women. ‘I pushed him into the arms of another woman’.” He says in a high pitched voice.
I punch him in the arm. “No, but there’s a very good reason I don’t do relationships. This shit is enough to put me off for life.”
He rubs his arm. “Seriously, you have such a manly swing.”
I ignore him and glance down at the paper to find I’ve turned to the gossip section…and right slap bang in the middle is Theodore Ellis. He’s pictured with his arm thrown around some woman’s neck. He’s almost falling over and he has lipstick marks across his jaw. The headline says; ‘Ellis Up to Old Tricks.’ I quickly close the paper and fold it. I leave the kitchen and go straight to my room before Harry can see me break down. I don’t cry. I’m all cried out. It hurts though. My chest feels like someone is twisting a knife inside of me. I bite the inside of my cheek to stop the tears from coming. Damn him, he will not do this to me. I’m here crying over him, while he’s out partying, drinking and womanising as though we never fucking happened. I want to scream at him. I want to hurt him the way he’s hurt me. I grip at my chest, trying to hold myself together, trying to stop what feels like a physical wound in my heart from ripping wide open. This shouldn’t come as a surprise. What did I expect? He’s Theo Ellis. He’s a fucking arsehole. I hate him. I love him. Oh god, when will this stop!?
 
I’ve pulled myself together and am just zipping my bag when there’s a knock at my door. I know it must be Donnie, because Harry is a dick and just walks in.
I open it and see him stood there with his head bent, his dark curls falling in his face. He smiles and his dark brown eyes warm me. I’ve known Donnie for years and in a way he’s comforting.
“I just wanted to say bye.” He mumbles. As the years have gone on Donnie has got more awkward around me, and says even less to me. I know it’s just how he is, so I leave him be.
“Thanks for putting up with me.” 
“You know, if you ever want to stay here, I have a friend with a law firm who would be happy to give you a job.” He looks at me before looking away shyly.
I smile. “I really appreciate that Don, and I may do one day, but right now London is where I need to be.” I’m not going to throw away a promising career just because I broke up with my boyfriend, I mean seriously?! I know Donnie means well though.
He nods his head looking defeated. “Okay, well come visit won’t you?” He offers a small smile.
“I will. Bye Donnie.” I hug him and he wraps his arms around me tight. Having Donnie around is like having another brother, although sadly, I’m pretty sure he doesn’t see me as a sister.
 
Harry holds the car door open for me as I say goodbye. I brought the Maserati with me. I just needed to leave and it was the quickest and easiest way out of there. Harry had one of his boys’ drive it up to London to give it back to Theo, but apparently he just told him that the car doesn’t belong to him. Of course he couldn’t make it easy and just accept it. I had to give myself a pep talk for two days just to part with that car. 
“Seriously, you want to sell this, you give me a shout.” He smirks. 
“It’s not mine.” I say for the hundredth time. Harry took it for a ‘service’ earlier in the week, only to come back and tell me ‘it power slides like a boss’. Child.
“The ownership certificate says differently.” He wiggles his eyebrows.
I sigh, ignoring him. “I love you Harry. Thanks for letting me come up here.” He opens his arms and I go into them. My brother has this way of making me feel impossibly safe. He’s the one person in this world who I know would go to the ends of the earth for me. I’ve witnessed it several times. There is nothing I wouldn’t do for him.
His strong arms squeeze me tight. “I love you Lill’s. You know where I am if you need me. I know you say you’re okay, but I can see you’re not.” He pulls back and looks me in the eye. “Anytime you need me, call me and I’m there.” He touches his knuckles playfully to my jaw as he flashes me a blinding smile. Harry gets me. He knows I hate pity. He can make me smile even at the worst times.
“Thanks Harry.” I kiss his cheek and slide into the smooth leather seat of the car.
“I’ll see you in a few weeks.” He says before he closes the door. I start the engine and pull onto the road, the tyres screeching as the engine snarls like an angry cat. Yep, I’m going to miss this car so much.
 
When I pull into the underground garage by the flat, I have to take a moment before I get out of the car. Living with Harry has given me a chance to pull myself together, but now I’m back here and it’s time to face the music. It’s time for Lilly Parker to put her game face on and suck it up. I’ve had my time, but now it’s time to put my emotions in a box and leave them there. I am done.
I step out of the car, armour in place and ready for battle. God knows this will be a battle and a half.
 



 
Today is the court case and oh, how I’m looking forward to this emotional shit storm. Despite Molly and George’s pleas, I’m going on my own. I need to do this alone. I’ve already given my statement, which wasn’t very much. The case should be tight based on the DNA evidence. I don’t need to speak. I don’t even need to be there, I just want to be there.
I’m determined to stand in that court and look that man in the eye. I want him to see he hasn’t broken me. I want him to see that I am not a victim. I need to do this, for myself.
There aren’t many people in the court room when I enter. I take a seat on one of the empty wooden benches. My Barrister gives me a brief nod of acknowledgement before turning back to her paper work.
The judge starts proceedings and the defendant is brought out to stand behind a pane of glass, flanked by two policemen. Of course I have no memory of that night, so I’ve never seen him before. What strikes me first is how normal he looks. He could be any young guy off the street, not the creeper who drugged and raped several girls over the course of several years. He keeps his eyes down as he stands with his hands cuffed behind his back. I like to think I’m a strong person, but even I’m surprised that I feel nothing as I stare at his unremarkable form. I want him to look at me, but he doesn’t.
I hear the doors to the court room creak open and someone sit quietly in the row behind me. All the hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention, my body super attuned to the presence of Theodore Ellis, the only man who can make me lose control. The only man against whom I have no defence or self-preservation. The only man who has ever caused me to feel as though my very soul aches with pain.
I barely hear what is being said in the court room as I sit rigid tense in my seat. I can’t concentrate as my pulse hammers in my ears. It’s a mixture of panic, anger, pain and want all coursing through my veins like a freight train. Of course I should have expected this. I haven’t turned my phone on since I left for Harry’s, I just disappeared. I left Moly and George a note with Harry’s number, so they could reach me. But he hasn’t been able to contact me at all. 
The next hour feels like an eternity as I sit there, unable to move, unable to look at him. As soon as the jury breaks to deliberate I stand and bolt for the doors of the court room. I refuse to even look in his direction as I pass him.
I keep walking until I find a quiet corridor in the maze that is the court house. I take a moment and look out of the window at the busy street below. I press my forehead against the cool glass and take deep breaths trying to calm my hammering heart. Pull it the fuck together Lilly, I scold myself. I take a final deep breath and turn around. 
He’s there of course. He’s always there. I haven’t seen him since that day. He looks different, older somehow, more worn, but still beautiful. His stance is casual, hands in his pockets, jacket open revealing a shirt with no tie. His dark hair is slightly too long, falling across his forehead. His stare grips me, his deep blue irises branding my soul all over again until I can’t breathe. Everything about him calls to me on such an instinctual level and it hurts so much.
I
work to keep my face impassive as the pain unfurls like a poison through my veins. It’s that all-encompassing crippling pain that steals your breath away, a desperate longing that brings with it the deepest sadness. I want him so much that it’s excruciating not to just reach out and touch him. I’ve spent two weeks harbouring so much resentment for him, but right now with him right in front of me, it doesn’t seem to matter, because I love him.
Damn him, and damn me for being so bloody weak around him. I grit me teeth and fight the onslaught of emotions that threaten to overwhelm me, I have no room for emotion anymore. I wrestle the hurt back into its box and slam the lid. His eyes study me with their usual intensity. He says nothing, just watches me. I check my armour is firmly in place and my heart buried so deep that not even I can find it, before speaking to the man who until recently meant so much to me. 
 



Chapter Three
Theo
 
I watch an array of emotions flit across her features. I see the pain, longing, anger, love, hate and finally nothing, just blank, cold and unfeeling. 
“I’m not doing this with you Theo.” She says flatly. 
For the first time in weeks I feel as if I can breathe properly. I’m like a junkie just craving her, just being in her presence is like taking the best kind of hit. Yeah, I’ll admit I’m totally pussy whipped when it comes to her. The last two weeks have been like my own personal brand of torture. She literally disappeared, her phone was disconnected, even Molly wouldn’t tell me where she was. And now she’s here, and she looks different. She is different.
She’s wearing a black dress, but it hangs slightly on her notably thinner frame. Her hair is loose and wild as always. She still has that unspoken ability to bring me to my knees without ever uttering a word. I’m powerless to her.
I didn’t even realise how much I missed her until this moment. I miss the subtle smell of her perfume, the way her hips sway as she walks, the secret smiles she throws my way, her snarky come backs and her gnarly, abrasive personality. I miss everything that is her. But the woman facing me now is not the woman I know. Something vital has changed in her. Her walls are so far up I can’t see over them. I’m standing close enough to touch her, but the distance between us is like a deep unreachable void. She’s right in front of me, but she might as well be half a world away. 
“I thought you might need some moral support.” I say quietly. The truth is I’d find any excuse to see her. ”And… I needed to see you.” I whisper.
“How did you know I was here?” She snaps. She’s like a cobra that’s reared up, hood out and spitting venom. As always, I’m left trying to tactfully dance around her without getting bitten.
I offer a small smile. “You’ve always got something to prove. I knew you’d come.” 
“Well you’ve seen the show. I’m not the crying damsel in distress. You can go now.” She says calmly. The usually vibrant green of her eyes is flat, lifeless. She dismisses me by turning away.
“No, you’re not.” I say to her back. I can almost feel the ice radiating from her. The last two weeks have hardened her in a way that’s made her untouchable to the world around her. “But you’re not as okay as you make out. I see behind those walls of yours. Remember who you’re talking to sugar.” She flinches slightly, and turns furious eyes on me. 
“Do not call me that! What did you expect, that I’d be skipping around London town, partying and fucking around like you?” Her glare is fierce and accusing. 
Fucking paps’! Shit. “I was not fucking around!” I growl. “I just… I can’t think straight without you. I promise you, I didn’t fuck anyone.”
“Honestly Theo I don’t care what you do. Fuck half of London if that’s what makes you happy.” Damn, she has this way of making me feel like total shit. 
How can she not see that I’m a fucking mess over here? “You make me happy!” I shout. 
She huffs a laugh. “You should have thought of that before you stuck your dick in that slut.”
I drag my hands through my hair. “I don’t know what you want me to say. I was in a bad place. I was in love with you and you walked away. I got drunk, and it happened. I don’t even remember it. It doesn’t change anything Lilly.”
“It changes everything.” She says flatly.
I push away from the wall and take a few steps toward her. “I still love you.” I reach out as if to touch her, but hesitate when she holds her hand up in front of her, halting me. She suddenly seems fragile, as though if I touch her, she’ll break. I see her front for what it is, and I see what’s underneath it, what I’ve done to her. 
I step closer to her. This is the moment where I either let her run, or I hang the fuck on. I reach up and touch her cheek. Her eyes flutter closed and she releases a shuddering breath.
“I love you.” I whisper. She opens her eyes, eyes filled with a world of despair that mimics my own. “Talk to me.” 
“And say what?” I clasp her face between my hands, pleading and begging her to come back to me, to see me, to remember us, but she’s long gone. 
“We can work this out.” I beg.
She places her hands on my wrists and pulls them away. “No. We can’t. We’re over.”
“We’ll never be over. You know it as well as I do.”
“Just go Theo.” A frown etches across her beautiful features as she watches my movements. 
“Lilly…”
“You shouldn’t have come here. It’s too late. Goodbye Theo.” She turns and strides down the corridor, practically running away from me. She’s done with the conversation, but I’m not. This is how it works with us. She fights and I fight harder, because I’m so desperately fucking in love with her that I’d sooner die trying than give up on her. So I follow her.
As I exit the front of the building I’m blinded by several camera flashes.
“Miss Parker. Miss Parker! Lilly!” Several voices all shout at once. “How was the trial? Are you and Mr Ellis an item? What do you think about Cassie Blake?” They swarm around Lilly who completely ignores them. Fucking vultures have been all over me since they somehow found out about Cassie barely twenty four hours after I did. I suspect she had something to do with it. A couple of them spot me, and quickly rush over.
“Mr. Ellis! Mr. Ellis!” They all shout. I push through them as Lilly makes a break for it through the car park.
She stops next to her car and rummages in her bag. She pulls the door open just as I reach her. I slam it shut, pressing my chest against her back. As her body presses against mine I feel complete for the first time in weeks, as though her touch can physically make me whole again. She spins and our faces our only a few inches apart. Her scent assaults me, gripping me by the balls and making my cock stir. Definitely not the time or place. She smells delicate, sensual, seductive and just Lilly. I cage her against the car as the furious flashing of cameras continues. Her breath quickens as her eyes meet mine. Something passes between us, a desperate unspoken need. This is how it is with us. This is what I crave. The draw I have to her, the passion she has for life. Even if she does drive me insane.
I lean in close to her and she tenses. “Don’t run from me sugar.” I whisper just inches from her ear. “I’ll always catch you.” I twist a strand of her hair around my finger. My fingers brush the soft skin of her neck. She closes her eyes and takes an unsteady breath. 
When she opens her eyes they’re full of a hardened resolve. “You need to stop chasing, Theo. I’m done.” I study her and find no trace of a lie. 
 
A brazen pap shouts. “Lilly, are you in love with Mr. Ellis?” I watch her re-coil and spot the flash of pain behind her eyes. She quickly covers it, her face morphing back into that cold mask.
 
She holds my stare as she responds. “Women don’t fall in love with Mr Ellis, they sleep with him.” She doesn’t flinch, doesn’t blink. She just fixes me with a stare that says ‘check mate’. I won’t pretend it doesn’t hurt. It feels like she just ripped out my fucking heart and stamped on it, but I backed her up against the ropes. I should have expected her to come out swinging, and swing she did, right where it hurts. 
 
“Nice car.” I say as I step away from her. 
 
“Thanks. I think I’ll keep it.” She flashes me a fake smile before she slides into the car.
 
“This conversation isn’t over.” I say as she slams the door, before pulling out of the car park, tyres screeching. 
Everything between us was so right. How did we get to this in just two weeks? Oh, that’s right, I managed to get so drunk that I got fucked in a toilet cubicle and can’t even remember it. 
 
I drive straight home. I cannot deal with this shit today. I thought the last two weeks were tough, but at least I had the luxury of hope. I guess in the back of my mind I always knew she wouldn’t be able to move past this. Lilly doesn’t forgive, and she certainly doesn’t forget. I’ve fucked up the best thing I ever had, and that thought is depressing as fuck.
 
I grab the decanter of scotch and a glass. I pour some of the amber liquid into the glass and slam it back. Nothing like shooting the good shit. 
The doorbell rings and I groan as I drag myself up to answer it.
 
I open the door, glass of scotch still in hand. Cassie stands there with a frown on her face. 
“Theo…” I slam the door in her face. I definitely cannot deal with that right now. If that makes me a bastard then so be it, but right now she’s the bitch who ruined my life. 
I go upstairs and collapse on the sofa, where I proceed to drink. I drink because it’s easier than facing the situation I’m in. It’s easier than looking at the fuck up my life has become, and it’s easier than looking at what I’ve done to the only woman I’ve ever loved.
I needed to see her. I needed to know, and now I do. 
 
All I can hear in my mind are those two words: I’m done. They hit me like a punch in the gut every fucking time. She is done. That’s it, no going back. I fucked it all up and now I have to live with the consequences. The truth is, I’ve come to need her on some level. She’s like a beam of light in an otherwise grey world. 
If that baby is mine, then I’m about to face some serious shit. I guess, I hoped that she would lend me some of that implacable strength of hers, so I could face this shit storm. Stupid, why would she? I’ve done nothing but hurt her. I don’t deserve her. She loved me. She let me in where no-one else has been… and then I ruined her from the inside out. I took something precious and I fucked it up before it had even begun.
 
I pour another glass of scotch, and another, until I feel nothing.
 
I wake up on Tuesday morning with the headache from hell. My mouth tastes like something died in it, and my stomach churns violently. I roll over and squint against the bright light streaming in from the French doors. I feel like a vampire as I cringe away from the sunlight. I manage to half stagger to the kitchen and find some Aspirin. That scotch may have been the good stuff, but it leaves a hangover just as well as the cheap and nasty shit. Ugh, my fucking head. I’m seriously regretting last night’s pity party for one. Fuck.
 
My mobile rings on the breakfast bar and I pick it up without looking at the screen.
“Hello?” I rasp. God, I sound like shit.
“Theo?” The male voice on the phone asks.
I close my eyes and lean my forehead on the breakfast bar. “Mmmhmm.”
“Jesus you sound like shit.” 
“Before you insult me, who is this?” I grumble. Fucking hell, I feel like my brain has just disconnected and left the building. It’s probably laying down in a dark room and wondering what the fuck happened, and why the fuck I’m even upright…sort of.
He sighs. “It’s me, Will, you twat.” Of all the times for my brother to call me, he calls now. Jesus.
“Oh, hey.” 
“I’m in London.” He says matter of fact.
“What? Nice of you to tell me you were coming dickhead.” I growl. My brother can be such an arse sometimes. Would a phone call fucking kill him?
He laughs. “I thought I’d surprise you.”
“Yeah well good luck with that, because I am sure as shit not making it out of the house today.” 
“Oh for fuck’s sake Theo, man up. It’s a hangover. You’ve been having them several times a week, every week since you were sixteen, you should be used to it by now.” I can almost see him rolling his eyes. I am definitely the black sheep of our family.
“How do you know I’m not just ill?” I ask indignantly.
“Because this is you we’re talking about. You’re always hung over.”
“Fuck you.” I grumble against the work top. 
“I’m staying at The Ritz. Join me for breakfast in half an hour.” He says in a way that leaves no room for argument. My brother is just like me, but older, more serious and a little scary sometimes.
“Seriously, you want me to have breakfast at The Ritz in this state.”
“Man up, you fucking pussy.” Then he hangs up. Ugh, did I mention I don’t get on with my brother all that well. Cat always says it’s too much Ellis male testosterone in one room. I think he’s just a dick.
 
I walk into The Ritz wearing jeans, a t-shirt and my Ray Ban’s. My head is still pounding and the light is making my eyes throb. People take note of my under dressed state, but I couldn’t give a fuck. There’s not a single guy in here without a tie on. Personally I find this shit pretentious. I mean really, The Ritz? My brother always was one for prissy hotels, flash cars and big houses. Don’t get me wrong, I’m hardly slumming it, but it’s not like I have ten super cars on my drive or a mansion. The house I live in was my grandmother’s, which I love, hence I live there. Will lives in an enormous pent house in the middle of Paris. Not my thing at all. 
So now I’m at The Ritz, having to endure this shower of shit, when I have a perfectly good office where I could ride out my hangover in peace, or even better, my sofa. But no, I have to show my hung over to fuck face in public. 
My brother is seated at a table near the window. The table is laid out with tea, coffee and some croissants. Seriously, croissants? Kill me now. 
“Ah, Theo. Finally decided to join me?” He smiles and claps his hand on my shoulder. “Rough night was it?” 
“Something like that.” I mumble. Will smirks in that easy way of his. He used to be every bit as bad as I am, and truthfully, my bad boy reputation started as one of the two Ellis brothers. The press loved us even more than they love me and Hugo. Of course then Will got married, moved to Paris and became a boring fuck. My brother’s an easy going kind of guy, but he’s a scary bastard when things don’t go his way. He’s a monster, at least six and a half feet, and built like a rugby player. He’s two years older than me, but he’s greying already, making him look older still. We don’t look alike. He has grey eyes and hair a shade lighter than mine. I’m the younger, better looking one, and I remind him of this at every available opportunity.
 “Would you like to order sir?” A waiter asks me. 
“Can you bring me a scotch?” I ask. This is definitely a hair of the dog job. Nothing else for it. 
“Certainly sir.” The staff here know better than to question a customer. If I want a five hundred pound glass of scotch at nine thirty in the morning, then that is what I’ll get.
Will raises his eyebrows. “That bad?”
“That bad.” I nod. I take my sunglasses off, despite the bright light of the window. 
“I guess I should be honoured you even turned up at all, even if it was an hour late.”
“Yeah, you should be.” I grumble. “Anyway. I’m here now so you can stop bitching.” My head is pounding and I have to rest it on my hands for a second whilst the room stops spinning.
“Would you like a croissant? It might make you feel better.” He smiles. I narrow my eyes at him.
“No, I do not want a bloody croissant.” He is far too smug about this situation right now.
He shrugs. “Okay. So from the article I saw spread all over my morning paper, I’m assuming this…” He points to me.”…is about a woman.” 
“Isn’t it always?” I smile humourlessly at him. “What article?” I frown.
“Oh, something about a solicitor, and a pregnant woman. There was a picture of you pinning some red head up against a car. She’s hot.” He shrugs. “It was only a matter of time before you got some poor girl knocked up.”
“Fucking vermin.” I mumble. I hate the press. They’re all pricks.
The waiter brings me my scotch, which I down. I shudder. God, that shit is nasty. My stomach rebels against the alcohol. Keep it down, keep it down. In ten minutes, this will sort me right out. If I don’t throw up beforehand that is.
He shakes his head as he chuckles. “You’re a crazy bastard.”
I shrug. “I’ll take that.” 
“So, is it true? You get some girl knocked up?” His face is serious, and I start to suspect that he didn’t just read this today.
I sigh. He knows the whole story, he always does. He’s just stringing me along. “Why are you here Will?” 
He pauses for a moment and looks across the room. “I’m concerned.”
I snort. “If you’re concerned about me then don’t bother.” 
He rolls his eyes. “If you want to get trashed, knock up half of London and catch every STD under the sun I couldn’t give two fucks. What concerns me is that you’re doing it for all to see. It looks bad on the company.”
Typical of my brother, it’s all about the company. “The press always portray me as the bad boy. It hasn’t damaged the company so far.” My headache is starting to slowly recede. “And you’re not exactly one to talk. You were just as bad until you got that ball and chain clapped around your ankle.” He scowls at me. He hates me referring to Dulcie as a ball and chain. She’s actually lovely, but my brother has turned into a completely different person since meeting her. Maybe that’s what love does to you. It definitely changed me, it also destroying me.
He leans forward and meets my eyes. “It didn’t hurt the company when we burst onto the scene as fresh faced business wonder boys. They loved that we were young, exciting, different, something the London business world hadn’t seen.” He takes a sip of his tea. “Now, we’re older. Clients expect professionalism from us. Before long you’re going to be thirty, still drinking and fucking everything with a pulse. If you want to continue to be taken seriously you need to evolve Theo. Everyone has to grow up at some point. I did.” I stare at the empty scotch glass in front of me. I really hate taking shit off my brother. “Cat tells me you were really serious with someone.” He probes.
I huff a laugh. “Despite your opinion of me, it would seem that I am capable of that, yes.” I frown down at my hands. In his eyes I’m just his joke of a kid brother. I don’t want to admit what a joke I really am. That I had unknowingly fucked Lilly over before we even started. I’ve never felt like a failure before. Everything I’ve touched has always turned to gold, but it seems so trivial in the light of this one failure. Somehow to fail this is to fail everything. “It doesn’t matter now, it’s over anyway.” Fucking hell. I need another glass of scotch. I summon a waiter and order scotch, but Will quickly changes it to a coffee. I can’t even be bothered to fight with him. My mind zones out as the ice cold grip of pain starts to wind its way around my heart again.
“Hey.” Will says quietly. I look up at him. He watches me for a moment. “You’re really cut up over this.” He sounds shocked. “I thought it was the pregnant chick that has you on the ropes.”
I laugh humourlessly. “No. I don’t even fucking know what to do about that shit.” I sigh and let my head fall back to look up at the ceiling, the gold chandelier that hangs above us proves a good distraction from my desperately over worked mind. I look back at him. 
“So, what will fix this?” He asks.
“Fuck if I know.” I laugh. “I have a crazy bitch who I don’t even remember having sex with trying to make me claim her child. I don’t even know if it’s mine. Then I have Lilly, the red head.” He raises his eyebrows. “She wants nothing to do with me since she found out about all of it.” 
“So you cheated on her and got another woman knocked up?” He sighs, as though this sort of thing is to be expected of me.
“No! I didn’t cheat on her. I wouldn’t do that to her. It’s complicated. We weren’t together at the time.”
He watches me carefully, a small frown on his face. “You’re not usually one to get hung up on a woman.” He speculates.
I exhale slowly. “No, but she was… is ‘the’ woman.” I’m surprised by my own honesty. God, soon enough I’ll be one of those pussy whipped little bitches that every guy just feels sorry for.
He shakes his head. “Never thought I’d see the day.” He smiles a little. 
“Me and you both. I’ll tell you this much though, this shit cannot possibly be worth it.” 
He smiles knowingly and lifts his hand, flashing his gold wedding ring. “Oh but it is little brother. When you have it, it’s worth everything. Trust me. If she’s it for you then fight for her, don’t just let her go. Life’s too short for regrets.”
I huff a laugh. “You don’t understand, with this girl it’s not a fight, it’s a fucking war.”
He smirks. “Love is a war bro, you’ve just got to wait her out, besiege and conquer. Trust me on this. If you let her walk you will regret it.”
For once, my dickhead brother is right. I’ve been hanging around, drinking myself stupid because she’s gone. I see her once, get rejected…what else did I expect? And now I’m turning tail and letting her run. I didn’t take no for an answer the first time, so why am I taking it now? Let her run or hang the fuck on. She may have won round one, but I will fucking win. I just have to work out how to get her back, because the alternative involves a shit tonne of depression and booze. 
I can do this. I can do determined. I can do fighting. I can do the impossible. What I cannot do is just lay down and let her go without a fight. It’s selfish of me. The selfless, decent thing to do would be to let her go, but I just can’t. She belongs with me. She’s mine. My feelings for her have never been rational, even from day one.
“Now, what are we going to do about this pregnant girl?” He asks seriously.
That is a good question. I haven’t got a clue.
 



Chapter Four
Lilly
 
It’s been a week since I saw Theo at the court house. Although I haven’t seen him in person, he sent me flowers at the beginning of the week, which I promptly threw in the bin in a rage. The card he sent read: Love is a war, so suit up sugar, because I’m coming for you. X
It made me smile for a moment, a very brief moment, because it’s so damn cheesy. Then said rage ensued. I’m a mess right now and I don’t know what to do. Part of me is so angry at him, so hurt by him, that I just want him to leave me alone so I can go on with my life and pretend he never happened. The other part misses him so much, and longs for him. That part wants him to fight, because if he gives up on me then I’ll be forever lost without him. That part has clearly forgotten that he got another woman knocked up. It’s messed up, and I don’t know whether I’m coming or going half the time. I’m fighting my own emotions and it’s exhausting. If this is what love does to you then fuck love. I’m losing sight of rational thought, but then rational thought has never really been a factor when it comes to Theo. 
My sole focus and my salvation now is my work. 
It’s eight thirty in the morning and I’m sat at my desk typing up a contract when Mr Simmons walks in. He never comes down here, let alone this early. If he wants to see someone they go to him. 
“Josh isn’t here yet.” I smile politely. 
“I actually came to see you Miss Parker.” He sits in the chair opposite my small desk. 
“What can I do for you Mr. Simmons?” 
He folds his hands in his lap. “Well, it’s actually what I can do for you.” He flashes me a warm smile. “I’m promoting you Miss Parker.” 
“I…but I’m just an intern.” I stammer. 
“An intern who has impressed me. I’ve had nothing but glowing reports about you from some of our best clients.” He smiles and my stomach bottoms out. Ellis. I don’t want any promotion that he helped me achieve. I want nothing from him. He stands up. “See HR about the position change. You’ll move offices, oh and Miss Parker?” I meet his eyes. “You’ll be meeting with your first client this afternoon. Conference room at two.” Fuck, this afternoon? “I’ll be there to supervise, so don’t panic.” He smiles wryly before leaving the room. 
A promotion. Just like that. Shit, this has got Theo’s name all over it. I’ve been here five months. I’ve only been back a week, and my sudden two weeks leave for a ‘family emergency’, namely my own impending mental breakdown, can’t have gone down too well. I’m hardly promotion material right now, but I know that Simmons will do anything to keep Theo happy. Do I take it? I need to decide soon either way. Am I ready for this? Hell yes I am. Since I’ve been back, I’ve been going balls to the wall. I’ve thrown myself into my work as the perfect distraction to all the shit going on. What with an ex-boyfriend who can’t keep it his pants to save his life, not to mention has creepy stalking tendencies, and a rapist being convicted, I need it. Where my personal life may be suffering, my work life is great. I’ve been on fire this week, spotting loopholes and finding exclusions that Josh hasn’t and helping to solve some of his most difficult cases. Maybe I’m just being paranoid. Maybe Josh put me forward for this. I need to talk to him.
Once I’ve drunk enough coffee to get a drug addict high, I bite the bullet and go down to HR. I figure why look a gift horse in the mouth? Even if this was Theo’s doing, he owes me, and I’m ready for this. He may have got me the promotion, but it will be my own work that ensures I earn it. I sign a new contract…with double pay. I think me and Prada may be spending some more time together.
I don’t see Josh for the rest of the day. I know he’s in back to back meetings, so really I didn’t expect to see him in here anyway. I shoot George, Molly and Harry texts saying I got a promotion and am no longer an intern. George is the first to text me back: Yeah bitch! My girl is working it. You, me and a big arse bottle of wine are due a celebratory date. Tonight. Wear something sexy for me. Oh, and you’re buying the wine. Ha! Xxx. I smile. Just as I’m about to put my phone in my bag it starts ringing. Theo’s name flashes up on the screen. I check the clock on the wall. Twelve thirty, right on time. He’s been calling me five times a day religiously for the last week, and five times a day I hit reject. He never leaves a message, just calls again a few hours later, like clockwork. For once though I actually have something to say to him.
I hit the green button and answer it. “Did you have something to do with this?” I snap.
“Lilly, you answered.” He says.
“Clearly, now answer my question?”
“To what are you referring?” He sounds genuinely confused.
“Have you been speaking to Simmons?” I bark.
“Not really. Why?” 
I huff. Do I tell him? “I got a promotion. I assumed you had something to do with it. Tell me the truth. Did you?”
“Congratulations. No, I didn’t have anything to do with it. You know you should have a little more faith in yourself. You’re a very good solicitor Lilly.” The bitchy hateful part of me refuses to acknowledge any compliments from him.
“Fine. I just wanted to know. Oh, and don’t take this brief lapse in radio silence as a gesture. Stop calling me, you reek of desperation.” He laughs and I hang up, my heart still beating hard at that deep throaty sound. 
I spend my lunch break looking over the file for this new client, whilst eating my staple diet of Haribo. The case is an easy one; Company take-over. Piece of cake. I study the details and spend an hour researching everything there is to know about the company before I formulate a plan of attack. 
 
At two o’clock Simmons enters the conference room accompanied by who I assume from my earlier reading is James Hardy, my new client. I push aside my nerves as Simmons turns his attention and smiles at me.
“Miss Parker, this is Mr. Hardy.” I look up at James Hardy, way up. He has to be at least six five. He’s maybe in his late thirties or early forties. His dark hair is greying slightly. He’s built, but not ridiculously so. He has a perfect poster smile, all gleaming white and ruler straight teeth. What gets me though, what makes me like him instantly is his eyes; bright and aware, surrounded with laughter lines. He has an easy going demeanour about him. No doubt about it…he’s attractive in that worldly older man kind of way. 
“Miss Parker. Call me James. I’ve heard great things.” He smiles warmly.
“Call me Lilly.” I counter. “And all good I hope.” He holds my gaze for a beat too long.
“I was telling Mr. Hardy about the takeover you orchestrated for Ellis on Media Inc.” Simmons gloats.
“Um, well, that was Josh…”
“Nonsense. You worked hard on that. You should take credit where credit is due.” He turns to James. “Such modesty. Ellis doesn’t trust just anybody with these things.” He does if he’s trying to get in your pants. Not going there. I push the thought aside and put my professional face on.
“I’ve read your file James and I have a plan of action for you.”
“Straight in there. I like it.” He smiles at me but I quickly look away. All three of us take a seat at the conference table. 
“My aim is simple. I want Wyatt Enterprises.” He meets my gaze. “Can you get it for me?” 
I smirk. “Of course.” 
He grins. “Great. Show me what you’ve got.”
“Wyatt Enterprises is dying. This morning their stocks dropped by two percent. That’s on top of the five percent drop from last month. The shareholders are ready to bale. Now Wyatt himself only owns thirty five percent of the business. He’s had to sell a large percentage in the last few years to fund the business. So now he’s backed against the wall. This is a prime opportunity. Make him an offer before his stocks fall even more. He’ll be forced to take it.”
“And if he won’t take it?” 
I smile. I love this shit. “We go hostile. Start buying shares aggressively. You approach shareholders. Hell, make it known you want shares in Wyatt Enterprises and they will sell them to you faster than you can wire the money. Arthur Wyatt isn’t in a position to go up against you. He’s all out of money, resources and favours.”
“How much?” He smirks. This is the point where I should probably show some moral compass. Pft, get real. I’m a solicitor. I didn’t become a solicitor so I could dance around people’s feelings. If I can take their company I will, and I won’t lose sleep over it. If they lose, it’s because they’re weak. I’m all about winning.
I shrug. “Fifty percent shares you’re looking at twenty five million, so full buyout of fifty million. That’s the current market value. By next week it will be worth less, so that’s a good offer.” He tilts his head, a small smile on his face.
“He still might not take it.” He says leaning forward.
“He would be stupid not to, a fact that I would be happy to inform him of.” I lean forward slightly, gravitating toward him. “In fact, I’m sure I can dig up some leverage.”
Mr Simmons laughs and I jump. I’d almost forgotten he was there. “I told you she was good.” 
James touches his index finger to his clean shaven chin and pauses. After a few moments he speaks. “Okay. Make the offer for full buyout. I want everything, the factories, distribution centres, the lot.” 
I smile. “Of course. I’ll make an offer and deliver it within the next week.”
“Will you be delivering in person?” He asks with a smirk. 
“Of course.” I smile again. 
“Well, that ought to sweeten the deal for the old boy.” His eyes drop to my chest briefly. He hands me a card. “Here’s my number. Call me should you need…anything.” He winks before turning away from me to shake Simmons hand. I’m starting to think that perhaps I’m not here for my superior knowledge of the law. Whatever the reasons for this promotion, I can’t deny that it’s great to finally get my teeth into something of my own. Although a fifty million dollar deal as my first case…no pressure. Fuck.
 
I’m just getting ready to leave when there’s a tap on my office door.
“Come in.” I shout. 
A man steps into the office holding what looks like a cellophane wrapped bottle. “Delivery for Miss Lilly Parker.” He says.
I sign for it and he leaves. I smile, I’m betting Molly sent it. She likes to make her grand gestures. There’s a note tied to the neck of the bottle. I read it. 
Sugar,
Congratulations on your new job. Nobody is more deserving.
Love always.
Theo. X
My chest tightens as my heart throbs painfully. Its things like this that make me miss him. The small gestures that only someone who cares would make. Why does it have to be him that makes me feel like a stupid fucking school girl? Why is it him that does these thoughtful little things? Shit like this just messes with my head, and that’s exactly why he’s doing it. Or maybe he just loves me, and he wanted me to know he cares, a small voice whispers. I quickly shoo it away. I unwrap the cellophane and reveal a bottle of Moet Rose. Damn, but the man has good taste. 
I guess I don’t need to buy a bottle of wine after all. I’m still not ready to go home. I change into the gym clothes I brought with me and head straight to the dance studio. This has been my routine since I’ve been back. Work, dance, sleep and repeat. No time to think, and no time to sulk.
I find dancing clears my mind and helps me deal with the general shit that life has to offer. It’s always been my therapy, and that’s why I took to it so enthusiastically when I was a teenager. In discovering dance, I discovered a healthy way to forget before I turned into a sixteen year old alcoholic. 
I’ve been hitting it hard recently as my mind tries to work frantically through the rubble that is my imploded life, temporarily imploded I know, but it doesn’t make it any easier. If I wasn’t dancing I’d be drinking, heavily, let me tell you. Don’t get me wrong, I have no problem with drinking, but I’d rather not add liver failure to my list of problems right now. 
People say to me; ‘It will get easier.’ I know it will get easier, but that doesn’t make it easier now. I guess you just have to ride the wave until it fizzles out. I hope that I’ll suddenly wake up one day and realise that I’m over Theodore Ellis, but truth be told; Theo is just one more broken hearted memory to add on the pile.
 
The dance studio is quiet. It always is on evenings and weekends. It’s used by the performing arts school during the day. 
One wall is made up of mirrors, an iPod dock sits in the corner, but other than that it’s just a vast expanse of wooden floor. I pop my iPod on the dock and pick a song. It’s Stay by Rhianna. It was one of my favourite songs, but now it just makes me sad. Emotion is good when dancing though, it’s a form of expression after all. 
The music plays with the soothing voices taking over my body. I drift through a contemporary routine, focusing simply on the music and my movements, my mind is blissfully blank.
I don’t notice George come into the studio, as I’m so engrossed in the dance. When I finish in a split plie, he claps, making me jump.
“Jesus George. Don’t you know not to interrupt a girl when she’s in the zone?” He laughs. I pick up my water bottle and walk towards him. “What are you doing here anyway?” I haven’t seen much of Molly and George in the days since I’ve been back. George is still busy with the show. If I’m honest, I think I might be avoiding Molly. Don’t get me wrong, I would never let something a trivial as a man effect our friendship, but from the brief snippets I’ve got from George, she’s still sleeping with Hugo. Trust me, I have no problem with that. I just need space from anything and everything Theo related. I get the feeling she may be avoiding me for the same reason. It will be fine when things settle down, it’s just still a little raw and I can’t hide my hurt right now. I’d hate for Molly or George to see what’s lurking behind my crumbling façade. I’m ashamed that I’ve let myself become this. I was ashamed to let my brother see this, let alone my friends. I’ve missed George though. There’s something about him that’s just warm, and happy.
“Well firstly, that was some really nice work.” He gestures toward the floor where I was just dancing. “Secondly, I’ll have you know this was my dance studio long before you decided to practically live here, and I got so bloody snowed under with the production.” He huffs.
I smile. “Fine, but what are you doing here?” 
He rolls his eyes and then his face breaks into a huge grin. “I told you, to hang out with you. You promised me a date, remember? We’re celebrating whether you like it or not. You can mope through it and watch me get drunk, or you can join in.” He pouts. “Then this weekend we are going out and celebrating my freedom. Tequila and insemination on the dance floor style.” He throws a little hip thrust and I smile.
“Freedom?” 
“Yeah, it’s the last day of the show tomorrow…”
“Oh shit, is it?” I interrupt.
“Uh, yeah, I’ve been telling you that for the last week. Although you have resembled a zombie, so perhaps I was silly to think you may still have a listening function.” He tilts his head slightly.
“Okay, I deserve that. God I’m so shit. Can you get me a ticket for tomorrow?” I am the world’s worst friend.
“You are shit.” He winks. “Sure I can get you a ticket, but you know you really don’t have to come. You’ve seen me dance a thousand times, Lill’s.” He waves me off.
“I want to come. It’s not every day that my bestie is in the West End. I’m so sorry I didn’t come sooner.” I stare at the ground. Seriously, how have I been so wrapped up in myself that I missed this?
“Okay, fine I’ll get you a ticket.” He huffs. “Now let’s roll. I’m hungry bitch and you owe me some wine.”
“Since I got the promotion I think you should be buying.” I raise an eyebrow at him.
He snorts. “Oh hell no. You’re such a car crash you need to pay me in wine just to hang around with you.” He grins devilishly and I punch his arm. “God damn it.” He shakes his arm.
“Lucky for you I have Champagne, courtesy of the arsehole.” 
“Um, why did we break up with him again?” He grins.
“Sadly champagne does not make up for a wondering dick, alas.”
He laughs. “Well, I am very happy to take advantage of your pining lover.”
 
George buys me a pizza on the way home, and we stop and get another bottle of wine. One bottle is not going to be enough, however expensive it may be. I’ve barely spoken to George about Theo. He knows the basics, but he hasn’t tried to push me on it. That’s what I love about George, he listens when you need him to, but waits for me to talk. 
“So how are you my little chicken?” He asks absentmindedly as we sit on the sofa. The open pizza box is on the coffee table in front of us. George sits with his back against the arm of the sofa, his knees bent casually as he faces me. He asks me the same question every day. It’s his way of saying; do you want to talk about it? 
I shrug. “Standard. No-one tells you how crap break-ups are. That shit should have a warning on the label.” I pick up my glass of wine and take a big gulp.
He nods. “It is a big old pile of wank.” He runs his hands through his messy blonde hair.
“Have you ever even been through a break-up George?” I ask through a smile. I can’t remember George ever having an actual relationship as such. He’s like a puppy with a toy. It’s the best thing since sliced bread, and then you squeak a new toy in his face and he simply has to have it. He has the attention span of a gnat. George sits up and pulls off his hoody, revealing his sleeveless vest underneath. His biceps and shoulders are perfectly cut. No wonder George has so many bloody offers. He leans back casually shoving a slice of pizza in his mouth, his arms bulging with the movement. Jesus, I really need to get some. 
“Once.” He says. “His name was Lorenzo. We had five beautiful days together when I went to Sicily on holiday.” I snort. “Hey. It was deep and meaningful.” He smirks. “The boy had a body like fucking god let me tell you.”
I laugh. “Of course. If there is one thing I can say assuredly babe, it’s that you have excellent taste in men.”
“I’ll toast to that.” He says. He clinks his glass to mine. “To our exceptional taste in men.” 
“Oh no. I’m going for the ugly ones from now on.” I announce.
He gasps in mock horror. “No. I will say this for Theo. He’s an arsehole, but he knows how to handle you girl. Normally you intimidate the shit out of any guy that looks your way. I kind of imagine them cowering a little, even as you’re riding them.” He laughs as I hit him.
“They do not!”
He tilts his head, grinning. “Come to think of it that’s a little rapey.” 
I roll my eyes. ”You think?”
“Anyway, my point is that anyone with anything less than the pure unhindered arrogance, and ridiculous good looks of said arsehole, will be eaten alive by you.”
I sigh. “Maybe you’re right. Rapey it is.” 
George snorts as he laughs. “Just go back to fucking around.” He shrugs. “It worked before.”
I frown into my glass of wine as though it holds all the answers. “I don’t know if I can. It’s like…he’s broken me.”
“I’m hoping you mean figuratively rather than physically.” He smirks and raises an eyebrow as he eyes my crotch. 
I laugh and swat at him. “No!”
“Just checking.” He smiles. “Seriously though babes, you’re not broken. He pulled down your walls, that’s all. You can’t build a wall in a day, it takes time.”
I nod. “You’re right. Ugh, why do I feel like I got royally fucked over?” 
“If it’s any consolation I don’t think he meant to fuck you over.” I scowl at him. “Damn, down girl.” He laughs. “I’m just saying, I think he probably regrets it.”
“Yeah well fuck him, and fuck his regrets…and fuck his wondering fucking penis.” I grumble.
George throws his head back and laughs. “Wow. You have a mouth that would make a sailor proud Lill’s.” He grins wide.
“I hate him.” I say.
He nods and feigns an angry face. “We hate him.” He agrees. He opens his arms and I slip between his knee’s, my body side on to his chest. His muscled arms wrap around me, making me feel safe and whole just for a little while. I rest my head against his chest, and he rests his chin on my head. I prop my wine glass on his knee.
“Do you want me to go find a dog shit and post it through his letter box?” George asks into my hair. His big body vibrates under me as he laughs. George is the best friend a girl could want.
We drink two bottles of wine. I must have fallen asleep on him because I wake up to the sound of the front door closing.
“Hey.” Molly says brightly as she throws her bag and keys down on the coffee table. “You guys look like you had a good night.” She eyes the empty wine bottles. 
I pull my head up off George’s chest and see I’ve left make up smudges all over his white top. He laughs at what must be a dazed look on my face. He holds my face on either side and wipes make-up from under my eyes quickly with his thumbs. 
“Thanks.” I mumble. 
Molly sighs. “Are you okay Lill’s?” She asks, but averts her eyes. She almost looks guilty as she stands behind George.
“I’m fine.” My head spins slightly from the wine. She’s being really weird. George catches my eye and gives me a small head tilt. He doesn’t know either.
“Look, I’m sorry I haven’t been around that much.” It’s true, she hasn’t been around much, but I’ve been so wrapped in my own pity party I haven’t really noticed much.
“Honestly. I haven’t been paying much attention to…well anything lately. I didn’t want to hang out with myself. I don’t expect you guys to.” I shrug.
‘Always’ George mouths at me and I smile. 
“How are you anyway?” I ask her, only slurring very slightly.
She nods. “Yeah, fine. Busy you know.” 
Oh god, she’s really sulking. I roll my eyes. “Oh god Mole stop with the moping will you. Have some wine.” I indicate towards the bottles but then realise they’re empty. I giggle.
Molly sighs. She pretty much disagrees with any and all of my life’s coping methods. George encourages them vehemently. “I take it the reason you’re drunk in the middle of the week is because of this thing with Theo.”
I glare at her. “Thing? There is no thing. We are no thing. We are two separate entities.” I say haughtily, but then George smiles and I have to try not to laugh. Damn wine, interrupting my serious flow.
“You know what I mean.” 
“A girl has a right to drink on a weekday. I’m not twelve. I am drinking, because I have avoided it with the whole…” I wave my hand around in the air. “…thing, and now I am not avoiding it.” Seems like a good enough explanation. 
“Lighten up Mole.” George snorts.
She ignores him. “I just don’t want to see you go off the deep end because of him. You should actually talk to him. It might change some things.” She says softly. 
“I’m not going off the deep end, I’m fine.” I declare. “And I am definitely not talking to him.” I scoff. “We hate him.”
George nods. “We hate him.”
“Mature.” She mutters as she rolls her eyes. “Lilly, you need to talk to him. He made a mistake, but he loves you.” She presses her lips together. “And you love him. You guys have something that you don’t find every day. Is it worth throwing away over one mistake?” She has a quietness about her as though she’s waiting for a bomb to go off. I have a feeling the bomb is me.
“Pretty fucking big mistake.” Is my sharp response. “I’m done.”
Molly knows me, and she knows that once burned…well, you can well and truly fuck off. 
“Okay, okay. Fine. I tried.” She mutters. “I’m sick of the pair of you. All you do is just bury your heads at the bottom of a glass.”
“Firstly, this is the first drink I’ve had throughout this shit. Which I’d like to add, the arsehole himself sent me.” She eyes the empty bottle of champagne. “Secondly, do not compare me to that…that slut. Thirdly…you’ve been talking to him?!” A small stab of betrayal hits me. It must read on my face because George squeezes my arm in reassurance. 
“Don’t look at me like that. I’ve seen him a couple of times with Hugo. That’s all. He’s permanently trashed from what I can gather anyway.”
“I know. I’ve seen the papers. Old habits die hard apparently.” I mumble.
“It’s not like that. If you just…” I hold my hand up stopping her. 
“I don’t want to talk about him.” 
She frowns at me and presses her lips together. I can tell she wants to argue with me, but she won’t. “Fine. You two seem determined to destroy each other. See you in the morning.” She turns and heads off to her room.
I huff. “Since when do her loyalties lay with Theodore fucking Ellis?” 
George shrugs. “Probably since she’s fucking his best friend. Don’t forget, Hugo is always with Theo. Not that I think she’s going to the dark side, but you know how Molly is. She likes to take pity on broken things. He’s probably been all ‘Lilly won’t talk to me.’” I feel a slight stab of jealousy at the thought of Molly spending time with him. Then I decide to be angry again. She should hate him. I won’t pretend that these are entirely rational thoughts, because I tend to get bitchy when I drink wine, but I don’t think I’m being ridiculous here.
“Great.” Is my only response.
George laughs and then pulls me back down against his chest. “I was comfy.” He mumbles.
I snuggle against him, inhaling his familiar scent, fresh and woodsy. Safe.
I smile. I really wish, and definitely not for the first time, that George were straight. He would be my perfect man. If only I think to myself. Alas, the boys get George, and I get left with all the bastards. Still, I get the best friend a girl could ask for. George is that person…you know, the one who would hide all my sex toys if I died. We all need one of those.
 
I’m sat at my desk in my new office typing up a deal for the Wyatt buyout when my mobile phone rings. I glance down at the screen as it flashes with ‘Wanker’. I smile at the same time as my heart clenches. I told George about the fact that Theo has called me five times a day for the last week, ever since I left him standing in the courthouse car park surrounded by press, with that wounded animal look on his face. George changed his details in my phone book and said that at least when he calls it will make me smile, even if it is for the wrong reasons. We hate him. I press reject. This is the third time he’s called me today. I can’t help but picture that hurt look on his face as I walked away from him. I hate that I care. He deserves to be hurt. He deserves everything that comes his way. Fucking arsehole. In case you haven’t guessed, I’m in the anger faze of the break up, and I much prefer this to last week’s snivelling, crying mess. I never thought I would cry over a guy. Turns out I’ve cried more in one day over this guy than I have in my entire life, and when you’ve had a life like mine, that’s pretty damn pathetic let me tell you. Yeah, anger is a familiar and welcome friend right now. I embrace it with open arms, even if it does turn me into a psycho. Besides, I’m a redhead. I can totally get away with it.
These phone calls are starting to grate though. I thought I made myself pretty damn clear at the courthouse, but Theo being Theo needs it driven home with a bloody sledge hammer before he’ll listen. No, not even then. I don’t know why he can’t just leave me alone. He ripped down my walls, only to hit me where it hurts and leave me bleeding. Surely that’s enough for one person? I still love him, but I can’t be around him. I’ll admit that I’m far too invested in him to be friends with him. I could never watch him with another woman. I would never admit it but I think it might kill me. I just want a clean break from him. I want to pretend he never happened. Seeing him at the courthouse just ripped a fresh scab off a wound. I will never heal whilst he insists on trying to make amends. Why can he not see how broken this is? There is no putting this back together. There is no situation in which we get a happily ever after here. What we had was too strong. What happened was too monumental to get past. Even in my irrational post break-up state I can see that he didn’t necessarily wrong me, but some things are too big of an ask. The idea of him with another woman’s child makes me feel sick. It makes my chest ache, and my throat burn. No, his actions weren’t wrong, but all actions have consequences, and I can’t deal with this particular consequence.
The office phone rings, breaking my thoughts.
“Florell and Simmons. Lilly Parker speaking.”
“Lilly.” For fuck’s sake. His voice is deep and husky. It sends shivers up my spine, but it also makes my chest clench painfully. On a knee jerk reaction I slam the phone down as if it’s burned me. I clutch at my chest. Fuck him. Fuck him for doing this to me. Fuck him for catching me by surprise. I wasn’t ready for that. It’s like being punched in the stomach before you’ve had a chance to tense. I take a few deep breaths and the tightness slowly subsides. Jesus, I need to get a grip of myself. Find the anger, find the anger. This is ridiculous. Three weeks away from him should have rendered me immune, surely. Oh, who am I kidding? I think it’s made it worse. I crave him, like the drug that he is to me. I love him, and that’s why this hurts so much. Relationships are just a shit storm waiting to happen, because you start to get hurt the moment you start to care. I need him to stop, so that these feelings can dissipate.
The office phone rings again, but I don’t pick it up. I know that’s bad, and I shouldn’t be letting this affect me at work, but I just can’t deal with him. He’s a sneaky fucking bastard for calling me at work. Well, if he thinks I’ll be obliged to pick up just because he calls the office then he can think again. Wanker.
 
At five o’clock I go and get changed in the ladies, so I can meet George for dinner before his show. Today has been shit, and I’d love to just go home and curl up on the sofa in the fetal position, like the social reject I’ve become. Pity party for one please - Yeah, I’m back to mopey and depressing instead of angry and crazy. I have no control over my emotions- Alas, I said I would go to Georges show, and I really do want to see it. If he could just bring it to the sofa, that would be great. I change out of my trouser suit and into a knee length fitted dress. I slip my nude heels back on and apply a fresh coat of lip gloss. My hair is particularly unruly today, so I dig a couple of hair grips out of the abyss that is my hand bag and pin it half up. I think about the break up ‘phases’ as explained to me by Donnie of all people, poor guy. I’ve had the sadness and the anger. Well, as I glance at my reflection, I think that if there’s a phase of just not giving a fuck what you look like, I’m there. In fact, just not giving a fuck altogether.
I go back to my office and lock my bag in my bottom draw before heading to the lift. I text George to say I’m on my way. The lift door pings as I’m still looking at my phone. I step forward and into a hard body. 
“Oh god, I’m sorry.” I splutter as I dazedly step away from the wall of a man in front of me. My eyes run up an expensive suit clad body, and over a strong stubble covered jaw until I’m looking into stormy grey eyes. There’s something familiar about his features, but I can’t place him.
“That’s okay.” He smiles as his hands stay where he’d placed them on my shoulders to steady me. I slip out of his grip and step away from the hulk of a stranger. He’s handsome in that rugged, effortless way. His eyes are intense as they watch me step away from him. I offer a small smile before I step out of the lift, only to find Theo and Mr Simmons stood a few feet away from me. I sigh and tilt my head up to the ceiling for a second. Seriously, can someone just cut me a break? Theo has that usual heir that says he owns everyone and everything, including me. Prick. He looks good, really good. He’s wearing dark grey trousers cut perfectly to fit his narrow hips. His shirt is a lighter grey, open at the collar, no tie of course. The material stretches across his defined shoulders and chest. His eyes follow my every move as I take a step forward. He studies me like a predator watching a wounded gazelle, and it makes my hackles rise. I meet his gaze boldly, because if there’s one thing I’ve always done, its challenge him. His eyes bare into me, leaving me feeling stripped naked. His sensuous lips pull into a hint of a smile. Fucking hell he’s gorgeous. For once though, my body doesn’t tremble and heat at the sight of that small smile. My pitiful heart pines for him, locked in a bone deep, soul wrenching sadness that makes me feel empty and cold. 
Despite what I tell myself…and everyone around me…I don’t hate him, but I definitely want to, so much. It would make this whole break up thing a lot easier. The heart wants what the heart wants though, and if there’s one thing I now know, it’s that rational thought often goes to shit where love is concerned. 
For the first time in my life it seems like running would be the easier option than fighting, because you can’t fight someone you love. Why did I let myself fall in love with him?! Stupid, stupid, stupid. This is why I don’t want to see him, this is why I need him to leave me alone, because when he’s near me the pain feels like lead in my veins, dragging me down and choking me until I’m crippled under the weight of it. 
 “Lilly.” Mr. Simmons greets me. “You look very nice.” He smiles kindly. He has that grandfather thing going on, where everything he says is very gently spoken. I know he’s probably not like this with everyone, or he wouldn’t be where he is. I’ll take it though.
“Thank you.” I reply, keeping my eyes on the marble floor of the foyer, hoping I can slip by Theo without any altercation.
“Ah, so you are here today Miss Parker.” I’m forced to look at him, or I’ll look rude in front of my boss. Theo smiles smugly. There’s something different about him today. Gone is the beaten down guy that I saw in the courthouse, tiptoeing around me and begging for my forgiveness. This is the Theo I know, cocky, infuriating and determined. Oddly, I find it easier to deal with. This Theo I know how to handle. The one who looks at me like I’m the very air he breathes…he scares the shit out of me. Maybe he’s over me. That thought hurts more than it should. I narrow my eyes at him as I stare him down. “I tried to get hold of you earlier to book an appointment, but I couldn’t get through.” Fucking arsehole.
“Oh, I’m sure Miss Parker can spare some time for you Mr Ellis.” Mr Simmons looks at me expectantly. 
“I’m sorry Mr. Ellis. I’m extremely busy over the next week with a big deal.” I look pointedly at Simmons.
“Well, I’m sure you can squeeze me in Miss Parker. I have a very lucrative business deal I need your expertise for. You proved to be very proficient in your work on our last project.” His stare is intense as he locks those sapphire eyes onto mine. I see in his eyes something that is synonymous with Theodore Ellis, gritty, unfaltering determination. I see a man who takes what he wants shamelessly. He’s going after me the only way he knows how. What Theo wants Theo gets, and what he wants is me…again. It may have worked once, but it won’t work again. He can get fucked.
Mr. Simmons seems totally oblivious to the stand-off taking place. “Miss Parker will call you tomorrow to arrange.” He says. Jesus, does this guy not read the papers? Just hand me the bloody noose why don’t you?
“Great. I look forward to it.” He smiles wryly. I scowl back at him before I turn and walk away from the lift.
I let out an exasperated sigh as I feel warm fingers wrap around my arm, halting me. I don’t turn around, refusing to face him. My arm tingles under his touch, my body longing for him. Damn it. I have to focus on why I should hate him. He’s a cock. He’s a cock. I recite in the hopes that it will curb his infectiously magnetic pull. He leans in and whispers in my ear, his breath touching my neck. “I look forward to our meeting Lilly. We have a lot to discuss.”
I turn and look over my shoulder at him. I keep my voice low so my boss can’t hear me. “We have nothing to discuss, other than your turning into a fucking stalker. You should get some help with that.” I smirk. I’m pulling on every acting class I’ve ever taken right now in an attempt to appear nonchalant. I’m anything but.
He smiles. “What can I say, you drive me crazy. You always have.” He moves to stand in front of me as Simmons moves away to talk to the stranger who is still holding the lift.
“You drive me crazy, but it’s the kind of crazy that makes me want to stab you.” Another fake smile.
“I love it when you get feisty sugar.” His eyes flick down my body, which despite being covered from neck to knee, is feeling very exposed as his eyes rake my tight dress. He smirks and leans in closer. “Horrible things Lilly.” Seriously?! His voice is strained and rough. I shiver involuntarily as his breath touches my lips. He laughs lightly. Ugh, dick. 
I smirk and flick my eyes down his body. ”Yes, horrible things indeed…” I rip my arm from his grip and walk away from him without looking back. 
“…they involve petrol and a match.” I say louder with forced indifference. I hear deep rumbling laughter behind me and turn to see rugged stranger grinning at me. There’s something about him. I smile and wink at him. Theo glares at him in response, which just makes him laugh more. 
I stride across the foyer and out the front doors. I exhale in relief as soon as I’m outside. My arm still tingles where he touched me. Surely he shouldn’t still have this much of an effect over me? I sigh and step onto the pavement.
The street outside is busy as people rush to get home from their jobs. Rush hour in London always has a certain desperation about it as though no-one can bare to spend an extra second at their place of work. I flicker of red catches my eye across the street, as the people pass by I catch sight of a red haired woman stood on the pavement across the road. She looks frighteningly familiar as she stands among the moving people like a statue. I squint, trying to make out her features, but I can’t see her clearly. A few people pass in front of my vision, and then she’s gone. I scan the pavement, trying to spot her flaming hair, but I can’t. A fissure of unease makes its way up my spine, but I shake it off. It was probably nothing, she just looks familiar that’s all.
I take the ten minute walk to Thai Sorroca which as the name suggests is a Thai restaurant. George is seated next to the window. We always sit near the window so we can people watch, it’s our thing. When I say people watch what I actually mean is people judge.
He’s wearing jeans and a long sleeved knit jumper that’s doing wonders for his broad shoulders. His blonde hair is slightly damp from the shower. I sit down and catch the smell of his cologne; Chanel Bleu. It always reminds me of George.
“Hey babe.” He points to a glass of wine. “I thought we could make a night of it.” He wiggles his eyebrows. 
“I know that look and no I’m not going out, getting trashed or fucking a random guy.”
“And.” He says.
“What?”
“That last one should have been ‘and’. You’re going out, getting trashed and fucking some random guy, because all of the above will be happening.” He takes a sip of his wine whilst wiggling his eyebrows at me.
“Oh, no. I’m not done with being a depressing, whiny bitch yet. I reckon you’ve got at least another week. Minimum.” 
He groans dramatically. “But Lilly I’m bored. I need a play mate, and you’re the best playmate a guy could want.” He smiles and gives me the puppy dog eyes. “No-one else gets trashed, busts moves and bangs guys in equal measure to me. No-one else can keep up with me. I need you.”
“No!” I hold my hand up, blocking my view of his face and those eyes. “You haven’t had me as wingman for three months!”
He grabs my hand pulling it away. “Yeah well, I could excuse it because you were nailing him, and bastard or not, I’m still mentally high fiving you for that.” He bites his lip a little as he shakes his head. 
“George!” I swat at him. “Stop!” He grins, caught red handed fantasizing about the enemy. 
He ignores me. “Plus, break up drinking is always the most entertaining form of alcohol consumption. You haven’t gotten rip roaring drunk yet. There’s always crying and vomit. Now I reckon you’ll be fucking awesome with your outrageous comments and I’m suspecting declarations of lesbianism.” I open my mouth to reply and he lifts an eyebrow at me. “Don’t pretend it won’t happen. You strike me as a potential muff diver.”
“I am not a muff diver.” I roll my eyes. “I’m pretty sure that’s a last resort.” I frown.
“Oh you don’t want to go there, trust me.” He shakes his head. “Those bitches are crazy. Must be the lack of cock.” He muses.
“Um, I think that’s kind of the point.” I raise an eyebrow at him and he just shrugs. 
The waitress comes over and we both place our orders. I don’t even look at the menu. I always have Thai green curry. I’m so unadventurous when it comes to food I don’t know the name of.
“So, I bumped into Theo on my way out of work.” I say when the waitress has gone.
George mock gasps. “Was he looking hot in all his dick-headed glory?” 
I smile. “Sadly, yes.” I exhale loudly.
“Well, if it’s any consolation you look smoking hot today babe. I would.” He winks.
I laugh. “No you wouldn’t.”
“I’d try.” He offers with a wry smile.
“And I appreciate that babe, I really do.” I smile at his little shrug. “I’d like to think I still have it enough that I can get laid without having to force myself on a gay man though.”
“Oh, sweetie, men are going to think your vagina shoots fairy dust or something. You’ll have a queue a mile long of men wanting a shot at that.” He points at my lap.
“Um, no.” I laugh.
“Girl, you’re the woman who managed to lock down the biggest playboy in town. Believe me when I say guys will want a shot at that.”
“Well the playboy stayed true to his ways in the end, so my vagina can’t be that good.” I frown.
“Um, the playboy got some elsewhere when you denied him further access to said vagina. What’s a guy to do?” 
“Not think with his dick at all times?” I grumble. It still stings, but George is right, I have no right to be annoyed about it. That’s easier said than done when the guy you’re irritatingly in love with has stuck it to another woman…and gotten her knocked up. Yep, still smarts like a bitch.
“Not possible. Sorry.” He holds his hands up and grins as I glare at him. “Hey, you’re hardly the commitment loving Virgin Mary, you old slag.”
“Such a charmer.” 
“Always.” He holds up his wine glass. “A toast to old slags.” He says as we clink glasses. I’m seriously considering just marrying George, and having casual sex for the rest of my life. I think this is a good call.
Our food comes and we talk about Georges show and how hard it’s been on him. He and TJ are no longer sleeping together. Apparently TJ wanted more and George isn’t prepared to settle down with one person yet. I can see why. His career is so up in the air at the moment that getting into anything serious is bound to get complicated and difficult. I hope that one day George commits to someone, he’d make such an awesome boyfriend. Of course that would ruin my marriage plans.
When we finish dinner George and I stroll down the pavement hand in hand as we make our way over to the West End for the show. To anyone looking at us we look like your average young couple. In a way George is just as damaged as I am. He finds it hard to get close to people. Somehow, despite both of us having a lack of trust in people, we managed to find an unbreakable trust in each other. Perhaps we sensed a certain need in each other that the other could fill. Whatever it is, George has been a rock to me on more than one occasion. Molly is the friend that gives you sensible, serious and sometimes brutally honest advice. George is the friend who takes you out and gets you trashed, holds your hair while you’re sick, and then spoons you through your hangover the next day. George speaks my language, which is that I don’t want to talk about it. I want to forget about it. Not that I don’t love Molly, but she’s fighting a losing battle with her rational thoughts and explanations. If someone hurts me, I’m done, rational explanations or not. I am done.
George and I enter through a back door to the dressing rooms. He leads me through the chaotic area showing me around. There are rails of costumes and props everywhere. Dancers litter the corridors, some stand and talking, others are stretching. George shows me the stage which looks very daunting from here. I can’t imagine what it’s like to have to wait here, and step out onto that stage knowing there are thousands of people watching you. Of course I’ve been to the West End to watch shows before, but from the stage the venue looks enormous. 
The show is one of the smaller productions that are currently running at the venue. It runs Monday to Thursday evenings. The weekend performances are reserved for the bigger productions. That said, the tickets for tonight are sold out, which is great. The more popular the show is, the better it is for the careers of the performers in the show.
Curtain up is in an hour, and George has to get ready. I walk with him to his changing room which he shares with three other dancers, one of which, I quickly note is TJ. Awkward.
“Hey guys.” George says. “This is my friend Lilly.” A couple of the dancers wave briefly at me.
TJ looks up when we enter the room, only to glance away quickly when he sees George. I really like TJ, and I hate to see him hurt. It makes me want to grab George and shake him, but at the end of the day, he’s clearly not the right guy for George. If he was the ‘one’ then his career wouldn’t matter, there would be no excuse, he would make it work. Not that I really believe in this ‘one’ rubbish. But I do think that for people like me and George there will be one person who walks into your life and tears it off its hinges. That’s certainly what happened to me with Theo. That person has to be willing to fight tooth and nail to get to you, they have to have the tenacity to climb your walls, no matter how many times they may fall. Each time they fail, they have to get up and try harder. I watch the way TJ subtly glances at George and I can see straight away that he’s in love with him, but he’s not willing to keep climbing. He fell at the first hurdle and that means he will never have George. Part of me hopes that one day George finds that person, but the main bulk, the part that currently feels like it’s been shredded, hopes he is never that vulnerable to one person. That kind of vulnerability leaves you wide open. All you can do is try and trust that person not to hurt you. That vulnerability left me bleeding.
I go and sit on a stool next to TJ’s chair whilst George disappears to get some hair spray. “Hey TJ.” I greet him and offer a small smile.
“Hi Lilly. How are you?” He asks sadly.
I shrug. “Okay. You know how it goes. Men are shit.” I sigh. “Present company excluded of course.” I smile.
He returns it with a sad smile of his own. “Sometimes people are just shit, but you just have roll with it, dust yourself off and move on.”
“Nice speech. How’s that been working for you?” I bump shoulders with him playfully.
He sighs. “Yeah, not so great. I figure if I think it, then eventually I’ll feel it.”
I nod. “It’s a good theory. Perhaps I’ll try it.”
“I am sorry to hear about you and Theo. I really thought you guys would make it. The guy seemed so in love with you.” I frown and nod my head as the pain hammers at my chest with every heartbeat. He rubs my arm gently. “I’ve never seen anybody look at anyone the way he looked at you. It was as though the world began and ended with you.” He lowers his head to meet my gaze. His eyes are so dark they’re almost black. “Whatever happened with you guys, what you had was real, never doubt that.” I want to believe him, but it’s not that easy. Especially not when said guy tells you he loves you straight after fucking some random woman and conceiving a child. That’s a rather ropey foundation to build any relationship on.
His eyes move to the window, where the darkened sky leaves the silhouettes of a few trees stark against the indigo sky. “Some people will never experience that kind of love in their lifetime. It is true when they say that it is better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.” 
“But if you’ve never loved at all then you don’t know what you’re missing.” 
He smiles sadly. “The heart knows something is missing.” He whispers. I’m not a romantic person, and I’ve never been in the pursuit of love, but speaking to TJ, I’m in awe of his faith. He believes in love, the earth shattering, world changing type of love that can utterly make a person, or completely destroy them. TJ would risk destruction for that love, and it horrifies me at the same time as it inspires me.
George walks back into the room and TJ stands to leave.
“I’ll see you soon Lilly.” He says quietly as he leaves.
I immediately sit next to George. “What did you do to TJ?” I accuse.
He rolls his eyes. “Nothing. Usual story. I stated casual. He got attached.”
“Well, you could have been a bit more delicate. He’s heartbroken, George.” I frown at my hands. Maybe I’m just being over-sensitive and projecting my own emotions onto George and TJ. 
He freezes midway through hair spraying and turns his head to me dramatically. “Seriously Lill’s? How many hearts do you think you’ve broken over the years?” 
I shrug. “Not many.” 
He snorts. “Well, seeing as you’re so oblivious, I’ll tell you. Almost every fuck buddy you’ve had was in love with you.” I blanch. 
“That’s bullshit and you know it. It’s just sex.”
He shrugs and starts applying stage make up. “To you maybe, but not to them. I’ve watched many heart broken, rejected little faces leave your room.” He grins. “I even consoled one of them.”
“What?! Who?”
“Enrique. And yes he swung both ways.” He smiles. Enrique was a beautiful Spanish guy I spent a summer fucking whilst he was here studying for a year. 
“Oh my god, we’ve like shared a guy.” That’s kind of gross. “Oh god, please tell me he wasn’t a giver, because if we’ve actually shared a cock, that would be fucking weird.” I shriek.
He laughs. “A gentleman never tells.” He does one last check in the mirror before leaving the room to get into costume.
Sneaky bastard totally managed to dodge my TJ probing. 
 
 
 



Chapter Five
Theo
 
Lilly never did call to arrange an appointment. Why does that not surprise me? Well, if that’s how she wants to play it, then I’ll play. I manage to pull a few strings with Simmons and book an appointment to see her. I have a feeling it won’t go down too well, but she should at least be expecting it. She should know that I won’t be dissuaded that easily. 
I have a lot I need to say to her, and she’s going to listen. She doesn’t want to talk to me because she doesn’t want to face hard facts. It’s easier to just see me as a bastard and hate me. That’s the easy out though, and I’m not going to let her take it. I’m bracing myself for the wrath of Lilly. No-one does angry quite like her. 
When I reach Circus House on Monday morning, it’s not without a good dose of apprehension. I’m led to a large conference room by a receptionist. She leaves me standing outside the door. I don’t know how I’m going to play this with her, but I know she’ll push me to crazy behaviour either way. I take a deep breath, push the door open and step inside. Lilly is sat on the enormous conference table. Her back is to me and she’s facing the windows. Her shoulders are rigid tense, her legs crossed elegantly.
“Lilly.” I breathe her name as if it’s my salvation. Truth be told, it may well be.
She sighs before standing and turning toward me. Her hair is pinned up, but a few loose tendrils fall around her face. Her eyes are a dulled version of their usual vibrant green, but are still captivating in a way that makes it hard to look away from them, and considering what the rest of her looks like that’s quite a statement. She’s wearing a navy blue dress that I vaguely recall stripping her out of once before. The v neckline exposes a subtle hint of her cleavage. The three quarter length sleeves almost lend it to being demure, but nothing looks demure on that body. Lilly is sin and seduction, just waiting to lure me into hell. She has the kind of curves that could corrupt a monk. Legs, that men would sell their soul for, just to have wrapped around them, and lips that were just made to suck cock. I squeeze my eyes shut and drop my head as though eradicating her from my vision will magically eliminate the monster boner currently trying to fight its way out of my trousers. This woman sends my brain screaming out the door, and my dick into a fucking frenzy. I see every kiss, every touch and every screaming orgasm play out across my vision. She kills me. I can’t help my reaction to her. She owns me without even knowing it.
I lift my eyes and watch her carefully. Her entire body is rigid tense. She looks uncomfortable, her eyes looking anywhere but at me.
“Mr Ellis.” She says coolly. 
I smirk. “Really? We’re back to that?” I narrow my eyes at her. 
“You wanted to meet with me in my place of work.” She glares at me. “Professionally. So we’ll keep it professional.” 
I take slow steps around the table towards her. “I’d like to think we’re beyond professional. I certainly think we’re on a first name basis, seeing as I’ve had you on your back screaming it. That’s hardly what I would call professional.” Okay, I’ll admit that was a low blow, and the look she throws my way says she knows it. She drives me crazy though. 
“If you aren’t here in a professional capacity, then we have nothing further to discuss.” She picks up the file on the desk.
“Actually I am here in a professional capacity.” I know better than to bait her at her work. I’m going to buy a company, not because I want or need it, but because it means she will be forced to spend time with me. I just need her to remember what we have.
“Fine.” She huffs. “Sit.” She gestures to the seat nearest to me. I sit and cross my ankle over my knee. “What is it you want?” She asks. 
“Well isn’t that a loaded question.” I smirk.
She sighs and rolls her eyes. “I don’t have time…”
“I want to buy a company. I’ve been eyeing it up for a while.” I cut her off. “Hostile takeover more than likely. The old bastard won’t sell, even though the ship is sinking faster than the Titanic.”
She narrows her eyes and tilts her head thoughtfully. “Which company?”
“Wyatt Industries. It’s…”
She shakes her head and stands up. “I know what it is. I have a conflict of interest. I can’t talk any further about this.”
I freeze. “What do you mean you have a conflict of interest?”
She moves away to the window. “Exactly that.” She’s not going to tell me.
“You representing Wyatt? You’re a little green to be handling the big dogs don’t you think Lilly?” 
I watch her expression, the anger bubbling. I know I’ve got her, hook, line and sinker. “Fuck you. I have a client who wants the same thing as you, and yes he’s a big dog, same as you.” She glares at me. “Don’t worry though Theo, you’ll always be the biggest dog of them all.” She smiles, but it’s really more of a grimace.
I can’t fight the grin that forces its way onto my lips. I lean back in my chair casually and fold my hands behind my head. “You really should learn to control that temper of yours.”
“Don’t think you can manipulate me Theo.” 
“There’s no think about it.” 
She takes a deep breath and places her index finger against her bottom lip. My eyes latch onto the movement. “You need to leave. I need to talk to Simmons about this. When I’ve spoken to him, I’ll call you.”
I switch on my business face, the intimidating arsehole that is Theodore Ellis. Sometimes I think she forgets that the person she sees is not what everyone else sees, and it’s certainly not who her boss sees. “Oh, there’s no need. I’ll tell you what he’ll say.” I meet those stunning eyes, her frame outlined by the London skyline. She presses her lips together but says nothing. “He’ll say that you need to represent me. I’m his best client. My businesses are worth nearly a billion pounds combined.” I slowly stand up. “You back the guaranteed winner Lilly, it’s just good business.”
“You don’t even know who the client is.” She says quietly. I move around the table.
“It doesn’t matter.” I shrug. “Haven’t you heard sugar, I’m Theodore Ellis. Nobody says no to me.” I walk slowly toward her, a restrained smile on my face. I’m only a few feet away from her now. Our eyes locked, and that static electricity that always seems to radiate from her crackles in the air.
“I did.” She gasps out. I take a slow step closer, she takes a step back. I smile wider. 
“At first.” I watch her as she watches me. “You seem nervous sugar.” I say quietly.
“Call it cautious, or wise.” Her face is serious and unmoving. 
Another step forward from me, another back for her. “I’ve never taken you for the cautious type.” 
“When in the presence of danger, caution is generally advisable.”
“Are you in danger?” I raise an eyebrow at her.
“When it comes to you I’m always in danger.” She mumbles. 
 “Only of losing that tight grip of yours.”
She narrows her eyes. “If you recall rightly I lost that tight grip a long time ago. Turns out I should have held on tighter.” She cocks a perfectly arched eyebrow.
I take another step forward, she steps back again, only to back into the wall of windows. She flinches slightly as the glass touches her back. Her eyes flash to mine and she looks like a cornered animal. 
“There’s nowhere left to run sugar. I know you like running.” I whisper. 
“I’m not running, merely avoiding a fruitless and quite frankly time wasting conversation.” She says through gritted teeth. I can see her anger bubbling just below the surface.
“Really? I have to go through your boss just to get you in the same room as me. I’d call that running. I thought we were past all this shit Lilly.” 
“You’re right.” She stares at the ground. “I don’t want to be in the same room as you. I told you, I’m done.” Her eyes meet mine, hard and unrelenting.
I step forward and place my hands against the glass either side of her head. She takes a deep breath, her eyes fixed on my chest, avoiding eye contact. I lean in until my lips are barely an inch from her ear. “We will never be done.” I whisper.
I pull back and trace my fingers down her cheek. She closes her eyes as a small frown appears on her face. “Please don’t.” Her voice trembles slightly.
I want her so fucking badly. She pulls me in like a magnet. She’s like a drug I can’t deny because the high is so worth the come down, and there will be a come down because I will have to walk away from her. Fuck, I want her so badly. I lean in purely on instinct. My lips brush hers and she shivers.
I wind my fingers through her hair as I press my mouth to hers. She gasps and her lips part slightly. She kisses me back. She kisses me like it’s her last breath and her final goodbye. I kiss her harder, dominating her, eradicating her goodbyes. Her tongue skims gently across my bottom lip and her hands cling to my shoulders. I hold her close, one hand in her hair, the other at the small of her back. Every inch of her body is pressed to mine. The kiss becomes almost desperate. Her hands move to work under my shirt, tracing over my stomach. She bites my lip and I growl, pulling her tighter against me. I push my thigh between her legs and she moans, her nails scraping over my skin. I’m this close to snapping. I break the kiss before I lose all control and fuck her against this window. She pulls back, her hands dropping to her sides. My skin tingles at the loss of her touch. Our lips are still barely millimetres apart. Her breathing is ragged, her heaving chest is pressed against my stomach. Regret and pain flit across her features as her face crumples. She closes her eyes and pushes me away from her. 
She covers her mouth with her hand and turns away from me. “I think you should go.” She whispers. 
“Lilly, I love you.” It’s all I have to give. I need her to know how much she means, but this is all I have. 
“Don’t.” She spits.
“Why not, because you want to pretend that there’s nothing between us?” She drives me fucking nuts. “That was not nothing. What we have is not nothing. Does pretending make it easier to walk away without a backward glance?” I snap. She’s so deluded. 
“What we had is over, Theo. You need to accept it!”
“No, you need to accept this: You are mine. You know it and I know it. The sooner you stop fighting it the better. The situation may be fucked up, but it doesn’t change the facts. Some things just are sugar. You and me are one of those things.”
“You can’t hold onto something that doesn’t want to stay.” She says quietly. “Let go, for both our sake’s.” She pushes past me without a word and picks up the file on the desk before moving to the door. 
She keeps her back to me as she speaks. “I’ll call you when I’ve spoken to Simmons.” 
“Know this sugar. I’m done letting you run from me. I’m coming for you.” 
She glances back at me over her shoulder, her face set in a stony mask. “If anything like this happens again, then I will request that you be assigned to another solicitor.” Then she’s gone. Damn, the woman is like a fucking fortress, and her heart is locked up tighter than the crown jewels. 
 
I go home and pour a big glass of scotch. I stand and look out the glass doors over the now fading light of London. Lights start to come on like fireflies glowing in the darkness. I take a gulp of the scotch. For once, it does little to calm my racing mind.
That woman is driving me insane. I want her to the point of madness, and I’m starting to think that maybe I physically can’t live without her. Damn it, why does she have to make things so difficult? Does she not miss me at all? Miss us? I tell her I love her and she just shuts me down. She’s never been an open book, but she’s like a fucking ice queen. She said she loved me once, but now she acts like I’m nothing to her. Her anger I can take, but this distant coldness she’s giving me, it’s killing me. 
I need to get out of this house before I do something crazy. Attempting to drink the place dry is looking appealing right now. I need her out of my head. 
I pick up my phone and dial. “Hugo.” 
“Hey. Where are you?” He sounds drunk. Standard.
“Home.” I say shortly. “I need to get out of here.”
“I’m at Scarlett’s. Pop in.” Scarlett’s is a strip bar that Hugo owns. Technically I own a quarter of it, but I have very little to do with it. I’m not sure I really want company, but you can’t get much more self-destructive than drinking alone. I do however need a bloody drink. Hugo is a good distraction from my own crap anyway. He’s always up to some crazy shit.
“Are you likely to be fucking strippers all night?” 
He laughs. “Well yes, but I’ll wait until you leave this time.” 
“You’re a prick.” I grumble. The last time I agreed to go to Scarlett’s we were having lap dances, when Hugo’s turned into a naked penetrative lap dance. I swear to god, I’ve seen that twat’s cock almost as much as I’ve seen my own. It is not something I care to witness again, and I’m definitely not in the mood for that shit tonight. I’m not in the mood for a titty bar, but needs must.
The club is busy as usual. There are three podiums with poles that are dotted around the centre of the main club. People sit at tables, watching the half-naked dancers slide up and down the metal poles. Equally half-naked waitresses bring drinks to the tables. Although I don’t have much to do with the place, I know it makes a shit tonne of money, which is why I’m happy to remain a silent partner. I like businesses that make me money without me lifting a finger. In fact, those are the only type of businesses I’m really interested in. 
I move through the club toward the private section at the back. This is reserved for private parties, or when Hugo decides he wants his own private party. He apparently has no concerns over looking like some sleazy, corrupt strip club owner who fucks his girls. Mind you, they don’t seem to be unwilling.
The back is divided into three private rooms. Each one has its own bar, pole and of course strippers. The best girls are reserved for these rooms. The front of the club acts as a normal run of the mill strip bar, but a night in these private rooms costs thousands. These rooms are what make this club so profitable. 
One of the girls from the bar catches my eye and hurries over. “Mr. Ellis.” She greets me before turning on her heel and guiding me to the back rooms. She pulls a key card from…well, I’m not quite sure where she was stashing it in that scrap of an outfit. Resourceful is the word that springs to mind.
She holds the door open for me and I step into the dark room. The sounds of rock music being played fairly quietly fills the room. The room is intimate. Dark walls and furniture are lit by small uplighters on the walls. The bar is sat to the extreme right, with a girl standing behind it, ready to serve anything the patrons should desire, quite literally. In the middle of the room is a pole, surrounded by leather sofas. Hugo is currently sat on one of them. His arms are stretched along the back of the sofa, his legs casually splayed as a brunette straddles him, writhing on his lap. So this is how tonight is going to go.
Hugo spots me and slaps the girl’s arse before tucking a few notes into her g-string. She stands and moves away.
He grins. “You look like shit dude.”
“Thanks dickhead. Nice to see you too.”
He laughs. “Oh he’s grouchy. Get him a stiff drink somebody.” He waves dismissively toward one of the girls. I’m soon offered a short glass of scotch. I down the burning liquid in one. I’m pretty sure you earn immediate membership into the arsehole club, when a strip bar knows your drink.
“Fucking hell. It must be bad.” 
I shrug. “I’m past bad. I’ve concluded that life is shit.” 
“Seriously? When was the last time you got some you miserable fucker? Jesus.”
“Not since Lilly, obviously.” I say as I watch the brunette girl saunter across to the bar. 
“What the fuck?! I thought your right arm was looking a bit over-developed.” He laughs as I roll my eyes at him. “It is a sad state of affairs when the only thing your dick touches is your own palm. You’re a disgrace to the male species.” 
“Fuck you. Getting laid hasn’t exactly been at the top of my priorities.” 
“Fuck that. Getting laid should be at the top of everyone’s priorities at all times.” He beckons a blonde dancer over to him.
“I think your priorities are fucked. You’re definitely not the right person to take advice from on this. You may actually be a sex addict. You have issues.” I look at him just as the blonde comes to stand in front of him. He hooks a finger into her non-existent underwear and pulls her forward until her knees hit the edge of the sofa and she falls into his lap. Literally. It’s weird, especially given the situation, but I find this comforting. Banter with Hugo, his standard drinking and naked women, it’s all familiar. It takes my mind off my own shitty world right now.
“I am the only sane person left in this world. People prioritise their jobs, their family, whatever other bullshit they decide upon. I am as nature intended. I act on animal instinct. I want to fuck, so I fuck. I’m just giving my body what it wants, in the same way it wants food and air to breathe. You should always work with instinct. It’s healthy.” He grins. “Plus, sex is directly linked to happiness. Look at me. I’m never sad.” The blonde girl is now on her knees on the sofa straddling him. Her stomach is level with his face. He grabs her hips and she grinds them toward his face. His eyes remain fixed on the scrap of material at her crotch, a small smile permanently etched on his face. “You on the other hand are a miserable twat. No sex. Are you starting to see the pattern here?”
I shake my head. I have to give it to him though…he is always happy. “You’re a fucking animal.” I say as he skims his nose across the line of the girl’s g-string. 
He laughs. “Sweetheart, you smell fucking amazing.” She smiles at him. Now don’t get me wrong, I have no problem with strippers. I would never fuck one, the same as I would never fuck a hooker, at least not intentionally. My private investigator informs me that Cassie was a stripper, because she was looking so desirable before…not. Let’s just say she was a monumental fucking mistake on every single level. Anyway, I just don’t believe in paying for it. To me a girl who gets paid to take her clothes off isn’t much better than one who is paid to suck cock. There’s always been that egotistical element whereby women come to me willingly, more than willing in fact, some begging. Therefore, why would I ever pay for it? Hugo has no such qualms. Every hole is a goal as far as he’s concerned. In fact he see’s paying for it as quality assurance. He once told me that anything free is always shit, so why should sex be any different. I almost envy him and his loose attitude. I’ve never been an angel, but now more than ever I really wish I was an unscrupulous bastard with no morales. I want to go back to not caring. I wish I could erase Lilly Parker from my mind, because I know that no matter how many times she kicks me, I’ll still go back for more. I’m unhealthily fucking addicted to the girl. I wish I could rid myself of this gnawing guilt and aching loss. I need to forget. I need another drink.
Five glasses of scotch later and the brunette, who is apparently called Maria, very un-stripper like, is now dry humping my lap. Her naked tits are bouncing in my face, her hips sway and thrust in time to the rock music now playing in the background. My vision is blurred, and the room is spinning. I don’t feel miserable. I feel numb. The key to happiness is booze and tits apparently. I’ve just discovered Hugo’s secret. Turns out distraction may be my only hope now. Maria’s double D’s are certainly a step in the right direction. I glance across the room at Hugo and laugh. He’s attempting to pole dance. Don’t ask. He’s been trying to hold onto the pole with just his legs, as per blondie’s instructions, and fallen flat on his face three times. 
“Damn, this shit is harder than it looks. Theo you try.” He’s grinning like a kid. That grin has got us into more trouble than I can remember, including many over nighter’s behind bars and a lot of angry boyfriends. I remember one night when that infamous grin led us to tag team this woman who was gagging for it. She was married to some older rich guy and got off on having sex when he might discover her. Weird. The guy came home and we had to climb out of the second floor window. I was okay, but Hugo lost his trousers and broke his arm jumping from the first floor window. Good times. 
“I am not pole dancing.” I laugh.
“You’re a fucking pussy.”
“No, I’m not a pussy, which is why I’m not grinding up and down a pole. I worry about you sometimes.” I shake my head. Fucking Hugo.
“Pfft. Whatever. I think, that you could be our very own Magic Mike.” He smiles and wiggles his eyebrows at me. “Don’t you think ladies?” That earns some very enthusiastic nods from the two girls. He’s a dick. “We’d make a killing.”
“Not enough for me to run around in fucking budgie smugglers looking like a prize prick.”
“I think you’d look hot.” Maria says, putting every ounce of seduction into her voice. I look at her, really look at her. A few months ago this is the kind of woman I would have slept with without a second thought, if she weren’t a stripper of course. She’s not the kind of woman I would have sought out, but if it were offered I wouldn’t have denied it. Now though, she’s just cheap, easy and obvious. I want to fuck her. I don’t want Lilly to be the last woman I touched, kissed and fucked. I want to distract myself from my depressing thoughts by burying myself balls deep in Maria, but I just can’t bring myself to fuck her, so instead I drag her to the toilets and let her blow me. As soon as she’s done I zip my jeans and leave. I hear the clipping of her heals as she follows me out of the toilets.
“Where are you going?” She asks indignantly. 
I place a wad of notes in her hand. “Home.” She takes the money and then shrugs, suddenly very unbothered by my departure. I can’t believe I just paid for a blow job. The worst part; I feel worse now than when I came in here.
 



Chapter Six
Lilly
 
 
“Come on, sulky Sue. Enough with the depressing moping. We’re going out.” George waltzes into my room being far too chirpy, and flops down on my bed next to me.
“I’m not moping.” I whine.  I am moping. I was getting out of this funk, and then Theo had to corner me in that room. He said those three simple words, words that ripped me apart. His kiss ripped me apart. His kiss made me burn for him the way I always have. That kiss reminded me of everything we were, everything we are together. We’re perfect. We’re devastating in a way that only something that powerful can be. We’re ruined.
I still want him so much. I can’t help myself around him. What if he hadn’t broken that kiss? Would I have let him take me right there in the conference room? I remember the feel of him touching me, the possession in his lips…yes, I would have. Damn it. 
The whole situation is so complicated. I want him. I love him, but I hate him for what he’s done to me, to us.
 “I’m just keeping my head down.” I grumble. I’m not feeling strong right now. When I’m out I feel I have to be bad bitch Lilly Parker, and trust me, that is exactly what they think I am. After my little statement outside the court house they all think I’m some kind of hard arse with a heart of stone. I’m just not up to keeping up the façade right now.
“Sweetie, I’m going to give you some tough love.” Oh god. “Theo is gone, it’s over, done, finito. You have hashed it out… To. Death.” He gives me an exasperated look. “But I cannot bare you being this bloody depressing. There are plenty more fish in the sea. Anyway, you should be celebrating, not moping.” I’ve never thought about it before, but why, when you’re post break-up, do people think it’s appropriate to make the fish in the sea comment. I’m not so much of a ho-bag that I’m going to jump the next man I see. Although perhaps that would help. 
“Can’t we celebrate here?” I’m of course, thrilled about my new job, if not a little suspect. Interns don’t just get handed clients like Ellis and Hardy. I still think Theo is responsible, even if he didn’t say anything. My guess is Simmons knows that Theo likes me and asks for me personally. That guy must not read the papers…or have noticed the press that were no doubt hanging around the offices after the break. I didn’t have the balls to tell him about me and Theo, but I really feel I should. He should probably know that my presence is now actually more likely to deter Theo’s business than lure it. He only wants me for one thing. I’ve made it clear he’s not going to get it, so he’ll get bored and find a new play thing, I’m sure. I don’t even want to admit to myself my thoughts on that.
George sits bolt upright on the bed, eyeing me sternly. “Right, that’s it. The Lilly I know would go out there with her middle finger erect to the world!” I laugh. He’s right. I need to remember who I am. “So you are going to get dressed, slap on some lippy and come dancing. I’ll even buy the first round.” He raises an eyebrow before he rolls of the bed and strolls out the door. He must be desperate if he’s buying.
 
I decided in the end to wear some skin tight black jeans, heels and a red camisole top. It’s basic, but it works. “Oh my god, the bitch is back and ready to break hearts all over London town.” George grins.
“Pft, that’s your job.” I smile. “Where’s Molly?” I ask.
“Hugo’s.” He grunts as way of explanation.
“I can’t believe she’s still seeing him. Seriously, he’s got fuck and chuck written all over him.” I shake my head. She’ll get burned.
“Sweetie, you don’t ‘see’ boys like Hugo, you fuck them.” He winks.
“Precisely.” I say deadpan. “If she’s trying to make it more, then her and I are going to be having a little imparting of advice. She can learn from my mistakes.”
“Oh no, don’t even go there. Tonight we are partying, not moping.” He shakes his head as he marches me to the door.
George and I hit Soho. We go into Aloha, a cocktail bar which serves the best cocktails you will ever have. I can feel eyes on me as we sit at the bar sipping mojito’s. I slip into the façade I’ve spent years perfecting easily. I haven’t changed, I’ve just been stripped a layer. I can still maintain the front, it just takes a little more effort. 
The bar has a Hawaiian theme, with palm trees in the corners, and all the bar staff draped in flowers. I’ve always liked it in here, although I can’t remember the last time we came here. The music is not too loud, so you can actually hold a conversation.
“Oh, hotties at three o’clock.” George says in my ear. I look up to see two guys eyeing me from across the bar. They’re the classic Chelsea trust fund types. Not my type. I laugh at the irony of that. 
“Really George? They look like they could barely wipe their arses without mummy or daddy’s help.” I roll my eyes.
George snorts. “Fucking hell I’ve missed you.” He laughs. “You’re right, but he is a classic TDH. Plus, he won’t be able to handle all your woman.” He wiggles a finger in my face. “…Which means you can use and abuse away.” He smirks, he knows me far too well.
“George. I don’t want to use and abuse.” I whine. “Especially not with that.” I eye the guy again. He’s really not that bad, but it’s hard to judge when you’ve spent the last three months fucking the god of the male species. Yeah, I just said that. I’d never tell him that to his face. Fuck no.
His eyes bug out as he sucks on the straw of his drink. “Oh, hell no. You have clearly not drunk enough!” I laugh as he waves a barmaid over. “Give me six shots of your strongest.” He orders. Oh god, I’m going to be so trashed. 
The shots of unknown origin are placed in front of us. I slam the first one and cough as a violent shudder wracks my body. “Ugh, I fucking hate absinthe! Do you not remember the last time George!?” He grins. 
The last time we drank absinthe we slept on a park bench and I woke up with a hangover so bad I actually thought I might need to be hospitalized. Tomorrow is going to be horrible. 
Tall, dark and handsome decides to be brave and saunters over with his friend in tow. “Can I buy you a drink?” He asks. Ugh, really? Maybe I’m just a bitch, but I hate guys who are just unimaginative. 
I turn to him and eye him up and down, toying with him. “No.” I reply. He has no come back for that, unlike a certain cocky millionaire I know. Just like that images burst through my mind. It’s as though I can remember every cocky smile, every exchanged word and every touch. It feels like someone is punching me in the chest every time. I always assumed heartbreak was a figure of speech, but no, it actually hurts.
“You okay?” George’s voice is soft as he eyes me warily.
I nod. I notice TDH has left, clearly perturbed by my blunt disinterest. I like men who fight for my attention, who are willing to try hard to get in my pants, not pussies. The problem is this, no-one will ever try as hard as he did. No-one will fight for my attention like he did. No-one can match up to him. Will I forever be cursed to this? Fuck that. I’m not that girl that pines after some bloke, I never have been, hence my aversion to the whole thing in the first place. Oh, god this is a head fuck. I need another drink. I pick up another shot and down the disgusting liquid. Shit, that really is vile.
“Let’s find somewhere to go dance, babe.” George grins as he takes my hand and pulls me from the bar stool. I stumble slightly as I step down. He raises his eyebrows at me.
“I haven’t drunk properly for weeks and your throwing bloody absinthe down my throat.” I swat at him. He just grins. 
We leave Aloha and walk out into the busy hustle and bustle of a Friday night in Soho. It’s noisy as a group of drunk girls walk past us singing, smiles plastered all over their faces. Alcohol. It’s such a wonderful thing, I think to myself as I wonder down the street in an overly bright mood.
“In here.” He pulls me into a club. I don’t know which one, but loud bass thudding music echoes from inside. The bass vibrates my frame and makes me itch to move to it.
We don’t buy drinks, I’m already wasted. We just dance. George is on form as he busts out all his best moves. He spins me, and manoeuvres me around the dance floor. Normally George would be on the search for some cock, but he stays with me. He grabs my hips and grinds into me. Any onlookers would think we were about to go home and get it on. The thought makes me giggle. A guy behind me catches me as George spins me a little too violently for my inebriated state. 
“Easy.” He says. He’s attractive, but I’m almost repulsed by his touch on my arm. So much so that it scares me. What the hell? I straighten myself and turn away from him. 
George catches my eye, a frown crossing his features. He makes a motion like he’s drinking and I nod. I make my way over to a small booth of seats. George goes to get a drink, leaving me alone. As I look around the club, I note the white walls, the blue up-lighting, the barely clothed dancers…familiarity strikes me and I realise where we are. We’re in Allure, the club Hugo owns, the club where I first kissed Theo. I rub at my chest as the memory surfaces. He’s like the thorn in my side that I can’t seem to remove. 
“Lilly?” A soft voice draws me from my memories. I look up to see Cruise standing across from me. I’m not so hung up on Theo that my pulse doesn’t race a little in his presence. He’s always been gorgeous, but he seems to have filled out even more. His t-shirt seems a size too small as his chest and arms strain against the material. Cruise and I used to have a thing…well, sex. He’s the type of guy that knows how to show a girl a good time. Really fucking good.
“Hey Cruise.” I manage a small smile.
He slides into the booth, sitting next to me. His blonde hair is an absolute mess as is always the case with him. “How’ve ya been chick? I haven’t seen you in a while.” He says in that sexy Australian accent. 
I smile at what is a small slice of familiarity, a small part of my life before Theo. It feels as if I can’t remember what that is sometimes. “Yeah okay, standard. Just been busy.” I reply casually.
He grins that easy lop sided smile of his. “Well you look just as good as ever.” His eyes flick down my body and I flush a little.
“You too. You filled out even more.” I smile and playfully squeeze his bicep. This I can do. Flirting I can do.
He smiles that poster boy California beach smile. “Ya look kinda bored. You wanna get outta here?” Do I want to get out of here, with Cruise?
I’m drunk, and Cruise looks good right now, so I shrug. “Sure, let me just find…”
“Cruise.” George appears right on cue with a massive smile on his face. “Oh, have you been working out?” He eyes cruises frame appreciatively. Cruise just laughs.
“Hey mate. How are ya?” Ugh, that voice with that Aussie drawl could drive a girl crazy, or indeed a guy as proved by George’s swooning state.
“Better for seeing you.” George grins again.
I laugh. “Behave yourself you slut.” 
“A guy can dream Lill’s.”
I roll my eyes. “I’m going to call it a night babe. You coming?” He pouts as I stand, but quickly smiles when he see’s Cruise stand with me.
“Oh. No I’m good.” He winks at me. “Have fun. Who’s the slut now?” He smacks my bum and walks away with a grin, no doubt to find a play thing for the night.
Cruise offers to get my jacket and I decide to wait outside the club. My head is spinning from all the absinthe and my skin is clammy from the heat inside the packed club. Tomorrow morning is not going to be pretty. I’m watching people walk by, looking at nothing in particular when I hear the high pitched shriek of an engine gunning it down the road. I turn in time to see a bright orange Lamborghini fly around the corner onto the busy street. People jump out of the way as the noisy car guns it down the road with no regard for anyone. The car screeches to a halt right outside Allure. The door opens and I’m greeted with the cocky smile of none other than Hugo. Figures. He throws his keys to one of the bouncers as he reaches the doors. I watch him eye the crowd, a couple of women waving at him as they bat their eyelashes at him. He swings his gaze around and looks straight at me, or rather my chest. A grin slowly spreads across his face, until his eyes finally meet my face. He at least has the decency to look sheepish…for all of one second.
“Lilly.” He takes my hand and bends to kiss it. “How are you lovely?” He asks.
“Great. “ I answer a little too enthusiastically. “You?”
He raises an eyebrow. “I’m always good. Are you uh…you alone?” He probes.
I smile flirtatiously. Oh god, I am definitely on the drunk side of tipsy. “Are you trying to come onto me Hugo?”
He grins. “Lilly.” He draws out my name as his eyes roam my body without apology. Weirdly it doesn’t bother me, it’s just Hugo. “I always get wood around you sweetness.” He winks. I snort. “But alas, Theo is my best friend, even I have limits.” I frown as thoughts of Theo fill my mind. He smiles sympathetically. 
“Not to mention the fact that you probably kicked my best friend out of bed only a few hours ago.” I say. He grins and shrugs. The guy has absolutely no shame. “How is he?” I blurt. I don’t know why the hell I ask. I shouldn’t care, but I do. I’m drunk and talking to his best friend, so I ask.
He smirks. “You could just ask him the next time he comes crawling after you like a kicked puppy.”
I have no response for that. “I…”
He holds a hand up. “Sweetheart you don’t have to explain to me. That is some heavy shit he’s got going on. To answer your question, he’s been better.” I swallow hard, I don’t know whether that makes me feel better or worse. I want him to feel as bad as I do. He did this, not me. “You got him good gorgeous.” He shrugs. “All I’m going to say is relationships are a shit storm waiting to happen. Casual pussy, that’s where it’s at.” He says as he eyes the arse of a girl walking past. He bites his bottom lip as he watches. “Damn.” He shakes his head. I roll my eyes. How Molly is still sleeping with that I do not know. Don’t get me wrong, I like Hugo. He’s funny, and I actually think he’s a decent guy. But I also think he is an actual sex addict and an all-out STD infested dog. “If you could do me a favour and at least fuck him though that would be great.” He says it like it’s a totally reasonable request.
“Um, no thanks.” 
He rolls his eyes. “Oh come on. He’s a miserable fucker because he’s not getting any. There’s only so much of his hormonal shit I can take you know.” He sighs. Theo’s not sleeping with anyone? What the hell? “And don’t tell me you don’t want to fuck him, everyone wants to fuck him. Hell I almost want to fuck him he’s such a good looking prick.”
I smile. I can’t help it with Hugo. There’s something about him, he has this lack of any kind of adherence to…well anything; that just makes him so freeing to be around. “Get one of your ho’s to do it.” I say casually, but the thought makes me want to throw up. 
He smiles like he knows exactly what I’m thinking. “Don’t you think I haven’t tried?” I’ve thrown everything at the miserable prick, blondes, brunettes, hell even red heads.” He pauses. “Although, it turns out it’s actually quite hard to find a hot red head. Who knew? You’re a rare breed.” He purrs at me. “Only you’ll do. Like I said, you got him good.” He says matter-of-factly. 
What the hell do I say to that? I don’t want to picture the harem of women that have no doubt been dripping all over Theo for the last few weeks. “Um, that as may be, but as you know we broke up. That means no sex.”
He smirks at me and cocks an eyebrow. “None?”
“None.” He just laughs and shakes his head as though the entire notion is ridiculous. Hugo probably thinks the two words no and sex together are offensive.
Hugo’s eyes move over my shoulder just as Cruise comes up behind me. “Here’s your jacket.” He hands me my black blazer which I put on. Hugo narrows his eyes at Cruise.
“Oh, Cruise this is Hugo, he owns Allure.” Cruises eyebrows shoot up and Hugo smiles smugly. “Hugo, Cruise.” They shake hands tentatively.
Hugo watches me carefully. “How do you two know each other?” He muses, his eyes never leave mine. I say nothing.
“We’ve been friends for a while.” Cruise says casually.
“I see. Well why don’t you guys come back in? You can have VIP entry.” He smiles that infectious Hugo grin, but it doesn’t reach his eyes.
“Thanks but we’re just heading off.” I drop my eyes to the ground. Part of me really hopes this gets back to Theo, that’s the part that’s still hurt and jealous and spiteful. It’s not enough to tell him we’re done, I want him to bleed right along with me. The other part of me feels cheap and nasty, even though I haven’t done anything accept walk out of the club with Cruise. That part cares what Theo thinks, because I still love him. That part hopes that Hugo keeps his mouth shut.
“Well then I bid you good night.” He says, his lips pressing together in silent judgement. He can’t talk, he’s fucking my best friend along with half the bloody city.
“Bye Hugo.” I say as I turn away from him and head down the street.
 
Cruise casually pulls on his leather jacket and throws an arm around my shoulder as he walks me barely a hundred yards down the street. His big body close to mine is both comforting and unsettling. He stops next to a motorcycle parked on the side of the road, and lifts up the seat, handing me a helmet. I grin. Harry used to have a motorcycle, but he never let me ride it. He said it was too dangerous. Right now a shot of adrenaline is just what I need. This is the kind of motorcycle that screams badass with its black shiny paint and chrome exhausts. 
He puts his helmet on and flips the tinted visor down before swinging his leg over the bike. Yeah, he looks like a total bad boy right now, and god, am I a sucker for a bad boy.
I swing my leg over the bike. My high heels rest on the metal pegs. He grabs my arms and pulls them around his waist. His leather jacket is open, and I can’t help but feel the rock hard ridges of muscle under my fingers through his t-shirt. I’ve seen Cruise naked, fucked him seven ways to Sunday, and yet this feels a little too intimate right now. He revs the engine and the bike moves away. We ride back past Allure and I catch Hugo, still stood outside the club. I can practically feel his eyes burning a hole in my back. I try and leave some space between me and Cruise, but the motion of the bike combined with too much alcohol is making me a little unstable, make that very unstable. I end up with my chest pressed to his back and my thighs tight against his. I do manage to keep my crotch away from his arse. 
The bike crawls to a stop right outside my flat. I know why we’re here, the same reason we’re usually here. Cruise won’t know that in the few months since I last saw him I’ve had my heart ripped to shreds. He’s not to know that I don’t actually want to sleep with him, but at the same time I just want something from before. Maybe I do want to sleep with him. He’s definitely hot. I’ll give it to myself, I’ve always had impeccable taste in men. I laugh at that, remembering the conversation George and I had about just that.
“What’s so funny?” He smiles easily at me as he takes my helmet from me. I’m still straddling the bike as he stands beside me, his tall frame towering over me. 
I grin. “I was just mentally commending myself on my taste in men.” I eye the length of his body and he laughs.
“You do have very good taste.” He shrugs. He watches me intently. “You look seriously hot straddling that bike Lilly.” He bites his lip and shakes his head a little. “All I can picture right now is bending you over it.” I blush a little. Seriously? The way he’s looking at me makes me hot, but it also makes me a little uneasy. Jesus, what is wrong with me? One minute I’m all go, and the next my bloody conscience kicks in. Wait, since when did I have a conscience?! Ugh.
“I need another drink.” I announce. “Do you want to join me?” 
“Sure.” He smiles easily as he follows me into the flat. 
The lights are all off. I guess Molly’s out. Cruise follows me to the kitchen. I turn and look at him as he leans one hip against the breakfast bar. His blue eyes follow me. Blue, but not blue enough I think to myself. I want to sleep with Cruise. My mind is over thinking it, and is slightly repulsed, but my wounded heart says I should find some small solace in that hot body. There’s that part of me that feels broken and powerless. I feel as though I’m not in control of my own emotions. I crave that control. Cruise has always let me control him, use him, fuck him. This is what I need, I’m going to fuck Cruise. If I have to drink some more to get rid of my suddenly existent conscience then so be it. I grab the bottle of vodka we keep in the freezer. 
“Straight up?” I ask. 
“Always.” He smiles. “I’ve still never met another chick who drinks straight vodka like a boss.” Cruise and I have spent many nights drinking straight vodka prior to fucking. Hell, once he just fucked me against the freezer. Those were the good times, uncomplicated sex. He would leave straight afterwards and I wouldn’t hear from him again. He’d just wait on my call, or I’d bump into him in a club and drag him home. No emotions involved. It was beautifully painless.
I shrug. “I’m not your average chick.” I say. By that I mean that I’ve been drinking straight vodka since I was fourteen, when I worked out that alcohol has this magical power to make you completely numb. More importantly it makes you forget. Vodka and I have had a difficult relationship over the years. It offers the promise of lost memories and temporary happiness, but it also offers me the possibility of becoming my mother. I’d sooner jump off the nearest bridge. Like I said; a difficult and tentative relationship. 
Throughout this entire shit with Theo I’ve managed to avoid turning to my old friend, but this situation calls for it. The numbness is like a familiar comforting blanket. It ebbs away my pain, and soothes the cluster-fuck that is my mind. I find myself wondering why the fuck I didn’t just hit the bottle sooner.
I pour out two short glasses of the chilled liquid and hand one to Cruise. I down my glass and quickly pour another.
“Damn girl.” He lets out a whistle. “That bad?” 
I shrug one shoulder. “It’s been a rough couple of weeks.” 
Cruise and I sit on the sofa, nursing vodka. Half an hour later I’ve made it through almost half a bottle and I’m trashed. Cruise stopped after only a couple of glasses saying he has to drive. It makes me smile that he knows he won’t be allowed to stay here. Familiar. Safe.
“So, what do you do when you’re not fucking me Cruise?” I slur.
He smiles. “Wow, this is deep for you. I had to fuck you three times before you’d even tell me your name.”
I laugh. “That is true. I’m curious though.”
“I make guitars by day, and I’m in a band by night.” 
“Hmm. Well you are good with your hands.” I raise an eyebrow at him. Yep, drunk slutty Lilly has come out to play, and Cruise is in her sights. “I knew you were a bad boy. Is it a rock band?” I run one finger down his chest and over the one, two three bumps of his abs. I can practically hear my vagina purring from here. Damn, down girl.
“Just when I thought you couldn’t get any better.” Oh god, my head is spinning. I’m at that point where it’s like watching yourself, but you’re not really there. Cruise puts his hands on my waist and suddenly I’m straddling him on the sofa. His face is just inches from mine, and his breath caresses my lips. I feel the familiar feeling of my body becoming numb, and not just alcohol induced numb. It’s the feeling I get from meaningless sex. I switch off and I feel nothing whilst he’s touching me. It’s just pure animal instinct. Just an act of pleasure. There’s no emotion attached to it, and I love that. I cling to it. If I’m honest, I turn to sex in the same way that I turn to alcohol, so that I don’t feel anything. It’s purely physical. I crave it, I need it. If it’s really bad, then I double them up, alcohol and sex are like drugs to me. Dangerous.
I brush my lips against his and revel in his shallow breaths. I need this right now, I need the emotional void just as much as I need the power. Everything shuts down as he kisses me. I feel nothing, and it’s a blissful relief. 
My hands slide under his t-shirt, pulling it up his body and over his head. He’s built like a rugby player, big and broad. His muscles tense under my fingers and I smile against his lips. I love having an effect over men. I love to make them powerless to me. It’s not hard given that men are simple creatures, but it’s a strange kind of rush all the same.
I run my hands into his blonde hair and pull his lips back to mine. He groans as my tongue finds his. Right now…I. Own. Him. Power…secretly we all want it.
His hands rest on my thighs. He’s been here before and knows not to touch me too much. I undo his belt and unzip his jeans, I tease my finger along the elastic of his boxers and drag my nails over his firm stomach, the chiselled abs tensing and flexing erotically. His breath quickens and his fingers move under the hem of my top, pulling it over my head in one quick movement. My head is spinning, my mind blank. 
He suddenly flips me over so I’m on my back on the sofa. His weight presses down on me as his lips work over my neck frantically. His fingers find the button on my jeans, before ripping them down my legs. He traces the skin along the hem of my knickers with his broad fingers. His lips meet mine, and he kisses me hard. It’s a dominant kiss, possessive. I don’t want to be possessed by him. I need control. As his tongue traces my lip I start to lose a grip on the numbness. My conscience kicks in like a light switch, and suddenly this feels wrong. I don’t feel like I’m using him, I feel used. I’ve done this so many times with Cruise, and never felt used. So why now? The need I felt only moments ago is immediately doused, the fear of being used is enough to kill my libido instantly.
I rip my mouth away from his. “Stop!” I gasp. 
He pulls back and looks at me, a frown marring his features. “What?”
“I…I can’t do this right now.” I push up against him and he obliges by rolling away from me. I stand and stalk away from the sofa, needing some space. Fuck, fuck, fuck, what is this shit? This is supposed to be simple, no strings attached sex, same as always. Why do I suddenly feel cheap and dirty? 
“Are you okay?” He asks tentatively.
I nod. “I’m fine. I just…have some shit going on at the moment.” I don’t know why I just told him that.
He’s quiet for a moment. “That guy you were seeing?” Great, he must have seen the papers. He does know about Theo. Brilliant.
I just nod. “Look, I’ll go.” He sounds embarrassed. 
“I’m sorry.” I say, not looking at him.
“It’s fine.” He says in that easy drawl. “Another time maybe.” 
When I turn around his shirt is back on. He steps toward me and bends to place a peck on my cheek. “I’ll see you soon chick. You have my number, you know where I am if you want me.” He offers me that perfect surfer boy smile.
I smile. “Thanks Cruise.” That could have gone so badly, luckily Cruise is pretty laid back. Hell, he even offered to be on standby. Why couldn’t I have fallen for a guy like that? Because a guy like that is happy to fuck me. Theo isn’t happy to just fuck me. He wants to possess me with everything he has. He wants my body, my soul and my heart. 
I let Cruise out. When I shut the door I slide to the floor, the wall cool against my bare back. Before Theo no-one had ever valued me for anything more than my body and a good time. I didn’t let them see me as anything more. I didn’t want anyone looking to closely. Then Theo bulldozed his way into my life. He valued me for my body, no doubt about it, but he also wanted me for me, he’s the only one who tried hard enough to get to know me. He loved me. I don’t expect that from Cruise, or anyone for that matter, but I guess Theo has forced me to expect that respect for myself. Like I said, Theo has changed me and I can’t move on. I can’t go forward and I can’t go back. This is such a fucking mess. I crawl over to the coffee table and pick up the half bottle of vodka. If I can’t fuck Theo out of my mind, then I’ll just drink him out. Spoken with the logic of a true drunk.
 
I startle awake to a loud banging. Oh god, I must have passed out. I’m sprawled on the sofa, vodka bottle still in hand…un-spilt I might add. Bang, bang, bang. It takes me a moment to realise the sound is in fact the front door. 
I groan as I drag my very drunk arse off the sofa. Bang, bang, bang. “I’m coming.” I shout. I put my vodka down before I stagger towards the door. Holy shit, I’m wasted. 
“Take your fucking key George.” I slur as I swing the door open. Oh fuck. Not George.
Theo stands with his forearms braced against the door frame and a face like thunder. He looks good, really good. He’s wearing a shirt with the sleeves rolled up, exposing muscled forearms. His faded jeans fit him just so, and his hair is messy in that seriously sexy way. I want to hate him, but not as much as I want to fuck him. My libido has come back with a vengeance at the sight of him. I swear he could have a woman on her back with just a smile, mind you, that was never the problem. I should close the door now. I should tell him to fuck off. I blame my dear friend vodka here. Had I been sober he would have been well and truly chewed out by now. Had I been drunk, he would definitely have been sent packing, but I’m not drunk, I’m absolutely trashed. I bite my lip trying to control my raging hormones. 
His eyes flick down my body, and I don’t miss the desire that burns behind them. “Lilly.” He growls. Ugh, I love it when he says my name like that. It makes me think of rough sex, of being bent over pool tables and pressed against walls. Yeah, I’d go for some of that right now. I know I should feel a hundred negative emotions at this moment, but in my disgustingly drunk state all I feel is seriously fucking turned on. As has always been the case when it comes to Theodore Ellis; I’m in deep shit.
“Theo.” I say, slightly breathless.
He steps close to me until his body is pressed to mine. My skin seems to catch fire. He keeps walking, forcing me to take a step back whilst his body presses overwhelms me. He then closes the door behind him, and without even realising it, I’ve let him in. I should not be letting him in. 
 



Chapter Seven
Theo
 
Fuck me. The woman is trying to kill me I swear. I’m not sure why I’m here at two in the morning, but I had to come when Hugo told me what he’d seen. I’m not going to let someone just take what is mine, and she is mine whether she knows it or not. The thought of another guy touching her is enough to make me positively murderous. 
Now she’s stood here wearing black lace underwear, including a bra that barely contains her tits. She could have opened the door to anyone. Fucking hell.
“You should leave.” She says, slurring slightly. Her eyes never leave my chest, refusing to meet my gaze.
“You shouldn’t answer the door, drunk and half naked in the early hours of the morning.” I snap. She glances down at her body as though alarmed by this realisation. Jesus, she really is wasted. 
I watch as her face goes from defensive to attack mode, bristling at my tone. “Perhaps you shouldn’t be knocking on my door in the early hours of the morning. Are you stalking me… again?” She frowns as her body sways slightly. All I can see is her wasted drunk, in her underwear and some arsehole trying to take advantage. It makes me see red.
I spin her around and press her up against the closed door. I grab her wrists, capturing them in one hand and pinning them above her head. I drop my head to the crook of her neck, fuck, she smells incredible. My cock stirs, reacting to her, always her. I grit my teeth as anger and need course through my body. There’s a primal part of me that wants to take her right here, just to prove a point. She’s. Mine. She’s drunk though, and I won’t give her any more excuses to hate me. I will not fuck her. I will not fuck her, I repeat over and over. “Did you fuck him?” I growl. 
Her eyes lock onto mine, fury blazing in their emerald depths. “Fuck you!” She struggles against me, fighting like a wild animal.
“Lilly.” I bite. I take a deep breath trying to rein in the rage that’s beating against me. “Did. You. Fuck. Him?” I swear, I’ve never felt this unhinged. God knows what I’ll do if she did fuck him. She’s turning me into a psycho. It seems that Lilly Parker is out to destroy me one way or the other.
“Why are you here?! She spits. 
“I’m simply protecting what’s mine.” I say through gritted teeth.
“Yours!? Are you fucking serious? Why not just take a piss on me and be done with it!?” She struggles again and I press my body against hers. Her breath quickens immediately and my cock aches at her closeness. “We are done Theo.” She tries to sound confident, but her voice is breathy. Her comment is almost laughable in her current situation. Her body gives her away as the flush of arousal tinges her skin beautifully. She tries to push against me, but I pin her against the wall harder. I can feel the heat of her body through my thin shirt. I groan as she struggles against me, brushing my cock. I thrust my pelvis against hers and she gasps. The anger in her eyes becomes laced with desire. She flicks her tongue across her lips, and I can’t pull my eyes from her mouth. I lean in until my lips are barely brushing hers. Her breathing becomes shallow as she trembles against me. I drop her wrists and grab her face in both hands, pressing my forehead against hers, I inhale her scent, feel the warmth of her small hands as they grip my wrists. She’s not trying to pull me away, more like holding me in place.
“Please, just tell me. Did you?” I beg her.
She hesitates for a moment, her heated eyes studying my face. If she fucked him then world war fucking three is about to go down. I’m aware that this is not stable behaviour. My reaction is irrational at best, but this is what she does to me. She makes me crazy. 
The sexual tension between us is crippling, sucking all the air out of the room until all I can see is her. My pulse hammers in my veins. My cock throbs painfully, desperate to be in her. 
“No.” She finally breathes against my lips. I close the small space between us and kiss her. I kiss her like a man starved. I kiss her as though the world starts and ends with her. Her fingers wind into my hair, gripping the roots, her control snapping. I nip at her lips as she thrusts her tongue into my mouth. She moans as I press my thigh between her legs. 
“You are mine Lilly.” I breathe against her lips. She pulls me closer and continues her assault on my lips. Then everything happens so quickly. I kiss her neck, trailing my tongue across her pulse line. She moans and writhes, pressing her body closer to mine. I reach around her and snap her bra open, fuck I’ve missed her amazing tits. I take one nipple into my mouth, sucking hard as she pushes her chest into my face. I can’t control myself around her. I can’t stop, even though I know I should. She’s just so fucking perfect.
“Oh god.” She moans. I grasp her thighs and pick her up. Then she’s on the sofa underneath me, her thighs gripping my waist as my hands trail her body. Her fingers move over the buttons of my shirt, and she sinks her teeth into my pec. I hiss loudly as my cock jerks. Her movements are frantic as she unfastens my jeans. My cock is jumping for joy, literally, at the prospect of being inside her again. Something feels off though, she’s almost desperate.
“Lilly.” I manage to gasp out as her fingers reach my cock. Oh fuck. My mind short circuits. “I…”What was I trying to say? Shit. She feels so good. “Lilly look at me.” I manage to choke out. She doesn’t, so I lean on one elbow and grab her chin with my other hand. When she meets my gaze her eyes are flat, lifeless, devoid of any sort of emotion. “Sugar…” She leans in to kiss me, but I hold her still. 
Her grip tightens on my cock and a small smile pulls at her lips. I groan involuntarily. “Don’t pretend you don’t want me.” She purrs. She’s not here with me. I could be anybody right now. This isn’t the woman I fell in love with, this is the master seductress just looking for a power kick.
“I…I do, but not like this.” I manage to pull away from her grip. “I’m not just some guy for you to fuck your troubles away with Lilly. Don’t check out on me.”
She shoves me away from her and sits up. She grabs her top and jeans and puts them on. “You know where the door is.”
“Lilly.” I stand up and zip my jeans back up.
“Just leave Theo.” She snaps.
“No. What the fuck is going on with you?” I ask.
She stands up and steps close to me, I can smell the vodka on her breath. “You want to know what the fuck is going on with me?” She glares. “You. You ruin everything. You’re poison. You couldn’t just leave me alone could you? You couldn’t even just fuck me and move on. Oh no, you had to screw me over.” She shoves against my chest hard.
“Lilly.” I grasp her wrists to stop her.
“And now, all I want to do is forget, but even that I can’t do.” I tear escapes down her cheek. “You ruin everything you touch, and you’ve ruined me, so just leave.”
“No.” I say quietly. I watch as the strong woman I know falls apart. I don’t know what to do or say. I did this to her. I stroke her face and wipe the stray tear from her cheek, but another quickly follows.
“Lilly.” I whisper.
She wrenches her wrist from my grasp and staggers away from me. “Seriously, do you enjoy this? Does it make you feel like a big man? Do you want to watch me break Theo?” She huffs a laugh. “Well you’re shit out of luck. I’m already broken.”
“You’re not broken Lilly.” I say firmly.
“Fuck you Theo. Just get out!” She yells.
“No, I am done with this shit! You push me away at every opportunity. I’m done letting you. You will fucking talk to me! I’m not going anywhere until you do. I’ve got all night.”
“Please just leave.” She begs. She folds her arms over her chest and looks away from me. 
I fold my arms across my chest and lean against the arm of the sofa. “Not until you talk.”
Her furious eyes meet mine. “You want me talk!? Fine. You betrayed me, you got someone pregnant and I left. What part of that situation makes you think that I want anything to do with you?”
“You know I didn’t betray you. Yes, I might have gotten someone pregnant, and that’s a big if. Either way, this situation is just one small part of our story Lilly. It doesn’t have to define us. What we have is bigger than that.”
She laughs humourlessly. “Says the one who got caught with his dick wet. Don’t fucking insult me!”
“No, you do not get to throw that shit in my face! I fucked her before we were together, and if you hadn’t been so hung up on playing fucking games with me it never would have happened. I wanted you and you shut me down. I was in love with you and you walked away. I have always been loyal to you, even when you were just toying with me. You were the one who ran, not me.”
“Yes I ran. I ran away fucking screaming! I should have kept going!” She shouts. She sways slightly and drops back onto the sofa. “Fuck, I can’t do this.” She swipes at another stray tear on her cheek.
“Lilly, I love you.” I say with gritty determination. “You are everything to me.” She grabs the bottle of vodka from the coffee table and takes a swig, before turning to me with a fierce expression on her face.
“Fuck you, Theo, you don’t get to say that to me. It’s not fair.” Her voice breaks. 
I move away from the sofa and drop to a crouch in front of her. “I know, but it’s the truth.” I watch her carefully as she tries to avoid eye contact. “You know if the situation were reversed, if you were the one who was pregnant with someone else, I’d stand by you.” It’s the truth, although don’t go thinking it’s out of some superior selfless morale. I would stand by her because I can’t live without her. She’s everything. 
“Sure you would.” She says sarcastically. Her eyes flick to my face. I say nothing, just meet her probing gaze. Her expression softens as she seems to see the truth in my statement. “Then you’re a stronger person than me.” She whispers and looks away from me.
“No, I just love you more than anyone or anything. The way I feel about you can’t be put into words.” I reach out and brush my fingers down her cheek. “Explaining my love for you would be like trying to describe colours to a blind man.” I pour my heart out to her, just trying to make her see. “I would stand by you, because for me there is no other option. Only you. You’re the other half of me. You complete me.” She lets out a small broken sob and presses her hand to her mouth, trying to stifle the heart wrenching sound.
She leans forward and closes her eyes as she leans her forehead against mine. Her hands grip my shirt as though trying to keep me there. I hold her face, tracing her bottom lip with my thumb as a tear streaks down her cheek. I cling to this moment with her. “I hate you so much for this. I hate you because you took something perfect and you ruined it. I hate you because I love you. No matter how much I hate it, I do love you, so much, but it’s not enough. I can’t stand by you.” She says in a strangled gasp. How can something this right not be enough? She pulls away and shakes her head. I watch as she takes a moment and steels herself. She closes her eyes and takes a steady breath. When her eyes meet mine, they’re hard and unforgiving. “I’m sorry.”
Then there’s nothing more to say. Defeated, I stand and walk to the door. I take one last look at her tear stained face and wonder how two people can be so miserable apart, can pine for each other, and yet, she would rather be miserable than be with me.
As the door clicks shut behind me, resentment crawls over my skin. It’s not enough. I would give her the world if she asked for it, but it’s not enough. I love her in ways that scare the shit out of me. I want her more than my next breath. I would stand by her. I will always love her. It’s not enough. I’m not enough. She loves me, but not enough.
My heart feels like it’s ripped out and bleeding. Lilly Parker just managed to destroy me with three words. 
 
I haven’t heard a peep out of Lilly since our conversation four days ago. She’s all. I Can. Think. Of! 
My head is telling me to give up, to let her go and move on, but my heart, my fucked up, good for nothing heart can’t let her go. She’s it, if I let her go there will be no moving on, because she will always be it. Every woman I meet will forever be compared to her, and how can they possibly compare? They can’t.
I’m not even sure I can let her go, because it means accepting that at some point she will find a guy who is enough for her. The thought makes my chest clench. I can’t picture a time when I will ever be able to watch her be with someone else. Maybe I should just get away from London for a while. Maybe…
My phone rings. Cassie. Fucking hell. Really? I hit reject. That’s just more shit I can’t deal with. I can’t even look at her. She comes to the house and I don’t answer the door. She calls my phone and I don’t pick up. I know I’m burying my head in the sand, but really, a baby!? What kind of woman has a one night stand with a guy like me and then keeps the baby. Do I look like father material? Because seriously I am about as far from the ideal role model as it gets. Poor fucker doesn’t stand a chance. Maybe this is karma coming back to bite me for all the tequila I’ve drunk and women I’ve fucked. In fact I blame tequila for this entire situation.
Then, as if my day couldn’t get any worse, the bitch just walked into my office.
I sigh. “Are you fucking serious? I didn’t want to speak to you, and I sure as shit don’t want to see you. Who let you in here?” I glare at her. 
She has long blonde hair and green eyes that are a mere imitation of Lilly’s. She could be pretty I think. I’m not the best judge, seeing as she ruined my fucking life. 
“I’ve given you plenty of opportunity to speak to me. You could call.” She waves her phone at me. “You have to talk to me at some point.” She sits in the chair opposite the desk.
“Take a seat why don’t you?” I grumble. I don’t want to have to deal with this shit. Fucking hell.
“You know you don’t have to be a complete arsehole about it.” She says as she stares at her hands awkwardly.
I laugh before I turn what I know is an intimidating glare on her. “You’re the arsehole here. You have a one night stand with me, which by the way I can’t even remember, that’s how drunk I was…in fact, it could probably be classified as rape.” Her eyebrows are pulled together as she looks up at me. “Then, you get knocked up and think….I know, I’ll keep it. Who does that!? You’re fucking crazy.” I need to rein it in, but fucking hell, of all the times to corner me. I’m in the worst mood imaginable. I’m sexually frustrated, I haven’t had a drink today, and I’ve had to come into the office to sort out a load of shit at work. Not to mention I had my fucking heart ripped out. Ninety percent of these problems are due to the woman sat in front of me. Really not a good time.
“It’s still a baby, regardless of how it was brought into this world.” She says quietly. “It’s your child Theo, you could at least acknowledge it.” Her bottom lip trembles and tears fill her eyes. Great, just fucking great.
“Fuck me, are you delusional!?” I shout. “What did you think, that I’d play happy families with you?” I laugh.
“I thought you’d be mature about it. It’s not an ideal situation for me either.” Tears spill down her cheeks as she looks at her hands. I should probably feel bad about the fact that she’s crying. I don’t. I’m a heartless bastard.
I stand and lean over the desk. “Well then get rid of it!” I roar. I turn and walk to the windows, taking deep breaths. I do not have the patience for this shit. 
“I can’t.” She says quietly. “It’s a baby.” Oh fucking hell, shoot me now. I get that some women feel this way, but surely if that’s how you feel, you make sure you are using contraceptive. There is no fucking excuse. Yes, I should have bagged it up, but in the state I was in, I was just as likely to put it on my fucking head as my dick. Christ. I don’t even remember it, and trust me…no matter how drunk a guy gets, he always remembers getting some. Me and my cock need a serious conversation as to how it managed to get hard after that much tequila.
“It is not a baby, it is a…” I search for the words, but I really don’t want to have to talk about this. “…a thing. Just get rid of it.”
“It is a life, and I will not be a murderer!” She snaps.
“How much money do you want?” I ask.
“What?” 
I turn back around to look at her. “Money. How much do you want? I thought my people had already spoken to you about this.”
Her face goes bright red. “I don’t want your money.” 
I smirk. “Sweetheart, there’s only one reason a chick gets knocked up with a millionaire. I sure as shit am not going to make daddy of the year, so how much?”
“I don’t want your money. I just want you to be a father to your child.” She won’t look at me, and it just pisses me off, I don’t know why, most people won’t look directly at me. She’s hardly alone in that, and I am seriously angry to boot.
I laugh humourlessly. “You have ruined my life. Lilly, that girl you so kindly involved in this shit storm, she was the whole shebang, the girl you marry and have kids with. Well she walked. So I’ll be blunt with you Cassie, no I do not fucking want a baby with you.” I drag my hands through my hair. Holy shit did I actually just say I would marry and have kids with Lilly?
“You owe it to this child to let her go.” She says almost frantically. “Give us a chance. I could make you happy.” Her eyes search mine. This bitch is a whole can of crazy.
“Did you not hear anything I just said? Fucking hell, I’d rather go celibate than fuck you again.” I say sternly. “Now seriously name your price, and before you turn me down again I suggest you think through your options carefully. You can keep that baby and bring it up on your own, or you can take the money, go and meet a guy who actually wants to have kids with you, and live happily and wealthily ever after. There really is only one intelligent option here.” I would never leave my kid out there in the world, but I’m calling her bluff. 
It may seem harsh, but the way I see it is at this stage it’s just a ball of cells. Yes, I Googled it. A termination is akin to a miscarriage. If she has that baby, it will be born to parents who hate each other. She’s hardly the ideal mother candidate. I had my people run a background search on her, more for leverage purposes than anything else. Turns out she’s a former drug addict and a stripper. As for me…well, I don’t think that needs to be said. 
At this stage, she’s pregnant and that’s a problem that can be solved. If she has the baby and it proves to be mine then it’s a whole different ball game. It’s no longer a problem. It’s my child. I will take custody of it. I may not be the ideal father, but I take care of what’s mine. She doesn’t stand a chance against my solicitors. They will dig up every sordid detail about her and present it to the court. Of course I don’t exactly have a stellar reputation, but I do have money, and have never had a history of drug abuse. 
My mother never wanted me. I would never want any child of mine to feel that kind of pain. I know I’ll be a crap father, but what else can I do? It’s times like this when I really wish that Lilly were in this with me. I could do with some of that fierce strength of hers. It’s a ridiculous fantasy though.
I can’t tell what Cassie’s motives are yet. If she’s after money then she would take the deal. My people have offered her five million. People would do a lot worse for that kind of money. She may just genuinely want that baby, but if that’s the case then why me? I’m not stupid enough to think that our one night stand was just by chance, that she had no idea who I am. If she does just want the baby though, then my threatening to take custody may just make her run. I can’t risk it. 
For now though, I need her to think she’ll be alone in this. I’m pushing for an abortion if possible. 
“You disgust me!” She says as tears stream down her face. I’ve heard worse. 
I step closer to her, determined to drive my point home. I lock my eyes on hers. “I always get what I want Cassie, and right now, you are standing in the way of what I want. I suggest you fucking move. I do not want you, and I do not want that baby.” Then I decide to be a real bastard. “Think of the child. It’s going to grow up with a father that doesn’t want it, and a slut for a mother, all because you’re a deluded crazy bitch. Wake the fuck up Cassie and do the right thing.” I growl.
Her lip starts to tremble again. She stands and storms out of my office without a word.
That woman is insane, and I’m having a child with her. Great. 
I know I’m a bastard, and I know I’m being an arsehole about this. I do not want a baby with her, if that makes me a dick then so be it. From what I’ve seen of her and read up on her, she’s not stable enough for this. Perhaps that means I should be helping her through it, but honestly, she’s bringing it on herself. If she wants it, she can deal with it. I don’t have it in me to deal with this crap right now. I always said that if I ever had kids I would give them the world, be the best father I could be. I will stand by that if she forces me into it. Is it so bad that I want to want a child? I feel like she’s robbing me of something that I should be sharing with someone else. Lilly, my mind whispers. I shut it down quickly. No longer an option. The fact is, my firstborn child should not be with an ex-stripper I banged in a club toilet. That just about sums up my life right now.
My phone rings again. Jesus, it’s non-stop today.
“Ellis.” I answer.
“Hey, so your opposition on the Wyatt deal is James Hardy.” Will says. 
I laugh. “Why the fuck is that shit trying to buy out Wyatt?”
“Who knows? I trust you’ve got this.” 
I laugh. “Yeah, I got this.” I hang up.
James Hardy. He doesn’t stand a chance of beating me, he has half my resources at best, not to mention I have an in with Wyatt. What irritates me though is that he’s using Lilly as legal representation. Why? He’s not a client of the firm. The guy has a reputation. He has two kids, but continues to fuck his secretary behind his wife’s back, hell she might even know. His reputation is infamous, and I don’t want him anywhere near Lilly.
Looks like Mr Hardy and I are going to be having words.
 



Chapter Eight
Lilly
 
I’m manic today, I’ve got a tonne of paperwork to do. Sadly it’s not all huge deals and throwing around money. I received an email from Simmons telling me that we are going to have to drop Hardy as a client on the Wyatt deal, but I am to try and retain him as a future client at all costs. Great, no fucking pressure. 
I’m at my desk working through my paper mountain when Ola from reception calls me. “Lilly you have a visitor. She’s in reception.”
“Thanks. I’ll be right through.” I have no scheduled visits today, so I have no clue who it is. 
 
You can imagine my surprise when I turn the corner and see none other than Theo’s one night stand, and mother of his child sitting in reception. 
“Can I help you?” I ask her through gritted teeth. The last thing I want to deal with right now is Theo’s one nighter.
“Can we talk?” She asks sheepishly. I should tell her to go fuck herself, but I don’t. I’m curious.
I sigh. “Follow me.” I lead her through to one of the conference rooms. She follows me into the room and I close the door behind her. 
She stands with her back to me for a long time before she finally turns around. She looks nervous. She assesses me before finally speaking. “I know you probably hate me.” She mumbles.
I raise an eyebrow at her. “I don’t hate you. I don’t know you.” I say bluntly.
She stares at the floor as she fiddles with the strap of her handbag. “I’m sorry about what happened.”
“I really see no need for you to be sorry either. You met a guy at a club and you fucked him. You don’t owe me an apology.” 
She takes a deep breath and meets my eyes. “I just, I know it must be hard on you with this.” She gestures toward her stomach. She has no idea, but I’m not about to let on to her, of all people.
“Cassie, I’m just going to make something clear for you. I broke up with Theo. I broke up with him because I’m not prepared to stick around and play step mummy. He didn’t cheat on me with you. Had we been together at the time, it never would have happened. I can assure you of that.” I conjure some strength and feign nonchalance. “Theo is just a guy, there are plenty more of them.” She raises her eyebrows, clearly shocked. “So tell me, why are you here?”
“Um, well.” She stammers. “Theo won’t talk to me.” Tears start to streak down her face. Oh god, I cannot deal with a crying pregnant woman. “He hates me. He said I should get rid of my baby.” Perhaps he should have thought of that before going in bareback. “I don’t know what to do.” She shakes her head.
“And as sad as this is...” I don’t actually give a shit. “How does this affect me?” 
She pauses for a moment, looking unsure of herself. “Please talk to him. He listens to you. I don’t want anything from him, but I don’t want my child to be left without a father. I know what it’s like not to have parents.” Her eyes meet mine, glassy with tears and begging me to help her. There’s something amiss with her, but I can’t put my finger on it. 
“Cassie, you cannot expect to have a one night stand with a guy, get pregnant, and him be happy about it. That is not how it works.”
“He has a responsibility to his child.” She snaps. For the first time I see a bit of spunk in the pathetic little wall flower.
“No, he doesn’t.” I sigh. “You really don’t get it do you? If you have that baby, you need to be prepared to have it on your own. He has no responsibility to it, because he chooses not to. He’s a man, and men can walk away. Benefits of the job.” I pause and watch her stricken face. “Look, this shit is between you two. I left because of this. Do you really think I’m going to tell him to play daddy?” I lift an eyebrow.
“He…he loves you.” I see the hurt on her face as she says it, there’s an unmistakeable longing in her features. Holy shit, is she in love with Theo? “He’d do anything you ask. Please.” She whispers.
“You’re in love with him.” I say quietly.
“I…No.” She stammers.
“How can you be in love with him? You fucked him in a toilet cubicle.”
She keeps her eyes down as she gnaws on her bottom lip. “We had one night together a few months ago. I thought…I thought he cared about me.”
I huff a laugh. “Let me guess, he told you all the right things, fucked you seven ways to Sunday and then kicked you to the curb.”
Her eyes meet mine. “I thought we had a connection.” Her eyes study my body. “I’ll never compare to you though, you’re beautiful.” She says sadly.
“Seriously, walk away Cassie while you still can. He is not a man to fall in love with, trust me on this.” I say quietly. For some strange reason I feel for her, because although our situations aren’t the same, I know what it feels like to be in love with Theodore Ellis. It’s painful. I also happen to agree with her. He should be taking responsibility for that child.
She turns to leave but pauses at the door. “Please just speak to him.” She begs. There’s a desperation in her voice close to panic. 
“Tell me something. Why do you want that baby so badly? I mean, most women in your situation wouldn’t keep it.”
She turns to face me, her pale green eyes meeting mine. “There’s no ulterior motive if that’s what you mean. It’s simple; I want a baby. I grew up in foster care. I have no family, and no close friends. I’ve always wanted a child, someone to love and who will love me back unconditionally.” A small smile pulls at her lips. I guess I can relate. Of course I’ll never have that.
She may want that child, but I can see from a mile away she’s not strong enough to do this on her own. She wants Theo to be there with her, but she’s living in a fantasy. The part of me that is desperately in love with Theo wants to believe that he will step up, but I’m not really sure. How could I possibly predict how he would act in this situation? We never even spoke about any of this stuff. We weren’t together long enough for that awkward conversation. 
She needs to be prepared to go it alone though. “You have no idea what you’re dealing with Cassie. A girl like you is no match for a man like him. He will break you, he will ruin you, and he will never love you. I don’t say this to be a bitch. I say it because sadly it’s true.” She sniffs back more tears. I sigh. “Look, I don’t like the idea that you have no-one. If you find yourself in need of help, call me, okay?” I hand her my card. “And Cassie, keep this between us. He wouldn’t like it.” I don’t know why I’m helping her, but I can tell by looking at her that the girl is a walking statistic waiting to happen.
She nods and then she’s gone. I feel sorry for her, not because she’s pregnant, but because she’s in love with Theo. That in itself is stupid, but add to the fact that she thinks forcing him to be a father will make him return the feelings…she’s an idiot. She’s also deluded, who falls in love with a guy after one night? Honestly, I will never understand some people.
 
When I get back to my desk I have several new emails, including an email from James Hardy asking me to call him urgently. Great, what now?
 



Chapter Nine
Theo
 
James Hardy owns Capital Enterprises, a company that deals in a variety of things, but mainly supply and distribution for major manufacturers. Truth be told, Wyatt Industries is more his bag than mine, but well, I don’t like losing, ever. So on pure principal I’m going to crush him. I’ve heard through various contacts that he’s already started buying shares. I’m here to let him know who he’s up against and perhaps give him an easy out.
The offices of Capital Enterprises are housed in One Canada Square. Hardy is all about his big statements. I take an elevator up to fortieth floor and step out into a reception area not dissimilar to my own at Ellis Tower. 
“Can I help you?” The pretty brunette receptionist asks.
“I need to see Mr. Hardy.” I say curtly.
“Um, I’m sorry, he has appointments all day.” She stammers a little as she tries and fails miserably not to stare at me. Her big brown eyes stay glued to the desk in front of her.
I break out my most charming smile and she blushes bright crimson from neck to hair line. I lean over the desk a little. “I’m sure you can make an exception.” I say in a low voice. The poor thing is practically hyperventilating. “Can’t you sweetheart?” 
“I…” Oh fuck, I think she actually is hyperventilating. 
“Look, it’s okay. Hardy needs to hear what I have to say. I’ll just go on through okay?” She nods as she tries to catch her breath. I flash a quick smile at her again and head across the lobby to a set of heavy wooden doors. I push them open and am greeted with yet another pretty young thing, this one blonde. Jesus, if I had women like this working for me I’d never get anything done. Mind you, knowing Hardy’s reputation, he probably likes a convenient fuck.
“I’m sorry sir, but Mr. Hardy is in a meeting.” Oh Jesus, my ‘I want to fuck you’ smile is getting a work out today. It’s been a while since I’ve had to use it. 
 “You’re the secretary I presume.” The secretary he’s fucking.
She blushes slightly, but manages to keep most of her composure. Hmm, maybe I’m losing my touch. “Uh, no I’m just covering for an hour. He’s in a meeting with his secretary. He’ll be done in half an hour if you want to wait.” 
I smirk at her. “Do you know who I am?”
She looks up and tilts her pretty blonde head to the side. “You’re Theodore Ellis.” 
I smile easily. “I’m Theodore Ellis, and I don’t wait for anybody, especially not for a little turd like Hardy whilst he fucks his secretary.” She puts her hand over her mouth to stifle a laugh. “It was nice to meet you…”
“Leanne.” She fills in.
“Leanne. Now I have a meeting to break up it would seem.” She flashes me a sweet smile as I turn to the second set of heavy wooden doors. Doors that are seemingly sound proof…or maybe Hardy just doesn’t know how to make a woman scream. 
I step into the room to find Hardy standing with his trousers round his ankles. A brunette is on her knees with his dick in her mouth. She may not be screaming, but from the sounds he’s making I’d say poor fucker’s pretty close to blowing his load. Shame.
“Sorry to break up the party.” I laugh lightly as Hardy stumbles backward away from the woman, his erect dick still covered in her spit. He scrambles to pull his trousers up. She scrambles to her feet, her mouth opening and closing. She’s hot, big tits, tiny waist, good face and a mane of chocolate waves. I can see why Hardy hired her. “You know sweetheart, if you want to earn your money on your knees, I could help you out with that.” Her eyes flick down to my crotch and I laugh. “No, I’m picky where I put mine. I do own a very exclusive strip bar however, and well, I’m pretty sure I’d pay you a hell of a lot better than Hardy here.” I smirk. 
“Andrea, get out.” Hardy barks at the girl, and she is a girl, she must be at least fifteen years younger than him. The girl rushes from the room.
“I see you never change, Hardy. She’s hot though, I’ll give you that.” 
 “What do you want Ellis?” He growls. I know he wants to kick me out of here, but I’m too big of a player for that. He knows that if I’m here then serious money is involved. Hardy and I have a history as such. It’s more of a I fucked him, he tries to fuck me, but never quite succeeds. I slept with a girl years ago. Beautiful girl, all perfect curves and full lips. She tried to cling and I had to get brutal and kick her to the curb, hard. Turned out she was Hardy’s fiancé, and she left him for me. Ergo, he hates me and I don’t even remember her fucking name. Her tits though, I remember her tits. 
“I actually came to make you an offer.” I walk slowly to the window and put my hands in my pockets. “I want the Wyatt shares you just bought.” I turn and meet his narrowed eyes.
“You’re going after Wyatt Industries?” He snaps.
“Yes, I’m going after Wyatt Industries, and I will have Wyatt Industries.” I say with no hint of doubt. “I’ll buy the shares for fifty percent more than you paid for them. That way, you make money and everyone’s a winner.”
“You think you can just buy off anyone, don’t you Ellis?” He says in a low voice.
“Um, yeah, that’s the benefit of being disgustingly rich.” I throw him an arrogant grin.
A small smile pulls at the corners of his lips. “Now why would you want Wyatt Industries?” He taps his chin with his index finger.
“Call it a favour to a friend.” I mumble.
He smiles. “No, this isn’t about Wyatt. You’re not here because you want my shares. If you wanted Wyatt you could just throw some of that cash of yours around, and buy out a bigger controlling share. This is about Lilly.” He grins.
I clench my jaw. “Trust me when I say that she will drop you as a client. I have more money, so therefore she will represent me. I have Simmons well and truly in my pocket.”
He smiles wide. “But what if she doesn’t? You two aren’t exactly on good terms. From what I hear, she’d love nothing more than to get you out of her life.”
My anger gets the better of me. “Lilly is mine. You stay the fuck away from her.” I keep my voice low, barely containing the anger simmering just beneath the surface. Damn it, I need to rein it in.
“Like Madeleine was mine? You didn’t seem to care.” Madeleine, that was her name. Jesus, it was what….five years ago. The guy hangs on to shit.
I smirk and poke the bear. “She never even told me she was engaged, you know. Not that I’m going to pretend it would have made any difference, but she never even mentioned it.”
He smiles, but I can see the tension around his eyes. “Maybe I’ll ask Lilly out to dinner. Then I’ll fuck her and see what’s so special about her that has the man himself, Theodore Ellis so hung up on her. She must be really fucking good.” I clench my jaw so hard my teeth hurt. “Then when I’m done, I’ll chuck her out like yesterday’s trash.”
 
I growl and slam my hand down on his desk. I lean forward and get in his face. “You stay the fuck away from her, Hardy, or I swear to god I will fucking ruin you. I will burn your world to the ground.” 
He says nothing as he meets my fierce glare. I turn and leave his office before I fucking kill the bastard.
 



Chapter Ten
Lilly
 
After my mortifying moment with Cruise I really didn’t expect to see him again, but he called me a few days later and we had coffee, and since then we’ve hung out a few times. He gets me, and as much as I love Molly and George, he doesn’t look at me as though I may have a meltdown at any given moment. We met up for drinks a couple of days ago, and he invited me to his show tonight. His band, Last Soul is playing in one of the bigger bars in Soho tonight. Apparently it’s a good gig with a great vibe. So, in the true spirit of watching a muscled up bad boy fuck me with his voice, I accepted. I’m a sucker for bad boys, and for some reason, unbeknownst to female kind, musicians just scream bad.
Molly, George and I are queuing outside the bar waiting to get in. Molly and I reconciled after our small disagreement. I told her that Theo and I were done, end of conversation. She agreed to let it go. I know she only acts in my best interest. She thought Theo and I were the real deal. Molly is a romantic at heart, despite her current choice of bed buddy, and hoped that true love would conquer all. That’s just a fairy tale though. In real life the prince makes stupid mistakes, and the princess is too emotionally scarred to deal with it. In real life people are weak, and love fails as they do. Few people have the courage required to embrace true love. The fact is, if you’re not willing to fight body and soul for someone, then you don’t deserve them. There are some people who are just not cut out for love. I’m one of them.
I hope that Molly never loses that faith though. TJ still has that faith despite his heartbreaks and his set back’s. I am in awe of it. I know the kind of strength it takes to risk it all so absolutely. It’s a strength I don’t have. It’s a risk I wasn’t prepared to take. When the time comes I want Molly to risk it all, to experience that earth shattering, fire work inducing, soul wrenching love. She deserves that love, because I know she will fight for it in ways that I never can.
I just pray to god she moves on from this shit with Hugo soon. Just fun, she says. She’s been fucking him for over a month now. I’m getting worried. Don’t get me wrong, I like Hugo, but I know just how charming those playboy smiles can be. Molly’s lack of guard may lead her to give her heart to the wrong person. You couldn’t get much more wrong than Hugo. Something tells me it may already be happening. She’s already blinded.
“Jesus, it’s cold out here.” Molly hugs her arms around her body.
George opens his knee length coat, pulling Molly and I close to his body before wrapping the coat across each of our shoulders. George throws off so much body heat. The boy is like a walking bloody radiator.
“Smuggling peanuts, girlies?” George smirks.
I elbow him in the ribs and he laughs. Molly and I decided to go all rock chick/ groupie. We got some of the band t-shirts online. Molly then decided that they needed some ‘jazzing up’ and cut slashes across the front. I’m now wearing the shredded black shirt with the band logo on the front, which shows flashes of my stomach. I’ve got a very short black skirt on and some black suede thigh-high Prada boots, courtesy of Molly raiding the samples at her work. They’re badass. Molly has on a similar outfit, but has braved leather hot pants and knee-high leather boots. Her legs look six foot long in those arse hugging shorts, with her toned thighs on show.
 “You should try wearing clothes. It helps.” George continues.
“Oh, shush, let us have our fun and slut it up.” Molly whines. “If there was ever a place to be naked it’s watching a rock band.”
“Or when you’re boning the band.” George eyes me meaningfully with a small smile.
“Nope, no boning here.” I say casually.
“Fuck off Lilly. If you have another ‘crisis of conscience’ I’m going to have to have a conversation with your vagina.” George badgered me non-stop the morning after my Cruise/ Theo disaster. As always I spilled. 
“It’s not my vagina that’s the problem.” I huff. He stares me down. “Okay, okay. I may fuck Cruise.” I’m not really sure about the whole Cruise situation. Could we be friends with benefits, like actual friends, not just figurative? I just know that I do not want Theo to be the last person I slept with. I’ve tried everything to make myself feel better, but he’s all I think of. I even dream about him touching me. As much as I love my orgasmic dreams, they’re not healthy and the whole thing is driving me insane. The next step is to try and fuck him out of my head. This is where Cruise comes in.
“May?” Molly asks with a cocked eyebrow.
“Well at the moment I’m saying no, but I’m not stupid. I’ve never heard him sing, but if he can even remotely hold a note, we all know I’ll be climbing that boy like a fucking tree.” They both laugh. What can I say? I love me a man with a voice. What girl doesn’t? If I’m going to fuck anyone, Cruise is a good choice.
“No Lill’s, you just know how to spot a good’n, and Cruise is a good’n. His arse is just so...” He starts making a squeezing gesture with his hands. 
“Oh god, really George.” I roll my eyes. He cackles like an old woman.
We’ve reached the front of the queue and a burley looking bouncer is eyeing us all huddled inside George’s coat shuffling along. “Name?” He asks.
“Lilly Parker.” He looks up and flicks his eyes down my partially exposed body in a way that makes my skin crawl. I glare at him and catch Molly rolling her eyes. She has about as much tolerance for perverts as I do. 
He doesn’t even check the clipboard in his hand. “Okay.” He steps aside and lets us through. We step through some heavy doors and are met with a long flight of stairs going down. The bar is called Note. It’s known for open mic nights, featuring up and coming bands, and doing intimate performances for London bred bands. It’s underneath one of the big clubs, in the basement. I’ve never actually been in here, but I’ve heard it’s amazing. 
“I wouldn’t want to walk down these half cut.” Molly mumbles as our heels click down the steps.
At the bottom of the stairs is another set of doors. We push them open and are hit with a wall of sound. This place must be sound proofed to high heaven. 
The place is rammed. The bar is at least four deep with customers waiting to be served. The space is dark, but clever little spots of lighting give it a mysterious feel. The walls are all exposed brick work, with pictures of various bands who have formerly played at Note and gone on to make it big. There are beautiful looking electric guitars hanging on the wall behind the bar, below them are rows of brightly coloured bottles. The bar itself is striped in black and white like piano keys. 
The area by the bar is filled with tables with comfortable looking leather chairs dotted around them. Beyond the bar the space opens out to a stage area. Here there are only a few tables dotted around an open floor. It’s nice, but a little bit grungy, as these types of places tend to be. 
“This place is awesome.” George says. 
I nod. It is just as cool as I’d heard. The place is packed with a wide range of people. I note that most of the women are wearing even less than Molly and I. Not that I give a fuck. If you’ve got it flaunt it and all that good stuff. You can feel the buzz in the air, the crowd hyped for the upcoming performance. My phone buzzes with a text.
It’s from Cruise. Come out the back when you get here. Phil knows you’re coming. X. 
I scan the room and spot a small door next to the stage. “Cruise said we can go out back.” 
“I think I’m going to stay out here. I’ve just seen someone I know.” George has a small smile on his face, which means whoever he’s seen is a prospective for the night.
I shrug and grab Molly’s hand, dragging her across the busy bar. A guy stands outside the door looking like a brick shit house. 
“Hi.” I say when we reach him. “Are you Phil?” He smiles and goes from badass to likeable immediately. 
“That’s me.”
“Cruise said to go back. My name’s Lilly.”
He smiles wider. “Sure thing doll.” He punches in a code on the door and pushes it open. We step into a small corridor with one door at the end. There’s music blaring from the room, not the same music that’s playing in the bar. This is hard core rock. My music tastes are quite varied, so I don’t mind. I turn to Molly who has her face scrunched up. I laugh.
“Is this the shit we have to listen to?” She asks.
I shrug. “I’ve never heard them. I don’t know.”
“Well, can I be all rock chick without the actual rock?” She asks. I laugh. She flicks her long blonde hair over her shoulder. It falls in loose golden waves down her back giving her a certain innocence. Her ice blue eyes are rimmed in heavy kohl, giving her an eerie but dramatic look. There is not a guy walking who wouldn’t notice her. Add into the equation those bloody legs, and the poor bastards are going to be crawling. 
“Why are you looking at me like that?” She whispers as we approach the door.
“Because you look hot.” 
“Babe.” She smiles and eyes me up and down. “I totally would.”
I laugh as I tentatively push the door open. The music blares louder. The room is small, with two big sofas in the middle. There are guitars leant against the wall. Sat on the sofas are four guys and a few women. I spot Cruise with his back to us, a guitar on his lap, strumming away. The woman sat next to him paws at his arm, but he seems to be pre-occupied with his instrument.
One of the guys has a woman on his lap sucking his neck. He has dark hair, and sharp features. Tattoos wind over his arms and creep out from under his shirt over his neck. His eyes flick up to the door just as he takes a drag of his cigarette. His dark eyes meet mine for a fleeting second and go wide before he starts to cough violently.
“Fuck. Me.” He croaks out. Now every eye in the room turns our way. Molly tries to hide slightly behind me. There are a couple of whistles, but other than that an uncomfortable silence. Okaaaay. They guys look like they want to eat us alive, and the women look like they want to stab us. I had no idea their band was big enough for groupies, but then again, die hard groupies will attach themselves to any man with a guitar. Like I said, some women are just a sucker for a musician.
“Lilly. You came.” Cruise drawls in that accent that has my skin prickling.
“His voice makes me think of filthy things.” Molly whispers. I try not to laugh. It’s true.
“Imagine him singing.” I whisper back.
“I may need a change of underwear.” At that I do laugh.
Cruise tilts his head questioningly as he stands and walks toward us. “Hey Cruise.” Molly steps out from behind me and hugs him. I hear someone behind him groan. She has to stand on tiptoes to wrap her arms around his neck. He closes his big arms around her tiny waist. Cruise used to hang out with us at the clubs when we were sleeping together. Usually I keep my fuck buddies just for sex, but there’s something about Cruise. He’s just so easy to be around. I never felt constricted by him, or like he was just waiting to trap me in a relationship. Believe me, there are far too many men who don’t know a good thing when it smacks them in the face. They always try and push for more. Cruise doesn’t. I can kind of see why now. This lifestyle fits with what we had, fun, easy, non-committal. Over the last couple of weeks I’ve come to consider him a friend, and that’s not something I say about any of my former fucks. As such, it means he’s friendly with Mole and George too.
“Lilly.” His eyes skim down my body and he smiles. “Becoming a groupie now?” He points at my shirt.
I shrug. “When in Rome.” He scoops me up in a huge hug, lifting me off the ground.
“It’s good to see you.” He murmurs into my hair.
“Thanks for inviting us.” He puts me down and turns to face the rest of the guys who I assume are his band.
“Roll your fucking tongues back in.” He sighs.
“Well, fucking introduce us.” The guy with the tat’s says.
“Guys this is Molly and Lilly. This is Doug.” He points to tat’s. “Mikey and Spencer.” The other two guys lift their chins. Mikey has long blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail. Aside from the excess of hair he’s quite attractive. Spencer is a little scary looking. He’s even bigger than Cruise, in both height and width, and the hair on his head is the same length as the stubble on his face. 
“How do you know them?” Doug asks, as his eyes skate up the length of Molly’s legs.
Cruise shrugs one shoulder. “I just do.”
As sweet as he is, trying to play coy never fooled anyone. “We used to fuck.” I blurt.
“Holy. Shit.” 
Cruise waves him off before he says anything. “Yeah, yeah, I know. High five.” He smiles at me and offers us drinks.
We talk to the band for a bit. Cruise even gets the bar to bring some vodka back for me.
“I think I’m in love.” Doug declares as I knock back the straight vodka.
“You’re not the first buddy.” Molly laughs. Just like that thoughts of Theo crash through my mind. Fuck no. I am out to have a good time and forget. I am going to move on. I will fuck Cruise, and Theo will not fucking stop me. It’s not that I’m a heartless bitch. I love him, but I’ve made my decision. I need to get on with my life. I may need a little help forgetting though. I fill my half glass almost full and chug four burning gulps of the clear liquid. A small line etches between Molly’s eyebrows. You okay? She mouths at me. I nod my head.
The band is due on in half an hour, so Molly and I head out to find George. The band has a table reserved right by the stage, which we’re told to sit at. 
 “You’re not okay.” Molly says when we push out the stage door into the bar again.
“I will be. I guess it’s just going to take longer than I thought.”
She nods. “One day at a time baby doll.”
 
Twenty minutes and three double vodka’s later, I’m drunk. Not quite trashed, but definitely drunk enough to feel numb to everything. I feel great. One day at a time became one drink at a time.
George and I are dancing in the middle of the bar. It’s soft rock music, but fuck it, we make it work. I spot Molly off to the side talking to a blonde guy. He has his back to me, and she throws me a worried glance over his shoulder. He had best not be bothering her. I break away from George, ready to knee the fucker in the balls. 
I step up around him to stand beside Molly, and look straight into the smiling face of Hugo. Damn it, I was looking forward to some ball bashing. Maybe I should lay off the vodka, it’s making me violent tonight. 
“Molly, why the fuck are you sending me help looks? I thought I was going to have to bust some nuts.” I slur slightly. I glance around the bar and realise that I’m subconsciously looking for Theo. I don’t see him and that comes as both a relief and a disappointment. I want to move on. I want to see him. God, that man really is like a drug for me. I wish I wasn’t addicted, but I am.
“As kinky as you manage to make that sound, I’m good.” Hugo smiles that lazy grin of his. 
“Don’t worry. I’ll leave your man veg intact…for now.” 
“Lilly.” He says my name like he’s fucking it. “I imagine that having sex with you is akin to fucking a porcupine.” He smirks.
I shrug and offer him a wry smile. “Only the brave may venture. Keeps the riff raff out.” He laughs. “I’m going to go find some more vodka. Bag it up!” I glare at him. Molly puts her face in her hands. 
 
I was so right about Cruise, his voice is like sex and sin dripping over my body. My skin tingles, and I swear my womb just clenched when he growled into the microphone. Their set is a mix of their own music and some covers. They’re good, but Cruise steals the show. No front man, no band. As soon as they came out, any premise of sophistication went out the window. The audience have become animals. Cruise smiles sexily as he catches a bra thrown his way. He winks, and then those baby blues find me stood front and centre stage. I am right there with the crowd. I am a fucking animal. Sweat clings to the nape of my neck as the crowd pushes against me, my pulse races with the beat of the drums. I’ve never been to a live show, but it’s exhilarating. George screams for Cruise to take his shirt off, along with a blow by blow of what he’d like to do to him. I laugh, I dance, I fuck Cruise with my eyes. I don’t care. Do. Not. Care. I’m totally caught up in the moment.
That is until Molly taps me on the shoulder. I turn with a smile on my face, and as I look back through the crowd I get a glimpse of a table in the back. Theo and Hugo are sat with what can only be described as a hoard of women. He doesn’t seem to notice me, and I turn back around quickly. Molly notices my change of expression and follows my line of sight. Her face is apologetic. She points over her shoulder toward the door. Do I want to go? I shake my head. Fuck him. I’m going to have to see him. London’s big, but apparently not big enough. 
I go back to dancing with George, but I won’t pretend my mood isn’t hampered. Fuck it. I need another drink. The table Cruise told us to sit at is actually a VIP area. We were given complimentary bottles of Grey Goose, which just happens to be my favourite vodka. I don’t even pour it. I drink it straight from the bottle until my eyes burn and smart from the scorch in my throat. My mood is rapidly deteriorating, but I cling to my earlier care-free state. 
As I make my way back to Molly and George a guy gropes my arse, and I don’t just mean cops a feel, like full on has his hand up my non-existent skirt. I fucking hate being touched without permission and in the mood I’m in, I see red. I react instantly and without thought. I swing and punch him in the throat. He drops to his knees clutching his throat as he gasps for breath. In my rage I then grab the back of his head and slam his face into my knee. Blood spurts everywhere and people step back suddenly noticing our little altercation. 
“Bitch!” He gasps out. Some fuckers don’t know when to quit. He’s still on his knees, legs slightly spread, so I go for gold. I swing back my leg and drive my foot between his legs. He chokes and gasps as he goes down, curling into a ball. It’s then that I realise the music has stopped and hands are clamped down on my upper arms. 
“I suggest you take your hands off me.” I say through panting breaths. I’m riled, and some fucker restraining me is not helping.
“Lilly it’s me. Calm down girl. Fuck.” Cruise’s voice washes over me. Damn it’s such a turn on. I know it’s fucked, but that voice, the music, and beating the shit out of some pervert…I’m really turned on. No, I do not get kicks out of violence. I get kicks out of power. That guy thought he could touch me. I expect his nut sack now begs to differ. A bouncer approaches but Cruise waves him off. His fingers brush over my nape and I shiver. His fingers still instantly. I turn around and he has a wry smile on his face, his eyebrows raised. 
“You get off on that huh?” 
“He had it coming.” My voice is husky. 
He bites his lip. “Fuck, babe. I got a couple more songs to go yet.” 
Then I notice the crowd around us staring at us. The rest of the band are still on stage. “Oh, well go do your thing.” Fucking hell, what is wrong with me? I must just be seriously sex deprived. I don’t think I’ve ever gone this long without sex. It’s turning me into an angry psycho. I want him badly right now. He smiles and shocks me by placing a quick but passionate kiss on my lips. I didn’t even see it coming. It’s nice. I love that he wants me, but it feels…wrong? I don’t know. The way I’m feeling right now, that kiss should have lit a fire. It hasn’t. That’s not to say I don’t want Cruise. Every woman in this room wants him. I just expected more. You expected it to be how it was with Theo, a small voice says. I want to flip that voice the bird. No-one will be like Theo. That kind of passion comes around once in a lifetime, and thank fuck for that. We have the kind of passion that’s all consuming. Never mind sparks, he’s like a fucking bush fire. Amazing, powerful, terrifying and deadly. 
The thing is though, I miss that wild unpredictable passion. I crave it. I need it.
As if fate just decided to rub my face in it I look up and see none other than the man himself storming through the crowd, and I do mean storming. He looks positively murderous. Fuck. I can’t do this with him. I step back before whirling around ready to run.
I take a couple of steps before strong arms wrap around me. My libido kicks in instantly, snarling like an awakened beast. It hits me so hard it knocks the breath out of me. My entire body thrums under his touch. I can feel moisture soaking my under wear. Jesus, I’m like a wanton slut. If I thought my reaction to Cruise was bad, he hasn’t got shit on Theo. This is just plain embarrassing. The man makes me want to strip naked and hump his fucking leg. It’s always the same with him, that electric chemistry that makes me want to rip his clothes off. The pull that makes me want to be held by him, and for him to never let go. My body and mind fight against each other as desire courses through my veins like a freight train, competing for dominance over my rational thoughts. His breath is touching my neck, the heat of his chest is seeping through my shirt, his lips are bare inches from my neck and rational thought left the building three double vodkas ago.
As always when it comes to him, I am in deep fucking shit.
 



Chapter Eleven
Theo
 
I’m sat in a booth at the back with Hugo. I’m not all that interested in the band. They’re not really my thing. Lilly though, well that’s a different story. I spotted her the moment I walked in. She was dancing in the middle of the bar with George as though they weren’t the only ones. She was dancing like no-one was watching, a small smile on her face, clearly drunk. Hugo tried to make me leave straight away. He gave up pretty quickly when he saw Molly though. He is way more into that girl than he lets on. She’s now in the crowd of people in front of the stage. I narrow my eyes and clench my fists as the singer leans down and sings to her, crooning some lyrics about how her lips are toxic and dangerous. Don’t I know it. She’s slap bang in front of the small stage, and the guy has a serious hard-on for her. Who doesn’t?  I’ve had to watch her all fucking night in that scrap of material she calls a skirt and those bloody boots. I’ve watched every bastard in that bar fuck her a hundred different ways in his mind. I should have left when I saw her, this was only going to go one way.
I’m angry at her. Frustrated. Desperate. I want to lock her in a room and shout at her until she understands, but there are no words that could explain my feelings for her. There are no words that could make her love me. I’m forced to accept it and move on. It all just feels like fucking bullshit. I feel so cheated, like I had it all dangled right there in front of me, only to have fate bite me in the arse and rip it all away. 
One of the six girls sat at our table runs her hand up my thigh. I look at her briefly. Pretty enough, blonde with brown eyes that scream innocence. Judging by the journey her hand is taking though, I’m going to say that is a definite misconception. I turn back around to see that Lilly has gone. Molly is standing in the spot where they were with a scowl aimed at me. I spot Lilly’s distinctive red hair a few seconds later. She’s stood at the table closest to the stage, which I happen to know is reserved for friends of the performers. That pisses me off. She then picks up a bottle of vodka and starts drinking it straight from the bottle. I laugh lightly to myself. She always did have some fucking balls. She looks shaken though, and that bothers me. 
“Jesus dude. Stop staring at her like some creeper will you.” Hugo reaches across miss innocent and slaps me on the shoulder. 
“Fuck you. That singer is pushing his fucking luck.” I grit my teeth. Jesus, she brings out the worst in me. I haven’t felt this unhinged since I was sixteen and determined to take my anger out on any kid that looked at me the wrong way. 
Hugo grins as he looks at the singer. He laughs. “That’s the guy she went home with the other night.” Red. That’s all I can see, then the music stops. 
“Bitch!” That’s all I hear before I focus to where the sound came from. Through the crowd I can just make out Lilly. She’s looking down at someone with a fierce expression on her face.
I watch as she swings her leg back and kicks. There is only one place an upward kick like that was going. It makes me want to cup my balls. I’ve got to say though, the girl is seriously hot when she’s angry. I always did like her feisty side. The singer jumps off the stage and grabs her upper arms as if trying to restrain her. Her posture is rigid tense. I watch her face as she says something through gritted teeth. He quickly lets go of her as if burned and I laugh. Yeah, she’s got serious balls. That guy is huge, and he looks scared of her. The image is ridiculous. She turns around and faces him, a few words are exchanged and then he kisses her. He. Kisses. Her. All fucking hell breaks loose. I’m up and out of my seat before Hugo can stop me, and he’ll try. I hop over the back of the booth.
“Shit. Theo!” Hugo calls as I stride through the crowd to Lilly. The bouncers are picking up the guy she just beat down, and there’s blood on the floor. She looks up and her gaze locks on mine. Her eyes widen before they narrow in a glare so fierce, most guys balls would shrivel. She turns on her heal, ready to make a break for it. The crowd are keeping their distance from her, so I make it to her before she can run. She makes it two steps before I wrap my arms around her from behind. People look at me like I’m clinically insane. I pull her up against my chest and hear her breath hitch.
“Let go of me.” She hisses.
“We need to talk.” I say gruffly. She shivers slightly in my arms. I have to bite my lip. Her body pressed against mine makes my cock stand to attention immediately. I notice, that she makes no attempt to move me. I’d be happy about that if I wasn’t so fucking angry.
I reluctantly release her waist and grab her hand, dragging her through the crowd. My body buzzes under her touch as what feels like an electric current passes between us. She stumbles slightly, the vodka clearly taking it’s toll. 
“You’re drunk.” I growl. I don’t know why it bothers me so much. I’ve seen her drunk before. I’ve rescued her several times. Hell, I’ve nearly fucked her drunk before. It bothers me, because the fucking singer is sniffing around her whilst she’s drunk.
“Yes. Last time I checked, that’s none of your concern.” 
I pull her up the steps and out the front of the bar. We walk around the corner to where I parked the Range Rover. I open the passenger door. “Get in.” I snap. I need to calm down, but I can’t. He kissed her.
She rips her hand away from me as she throws me a death glare. “No. You wanted to talk, so talk.” I move toward her and she tenses.
“Don’t push me Lilly.” I say through gritted teeth. I roll my neck from side to side. I want to kill him. I want to hurt him. She. Is. Mine. I slam the door and step away from her. Fuck. I need to get myself under control.  She watches me carefully, making no move to stop my pacing. 
 “Are you actually going to talk to me, or just stomp around like a caveman?” She says acerbically. 
I move quickly and press her against the car. I brace my hands either side of her head and stare into those emerald eyes. As always she holds my gaze boldly, never backing down. It breaks my anger slightly. Her scent wraps around me, delicate and sensual. Her tight body is so close, her eyes gripping me. I picture fucking her a hundred different ways. My cock strains against the confines of my jeans, begging to be let out. I clench my jaw against the intense need that feels like a fire burning through my body.
She cocks an eyebrow. “Talk?” She tries to sound confident, but I hear the breathy rasp in her voice.
“I asked you before if you fucked him. Did you lie to me?” My voice is ice cold, anger barely contained. Her eyes go wide before she manages to school her expression. 
“Seriously?
I lean in close to her. I’m hanging on by a thread. “Have you fucked him?” I grate out.
She tries to push against my chest. Her breath quickens and her face flicks from desire to anger and back again. “You know what Theo, go fuck yourself!” Anger wins out. She moves to slap me, but she’s drunk and her reflexes are slow. I catch her wrist and use it to pull her closer.
“Lilly.” I growl. I’m not in the mood for her evasive shit. I need to know. This is driving me fucking insane. “I’ll ask one more time. Are you fucking him?” 
 
“Yes!” She screams angrily, her eyes blazing. I know her. I know every facial expression she has, and I know when she’s lying. She clearly doesn’t realise how close to the edge I am right now or she wouldn’t lie about this. Why would she lie? She wants me to think she fucked him?
“No. You’re not.” I say.
Her eyes snap to mine, seduction laced with fury. “I’ve moved on. Deal with it and stop acting like a fucking psycho.” She says angrily.
I laugh harshly. “I’m a psycho. You just beat ten bales of shit out of a guy.” 
“He touched me.” She snaps.
I clench my jaw. Is it a fucking wonder when she’s dressed like that? I still want to find the fucker and finish what she started though. Jesus, this is going to kill me. How did I not see this when I was with her? When we were together I always knew that she would deny all of these fucking losers. Now though…I have no claim on her. There’s every possibility she might actually take up with one of these fuckers. Hell no. 
“I need to go Theo. I have moved on, so stop harassing me.” We both know that’s not true. I reach out and tuck a stray hair behind her ear. Her breath catches and I can almost see her pulse jumping in her throat from here. I smirk. Testing the water I lean close and brush my lips from her neck to her shoulder. She trembles violently. 
I laugh lightly. “You will always be mine, sugar.” 
She stands there looking so damn beautiful, making me want to fuck her brains out. Her eyes are blazing. Her body so tightly wound she looks like she’s about to snap any minute. Her breathing is shallow as she tries to control it, but she’s gagging for it. No doubt the fact that she’s drunk isn’t helping her situation. She always did become a dangerous little seductress where alcohol is involved.
“I’m going to find Cruise. I’m going home with him.” She says in a breathless rush. I step away from her and clench my fists over and over trying to control myself. She’ll go home with him over my dead fucking body. The only reason he’s still breathing after that kiss is because I haven’t gotten to him yet. I will though. 
“You’re many things Lilly, but never a whore.” I bite. My jaw aches from grinding my teeth so hard. She makes me fucking crazy. I’m not enough, but he fucking is. She slaps me and hits home this time. Hard. I smile, knowing I push her just as much as she pushes me. I don’t know whether to fight with her or fuck her half the time. I love it when she gets feisty.
She’s shaking violently, her hands clenched into fists. “Fuck…” I press her against the car and I kiss her, my rage taking over. It’s unrestrained, raw dominance. She needs to know that I fucking own her. She growls against my lips and bites my bottom lip until I can taste blood in my mouth. I grab her arse and lift her, my fingers digging into her firm flesh. Her thighs clamp around my waist as her fingers grab at my hair, pulling at the roots hard, the bite of pain turns me on even more. I ram my pelvis against her, slamming her into the car hard, she snarls like a wild animal fighting for dominance. My cock is fucking desperate for her. I couldn’t stop if I wanted to. The anger and need flow through me like a living thing. 
I unbutton and unzip my jeans quicker than should be possible. I pull them down just enough to expose my cock. Her skirt is already pushed up over her hips exposing a scrap of lace underwear. I rub my cock against her to find the material soaked through. I hiss out a breath. Fucking hell. She moans and tries to push against me, but I slam her against the car again. Nothing about this is careful. It’s an unrestrained claiming. She drags her nails along the back of my neck in response. I rip her underwear away, shredding the lace. Her thighs clench tighter around my hips as the material bites against her skin. I kiss her hard, punishing her lips as I slam into her, burying myself balls deep inside her with one thrust. She screams against my lips, her nails now embedded in my shoulders, even through my shirt. I thrust hard, pummelling her against the unyielding metal and glass at her back again and again. She growls and plunges her tongue into my mouth. She tastes of vodka, sex and sin. She is my downfall. I grab her hair and pull her head to the side to expose her neck. I pound into her hard as I bite down on her pulse. She screams out as her thighs clamp tight around me, her pussy gripping me hard sends me hurtling over the edge with a hoarse shout. I come like a fucking fire hose inside her. Fuck. Me.
My legs are trembling, my chest heaving. I lift her off my cock and slide her to the ground before I crumple and drop her. She keeps her eyes down as she adjusts her skirt back into place. Her underwear is ruined. The thought of her going anywhere in that skirt with nothing underneath drives me insane. She looks so beautiful, her hair wild, skin flushed and lips slightly puffy. I re-fasten my jeans, only now aware that I just fucked her in an alleyway. An alleyway where anyone could see, and there is no way that nobody heard that. I just can’t control myself around her. She was looking at me like she wanted to eat me alive. There’s only so much a guy can take.
“I don’t know…That wasn’t…” She stumbles over words. “Fuck. Fuuuck! I have to go.” She says quickly. “I’m sorry.” She mumbles. The shame and regret rolls off her in waves. Of course she’s ashamed. She lost control. She succumbed to me despite the fact that I’m the shitty ex-boyfriend who’s not good enough for her. Her shame cuts me deep and opens up an already festering wound. Her apology just rubs salt in the wound. I don’t need her fucking apology or her sympathy. The words not enough echo through my mind, and I grit my jaw against her blatant rejection. Well fuck her. This shit goes both ways.
I shrug and manage to plaster a smirk on my face, feigning the arrogance expected of me, despite the anger boiling just beneath the surface. “Don’t be. I really needed a fuck, and no-one fucks like you Lilly.” I smile smugly as I step closer to her, and whisper against her ear. “I know you love to be fucked like a dirty whore.” My voice is venomous, aimed to strike her where it hurts. Her expression tells me I hit home. I want her to feel just a fraction of the pain I do when I look at her. To feel just a fraction of what it’s like to have the person you trusted to stand by you, to love you, treat you as if you’re nothing.
“You won’t see that singer again.” I grit out. 
“Fuck you.” She hisses.
“Seems you just did.” I smirk.
“You can’t tell me who I can or can’t see.” She growls.
“Watch me. You may be a whore, but you’re my whore, and I don’t fucking share.” 
“I’m a whore! That’s rich, coming from the guy who can’t keep his dick in his pants for five fucking minutes. You define whore!” She screams.
“You are mine Lilly.” I growl at her. 
“Don’t kid yourself Theo. You’re nothing more than a mistake that I seem to make time and time again.” She steps closer until her chest is pressed against me. “You may be addictive, but you’re poison. I will never be yours again.”
 She turns on her heel and storms down the alleyway. 
“Fuck!” I roar as I launch my fist into the side of the car, barely acknowledging the pain in my hand. I take deep breaths. That fucking woman. How does she do this to me every time?
She leaves me no choice. Time to take matters into my own hands and pay that singer a visit.
 
I find him stood at the bar. The show has finished and I guess the party is getting started. All four of the guys are doing shots. 
I plaster a sincere smile on my face. “Hey guys. Loved the show.”
They turn around, and the look on Cruise’s face tells me he knows exactly who I am. “Um, thanks man.” The one with all the tattoo’s says. 
I keep my attention away from Cruise, otherwise I might kill him, and that won’t fix the situation. What I’m about to do however, will. “Look, I have a lot of contacts in the industry. I’m willing to fund a demo, and try and get you guys a record deal.”
They all stare at me in silence for a moment. I notice them start to subtly assess me, my clothes, my shoes, the fifty grand watch on my wrist. 
“You’re serious?” The hairy one asks. I nod.
“I…shit, I don’t know what to say. This is epic.” Tats says with a grin. “When do we start?”
I smile and hand him my business card. “Call me on Monday and I’ll set it up.”
He reads the card before his eyes go wide. “You’re Theodore Ellis.”
I smirk. “The man himself.”
“Holy shit.”
I keep the smile on my face. “Singer, I need to speak to you. Alone.”
I walk away from the bar to where it’s slightly quieter. When I turn around he’s stood right behind me, his thick arms crossed over his even thicker chest. All I can see is his lips on Lilly. I clench my fists, but wince when my right hand screams in protest. He glances down at my split knuckles but says nothing.
“So this is how it’s going to work. I am going to be true to my word and I will try and get you guys a record deal. You, are to leave Lilly alone. No contact. You don’t call her, you don’t see her, nothing.”
He presses his lips together in a thin line. “So let me get this right. You’re going to try and get the band a record deal all because you don’t want me near your ex-girlfriend who wants nothing to do with you. 
I grit my teeth. “Just be grateful that I have a motivation to help you.”
“Do you even have an interest in the band?” He scowls.
I shrug. “I will do once I’ve invested money into you recording. I don’t like losing on investments.”
“So, that’s what this is, an investment?”
I step closer to him. “No, this is leverage. Stay away from her. I see you near her again, and I won’t be offering you a record deal to get you away from her.”
He glances down, a torn expression on his face. “She’s my friend, and she needs me thanks to her dick shit of an ex-boyfriend who fucked her over. I’m not going to sell her out.”
“Lilly doesn’t need anybody, and she never will. Remember that before you turn this down. Think about your band mates.” I counter.
He glances up, a glint of anger in his eyes. “Don’t try and manipulate me with your shit. I am the band, without me they have nothing. If I walk the band is finished anyway. Plus, they’ve met Lilly. They like Lilly. They will understand.”
One look, and I can tell he’s in love with her. I don’t think she even realises the effect she has on people around her. “You do realise she will never love you.” I snap.
He inhales sharply. “I know.”
“So why give up an opportunity for her?” I know why, because Lilly is the sort of woman you would sacrifice everything for.
He doesn’t answer. “Just tell me why you want me to walk away so badly.”
I pause for a moment. “Because I love her, and I will get her back. You’re just an obstacle. A distraction for her.”
He sighs. “Okay, but I don’t want you to try and get us a contract, if I’m going to do this for you, then you are going to get us a contract. Deal?” 
I smile. I love it when people drive a deal. “Deal. But you do not even think her name. Are we clear?”
“Jesus mate, you’ve got some serious issues.” He shakes his head before turning and walking away.
 



Chapter Twelve
Lilly
 
Theodore fucking Ellis. Arsehole extraordinaire. So, now I hate him. I can’t believe he used me like that. He called me a whore and it stings coming from him. I hate this fragility he brings out in me. I loved him. I trusted him. This is what love does, it just empowers people to hurt you. This hurt so much more because it was him. Is it wrong of me to say I expected better? Damn it, I should never have had sex with him. What was I thinking? He’s right, I am just a whore. I fucked him in an alleyway for god’s sake. Yet now I’m upset because he treated me like one of his whores. 
The problem is, I have no defence against Theo. He’s inside my walls no matter how much I wish it otherwise. He’s the only one who has the ability to hurt me, because he’s the only person who I’ve allowed myself to trust in that way. When you love someone you place your heart in their hands without ever even realising you’ve given it to them until it’s too late. Even now, when it’s over and I want my heart back, he still has it. 
All this is because he can’t deal with me moving on. If he can’t have me then no-one can. That in the alleyway, that was him making a claim, and I fucking let him. God, I need to stop drinking. The arsehole always seems to turn up when I’m drunk and take advantage, whether it’s getting me to spill my heart to him or spread my legs. 
He has no right to do this to me. This shit is his doing. I dared to think that maybe, just maybe I could actually have it all. I dared to trust him, to believe in him, only to have it ripped away in the cruellest way. It would have been easier if he had cheated, or majorly wronged me in some way, then I could just hate him. I wanted a clean break, he wouldn’t give it to me. Well after that little show last week, that is it. I am so done. 
I’m determined now more than ever to go back to the way things were before him. I’m determined to be over him, even if I have to force myself into it. Of course at this point Cruise would be the perfect candidate to kick start the process, but I cannot get hold of him. I’ve called, texted and emailed him with no response. I’m starting to worry about him. As much as I want to fuck him, we’ve kind of become friends. He gets me. He doesn’t ask questions. He just is. It’s refreshing. What if he knows I fucked Theo in an alleyway? Maybe he thinks I’m a slut. Even so, he would pick up the phone, surely. I vaguely remember him saying he was playing at The Underground tonight, so I’m going.
Molly said she’d come with me. That place is rough as hell. I consider myself to be pretty ballsy, but I wouldn’t go in there alone. The Underground isn’t even an official place, everyone just calls it The Underground. It’s actually just a huge basement underneath an Irish bar that operates as a club. It’s secretive. You have to know the right people to get in. That means that it’s a hive of illegal activity. It also means that there’s a whole new level of debauchery there on a nightly basis. The place has a certain energy about it. I’ve been there a couple of times with Harry, so I have an in. 
Molly comes in the front door. “Hey.” She calls.
She comes to stand in front of me where I’m sat on the sofa. She puts her hands on her hips. “Lilly. I know you’re in a shit place but are you sure about to night, I mean it’s the underground. Someone was stabbed there last week.” 
“Lighten up Mole, don’t you want to live on the edge a little?” I smirk. 
“Uh, not really.” 
“You shouldn’t have befriended me then.” I smile.
“I was five. I don’t think I was really thinking about lifestyle choices back then.” She huffs.
Ignoring her I grab her hand and lead her to her room. “Go shower, and then come back and we’ll find you something to wear.
 
 An hour later and I’m wearing a dress that’s short and low cut. I slip on some Jimmy Choo stilettos with straps that wind all the way up my calves. I leave my hair loose and wavy, and put on some harlot red lipstick. Done. Watch them come running.
I step into the hallway just as George is coming through the door with a guy I don’t know. His jaw drops when he see’s me.
“Holy fucking shit.” He whispers. 
“Who’s your friend babe?” His friend is hot. Like really hot. I’m not getting gay vibes from him, but he is here with George so…still, never hurts to ask. I eye him from top to toe. He raises an eyebrow at me and smiles. Dark hair, dark eyes, tanned and ripped. Yep, I would. 
“This is Dan and he’s gay.” George says dead pan. 
“Shame.” I purr at him. 
“But from the way you’re looking at him, and that dress…seriously Lill’s, is it painted on?” He pinches a bit of fabric. “You’re on the prowl.”
I shrug. “Maybe.” I move to the kitchen and pour a shot of vodka into a glass.
Molly then strolls into the room, wearing a similarly short dress, but with a high halter neck to it. I bring my glass of vodka into the hall where she’s shaking hands with Dan. “You look hot babe.”
“Thanks.” She says unenthusiastically. “Might as well throw some glitter on the lamb before you lead it to the slaughter.” She snipes. I snort. She is so over dramatic. 
“Where are you guys going?” Dan asks politely whilst eyeing Molly’s impossibly long legs. 
“Are you sure he’s gay?” I hiss in George’s ear.
He shrugs. “Don’t care as long as he does what I need him to do.” He cocks an eyebrow at me. “He does.” Fair enough.
“Underground, there’s a gig there tonight.” Molly replies.
“Ah shit.” George mumbles.
“I’ve never heard of it. Where is it?” Dan asks.
“Um, it’s kind of exclusive.” George says quickly.
“Do you guys want to come?” I ask. George glares at me from over Dan’s shoulder.
“We’re gay Lill’s. We will get stabbed.” He says flatly.
“I’m going to get stabbed.” Molly says.
“You do scream stab victim.” George mocks.
“If I do get stabbed you’re going to regret saying that.” She says as I pull her toward the door before she changes her mind. 
“Have fun, and Lilly…” I glance over my shoulder at him. “No really bad boys okay.”
I smirk. “You’re no fun at all George.” The badder the better right now. I need the opposite of Theo’s suited and clean cut godly looks. I want rugged, pure man, dirty ink and all. 
I throw her my car keys at Molly as we make our way to the underground garage around the corner where George and I keep our cars. 
“You drive, we’ll get a taxi back.” I say.
She shrugs. “Okay.” 
Molly manoeuvres the Mas out of the car park and onto the street.
“So, how are you anyway Lill’s?” Molly asks casually. I haven’t really spoken to her about the Theo thing. I guess I feel she’s too close to it all. She still speaks to him. Molly was the first to point out that it was me who hadn’t wanted him, and I couldn’t blame him for sleeping with someone else. I knew this, I know this, but I don’t need to hear it, because it doesn’t make the situation any better. It is what it is and there’s no changing that. What with Molly seeing so much of Hugo, I guess I’ve tried to avoid this conversation, for fear of hearing about Theo. I know I’m a terrible friend, but Molly will point out the rational facts of the situation. I’m not rational, I’m hurt. George on the other hand offered to post a dog shit through his letter box, now that is what you need after a shitty break-up.
Of course my efforts not to hear or think about him have been royally fucked up by him being a general twat. 
“I’m okay.” I answer briefly.
“You know, I’m sorry for trying to push you into forgiving him. What he did the other night was unforgiveable. He has no right to speak to you like that.” 
“I still love him.” I blurt. This is where Molly is good, she understands this weakness I have for him. She doesn’t judge my pathetic fucking craving for him.
“He loves you.” She says quietly.
“And it changes nothing. It’s tragic really.” I huff a laugh. 
“I’m just playing devil’s advocate here, but if that girl had the baby and it was his, would it be so bad if you were with him?” 
Yes it would. I sigh. I might as well just tell her and break up this little fantasy she has going on. “Molly I can’t have kids.” I say quickly. “I don’t necessarily want them, but Cassie is giving him a shot at something I never will.” She pulls over to the side of the road in a screech of tyres. “Fucking hell Molly, careful!”
She turns to face me. “Oh my god, why did you never tell me this?!” She gasps.
“It never came up in conversation I guess.” I shrug. I really don’t want to get into this conversation.
“I’m sorry, that just…took me by surprise.”
“It’s okay, but you understand why me staying with Theo while he has a baby with another woman would be difficult. Shit, I mean I barely know him Mole. Three months and now this.” I sigh and lean my head back against the head rest. “But he’s all I think of. There’s this constant pain in my chest, and every time I see him it gets harder to remember why we can’t just be together.”
“I know babe.” She rubs my arm.
“The thought of him having a baby with her makes me feel sick. It’s nobody’s fault. It just is what it is. I don’t want to be in his life and resent that child because that’s not fair on anyone, but I can’t promise that I won’t.”
“I get that, I do, but you’re one of the best people I know Lill’s. That baby would be lucky to have you, especially after what you told me about the mother.” She smiles at me before pulling the car back out onto the road. “Theo’s an idiot for losing you.”
“Like I said, it is what it is. How are things with Hugo anyway?” I say quickly trying to change the subject.
She shrugs one shoulder. “He’s a bit of fun.” She looks sad as she says it. Oh no, she had best not be interested in that walking government health warning. Fuck me.
“Good, you should keep it that way. Men like him aren’t worthy of you Molly.” I say passionately.
She offers me a small smile. “Thanks. I’ve missed you Lill’s.”
“I’m right here.” I say.
She nods. “You are, but you haven’t been you. I was worried he’d finally broken you. I would have killed him. You know that right?”
“I know.” I smile. “It takes more than that to break me.”
She stays focused on the road ahead. “Can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“How did you get Theo to change his playboy ways?” Oh god.
“Um, did you not get the memo where he got a girl pregnant?” I laugh lightly.
She rolls her eyes. “You know what I mean. He changed for you, after the inseminating, prior to the pregnant lady.” 
“Ew.” I scrunch up my nose. “I didn’t do anything. I guess he just finally met his match. He’d never been turned down. Men are simple creatures Mole, they’re like children, they always want what they don’t have.”
“Until they have it.” She frowns. Somehow I don’t think she’s talking about Theo and I any more.
“Until you move on to the next. Love them and leave them. Trust me, boys like Hugo and Theo are the ultimate love and leave. Learn from my mistake.” One look at her and I can already tell she won’t, because I knew exactly what kind of guy Theo was, and I still fell in love with him. Sometimes we just can’t help ourselves.
 
We pull up outside Shamrock’s, the front for the Underground. My heart hammers in my chest in anticipation. I need to dance, I need to drink and I need to fuck. People stood outside the bar stare at the Maserati which looks very out of place on the dirty Hackney street. The bar is grungy, with dirty windows. A neon sign blinks in the window, and burly men cover the pavement outside, all smoking. I open the door and swing both legs out the door. A lady must perfect such movements when wearing a dress that could pass for a top. 
Molly and I get out of the car and there’s a high pitched beep as she locks it. I don’t want to leave the Mas out here, but on the other hand…fuck it. Every eye is on us as we walk to the door. I walk up to a huge guy who’s standing there, eyes wide, cigarette hanging loosely from his fingers. 
“Do me a favour.” I put as much sex into my voice as possible. He’s almost drooling. “Make sure no-one hurts my baby.” He nods without saying a word. “Thanks. You’re a gem.” I wink at him as I sashay past them and through the door. 
Molly laughs as she comes up beside me. “Poor guy.”
Despite our seriously under dressed state, no-one in the bar pays us much attention. The bartender catches my eye and inclines his head slightly. I step around to the side of the dark wood bar as he slips out from behind it and leads us through a door. 
The door opens into a corridor, and at the end of the corridor is an old fashioned industrial lift with a metal gate across it. He slides the gate back and we step in. He walks away before we’ve even started to descend. 
“Lilly…I know you’re not exactly in self-preservation mode right now, but seriously, are we walking into some sort of dodgy drug den?”
The lift hits the bottom of its descent and the metal gate is pulled open by a burley guy with sunglasses on. He must not be able to see a thing. He doesn’t speak as we step out and approach a set of double doors. The rumble of heavy bass reverberates through the concrete floor. I turn to Molly and smile. “You’ll see.” 
I pull open the doors and my senses are instantly over whelmed. The music hits me like a wall. It’s hot in here as warm bodies pack together. The underground is essentially like a stripped out warehouse. The walls are stripped back brick, the floor exposed concrete. There are steel pillars dotted through the room, holding the structure up. The bar is lit up by industrial strip lights set underneath it.
“Wow, this is cool.” Molly shouts over the music.
I pull her to the bar and order some shots. There’s a big sign over the bar that says ‘shots only’. My kind of place. The place is packed and it takes a while to get to the bar. I order random shots and we end up shooting some bright red liquid that tastes like petrol. Molly scrunches up her nose as she shudders. I snort a laugh. I spot a small stage to the right and a door just behind it with a thick set guy stood in front of it. That must be back stage. I take Molly’s hand and sashay over to the wall of a bouncer. I put just a little more sway in my hips, a little flick of my hair. He watches me as I approach.
“Hi.” I say with a smile. “I’m a friend of Cruise’s. I couldn’t get hold of him to say we were coming, do you think I could go see him?”
“He didn’t say to me, so you’re not going back there.” He replies gruffly.
“We are good friends.” Molly adds.
He laughs. “Darling, do you know how many girls say that?” 
“Darling…Do we look like whore groupies?” I put as much sex as possible into my voice. “If I wanted to fuck the band, I’d do it. I wouldn’t need to sneak in the back to do so.” 
“Please.” Molly says quickly.
He sighs. “Fine, but if you cause trouble, then you’re out.” He grumbles.
“Thanks.” I wink at him as he opens the door and allows us through. We step into a dark hallway.
“Ugh, it smells like a men’s toilet in here.” Molly whines.
“Wasn’t sure a girl like you knew what a men’s toilet smelt like.” I nudge her playfully. She rolls her eyes. There are voices coming from a door on the left. I knock before pushing the door open. 
Several set of eyes swing to the open door. “Fucking hell.” Doug says with a grin. “I swear you wear less clothes every time I see you girl.”
I shrug and flash him a wry smile. I wave at the guys before my eyes land on Cruise. He has a groupie sat on his lap. She’s covered in tat’s, but she’s hot.
“Cruise.” I stop in front of him. His eyes meet mine before they rake my body. 
“Lilly? What are you doing here?”
“I came to see you, dick fuck. You know, you have a phone, you could use it.” 
“Ah, Lilly, if Cruise isn’t showing you the appropriate love you could always come see me. My cock would love to be your bitch.” Doug grins. I roll my eyes.
Cruise shoves the groupie off his lap, who then glares at me. He stands and grabs my hand, pulling me into the corridor outside.
“What are you doing here Lilly?” He asks.
“I told you.”
“I didn’t call you for a reason.” He snaps. He paces in front of me. What is wrong with him?
“What do you mean?” 
“Look, I can’t see you any more. You can’t call me. Nothing.”
I narrow my eyes. “We’re just friends Cruise. We’re not seeing each other.”
“I just, I can’t okay. I’m sorry. I really am, but I have to do this.” I can see he doesn’t want to do this. Which begs the question, why is he doing this?
“Why?” I ask. He says nothing. He hasn’t spoken to me since that night at Note. The pieces start to slot into place. “Oh, he got to you didn’t he.” I grit my teeth. Fucking Theo. “Did he threaten you?”
He shakes his head. “No, look it’s nothing like that.”
“Then he bought you off.” He stays silent. It hurts that Cruise could be bought off. “I know I haven’t always treated you very well, but I thought we were friends Cruise.” I whisper. 
“We are.” 
“Friends don’t sell each other out for money.” I choke out. God, why does this hurt? Fuck, why do I seem to keep opening myself up to people only for them to stab me in the back.
“Lilly. Look, he loves you. I mean the guy has issues, but he loves you. He’s going to roll over anyone who gets in his way.” He pinches the bridge of his nose. “I don’t think that friends is enough for me, and you’re in love with him.” What the hell?
“We have always been casual Cruise.” 
“Yeah, well I guess that it was easier when you didn’t give a fuck and you just used to use me.” He leans against the wall. “But then when you wanted to get to know me, when you told me things about yourself, when you were heartbroken and lonely…well I fell for that girl.” His blue eyes meet mine. “I want you in my life Lilly, I do, but we’re, well…complicated. The lines are blurred. And none of this changes the fact that you’re in love with him.” Jesus, he’s right I have used him, even now, I came here tonight wanting to fuck him so I could get over Theo. I had no idea he felt this way.
“I’m…I’m sorry. I don’t want to be.” I try to explain. 
“I know, but he just gave me an out. At some point this was inevitable. You can’t see it Lilly, but you’re withering and dying without him. He’s it for you.” 
“Did he tell you to say that?” I snap.
“What? No! It’s just what I see.” 
I step close to him. “Theodore Ellis is an arsehole. I am fine without him.”
“Lilly I’m sorry…” He stumbles over his words. 
“Just tell me, what did he offer you?” I ask angrily.
“A record deal.” He says quietly.
“And in exchange…”
“I cut all contact with you. I’m not even allowed to think your name.” He adds sarcastically.
“Well then good luck with your record deal Cruise. I wish you every success.” I open the door back into the room where the band is. Molly is sat on one of the sofa’s looking uncomfortable.
“Molly.” I lift my chin to indicate we’re going. She scrambles up and meets me at the door.
“Thank god.” She breathes. “They’re animals.”
I walk down the corridor with Molly.
“Lilly!” Cruise calls. I flip him the bird over my shoulder.
“What is that about?” Molly asks.
“Theo bought him off.” I say flatly.
“What?! Why?” she looks at me with wide eyes.
“Really Mole? Does anything Theo does surprise you any more? He’s fucking insane.” God, I want to rip my hair out. I can’t get him out of my life. I feel like a trapped animal. Every time I try and leave he blocks my exit until I’m just running around in circles. I always end up right back here, with no-one but him stood in front of me.
“In a weird way it’s kind of sweet.”
I stop just outside the door at the end of the corridor. “What?!” I shriek.
“Well, it’s just that he loves you, and he doesn’t want to see you with anyone else. I know it’s crazy possessive, but in his own weird way I think it’s sweet.” She gets this doey eyed look. I should know better than to expect Molly to see how insane this is. Life is just one big romance waiting to happen to her.
“You’re just as crazy as he is. Come on. I need to get drunk and then I need to get laid. I’m fed up of being cock blocked by that prick.”
 
An hour later and I’m blissfully drunk. Cruise’s band are playing, and Molly and I are dancing. I don’t look at the stage. I know Cruise will look ridiculously hot, and for the first time in my life I won’t be able to go after him. I kind of want to seduce him and fuck him just to spite Theo, but if he found out then the band would lose their big shot. I can’t do that to them. Cruise made his choice and truth be told I can’t even be angry at him about it. If I were in his shoes I’d probably do the same. Cruise isn’t my only option though. 
I know how to play this game. I know it well. I dance close to Molly so that our bodies writhe against each other. I don’t take my attention off her. My methods are simple; have a good time and wait for them to come running. 
I keep catching a glimpse of a guy standing to the side of the room. His tall frame is leaning against the wall, a bottle of beer in hand. He’s wearing jeans and a tight t-shirt which exposes the tattoo sleeves adorning both arms. He’s got that mysterious, untouchably sexy thing going on. He screams bad, the kind of bad that can make a girl forget all her troubles. Perfect. 
After a few songs I feel strong hands grip my hips. Molly glances over my shoulder and then back to me. She offers a small shrug of her shoulder. Helpful. All that means is that he’s not a total munter.
I turn around and come face to face with Mr. Bad. He has a small smirk on his face that says he knows he’s getting in my pants. He’s hot, like a bad boy version of Theo hot. I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not. This right here is my ticket out of hell. This is what makes me numb, this is what makes me forget. I don’t just want to fuck him, I need it. I need the meaninglessness of it. 
I move my hips just a little more deliberately as I wind my body up against his. He doesn’t dance. He just watches me move against him, those dark eyes shadowed by the darkness of the club. I turn around and slide down his body, dragging myself oh so slowly across his crotch. When I wind my way back up, he grips my hips hard. I feel his breath on my neck before his tongue flicks across the sensitive skin. I shiver slightly as my entire body lights up. 
“Fuck.” He hisses in my ear. “I need between your legs.”
 



Chapter Thirteen
Theo
 
It’s one o’ clock in the morning. Hugo and I are at a card game at some merchant banker’s house. Hugo said these guys were easy pickings and he was right. I’m just about to rinse the fuckers with a flush when my phone rings. I look at the screen. It flashes ‘Cruise’. I do not want to discuss his band right now. Jesus that idiot must be drunk if he’s calling me at this time. I reject the call.
“Well, what have you got?” Hugo grins. He’s the last one left in the game with me. The other three look on pitifully as their money sits in the middle of the table. Young merchant bankers, they’re an arrogant, put wealthy breed.
My phone rings again. “Seriously?” I grumble.
“Dude, just pick it up. Someone obviously wants you. Hopefully it’s some pussy.” He mumbles.
The screen flashes with Cruises name again. I hit the green button. “What do you want?” I snap.
“You told me to back off and I did, but she came to my gig, and now she’s practically fucking this dude on the dance floor. You want her, then you come and stop this or I will. He’s a dealer, he’s bad news.” I don’t have to ask who she is. There’s only one woman we have a common interest in.
“Where are you?” I growl.
“The Underground.”
“You got her into the fucking Underground! What is wrong with you?!” I shout. Everyone at the table has gone silent.
“No, of course not! She came on her own, with Molly.” He snaps.
“Jesus fucking Christ. I’m coming. Don’t you dare let either of them out of your site, you hear me!” 
“Yeah, yeah. Hurry up. I’m not taking that dude on alone.” Fucking hell, Cruise is the biggest guy I know. If he won’t take him on, then he’s definitely not someone I want anywhere near Lilly. 
“Sorry. I have to go.” I stand and pull my jacket on.
“But, we’re nearly done.” Hugo whines.
“Lilly and Molly are at the Underground.” I snap.
“Those bloody women.” He grumbles. “Sorry boys. Woman problems.” Hugo explains. He catches up to me at the front door. 
“You sober enough to drive?” He asks.
“Probably not.” Is my curt response. I’ve had a couple of glasses of scotch. I’m over the limit, but I’m not drunk. Benefits of being a hard core drinker.
I jump in the Aston and start the engine as Hugo slams the passenger door. “Best not get pulled then.” He says as I pull away from the enormous London town house. 
Fifteen minutes later and I pull up next to Lilly’s Maserati parked in front of Shamrock’s. Jesus this place is rough. 
“Ah, some good memories in this place.” Hugo grins.
I roll my eyes. “We’re not here to relive your days of getting high.” I’m out of the car, through the pub and into the lift before the barman even notices we’re here. Hugo and I used to hang out here a lot, but nowadays it’s not my scene.
When we reach the basement, a bouncer the size of a house pulls back the metal gate and lets us out. 
The Underground hasn’t changed much since I was last here a few years ago. It’s what I would call a low maintenance, high profit establishment. Its lack of shine is what makes it so popular.
I scan the packed room, but see no sign of Lilly or Molly anywhere. The place is a sea of moving people. The air in here is thick and humid from all the sweating bodies. Yeah, this definitely wouldn’t be my first choice of venue. What is Lilly doing here? How did she even know about this place? A hand grips my shoulder and I spin away from it, ready to punch the fucker. 
“Chill out mate.” Cruise holds his hands up. 
“You have to excuse him. He’s gotten into a lot of fights around here.” Hugo shouts over the music. Cruise nods his head once before beckoning us to follow him. We make our way through the dancing crowd. Women brush up against me suggestively as I pass. One even tries to grab my crotch. Fucking hell, they’re like animals.
Eventually he points to the corner of the room. I don’t see anything at first, but then the lights flash over the spot and I see a guy. A big guy, who has a red head pinned up against the wall. His hands are all over her, and he’s kissing her. I don’t think, I just react. I rush him and grab him by the back of his shirt, pulling him away from her. He staggers slightly before I punch him in the jaw. Hard. He’s a big guy, covered in tats and honed muscle. He spits a mouthful of blood onto the floor and smiles before he comes at me. He hits me and it feels like a fucking sledgehammer just rearranged my face. I lean against the wall for a second before my brain catches up and tells me to kill him. 
Cruise steps in front of me and puts a hand on the guys chest while Hugo restrains me. I fight against him. That fucking prick is going down. “Enough.” Hugo shouts in my ear. “You got him big guy. Now sort your girl out. She’s not being the most co-operative.” I glare at the other guy over Cruises shoulder. Cruise says something to him, and he reluctantly walks away.
My brain slowly starts to come out of the red haze. Lilly. Where is she? I look around and spot Molly standing a few feet away from us with a very angry looking Lilly swaying next to her.
I walk up to her and grab her face. “You okay?” I ask her. 
She slaps me away clumsily. “No, I’m not okay, you just fucking punched him!” 
My eyes flick over her barely covered body. Her black skin tight dress is skimming the very tops of her thighs, leaving her toned legs on full display. The neckline plunges almost to her stomach advertising her ample cleavage, not to mention I can see every tight plane of her body beneath the material. No wonder that guy was so pissed I pulled him off her. My cock is like an over eager puppy right now. 
“You’re done. You’re going home.” I cut her off.
“No I’m not.” She slurs. “Come on Mole.” 
She takes Molly’s hand and the pair of them stagger toward the dance floor on their skyscraper heels. Lilly stumbles slightly and almost falls, nearly taking Molly with her. Fuck my life. Cruise appears in front of her. 
I can’t hear what she says to him, but she tries to hit him, so I can’t imagine it’s good. 
“You might want to sort her out.” Hugo appears next to me. “I’ll get Molly. They’re a pair of drunk rats.” Yeah, only one way this is going. I walk up to her and scoop her up. I throw her over my shoulder in a fireman’s lift. 
“Fucking put me down.” She pounds on my back feebly.
 “Hey Cruise.” I shout as he turns to walk away. He glances back over his shoulder. “Thanks.” I say. He nods and moves away through the crowded club.
I carry Lilly out of the club and into the lift, her shouting obscenities all the way. Hugo and Molly follow me before the metal gate closes. 
“Molly you traitor.” Lilly slurs. “Help me.”
“I can’t. Arrogant arsehole has you.” She mock whispers.
“Kick him in the nuts.” Lilly whisper shouts back. Hugo puts his hand over his mouth to cover his laugh.
Molly starts laughing, and then Lilly starts laughing. “Seriously, help!” She cries through fits of giggles. “You best not be looking up my dress either you fucking pervert!” She shouts as she flails around. “And don’t point me at Hugo!”
“We wouldn’t be able to see up your dress if you were actually wearing a dress, that scrap of material doesn’t count.” I say exasperated.
“Hey, this is Dior.” She retorts.
“More like di whore.” I mumble.
“Did you just call me a whore? Again!?” She starts squirming again.
“Dude.” Hugo cringes. “When did you call her a whore?” He asks.
I inhale deeply. “It was a heat of the moment thing.” I defend myself. “But yeah, it was still shitty.”
“Brave move my man.” He replies with a wince.
“Just so you know, you’re an arsehole.” Molly adds.
“Yeah, I got that.”
 “You’re a cock block!” Lilly shouts. We reach the top and Hugo slides the gate open.
“Yeah alright. Enough with the drunk heckling back there.” I say as I step out of the lift. 
“Put me down. I can walk.” She demands.
“Fine.” I slide her down my body until she’s stood. She immediately tries to knee me in the groin, but she’s slow and sloppy. I grin at her feisty temper.
Hugo laughs. “Fucking hell girl, he just took a punch for you and that’s how you repay him.” 
“Good. I hate him.” She says as she staggers sideways. 
I lead her through the pub and place her in the passenger seat of the Aston. When I turn back around to look at her she has her middle finger pressed up against the window. 
Hugo snorts. “Dude. That girl is a handful.”
I sigh. “Don’t I fucking know it.”
“Leave Lilly alone arsehole. If you touch her I’m going to cut off your balls and feed them to you!” Molly shouts from her spot leant against the Mas. 
I drag my hands through my hair. Multi million pound companies I can handle. Two drunk women, not so much. “You good to drive?” I ask Hugo. Molly definitely isn’t. 
He shrugs. “Sure.” 
“Take Molly home in Lilly’s car, I’ll take Lilly to mine.” 
He laughs. “Yeah, good luck with that.” 
I shrug. “Oh, I can handle her.” 
He laughs as he turns away from me. “You are so fucking pussy whipped.”
I get in the Aston and start the engine. “Now just to reiterate, if you are going to be sick tell me.” 
“Yeah yeah. I know. The car is holy ground. Just so you know my car is better.” 
“Is that so?” I smirk. The streets of London are fairly quiet as we drive across town.
“Uh huh. And you’re not having her back.” She slurs.
“I don’t want it back. It’s yours.” I tell her.
“Even though I hate you?” She asks. The way she says it is so innocent. There’s no malice in it. I glance over at her. She’s turned toward me, her face resting side on against the seat, just watching me.
“Do you hate me?” I ask quietly.
“I don’t know.” She says sleepily. 
I nod. I don’t want her to hate me. I guess by chasing her I’m pushing her to hate me, but what other option do I have?
I glance over at her. Her eyes are shut, her red hair spilling around her beautiful face. I smile. She looks so peaceful when she’s asleep. It’s the only time she’s not fighting or running from some unseen demons.
 
When I pull into the garage I try to wake her but she’s practically comatose. I lift her out of the car and take her inside the house. Her body cradled against my chest feels too good, especially given her state. I place her on the bed in one of the spare rooms. She stirs slightly. I’m not going to undress her. That may be pushing my restraint a little too far. I pull her shoes off and remove her jewellery before covering her with the duvet. I put her clutch bag on the bedside table and stand to leave. I feel her small fingers grip mine.
“Stay.” She mumbles. 
I sit on the edge of the bed. “Lilly, you need to sleep it off.” I brush a stray her off her face. Her eyes open and meet mine with crystal clarity. “Please stay.” She whispers. 
I find myself nodding. I slip my jeans off and crawl into the bed with her. She immediately curls into my side. My whole body sighs in relief. I stroke her hair where her head rests on my shoulder, and kiss her forehead. 
“I love you sugar.” I whisper to her.
“I love you.” She mumbles. This is such a bad idea. My bruised heart can’t handle the hope. This right here, this is Lilly with her guard down. As much as this is the real Lilly, it isn’t. This isn’t the Lilly I’ll have to face tomorrow morning. That Lilly won’t love me, she’ll hate me.
I fall asleep basking in the bliss of her touch, whilst dreading the moment when I have to wake up.
 



Chapter Fourteen
Lilly
 
I wake up in the morning and I feel like fucking shit. I sit up and immediately need to hurl. I scramble across the room to a bathroom in the corner. I heave but nothing comes up. I break out in a cold sweat and start shaking. Fuck my life, I think I might die. I stagger back to the room I just came from. I don’t recognise it. It’s all expensive furnishings and neutral tones. It looks like a posh hotel room. Where the fuck am I? I glance down to see that I’m still wearing the same clothes from the night before, so that means no sex. I can’t remember much beyond dancing with that guy. He didn’t look like the type to have a pad like this. My bag is on the bedside table. I dig out my phone and send Molly a text asking where she is. I find a toothbrush and some toothpaste in the bathroom and brush my teeth. I wipe the make-up from under my eyes and pull my hair back into a ponytail. Well I look slightly better even if I feel like something a dog just threw up.
I open the bedroom door and quickly close it. Fuck, I don’t know this room, but I know that hallway. It’s Theo’s hallway. Shit. Why!? The big guy in the sky must seriously have it in for me. I’ll sneak out. Yes, this is good. He’s probably upstairs. 
I grab my bag and shoes. I don’t put them on because they make too much noise. I open the door and slip into the hallway. I press myself against the wall and listen. I can’t hear him. I tip toe across the hallway. The front door is maybe ten yards away down the long hallway. I’m almost there, almost, when the door to the gym swings open on my right. I shriek in surprise. Theo steps into the hallway with a frown on his face.
“Uh, you okay?” He asks.
I nod. My heart is going like a jack hammer, firstly from shock and secondly, because Theodore Ellis is standing in front of me shirtless…and sweaty…and looking so, so fine. I can practically hear angels singing in my ear as he stands in the morning light cast from the windows. My mouth goes dry as I watch a drop of sweat travel between his pecks oh so slowly. Oh god, I’m staring. Fuck, I can’t help myself. He’s all chiselled muscles and inked skin. Look up Lilly, I tell myself. I eventually look up to find the most infuriatingly smug smile plastered all over his bruised face.
“Oh my god. What happened to your face?” His beautiful face. 
His eyebrows shoot up. “You don’t remember?” 
“Oh fuck. Did I do that?” Shit. I really need to learn to control my temper. He probably deserved it.
He laughs. “You’ve got a good swing sugar, but not that good.” I hate it when he calls me that, because I love it. My stupid heart flutters when he says it. 
“I beg to differ.” I grumble.
He smiles. “How are you feeling this morning?” He asks, changing the subject. Why is he being all fucking cheery?
“I, um…Yeah, okay. I need to go.” I stutter as I try desperately not to look at that unbelievable body. Jesus, I don’t even remember it being that good. They say absence makes the heart grow fonder, well my spell away from those abs has definitely made me all the more appreciative. Jesus, would it be weird if I touch them, like a quick pet? Fuck, the last time we spoke he was calling me a whore. I need to leave and I need to stop looking at him.
He chuckles. “At least stay for breakfast? You look like you could do with a good feed.” He frowns. “Please….I did take a punch for you…” He grins. 
“Yeah well, karma’s a bitch.” I smirk. He stares me down. “Fine, I’ll stay for a coffee. I can’t eat right now or I’ll hurl, and you will tell me what the fuck happened last night, as clearly I am missing a huge part of my night.” I grumble. “Then I am leaving, because I just remembered that you’re an arsehole.”
“Okay. Let me just have a quick shower and I’ll be up.” He says, ignoring my jibe as he heads to his room. Great, and now I’m thinking about him in the shower. Note to self, never look upon Theo’s naked body. It’s the equivalent of a siren’ voice just trying to lure me to my death. Do not be tempted!
I move around his kitchen easily. My heart throbs a little. How many hours have I spent in this house just hanging out, laughing, drinking, eating? It all feels so long ago now, like I can’t remember what it’s like to be in his presence without feeling this intense need to lash out or run. I can’t remember what it felt like to drop my walls, but I did. With him, here, I did. 
I sigh as I take a sip of my coffee. His coffee machine makes costa worthy coffee. “You sure you don’t want some food?” He asks as he comes up behind me. 
Oh god, my head hurts. “Shhh, quietly.” At least he has a shirt on now, thank god. There’s only so long I can hold out before my vagina assumes control over my brain, hung over or not.
He smiles wide. “I’m glad I’m not the only one whose head is killing me.” He goes to a drawer and pulls out a bottle of aspirin. “Here.” He puts two on the counter in front of me and takes two himself. His face is black and blue. Bruising dots his jaw line and across his cheekbone. I pick up the pills and swallow them.
“Thanks.” I mumble. “So, why am I here? We’re not exactly on good terms after our last meeting.”
He smirks as he cracks some eggs into a bowl. “You and I will never be on bad terms sugar.”
I roll my eyes. His arrogance knows no bounds. “Okay, I’ll rephrase. You’re on my shit list and I think you’re a prick. So how did you get that shiner?”
He clenches his jaw and makes an effort not to look at me. “I came to the Underground and I saw you with a guy. You were really drunk and he was very…handsy. I punched him. Turns out the guy has a swing like Mike Tyson.”
I put my head in my hands. “Seriously, you have to stop doing this Theo.” Then I remember why I went to The Underground in the first place. “You paid Cruise off.” 
He takes a deep breath and stops what he’s doing. His eyes meet mine across the breakfast bar. “I did, but it was a heat of the moment thing. It was straight after our fight in the alleyway.”
“That wasn’t a fight Theo. That was you being a fucking arsehole and you know it.” I try to sound stern, but raising my voice hurts. “Why go after Cruise?”
 He leans his forearms on the bar and drops his head. “I’m sorry okay, for all of it. I see now that Cruise is a good friend to you, but I can also see that he wants you.” He lifts his head and his eyes meet mine. 
“You have to stop.” I whisper. “This is crazy. You’re paying my friends off, you punch a guy for touching me. Oh, and don’t think I don’t know about Hardy either. He told me you tried to buy him off.” 
He offers me a small smile and he reminds me of a little boy caught doing something naughty. “Trust me when I say I have my reasons. I will never be rational when it comes to you, Lilly.” He shrugs unapologetically. His eyes meet mine with a startling intensity. “No matter what happens between us, I will never stop fighting for you.” I wouldn’t want you to, I think. Something passes between us. That deep routed connection that we have pulls at me. He’s inside my walls no matter how hard I try to keep him out.
He moves around the breakfast bar until he’s stood in front of me. “I am so sorry for what happened at Note.” He reaches out and brushes a strand of hair away from my neck. The feel of his fingers on my skin makes my pulse jump and my breath hitch. “I was angry and you’re right, I was a prick, but know that anything I do, I do because I can’t bare losing you.” His eyes hold mine, pulling me in and dragging me under. I feel like I can’t breathe, as though I can’t fight. I want to just let go and drown, because it would be easier than fighting him.
His hand trails from my neck, across my collar bone sending goose bumps all over my skin. He moves closer until our lips are almost touching. I’m powerless in his presence. I suddenly can’t remember why I shouldn’t just kiss him.
I jump when my phone starts vibrating and jumping around the breakfast bar. It breaks whatever weird trance he has me in, and I Jump at the chance of escaping him.
“Hello.” I answer.
“Is that Miss Parker?” A male voice asks.
“Speaking.” Theo moves away from me to carry on whatever he was doing.
“Look, I just found this woman passed out at the back of Scream. She hasn’t got a phone, but your card was in her bag. Her ID says her name is Cassandra Blake. Do you know her?” I look up to see Theo watching me. I smile quickly.
“Um yeah, look I’ll be there as soon as I can.” 
“Thanks. I’ll move her inside okay. Just knock on the staff entrance round the back.” He tells me.
“Will do. Thanks.” I hang up. I can’t tell Theo, or he’ll know I gave her my number. She needs help, and if I tell him then he may not give it to her. I need to assess the situation first.
“I have to go.” I tell him.
“Work on a Saturday?” He frowns.
“Um, something like that. Theo, can I ask you something?” 
“Always.” 
“If I weren’t around, would you help Cassie?” I ask quietly.
His entire body goes rigid tense as he looks away from me. “Irrelevant of us, she’s trying to force me into a corner. I’m not going to help her do that.” 
“But when the baby is born?” I push.
He sighs. “Then I’ll deal with it. Why are you asking me this, Lilly?” His eyes meet mine, tension swirling in their depths.
“Because I hate the thought that you’re abandoning your child because of me.” I stand and move toward the stairs.
“Is that what you think? That I would abandon my own child?” I don’t answer because truth be told, I don’t know the answer to that.
 
I have to get a taxi back to my flat. I quickly change into jeans and grab my car keys before driving to Scream. It’s not even nine in the morning, I’m absolutely hanging and I feel like I might puke. Fucking hell, this had best be good.
I park my car in the alleyway and knock on the staff entrance like the guy told me to.  A middle aged guy in a suit opens the door. “Hi, I’m Lilly Parker…”
“Come in.” He ushers me in and shuts the door behind me.
He leads me down a hallway and into a very basic office. There’s a sofa pushed up against the wall, and Cassie is led on it asleep.
“My name’s Paul. I own the place.” He tells me. 
“Thanks for calling Paul. What happened to her? Is she hurt?” 
“Look, I haven’t called a hospital or anything, but when I was looking for her phone I found this.” He holds up a small baggie of white powder.
“Shit. She’s pregnant.” I tell him. I pull her eyelids open. Her pupils are dilated. “Fuck. You stupid bitch.” I mutter. “Cassie, Cassie.” I shake her and slap her face gently. She stirs and her eyes flutter open. “What did you take?” I ask her. Her eyes focus on my face for a brief moment and then she breaks down and starts hysterically crying.
“I’m taking you to the hospital.” I tell her. 
“No! Please, no.” She begs me. “They’ll take my baby away.” She deserves to have her baby taken away. There’s no telling what damage she might have done. 
“Can you give us a minute?” I ask Paul. He nods and leaves the office, closing the door behind him.
I turn on Cassie. “Are you fucking serious right now?!” I shout at her. “You are taking drugs while you’re pregnant!”
She sobs harder, her entire body heaving. “I couldn’t do it anymore. I’m so alone, and I’ve tried so hard not to take it, but I wasn’t strong enough.” 
“You’re an addict.” I say without accusation.
She nods. “I was, before…”
I sit on the small coffee table in front of the sofa and put my head in my hands. Fuck. What do I do about this? Do I tell Theo? Will he even care? I look at her, really look at her. I see her dishevelled clothes, her tear stained face, her too thin frame with the small bump just starting to show at her stomach. I feel sorry for her. I see a lost, damaged girl, and she is barely a girl. She has no one, and although I don’t agree with her decision to keep that baby, even less so now I’ve seen this, I do think that Theo should be helping her. Perhaps if he took some responsibility then she wouldn’t be in this state. That doesn’t mean that I don’t think her behavior is despicable. If she’s not going to look after that baby then she should get rid of it.  
 “Fine. Where do you live?” 
She ducks her head. “I don’t anymore. I got kicked out. I lived in the flat above the club where I worked. I got sacked.” Oh great. This just gets better.
“So you’re homeless?” She nods. “Fine. I’m taking you to Theo. It’s not like he doesn’t own half of London. He can give you a place to stay.” I don’t know why I’m doing this. 
“Please don’t make me.” She cries. “He scares me.” 
“It’s me you should be scared of. “ I snap. “You pull another stunt like this and I will personally call social services and make sure you never even hold that baby. Am I clear?” She recoils away from me and nods meekly.
“Right, get up.” 
 “Where are we going?” She asks. Her voice is jittery and her hands are shaking. 
I help her off the sofa. “You can stay on my sofa for tonight.” God knows why I’m doing this. 
We step outside where Paul is waiting in the hallway. “Thanks Paul.” 
He nods. “No worries. You take care.” He eyes Cassie as he says it.
I guide Cassie outside and into the passenger seat of the car. My head is killing me after all that shouting, but damn if the girl doesn’t need a wake up call.
I get in and start the car. “Why are you helping me?” She whispers.
I don’t answer immediately. “Because everybody needs a little help sometimes, and you don’t have anyone.”
“Thank you.” She breathes. “I know you don’t like me.”
It’s not that I don’t like her. She’s a stranger to me. The stranger who got knocked up with my boyfriend. I don’t blame her though. Hell, I don’t even blame him. It is what it is. 
I pull out into the London traffic. “Yeah, strap some wings on me and call me the fairy godmother.” I grumble. “Theo should be taking responsibility for this. He’s an arsehole.” 
“I thought you loved him?” I glance at her and see the interest in her wide eyes. Well isn’t that a loaded question.
“Let’s just say he’s shown his true colours over the last few weeks.” I do love him, but I can’t help but judge his treatment of Cassie right now. I pity her, I really do. I wouldn’t want to be knocked up with his kid and he gives a shit about me, but her…
 A few minutes later we pull up outside my flat. I hook an arm through hers and help her through the door. George and Dan are nowhere to be seen, and I’m grateful for that. I cannot deal with explaining this shit right now. 
“Ugh, babe I feel like shit this morning.” Molly says as she rounds the corner from the hallway. “Um, hi. Who’s your friend, Lill’s?” She asks when she see’s Cassie.
 “Can you just give us a moment?” I say to Cassie. She nods. “Front room is through there.” I grab Molly’s arm and drag her into my bedroom. “That is the pregnant one night stand.” I tell Molly.
“What?!” She shrieks. “Why is she here? What the fuck Lill’s? Does Theo know?” 
“Whoa. Slow down. She’s here because she got sacked from her job, and I guess her flat came with the job, so now she’s homeless. No Theo does not know, and before you say it, yes he should be doing something about it but he’s not.” I sigh and collapse on my bed. Molly lays down next to me. “She came to see me and asked me to speak to him for her. I said no, but now I’m wondering if I should.”
“No way. You need to stay out of this shit Lilly. The one who is going to get hurt in all of this is you.” She grabs my hand and squeezes. “She’s not your problem babe, and neither is he.”
“I can’t just leave her. He got her knocked up. He needs to pull his head out of his arse. If he won’t deal with his shit then I will. I have a conscience.” I tell her.
“You feel sorry for her.” She says. I shrug. She smiles sadly. “He never deserved you, Lill’s. Underneath that badass exterior you have a heart of gold.”
 “Don’t tell anyone. I have a rep you know.” She snorts a laugh.
“So what are you going to do with her?” She asks.
“Molly, she has a drug problem.” I watch as her eyes go wide in disbelief. “I know. So, I need to get her some help. If she won’t get help then she’s out. I’m not a fucking charity. She has to help herself.”
“Are you sure you’re okay with this? None of this is your problem. You don’t owe either of them anything.”
I take a deep breath. “That could so easily have been you or I if we didn’t have family and friends, Mole. Everyone has turned their back on her. If I can be the one person to make a difference and get her back on her feet, then I will. I know you understand.”
She smiles. “I do. Okay. What do you need from me?” She asks.
“Nothing, I’m good. Just fill George in for me?” 
She stands up. “Will do.”
“Thanks Mole.” She hugs me tight.
“I hope you know what you’re doing.” Not a clue.
 
Cassie’s sat on the sofa still looking a bit spaced out. I don’t know how to deal with this. Don’t get me wrong, there have been many a times when I could be considered borderline alcohol dependent, but I’ve never touched drugs. Let’s just say that would have been a very bad path for me. 
“I need to ask you something.” I say as I sit down. She nods but keeps her eyes down. “How often are you using?” 
Her eyes flick up to mine. “It’s only sometimes, when I’m really low. I just, I need it. You can’t understand what it’s like. Look at you, you have everything. I’m a pregnant stripper with nothing and no-one.”
“Don’t think that because of where I am now, I don’t know what it’s like to be at rock bottom. I know what it is to be on your knees, Cassie. But you know what, you climb to your feet and you stand with your head held high. You need to be strong for that baby. Strength isn’t about how much you can handle before you break, it’s about how much you must handle after you’ve broken.” Her eyes meet mine. I grab her trembling hand. “I’m going to help you stand, Cassie.” I tell her.
A tear streaks down her cheek. “Thank you.” She whispers. I pat her hand and stand up. 
“I just need to make some calls, okay?” She nods.
I grab my phone and leave the flat. I walk across the road to Holland Park and find a bench to sit on. I call Harry.
 “Hey.” He answers.
“Hey.” 
“You okay?” I can hear the concern in his voice. 
“Yeah fine. Why wouldn’t I be?”
“Is that arsehole still after you?” He growls. 
I can’t talk to him about Theo. My brother is insanely protective of me. He already hates Theo as it is, simply for causing me any form of unhappiness. Harry sees things as black and white, no grey, and no room for fuck ups.
 “Uh, no. Anyway, I phoned to ask a favour.” 
“Oh? Do tell.” He brightens.
“How quickly could you sell the Mas?” I ask.
He laughs. “Finally decided to take the money huh? Well, it depends. I could sell it by tonight, but it might not get a great price.”
“How much?” God this is painful. I fucking love that car. 
“Fifty grand maybe. Sixty if you hold out.” 
“That car is a hundred and twenty grand new!” I say a little too loudly. An old lady walking her poodle scowls at me as she walks past. “How can it have lost half its value in…what, six months?” I hiss.
“You short of cash Lill’s?” His voice is low and serious.
“No, it’s complicated. Look, just…can you make the call. I need it gone fast, okay?” 
“Sure. I’ll get Tim to sort the plates for you?”
“The plates?” 
“Yeah, you have private plates Lill’s. You can’t sell it with them. I’ll get them swapped back over.” He explains.
“Oh, yeah. Sure. Thanks.” 
“You sure you’re not in any trouble? You know I’ll give you money Lill’s, anytime.” I smile. I love my brother.
“No Harry, I’m fine. I just don’t want the car.” I lie.
“Bullshit.” He laughs.
“Okay, I do, but I don’t want the memories.” This is a good explanation. I can’t give him the real one, because he’ll think I’m ridiculous.
“Okay.” He says quietly. “I’ll make some calls and call you back later.”
“Thanks Harry. I love you.” 
“Love you too.” He hangs up. I blow out a breath. I hate lying to my brother, but this is a pretty harmless lie.
God I feel like shit. I need to go home and sleep this off.
I make one more call to South View Rehabilitation Facility before heading home.
I finally fall into bed just after lunch. Christ normally I’m not even out of bed yet on a hangover day. My poor head feels like it’s about to explode. As the tension ebbs away my mind drifts back to this morning. I fall asleep with thoughts of Theo’s glistening sweat covered chest on my mind. 
Theo stands on the other side of my room with his back to me. He’s topless, and I stand mesmerised by the rippling muscles of his back, the power in his broad shoulders that taper off to those narrow hips. He turns when he hears me. His eyes lock with mine and he offers me that smile that should be illegal. One look and I want him more than I want air to breathe. He walks toward me slowly, his eyes roaming my body and touching my skin. My skin tingles as if he’d brushed his fingers over it. I remain glued to the spot, unable to move. He stalks me like an arrogant predator stalking easy prey. When he reaches me he brushes his fingers over my face so tenderly. I smile and lean into his touch. I reach up and trace his full lips with my fingertips. He leans in and kisses me, not the usual hot passion filled kisses I’m used to, this kiss is gentle and reverent. He holds my face as if I’m precious, his lips brushing over mine. Then his hands clamp around my waist and he lifts me. I wrap my thighs around his bare hips and the material of my skirt slips up my legs to accommodate him. His hot skin feels amazing against my exposed thighs. He turns and lays me on the bed, his body weight pressing down on me. “So beautiful.” He says as he places kisses against my throat. His fingers move up the inside of my thigh slowly. “And mine.” He whispers. I run my fingers through his hair, trying to hold onto him. He gently wraps his hand around my throat, his fingers stroking over my pulse line. It’s dominant, but not aggressive.
“Yours.” I hear myself whisper. His blue eyes are brilliantly vivid. He smiles and ducks his head to trace his tongue across me ear.
I close my eyes as his fingers move higher up the inside of my thigh to flutter over my underwear. Then he cups me roughly. The scene changes. His fresh cologne is replaced by the foul odour of whiskey and cigarettes. The heavy weight presses down on me in a way that becomes forceful. The hand on my throat tightens without mercy. I open my eyes to see him. His disgusting face is inches from mine, watching as I gasp for breath and claw at his arms. I can feel his erection straining against my thigh as my struggle turns him on.
“Yes Princess. You are mine, and you always will be.” He snarls in my face. I cry, the tears pouring down my face as he touches me, as he strangles me.    
I wake up screaming, my body covered in sweat. I gasp for air, dragging it into my lungs. I rub at my throat. I can still feel his hands on me and it makes me shudder. It takes me a few minutes to realize I’m safe and there’s no one in my room, but I still can’t stop shaking. I haven’t had a nightmare for months, and I’ve never had a nightmare that wasn’t simply a memory, but Theo was in this one, somehow blending into my memories. It makes it worse. I don’t want my present tainted by my past. On auto pilot I strip my clothes as I make my way to the bathroom. I fight the urge to throw up, my body’s instinctual reaction to my nightmares, well, memories really. I turn the shower to scalding hot until I can barely stand under it, and then I scrub my skin. I scrub until it turns pink and raw. This is my routine after a nightmares, it’s almost an obsession…to be clean, to scrub away the feel of him touching me. I bite the inside of my cheek to stop myself from crying. I will not cry. I’m stronger than this. You are only as weak as the point at which you choose to break, I recite to myself. I choose not to break. 
 



Chapter Fifteen
Theo
 
Fucking hell. If it isn’t enough getting it in the neck from my brother, now Cat is harassing me too. Only she’s worse because the annoying little shit has a key. I’m attempting to sleep off the half bottle of scotch I drank last night, when Cat waltzes into my room and starts demanding I spend time with her. 
What Cat wants Cat gets, so here I am, spending time with her. She’s led on one of my sun loungers, with a Costa cup in hand. Her small frame is covered in some sort of flowy cat suit. She has massive sun glasses on her face and looks like the fashion diva that she is. Diva, brat, it’s along the same lines I think. 
I drop onto the lounger next to her. It’s sunny this morning, but there’s a cold bite in the air. “It’s eight o’ clock in the morning Cat. What the hell?” I grumble.
“Eight o’ clock on a Thursday morning, Theo. Seriously, do you have no life outside of drinking and fucking? I haven’t seen you in weeks. Your own sister. You are such a dick, you know that?”
“How am I a dick?!” 
 “You’re sulking as if you’ve just lost your favourite toy. There are other toys, sort your shit out.” If this is her tough love act it won’t work. 
“Thanks for stopping by Cat. Next time you’ve just come off a twelve hour flight, could you go home and sleep it off before you take it out on me?” She scowls at me and I can’t help but smile. She’s so cute when she tries to look stern. 
“Don’t you smirk at me Theodore Archibald Ellis. I may have been away a lot recently, but that is no excuse.” She even points at me.
“Ah, really. Leave the middle names out of it shall we Catherine Prudence.” She scowls at me.
“This is what I get for coming to drag your sorry arse out of your pity party.” She mumbles.
“I’m not having a pity party.” 
She raises an eyebrow. “I expect your liver begs to differ. Anyway, what’s going on with my niece or nephew? Have you heard from Casey? Is that her name?”
I groan. “Nothing. Cassie. She’s a fucking headache I don’t need.” After Saturday morning’s conversation with Lilly I really don’t want to talk about this. “Can we change the subject?” I ask.
“Sure. How’s Lilly?”
I growl. “Seriously Cat?”
She smirks at me as I hear the doorbell ring. “Who the fuck is that? Seriously, eight o’clock. These are not visiting hours.” I grumble as I get up.
“So charming to be around.” Cat snipes as I walk away.
I open the door to find none other than Hugo standing there in chino’s and a shirt, looking far too fresh faced. What is going on today? He snaps his fingers in my face and I swat him away. He pats my shoulder as he pushes past me. “Just checking you’re still with me my little treacle.” He grins.
“Why are you here?” I grumble.
He just keeps walking through the house until her reaches the kitchen, where he then starts rummaging through the fridge. “Can’t I stop and see my bestie?” He clasps his hands under his chin and tilts his head, a grin on his face. Twat.
“At eight in the morning? Seriously Hugo, you only get up this early when you’re sneaking out of someone’s bed.”
He pours some orange juice and puts it back in the fridge. “Well, I’ve figured now it’s easier to get them to come to my house, then I can not only sleep blissfully, but if she’s hot I can go for seconds.” 
I smile. “And if she’s rough?” 
He pauses for a moment then shrugs. “Close your eyes and pretend she’s not?” I laugh because I love Hugo, but he really is something else.
“I shouldn’t even ask. Anyway, why are you here?”
“Charming. Well, I actually did come to see you, mainly because I know something that you my friend need to know.” He wiggles his eyebrows and pulls the paper out from under his arm.
“What’s this I hear about gossip?” Cat strolls in from the patio with a smirk on her face.
“Not gossip, news.” I grumble.  
“Cat. I haven’t seen you in ages baby girl.” Hugo scoops Cat’s small frame off her feet in a hug. She giggles. I stopped death threatening Hugo about my sister years ago. I know she’s a no go for him, but he’s Hugo. He’s just…friendly. My head is banging. I decide to go and lay on the sofa, ignoring both of them. I lay down, hoping the urge to throw up will disappear. 
“So what’s this news?” Cat finally asks.
“I was talking to Molly last night…” I sit up. If he’s come here having spoken to Molly, then this is about Lilly. 
“Wait, why were you talking to Molly?” I can hear the smile in her voice.
“He’s fucking her.” I say, my tone bored. He shrugs and nods. “What did she say?” 
“Well it turns out that Lilly is quite the martyr.” 
I’m quickly losing patience. “What did she say?” I grate.
“So it would seem that Lilly and your baby mama are friendly.” What the fuck? “Seems Cassie got herself in a spot of trouble, has a drug problem or something…”
“Sorry, what?!” I cut him off.
“Only get this, she called Lilly for help. Turns out she’s been to see Lilly previously and obviously Lilly gave Cassie her number.”
I growl. “For fuck’s sake. Why can that woman not just leave it alone? She should have fucking called me. Jesus.” Why the hell is Cassie involving Lilly in her shit? Surely Lilly’s already suffered enough for all this crap. Something’s not right with this.
“It gets worse.” Hugo frowns. “In twelve hours Lilly managed to sell her car, paid for Cassie to go into a rehab facility, and gave her the rest of the money. Molly’s not happy about it, but she said you should expect it of Lilly.”
“Oh my god.” Cat gasps. “Theo, why the fuck is Lilly dealing with this?”
“That fucking woman.” I stand and kick the coffee table over. “Which rehab facility?”
“Not sure. I can try and find out.” He offers.
 “I’m going out.” I snap. “Text it to me Hugo.”
Cat just sits there gaping at me. She’s never seen this side of me. Hell, only Lilly fucking brings it out. I used to be a rational and sane human being before she walked into my life.
“Don’t worry, he does this.” Hugo pats her arm. “I’ll keep you company. Oh, and don’t drop me in it with Molly!” He shouts as leave.
I storm down the stairs and throw on some jeans and a t-shirt. I turn to leave and find Cat standing in the doorway.
I make an effort to keep my voice soft. “Look, I’m sorry I couldn’t hang out Cat, but tomorrow maybe?”
She narrows her eyes at me. “You tell me what is going in with you right now Theo.” She steps forward poking me in the chest.
“You know most of it. I’m in love with Lilly, she doesn’t want to know. Cassie’s pregnant, blah, blah, blah.”
“You’re abandoning that baby?” She asks with wide eyes.
Fucking hell. “No, I’m not abandoning the baby.” I shout, exasperated at this entire conversation.
“I thought you were getting Lilly back?” She cocks an eyebrow at me.
“Cat, it’s complicated. I need to go.” I side step her.
“This isn’t over.” She says to my retreating back. That girl is like a dog with a bone. Jesus. 
“Dually noted.” 
I jump in the Aston and head into the busy London traffic. Why the fuck would Cassie go to Lilly? Why didn’t Lilly tell me? My phone beeps with a text from Hugo. I glance at it quickly and turn the car around, heading into South London. I call Lilly as I go, but it goes to voicemail. 
“Lilly you need to call me.” I hang up. I could go and see her, but I know it will just be an argument. She’ll throw in my face how shit I am.
I drive the twenty minutes into South London and pull up outside South View Rehab. I approach the middle aged receptionist at the front desk who gives me the once over.
“Can I help you?” She asks in a bored voice.
“You have a patient her; Cassandra Blake. I need you to send all her billing to this address.” I hand her a card with the office address on it. She studies the card before her eyes flick up to mine.
“Let me just check her record.” She taps a few keys on the computer. “That account was pre-paid in full.”
“Well refund it and bill it to this address.” I grate out.
“I can’t do that sir. I’m sorry.” She frowns as though I’m crazy. Fucking great. I turn on my heel and leave. That was a total waste of my time.
Fucking Cassie never should have gone near Lilly. I won’t pretend that it doesn’t hurt that she sold the car. Yes, it’s just a lump of metal, but I remember the look on her face when I gave it to her. I remember her elation when she drove it in Rome. I remember her sucking my cock in it above the city of Rome. 
Her selling it is a rejection of us that I’m not willing to take. She sacrificed her car to pay for Cassie’s rehab, something I would have done had she come to me, therefore, this is easily solved. I start the car and drive to the nearest Maserati dealership. 
The salesman almost shits himself when he sees me. 
“Mr Ellis.” He stammers. My reputation proceeds me.
“I need a two seater, top of the range and I want to be able to take it today. What have you got?” 
He smiles wide. “This way sir.”
 



Chapter Sixteen
Lilly
 
I’m getting ready for the Florell and Simmons annual summer cocktail party, when there’s a knock at the door. Harry is down in London for the weekend to attend the function with me. Yes, I know I brought my brother as my date, how desperate I must be. No, I just can’t be dealing with men right now. If I come alone then Simon from accounting will have a drink and feel the need to ‘seize the opportunity’. No, just no. No guy makes a pass at a girl with her brother in the room, it’s just fact. 
Harry answers the door before I get there. A guy is making him sign something. 
“I’m to give the key directly to Miss Parker, as per instructions.” He shakes his head as I step forward. He drops the key in my palm along with an envelope. He looks at Harry. “What I wouldn’t give for a pair of tits sometimes.” With that he turns and walks out the door.
I look at the little key in my hand. There’s a red bow tied to it. It’s not really a key as just a fob…a black fob with a silver trident on it. Oh my god. He didn’t. I rip open the envelope and inside is a note.
Lilly.
I do not give gifts to just anyone, and it disappoints me to hear that you felt the need to sell my previous one. You should have come to me.
You are mine Lilly, and I take care of what is mine.
This one is registered to me, so you cannot sell it. Do not try to return it or it will just end up outside your house again. 
Love always.
Theo. X
“Fucking psycho!” I scream.
“No fucking way.” Harry says as he reads over my shoulder. I snatch the letter away from his prying eyes. I don’t want my brother seeing Theo’s crazy ‘you are mine’ shit. Although apparently, Harry doesn’t care.
He runs outside with me running after him in my satin dressing gown. He opens the front door of the building and low and behold, parked on the curb is a brand spanking new Maserati in bright red. 
“Holy. Shit.” I breathe. It’s beautiful. Even more beautiful than the last one. I run my fingers along the paint work.
“Fuck your party, let’s go for a drive.” Harry bounces up and down like a child.
“No, I’m not taking it.” Oh god it pains me to say that. It’s so beautiful. Some girls like jewellery. I like cars. 
“Are you fucking kidding me?” Harry shouts.
I turn to him. “This is a power play. I went against his wishes and sold the car. This is just a means of gaining back his control. I’ll leave it on the double yellow lines until it gets towed.” I shrug. “Then he’ll have to take it back.” I smile to myself. See how the twat likes that.
“But, but…” Harry stammers.
 
I go back inside and put on my dress for the party. I swear to god, if I see him tonight, he is in for a world of shit. 
We’ve been here ten minutes and Harry is already flirting with some blonde I don’t recognise. The party is at The Shoreditch rooms. It’s basically a building which has an open air pool at the top of a sky scraper, bi-folding doors open from the interior to the pool with its amazing views. They throw some of the best parties known to man up here. This is slightly more tame than the last one I came to here. People mill about the pool in their cocktail attire, sipping glasses of champagne. I take a seat on one of the white sofa’s that surround the pool area, in an attempt to avoid speaking to anyone. There’s a ten foot high glass barrier that surrounds the top of the building. I guess precautions have to be taken where people are getting trashed on the roof of a building. Beyond the glass is the most breath taking view of London. The sun is just setting, painting the city in red and purple. The soft tones of Jazz music filter through the noise of the party. A waiter comes past and offers me another glass of champagne. I take two. Great. Just keep them coming.
Harry flops down next to me. “Here you are. You hiding?” He smirks.
“Something like that? Did you pull?”
He holds up a napkin with something scrawled on it. “Got her number. Probably won’t call her though.” He shrugs.
“Why go to the effort of getting her number only to not call her?” 
“Ego sis, ego.” He smiles.
I roll my eyes. “Men are so strange.” 
“You look blue Lill’s. What’s up?” He nudges my arm playfully.
“Nothing. I just hate shit like this at the moment. Didn’t you get the news flash? I’ve officially turned into a miserable bitch.” I tilt my head toward him.
He smiles. “Not miserable, but you are a bitch. Still, everyone knows that partying is the best way to cure that. This would actually be a cool party if the attendees could pull the sticks out of their arseholes long enough to appreciate it.” 
I smile. “We can’t expect miracles now.” 
“Let’s just get drunk and have our own rave here in the corner.” He starts throwing big fish, little fish. Jesus.
“Seriously, you look like someone’s dad. Stop.” He grins at me as I elbow him. “And I can’t be the one who got drunk at the work party.”
“Hey, there’s always one. It might as well be you.” He raises an eyebrow at me. “I’ll stop you from doing anything too outrageous, I promise.” 
I sigh. “Fine. Drinking it is.” I clink my champagne glass to his beer bottle. “But not drunk. Tipsy.” I point at him to clarify. Harry snorts and downs his beer. Why am I trusting my brother to keep me from embarrassing myself?
Lots of clients are attending the party tonight. It’s a bit of an opportunity for the firm to keep their clients sweet and encourage further business. I don’t think it’s the sort of thing that Theo will come to, but you know what they say; hope for the best, prepare for the worst. I’m pissed at him over the whole Cassie thing, but it’s none of my business. The whole situation is one I have no idea how to deal with, and have no urge to deal with any time soon.
I’m forced to leave my corner when Mr. Simmons waves me over. Joy. Harry just waves me off and bee lines for another blonde. So much for having our own party.
“Ah, Lilly. Mr. Hardy is here. He wanted to speak with you.” The old boy eyes me seriously. Translation, keep him on our side. He gestures to where he stands talking to another man. Hardy is tall and he’s wearing a tux which makes him look more imposing somehow. It’s a known fact that if you put any semi attractive man in an expensive tux, he looks damn good. Hardy is no exception.
 “I should probably go and speak with him.” I say sweetly. Simmons smiles as I make my way to Hardy who I think is talking with one of the senior solicitors. 
“Ah, Lilly.” He smiles when he see’s me. “Excuse me.” He says to the guy he was talking with. I recognise him, but have no idea who he is. I tend to keep to myself at work.
“Mr Hardy.” I flash him my most charming smile.
“Please, James.” He’s really quite dashing in that seasoned older man way.
“James. I wanted to personally apologise for the situation with the Wyatt buyout.” I say sincerely whilst working all of my charm and assets.
He waves me off. “That’s business Lilly. I don’t hold it against you.” 
“Well, I appreciate that. I would hate to think that I’d offended you at all.” I take a sip of my champagne. I’m going to need alcohol if I’m to keep up all this arse kissing.
“Shall we sit.” He offers, gesturing me toward one of the sofa’s. 
“Um, sure.” Hey, at least if I’m talking to him then I’m not getting trashed in a corner somewhere. The drinking is preferable, but probably less constructive to my career.
I’m midway through telling him how I came to work for Florell and Simmons, when I feel him enter my vicinity. I can’t explain how, it’s just a feeling. Perhaps I’m just attuned to him, or maybe his ego is that big it has its own energy field. I’m going for the latter.
I can’t resist the pull he has on me. I turn and glance over my shoulder. Low and behold, there he is, Theodore Ellis. Just like a bad penny, he’s fucking everywhere. He seems to physically suck all the energy out of the atmosphere until I can’t breathe. He’s wearing a tux and holy shit. He manages to make it look like a piece of art. How is it even possible for someone to look that hot?! Seriously. His eyes snap to mine as though I just called his name. He holds my gaze, and I can’t look away. He reels me in with just a glance. The trance is eventually broken when he diverts his attention to the woman on his arm, the woman I hadn’t noticed until then. I glance at her and she glares at me. She’s blonde and pretty, but leaning toward trashy. She’s the sort of woman I expect to see Hugo with, not Theo. She’s clutching at his arm, and it makes me want to claw at her fucking face. Apparently he’s over it. My chest clenches, and I have concentrate on breathing. I knew it would happen at some point, but actually seeing it is another thing entirely. Fuck, I need to get out of here. Theo catches my eye again, and flashes me a small smile. I turn away from him.
James meets my gaze before his eyes flick over my shoulder. “You should be careful with men like Ellis.” He says quietly.
“I’m sorry.” I almost choke. Personal much?
He huffs out a breath. “You’re a nice girl Lilly. I like you.” Nice wouldn’t be the first word that springs to mind when describing myself. “You can do better.”
“Um, we’re not together.”
He laughs. “From the way he’s looking at you, I think he may have other ideas.”
“Look, I am so sorry he came to your office. That was so far out of line.”
“He is a man who wants something he can’t have. Men of power will go to extremes to get what they want.”
“Having money does not give him the right to be an arsehole.” I mumble into my champagne glass. He laughs loudly. “I’m sorry, that was unprofessional.”
“Not at all.” He smirks. “I thought Ellis was the guy every woman wants.” He sips his glass of champagne.
“It’s complicated.” I shake my head. “Let’s just say, he’s the guy mothers warn their daughters about.” 
He smiles. “Mothers warn their daughters about all men. After all, we are all primitive creatures.”
I nod. “That is true.”
I glance over my shoulder again and find Theo leaning against the open doorway. His date is talking to him, but he seems to be ignoring her. His eyes are fixed on me and I feel as though my skin is on fire. I quickly look away from him. 
I watch as James’ eyes flick over my shoulder and then back to me. He smiles, and I catch the flash of pity in his eyes. 
“Would you like to dance Lilly?” He asks.
“That depends.” I smirk.
“On what?”
“Well, can you actually dance? Because if I wanted to embarrass myself, I’d dance with my brother.” I motion to the dance floor where Harry is doing the three step shuffle with the first blonde. 
He grins. “Well, I’m better than your brother.”
I raise an eyebrow at him. “That’s not helping your case.”
He grins and shakes his head. “Please, Lilly.” He stands and offers his hand to me. I roll my eyes and take it. He leads me across the pool area and into the building where the bar and the dance floor are. Harry winks at me very unsubtly as I pass him.
I don’t need to look to know that Theo’s eyes are on me. I can practically feel them burning a hole in my back. 
James takes me hand and places the other hand at the small of my back. Micheal Buble’s sexy voice drifts through the speakers. He’s right, he is a better dancer than my brother. 
“You know Lilly, I would love to take you to dinner sometime.” He says after a few minutes.
I smile politely. James is an attractive man. He’s probably fifteen years older than me, but he’s in good shape. He’s nice, well mannered, not an arsehole….and yet, there’s nothing. I am not attracted to him in any way. I’m dancing with him, but my heart is more focused on the man that I instinctively know is standing in the corner of the room watching me. James doesn’t take my breath away or make my heart beat faster. Now I’ve experienced that, I want it.
That said, James is a decent guy, so I say yes. “That would be great.” I smile politely.
He grins. “Great. I have your number. I’ll call you.” The song finishes and James moves away, telling me he has business to discuss. I’m relieved to be left alone.
I snatch a glass of champagne from a passing waiter and all but inhale it as I make my way back to where Harry is now sat with three girls. I catch sight of Simmons pointing toward me as he talks to some people. Fuck that. Yes, I should be interested in boosting my career, but I have noticed that I’m only ever introduced to male clients. The old boy isn’t stupid. 
I change course and make my way back inside. I’m waiting at the bar for some much needed alcohol when a high pitched voice interrupts my silent pining for hard liquor. “He’s over you, you know.” 
I turn to see the trashy blonde that was with Theo earlier standing right next to me. She’s even more trashy up close. Too much leg, too much cleavage and too much make up. I smile sweetly at her. “I’m sorry. You are?”
“Arabella. Theo and I go way back.” She smirks at me. 
“Arabella, I’m going to give you some advice. First…” I flick my eyes down her body. “Less is more. Second, you shouldn’t start trying to antagonise strangers.” I lean in close and whisper in her ear. “I know you think you’re special sweetheart, but you’re not. In fact, girls like you are ten a penny. The fact that you feel the need to come over here and stake your claim, tells me you have none and you know it.” Her face twists into a sneer. I turn away from her and order my drink. I buy a triple vodka, and manage to find a quiet corner. I just need a moment, and then I’ll be fine. I’ll talk to some clients, forge some future headway and all that jazz. 
“Ah, there you are Miss Parker.” Jesus Christ, he’s like a fucking blood hound. I look up into the wide smile of Mr. Simmons. “Mr. Ellis here was just telling me what a marvellous job you’ve done on some of his contracts.”
I take a big gulp of my drink and smile, because that’s the appropriate response right? Where is Harry? He’s supposed to be making this fun. Sitting here, facing my boss and my ex is not fun.
“That’s very kind. Thank you.”
“Well, I have a favour to ask in return Miss Parker.” Theo’s eyes sparkle in the dim light. 
“Ask away.” I say flatly. I down the rest of my vodka, not even bothering with bloody pretenses. If Simmons notices my rudeness or my heavy drinking, he doesn’t say anything.
“Dance with me.” He says it like a command, but I can hear the smile in his voice.
“Fine.” I huff. It’s not like I can seriously argue the case in front of my boss. I stand but don’t take his hand. I walk past him to the dance floor where I turn around to face him. He walks to me slowly, an arrogant smirk pulling at his lips. I want to slap that face almost as much as I want to sit on it. He moves closer, his movements confident, strong and ridiculously fucking sexy. As if he himself wasn’t enough…he’s wearing a tux. And fuck my life, he looks edible. Not for the first time, I have to remind myself to hate him. He winds his arm around my waist and I can feel the heat of his hand on the small of my back, through my dress. I place my hands on his shoulders and am sure not to make eye contact with him. I’ll dance with him once and then I’ll go. He can’t make me look at him. This doesn’t have to be intimate if I don’t allow it to be. He pulls me tight against him until my entire body is flush with his and I can feel his breath on my neck. Okay, still not intimate, still not intimate. The song changes to Pull Me Down by Mikky Ekko. It used to be one of my favourite songs, now it just reminds me painfully of him. The first line croons I heard you were trouble. Sounds about right. We start to move in a slow circle. Let’s just say this is not the sort of party you can start bumping and grinding at, shame. 
“Really Lilly, Hardy? You can do better.” He grates out.
“Funny, he just said exactly the same thing about you.” I snap. “Shouldn’t you be dancing with your date?” I ask. I’m not bitter or jealous, honestly.
He smirks arrogantly and bends his head near my neck. “Are you jealous sugar?” His breath tickles my ear and I shiver involuntarily.
“Didn’t you get the memo? I’m over you. Oh, and that means you can take back the car that’s currently parked outside my house.” I growl.
He laughs and it’s deep rumble that makes my body jump to attention. Just breathe, I think to myself. “The car is a gift.” He says. “To replace the one you sold.” I say nothing. I am not getting into the issues with Cassie here in the middle of my firm’s party.
“I sold it because I didn’t want it.” 
“You’re mine Lilly, and I want you to have it.” He says in that low husky voice. I don’t even pull him up on the ‘mine’ shit.
“There you go with your possessive shit again. I’m surprised you haven’t gone all macho on Hardy’s arse yet…again. I was half expecting you to cock your leg on me, or hell, just whip it out and get out the tape measure.” I huff as he slowly spins me away from him. I pause with both our arms outstretched. My fingers thrum from the electricity of his touch. I meet his eyes and my chest constricts. He’s so damn beautiful, but it’s the look in his eyes. He looks at me as though I’m…everything. Damn it.
He pulls me back to him and flashes that arrogant, underwear combusting smirk. “No need. I saw the way you looked at him…it’s not the way you look at me.” He’s right, it’s not and it never will be for anyone but him. 
My chest tightens as I start to panic a little, he’s doing it again, reeling me in. Fuck. The gravelly voice sings; so pull me down if you want to, and I hope that you want to, cause I want to be your man. It’s all too much. I can’t do this with him, not here. I look away from him focusing on the guests dancing around us.  
He pulls me tight against the warmth of his chest. “Lilly. Look at me.” He says quietly. I brace myself. I don’t want to look at him, because if I do, any semblance of resolve will fall apart. I remember all the pain he’s caused me and I hold onto it. I draw on it as I swing my gaze to his. I expect to see that cocky, under wear melting smile on his face, but a small frown mars his features. “You need to stay away from Hardy.” He says gruffly. I can’t deal with his weird possessive shit right now.
“I need to go.” I pull away from him, but his hand clamps down on my arm. He pulls me close and holds me tight to his chest. 
“Always running.” He murmurs in my ear. 
“Please let me go Theo.” My voice comes out shaky, almost panicked. He pulls back and looks at me, his eyebrows pulled together.
“Are you scared of me Lilly?” 
I shake my head. I’m not scared of him in the traditional sense, but I’m terrified of the person I am around him. He renders me weak at every turn. He blows through all my defences with just a look. He can wound me with a few words. I hate it. I hate him. I love him. Fuck.
He grabs my hand and turns away from the dance floor. He pulls me across the room until he reaches a door. I try and pull away from his grip, but his hold is firm. We head down a corridor and through another door until we’re in a supply room. 
“I’m not having sex with you.” I snap. The room is small with shelves stacked with cleaning products. The light in here is dim, and I can just make out his face as it falls in shadow. 
He laughs. “Don’t worry. I didn’t whisk you away for a romp in a supply cupboard.” 
I have no doubt that’s exactly what he wants. After all, I do seem to spread my legs for him at every available opportunity. Yeah, like I said, weak.
“Lilly.” I don’t look at him. I study a spot on the floor. 
“What do you want?” I ask.
“I want you to look at me.” I lift my eyes and look at him. He takes a step forward and I back up quickly. 
He frowns. “Why are you scared of me? Has someone hurt you?” His voice is low, but deadly.
“No.” I stammer. Jesus, what the fuck is wrong with me? 
He reaches out to touch me and I recoil as if his hand is on fire. If he touches me it’s over and he’ll just use me again. 
“Please don’t touch me.” 
“Why not? I’d never hurt you, you know that.” I laugh. I laugh so hard it hurts my stomach. “Lilly?” He looks at me like I’ve lost it. Maybe I have.
“You’d never hurt me.” I repeat. “That’s funny.” I turn around and grab the door handle trying to escape before I can blurt anything else. His fingers grasp the tops of my arms and pin them to my sides. His body presses against my back. A tear of frustration runs down my face because I like it. I like his touch. I like his body pressed against mine. He has caused me nothing but pain. He’s hurt me and he’s used me, and yet I can’t find the strength to hate him. I lean my forehead against the door as my body shakes with frustration and anger. 
“I’m sorry.” He whispers.
“Please let me go.” I say quietly. If I raise my voice I know it will tremble and I can’t let him see how weak he makes me.
He spins me to face him. I slam my eyes shut. I can’t look at him. “Talk to me Lilly.” His voice is soft and careful. I say nothing. 
“Maybe I should just fuck you. Sometimes I think the only time you’re really with me is when I’m inside of you.” I swallow hard. “So tell me, are you going to talk to me like a friend, or am I going to have to fuck you?” 
 “Neither.” I try to escape his hold. He tightens his grip. He winds his fingers through my hair and runs his nose up my throat, inhaling my scent. Oh god, it’s like my skin is on fire. I tremble. Fuck. Every time. I’m like a crack whore just waiting for him to give me my next fix. His tongue flicks across my pulse line. I spin out of his grip and stagger away from him. My chest heaves as I try to catch my breath. My body is rigid tense.
“Just stop. You want me to talk? Fine. I want to hate you. I want to forget you ever existed. I want to be able to walk into that room and pick up a guy.” He clenches his jaw, the muscles ticking slightly. “I want to be over you so much, but I can’t, and that makes me hate myself. And it hurts, so much being near you. I can’t bare your touch because it just makes the pain worse.” Why am I even telling him this? Oh right, to keep him from touching me. Jesus, I’m a mess. The fact is, I’m consumed by a crippling loneliness that I try desperately to hide. There are some holes that can’t be filled. I want so badly to just give in to it. I miss him. I don’t even let myself think it usually, but I do. He completed me before he tore me apart. Right now, I’m ready to be torn apart, because my heart can’t take it anymore. I can’t fight. I’ve got nothing left. I’m done riding this emotional rollercoaster. 
“I wish I could go back you know. I’d give anything to change it. I miss you as though you are the very air I breathe, Lilly.”
I bite the inside of my cheek to stop the tears that try to break free. I take a deep breath and slide down the closest wall to the floor. I close my eyes and lean my head back against the wall. I feel him sit down next to me. I open my eyes and twist my head to look at him. His full lips are pursed. His arm touches mine and my skin breaks out in goose bumps.
“I miss you. I miss us.” I whisper. There’s no tension between us for once, no animosity. We’re just talking. I’m tired of fighting him. I have my friends, but Theo was my rock. I know it’s crazy how you can only know someone a few months and be so reliant on them. He forced his way into my life, and once I let him in, that was it. I needed him without even realising it. When Cassie got pregnant it cut me deep. It wasn’t even his fault, but it felt like everything fell apart at that moment. I guess I put him on a pedestal and then ran when he fell from it. He was always bound to fall though wasn’t he? 
He nods, his expression solemn. “You seem so sad.” 
I close my eyes and swallow hard. I nod. 
“I hurt you.” He whispers. “I took something good, and I broke it.”
I open my eyes to find him staring straight ahead. His jaw is clenched. “I was broken long before you met me. You fixed me, even if it was just for a little while.” I sigh and turn to face him. I lean my head against the wall as I watch him.
“I broke us. You are not broken Lilly. You’re perfect.” He wraps his hand around the nape of my neck and leans forward to kiss my forehead. “I wish you could see what I see.” This is what he does for me, he holds me together. He makes me feel whole, normal, unbroken. I lean my head on his shoulder. Just a minute. I’ll just stay here a minute, get my fix. He presses his palm to my cheek, holding me in place. I breathe in his scent and revel in his warmth. His presence is like a fire to my cold soul. He fills the void within me. Being near him is comforting and safe in a way that I feel with no other. Just one more minute, I tell myself. 
 



Chapter Seventeen
Theo
 
This is the first time we’ve really talked in nearly two months. She always seems so strong and implacable, that I never really know what’s going on in that head of hers. This small moment of weakness feels like something rare and precious. I hold her tight, never wanting to let go of this moment, to let go of her.
Eventually though, she pulls away from me. “I should go.” She says quietly.
“I missed you.” I smile at her. “It’s been a really long time since I’ve seen you.”
“You saw me last week.” 
“It wasn’t you. I haven’t seen my Lilly for a long time.” I touch her lips which are slightly parted. I want to kiss her. I want to take her home and never let her go. I know that when she walks out of this room she’ll have her walls up again and my Lilly will be gone.
She drops her eyes, her eyelashes sweeping over her cheeks. “That girl is gone.”
“No, she’s not.” I say quietly.
“You want the happy go lucky girl, Theo. She doesn’t exist. That’s why we would never work, regardless of Cassie. The person you think you love…she’s a lie. I was living in a fairy tale that couldn’t last.” Her voice is so desperately sad. She can’t seriously believe that, can she?
I grit my jaw. “You’re wrong.”
She watches me silently for a while. “Why did you buy me another car?” She asks quietly.
“Why did you sell the first one?” I counter. I tense. This will be the moment where the shutters come down. 
She sighs. “I’m guessing you already know why. To help Cassie.” Her eyes go distant. Here it comes. I want to scream at her to stay with me. “She needed the money, and I didn’t need the car.” It doesn’t happen. “How do you think I felt Theo? She got sacked and lost her flat that came with the job. She was taking drugs. She was desperate. Meanwhile I’m driving around in a hundred grand car from the man who should be helping her.”
We sit in silence for a while. “I can’t deal with it Lilly. I mean, a baby. I just, I’m not ready to deal with it.”
“I know.” She offers a small smile. “And that’s okay, but at some point you are going to have to deal with it. I know that you would never forgive yourself if that baby is born with problems and you did nothing to stop her, but you did stop her. You bought that car, so in a roundabout way you paid for her rehab.” 
I smile. “Nice try, but that is all on you.” I study her brilliant green eyes, her attention fixed on me. “Thank you.” I whisper. She dealt with a situation that she knew I couldn’t deal with, at the cost of her own pain, and for that I’m grateful. “As for the new car…I didn’t like the idea that you had lost your car taking care of something that’s my responsibility, so I bought you another one. I guess it was a way of making myself feel better.”
She sighs. “You can’t keep doing this Theo. You buy me cars. You warn off my clients. You buy off my friends. You fuck me and use me.” Her voice breaks slightly. “Quite frankly I think you need help. You need to let me go.” Her voice is barely above a whisper.
I grab her chin and make her look at me. “Never.” I breathe. “I’m sorry for that night at Note. I’ve never been so jealous in my life. I wanted to hurt you. It was a shitty thing to do. My only defence is that I’m not rational when it comes to you.”
She smiles slightly. “Theodore Ellis, jealous? I never thought I’d see the day.”
“I’m always jealous when it comes to you. Every time you walk in a room I want to claw the eyes out of every man in it.” I reach out and pinch a piece of her hair between my fingers, it’s so soft, like silk. She lifts a shaky hand to my face and trails her fingers over my jaw. Her face is full of sadness and longing. “I love you Lilly.” I say without thought.
She averts her eyes away from me. She doesn’t say anything for a while. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me Theo, things I can never tell you. You would be better off with Cassie. She can give you things I never will.” She twists her head to the side and swipes at a tear as it tracks down her face. She looks so defeated.
I almost laugh, Cassie is the last person on earth I’d want to go anywhere near. “What does that mean?” 
“It means that although you can’t see it now, I did the right thing.” She manages a small smile.
I cup her cheek. “How can this be the right thing? There is nothing you can’t give me Lilly. I know you don’t feel the same way about me as…” She presses her fingers to my lips.
“I do, but it’s not enough to overcome some things.”
“You know there’s nothing you can’t tell me, right?”
She releases a shuddering breath. “The situation may not be perfect Theo, but I’m not ready to watch you walk away for good, not yet anyway.”
She brushes some hair off my forehead, a small smile on her lips, even as her eyes shimmer with tears. I wish she would just tell me her secrets, let me into her world. “Let’s just say that some experiences…they scar people. Some scars are impossible to heal no matter how much time passes. I live my life the way I do for a reason. It keeps the demons out. It allows the scars to fade. Even without Cassie, we would have ended sooner or later, because you make me feel, and that makes me weak.” She sniffs. “God, I don’t know why I’m telling you this.”
“I’m glad you’re telling me this. It helps me understand.” I smile at her. “I don’t agree with it, but it does help. Tell me this Lilly…why are you so determined to always fight on your own? Why can you never rely on anyone? I would be there for you, you know I would.” 
She looks impossibly sad. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you…the only person you can rely on in this life is yourself.” She offers a small sad smile. “I should go.” She moves to stand, but I pull her back down and she falls into my lap. She moves to straddle my legs, her skirt fanning across her thighs. I wrap a hand around her nape and pull her to me. Her breath hitches as I brush my lips over hers, tasting the salt of her tears. Her hands fist in my shirt. I kiss her like the precious thing she is to me. She parts her lips and her warm breath touches my tongue. I groan against her mouth. I trail my fingers down her jaw and to her throat. I rest my palm across her throat gently, feeling her rapid pulse under my fingertips. She stiffens at once. She rips away from me and gasps for breath as her fingers claw at my wrist. I release her immediately. The look on her face is pure panic. She launches to her feet and staggers backward as she rubs at her throat. What the fuck?
“Lilly.” I say her name quietly. Her eyes snap to mine and I can see the confusion in them.
“Theo?” She frowns. 
“What was that?” 
“I…I have to go.” She darts to the door and pulls it open. I’m up and after her in a heartbeat. 
“Lilly.” I call after her. She keeps walking. “Lilly.” I finally catch up to her and spin her to face me. Her skin is pale, and she’s shaking. 
“I’m fine.” 
“You are not fine. I’ll take you home.” I start to guide her to the lift. 
She shakes her head. “I need to get back to the party.”
“Don’t make me remove you forcibly. I am taking you home, and you are going to explain to me what just happened so I can kill whoever hurt you.” My tone leaves no room for argument. 
She sighs and turns toward the lift. What, no hand to hand combat? I’m shocked.
I follow her into the lift. There’s another older couple in the lift, but they pay little attention to us. I grab her hand in mine. She’s shaking, and despite the effort she’s putting into trying to look okay, I know she’s not. I’m going to kill the fucker who laid a fucking finger on her. 
“You need to text Harry.” I say shortly. I see her nod out of the corner of my eye.
She doesn’t say anything the entire way down in the lift. We walk through the lobby and out the front of the building. She still says nothing as the valet brings the car round. I open her door for her and she gets in without looking in my direction. 
As we drive through London I glance her way, but her face is always turned away toward the window. 
Eventually I break the silence. “Are you going to tell me what happened back there?” I ask quietly.
She sighs. “It doesn’t matter. Just forget about it.” 
“Someone hurt you.” I growl. “I cannot just forget about it.” I turn onto her street and pull up outside her flat, right behind the cherry red Maserati. 
“No one hurt me. I just don’t like having my throat touched.” She frowns. 
“Bullshit.”
She turns and glares at me. “Fuck you.”
I grab her chin and force her to look right at me. “I have had my hands on every inch of your body. Every fucking inch, and there is nowhere you don’t like being touched, so let’s try that again shall we? Who hurt you?”
She wrenches her face away from my grasp. “Thanks for the lift.” She jumps out of the car before I have a chance to say anything else.
Fuck. She’s not getting out of this, not this time. I take a moment to collect myself. If I go in there like this then this will just end up in a fight. 
I test the main door to her block of flats, and luckily it’s not locked. I slip through the door and come to a halt. Lilly has a woman pinned against the opposite wall by her throat. The woman is wiry and wrinkled. She looks as though she’s had a hard life. What grabs my attention though is Lilly. Aggression and hatred pour off her in waves. I’ve never seen her like this. She says something to the woman. I can’t hear the words, but her tone is low and deadly. As I watch the woman claw at Lilly’s arm, I realise this isn’t just a warning and she’s out for blood. Time to step in.
 



Chapter Eighteen
Lilly
 
I unlock the door and look up. My breath leaves me in a whoosh and I drop my keys as I stagger slightly. Standing outside my door is someone straight out of my nightmares. Her hazel eyes are dead and lifeless. Her auburn hair is dull and frizzy. The jumper she wears hangs from her lean frame. She looks dirty and dishevelled, like the filth that she is.
There are few people in this world I despise more than my mother. I haven’t seen her in eight years, but she still has the ability to make me feel worthless and wounded. My hands start to shake violently as the fear of her presence leaks into my veins. I’m not scared of her, but some ingrained part of me says that if she’s here, then he might be, too. I look around quickly, more out of habit than anything else. He used to like the anticipation, liked it when we didn’t know what was coming next. Right now my heart is hammering in my chest. He’s gone, he can’t touch you. I tell myself.
“Hello Lilly.” She says. Her eyes go soft as though she’s happy to see me.
“How did you find me?” I manage to say through my gritted teeth.
She looks at the ground and then back to me. “I saw you in the paper. You’ve grown up to be so beautiful.” She smiles and my stomach rolls.
“Shut up.” I snap, unable to listen to her shit. “Why are you here?” 
“I wanted to see you. You’re my daughter.” She looks up, eyes searching my face. “He took you.” She grates out. “You were my baby and he took you.” Her eyebrows pull together and she has the audacity to look angry. I’m across the space before I even have time to think about it. 
I stand close to her. “Why are you fucking here? What do you want?” 
“I told you. I want to see you.” She reaches out to touch me and I leap back like I’ve been burned.
“I don’t want to see you. Ever. Everything about you disgusts me. Now leave and don’t come back.” I growl. I’m still shaking, partly through fear, partly through anger. Mostly I’m shaking because the past that I have been running from for the past eight years is now looking right at me. 
“No!” She shouts. “He took you and he had no right.” She doesn’t seem very stable, but then years of drinking yourself to unconsciousness will do that for you.
Before I can stop myself I have her pinned up against the wall by her throat. She tries to fight me, but the rage coursing through my body allows me the strength to hold the bitch.
All I can see is red, my focus entirely on the woman in front of me. If I could, I know I would kill her. That is how much I hate her.
“He had every fucking right to take a child away from a mother who was incapable of looking after herself, let alone children. He had every fucking right to run from a woman who allowed her husband to beat and abuse her and her children. You’re selfish and weak. You disgust me. You deserve nothing. I hope you go home and drink yourself into an early grave. It’s exactly what you deserve.” I squeeze my hand tighter and she starts to claw at my wrist. I don’t let go. She gasps for breath. I want to hold on, I want to watch the life drain from her, the way I had to watch Harry’s drain from him with each punch. I fucking hate her, so much. I want her to suffer. I want her dead.
“Lilly.” Theo’s voice pulls me from the red haze slightly. He places his hand on my arm which has her pinned against the wall. “Lilly, let go.” I turn my head to him. His eyes are concerned, searching my face. I release my grip and stagger back a few steps. I wanted to kill her. Oh my god. I’m becoming a monster. I release the breath I’d been holding and then I’m in Theo’s arms. I press my face into his chest, drawing on his strength like a battery. His arms are like a vice around me, protecting me from everything.
“You need to go.” He growls over my head. I’ve heard that tone before, and it leaves no room for argument. 
He holds my face and forces me to look at him. “Lilly. Are you okay?” I’m numb, my mind going back to a memory long forgotten. 
I was ten. Harry and I had just come home from school to find my mother unconscious on the living room floor. This was a regular occurrence. There was no food in the house, so Harry went to her purse to find money so he could buy food. No one else cared whether or not we were fed, so it fell on Harry’s ten year old shoulders.
Just as he was looking for money, Shane came in. I hid behind the sofa. Whenever he was around I always hid. 
“You stealing money boy?” He asked Harry.
“There’s no food.” Harry said calmly. 
“The day you earn money, you can buy food, until then, you get what you’re given.” 
I watched with fear as Harry frowned and looked him straight in the eye. “It’s mum’s money, not yours. We’re her kids, the least she could do is feed us.” 
Shane smacked Harry across the face so hard his head snapped back as blood burst from his nose. Harry staggered back until he was led on the floor next to my mother’s unconscious form. 
“You need to learn some manners you little shit.” He stepped toward Harry, and I ran out from behind the sofa.
“Harry!” I cried as tears ran down my face. I ran toward him, only to find myself being thrown backwards and pinned to the wall by my throat. 
“There you are princess.” His breath always made me feel sick. Tobacco and whiskey. I struggled as he held me against the wall. My feet weren’t touching the ground and my throat burned as I tried to drag air into my lungs. I coughed, but I didn’t mind, because he was leaving Harry alone. My vision blurred, my head swam, my lungs faltered and then I blacked out.
 
“Lilly. Lilly! Shit.” Theo picks me up, unlocks the flat and walks me to the sofa. I’m shaking hard, my jaw so clenched that my teeth hurt. I hold my head, as I feel tears well in my eyes. Images of Harry being beaten a hundred different ways burst through my mind, the sick manic look in that psycho’s eyes as he did it. The smell of tobacco and whiskey fills my senses and I start to wretch. 
“Lilly. Look at me.” I hear his voice, but my mind is locked in my own personal hell. He grabs my face, forcing me to look into his clear blue eyes. “You stay with me sugar. Focus on me.” I nod slowly. 
“Harry.” I say. He nods and picks up my phone. He fiddles with it for a moment before putting it to his ear.
 “Harry, it’s Theo.” He says. I can’t make out Harry’s exact words, but I definitely heard a few expletives thrown in.
Theo stands and walks into the kitchen. I can hear faint mumblings, but I can’t hear what’s being said. I focus on his deep voice, trying to keep my mind in the here and now.
He appears again a few minutes later, his eyes meet mine filled with concern. “Are you okay?” I take a deep breath and close my eyes.
“Is she gone?” I ask. 
He nods. “Here drink this.” He passes me a short glass of vodka, which I neck. “Who was that?” He asks quietly.
I signal for him to pour me another, which he does. “My mother.” I whisper. He knows very little about my mother. Hell, he knows very little about my life. He does know that she’s dead to me, and he knows I don’t like to talk about her.
He studies my face intently before he brushes his fingers gently across my cheek. I’m fragile and his kindness is enough to break me. I feel a tear slide down my cheek. Oh god, he’s the last person who I want to see this shit. Without a word he sits down and pulls me across the sofa into his arms. He holds me so tight, that for a perfect moment my broken pieces are held together in the safety of his arms. I grip his shirt, wanting to be closer to him. I inhale his natural musky scent and it clears my mind. It helps keep me in the present. I allow myself to relax, to draw on his strength. I’m so tired of fighting him, of fighting myself, that it feels so good to just stop. He strokes my hair as I press my face into his neck. The despair and grief of a few moments ago seems so far away now. His touch soothes me in ways I don’t want to admit to. I feel safe here, he is my safe place.
A few minutes later Harry storms in looking positively murderous. His eyes fix on Theo and I don’t miss the silent exchange of testosterone. I leap off Theo’s lap like the preacher' daughter caught with the local biker boy. I feel my face heat as I avert my gaze from Harry.
“Has she gone?” He asks me. His body is rigid. I nod. “I cannot believe she came here. I’ll kill the bitch myself. How did she find you?”
“Newspaper.” I say sheepishly.
Harry glares at Theo. “Did she hurt you?”
“No.” I shake my head and then proceed to tell Harry everything about my exchange with my mother. “Where shall we go Harry?” I meet his eyes, he stares back at me, but says nothing. 
He drops down on the couch next to me. “I…I don’t think we should run this time Lill’s.” He frowns.
“Run?” Theo meets my gaze fiercly. 
I ignore him and turn my attention back to Harry. “We have to. She found us.”
“Yeah, but we can’t run forever. You have a job here, a life.” He offers me a small smile as he brushes my jaw with his knuckles. 
“But Harry…”
He cuts me off. “Don’t worry about it baby girl. I always fix it don’t I?” 
“I don’t want you to have to fix it.” I throw my arms around his neck. He wraps his arms around me, holding me tight. “For you Lill’s…always.” God I love my brother. I worry about him though. I worry about what he sacrifices, so that I can have this ‘normal’ life. “Look, I’ve got to make some calls. You okay here?” 
“I’ll stay with her.” Theo says. Harry looks at him, his jaw clenched, the muscle twitching. Then he turns and kisses my forehead before leaving without a word.
“I guess I’m not his favourite person.” Theo says as he pulls me to lay down with my head on his lap. 
“You’re at the top of the shit list.” I smirk. “Don’t worry, you should be used to it. I know at least three people with your name sitting in prime position.”
“Well, that makes me feel better about it. Tell me, does your brother own a gun?” I giggle, that would be the vodka kicking in then.
He pulls the throw from the back of the sofa to cover me, and then proceeds to stroke my hair. I want to sleep, but memories assault me, and I know when I close my eyes the nightmares will be waiting. 
“Can you stay with me?” I ask. I shouldn’t want him here. I should tell him to go.
“I’m still not convinced your brother doesn’t have a gun, but for you, anything.” 
“Can you just talk to me?” Really? God.
“Sure sugar.” I smile. He talks to me about nothing in particular. A holiday home he’s just bought in Cape Verde, which he promises to take me to one day. I know that won’t happen, but I revel in the fantasy of it. I live in a fantastical part of my mind, where Theo can be my everything. Where nothing outside of us exists. I drift to sleep to the sound of his deep rumbling voice and his fingers in my hair. I feel whole for the first time in a long time. 
I wake up on the sofa, Theo is gone but I can hear his voice in the kitchen. He’s arguing with someone, their voices are hushed but angry.
“You are not to come near her, are we clear?” Harry.
 “I can’t stay away from her, believe me I’ve tried.”
There’s a low growl. “You fucking broke her. She is not the same person she was. That’s on you. You’re like a fucking virus that she can’t get over. If you even remotely give a shit about her, you’ll leave her alone.”
“I love her.” He says.
“So much so that you cheated on her.” Harry hisses. 
“I didn’t cheat on her.”
“That girl is a goddamn angel, you know that? She has been to hell and back. She stays standing through all of it. Then you come on the scene and manage to break her where the fucking monsters couldn’t. It’s okay though right? You just keep buying her fancy cars and hoping that’ll make up for it. You stay away from her or you’ll have me to deal with, and you know as well as I do that I can make your life very difficult.” There’s a pause. “Know this…there is nothing, and I mean nothing I would not do for her, no extreme I would not go to. Every tear she sheds makes me want to kill you. Remember that before you think about coming near her again.” Oh my god. Did Harry just threaten to kill Theo? What the hell? 
Theo’s voice is a low rumble. “Know this…there is nothing that can keep me away from her, not even you. I would also do anything for her. People make mistakes Harry, and I will regret mine for as long as I live.” He sighs. “I can’t even put into words how I feel about her. I see that she’s damaged. I only want to make her happy. If that means me walking away then that’s what I’ll do, but I don’t think it will.”
“I’m serious. If I have to watch her shed one more tear over you, I’m coming for you.”
It’s silent for a moment, then I hear Theo’s fluid steps before the front door clicks shut. 
He left. A voice in my head screams for him to come back. I rub at my chest as an ache starts up in my chest. It’s like every time he leaves me, he takes a piece of me with him, and it hurts so fucking much. This is supposed to be getting easier, but it’s getting harder. I’m withering without him, the weight of the world crushing me. He makes it just a little bit easier to breathe. He bares the weight for me. He soothes me, and he strengthens me. I feel lost without him. I’m lost and drifting. I feel a tear slip down my temple as I stare at the ceiling. I want him so much, I want just a slice of happiness, but I can’t have it and I never will.
I cry myself back to sleep pining for him. God, I never thought I’d be that girl. 
I wake up the next morning and I’m on the sofa. There’s a warm body next to me, and I immediately know it’s Harry. The smell of Joop and mint fill my senses, a combination that is all Harry. The scent wraps around me like a comfortable blanket. Although I hate to admit it, I’m a tiny bit disappointed it’s not Theo. Theo hurt me, and Harry will want to hunt him down and kill him, regardless of whether he helped me last night. Harry does not forgive when it comes to me, he’s so over protective. Harry and I have a bond built on this fierce need to protect me. As much as I wish he’d let me deal with Theo, it’s a pointless argument. Harry is Harry and he’ll never change. I wouldn’t want him to. Theo may be my safe place, but Harry is my safe place that will never leave me, ever. I can be fragile around Harry, because he’ll never break me like Theo did. When we were kids, Harry always used to come sleep in my bed if I was upset. As we got older, he used to come and sleep in my bed to protect me. Of course it never worked. Harry said he’d rather take the beatings if it meant keeping Shane away from me. I felt exactly the same way. Of all the things he did to me, beating Harry was the worst. That was what broke me time after time. I would sooner have taken the physical abuse of being hurt over the mental abuse of seeing the person you love most in the world hurt time and time again. 
Harry and I have been through hell together. With Harry I can be weak, because he is the only person who knows the real me. The thing is though, where I can be weak around my brother, I don’t want to be. Theo may have the power to break me, but he also has the power to make me unbreakably strong. I’d like to think I don’t need anyone and that the little emotional support I need I get from my brother, I like to think that because it’s easier than looking at the fact that a man who hurt me, who left me open and exposed, is also the source of true strength. What can you do? Life’s a bitch. 
 
“Hey sleeping beauty. How’s that hangover going?” Harry says far too brightly. He’s sprawled next to me on the sofa watching TV with the volume on low. My head is resting on his bicep. I move and my stomach feels queasy. I wasn’t drunk when I came home last night, but Theo did give me an enormous glass of vodka, plus the champagne and the triple vodka. I groan as the light streaming through the window hurts my eyes. 
Harry laughs. “That bad huh?”
“When did Theo leave?” My voice is thick from sleep. My mouth is like a camel’s arsehole. I reach for Harry’s cup of coffee and take a sip.
“I came back as soon as I’d made some calls, but he wouldn’t leave. Said he promised you. He eventually left at around midnight.” He grumbles.
“Did you talk to him?” In other words did you try to kill him.
When he doesn’t respond I glance up at him. His jaw is clenched tight. “He wanted to know what’s going on.”
“You didn’t tell him anything did you?”
He glances down at me. “Of course not Lill’s, but he saw a lot. He’s going to start figuring it out soon.” He tilts his head back and looks at the ceiling. “Look, I think the guy is an arse and if I had my way he’d be six feet under, but I see the way you look at him. I see the way he looks at you. If you want any sort of future with him…maybe you should tell him.”
I shake my head. “No way. I don’t want a future with him anyway. He’s having a baby.” I close my eyes and swallow hard. “He should have a baby.” 
“Lill’s, you need to talk to him. I don’t like the guy. He’s a fucking dick.” He takes a deep breath. “But you’re miserable without him. He made you happy. I know what you’re doing. You’re pushing him away because you assume he can’t handle your shit. I know it’s tough with the whole baby thing. You think she’s giving him something you can’t. You need to remember baby girl, you give him you, and that’s priceless and incomparable.”
“I think you’re biased.” I offer him a small smile. “He wouldn’t want me if he knew.” 
His green eyes, identical to mine, bare into me. “I think you underestimate him… or rather you underestimate the hold you have over him. The guy is a total sucker for you.”
I sit up. “I need to take a shower.” I stand and head towards the hallway.
“Don’t run baby girl. Remember what I always tell you?”
I glance over my shoulder and a small smile forms on my lips. “Live without fear, and treat every day like it’s your last.” I say quietly. It’s not that I don’t agree with him. I do. If you constantly live in the past then you’ll never have a future. I want to live in the moment, to live as though it is my last day every day. Usually I do, but these last few weeks it just feels as though I’m walking through cement. More and more shit just keeps adding to the pile. How much can one person take before they break? How long can you keep running until the past finally catches up to you? 
“What are we going to do about her Harry?” I ask.
“You’re not going to do anything. I’ll handle it.” I nod and go to my room. I could argue with him but there would be no point. Harry likes to deal with these things. I know it costs him more than he lets on, but he’d sooner face it than have me go anywhere near that woman. Although he’s putting on a calm front, he’s bubbling just under the surface. She turned up on my doorstep and that does not sit well. There was a reason we ran, I just never thought I’d see her again to have to explain it. I assumed she would be dead by now. There’s only so much alcohol one body can take before it gives out. Judging from the look in Harry’s eyes earlier, I won’t be seeing her again. My brother may be sweet to me. I know him as the fun loving guy who would do anything for me, but I’ve always known that he has another side to him. 
I let the hot water of the shower soothe my tense muscles. My neck hurts from sleeping on the sofa. My nerves feel fried. This whole situation is such a mess. A surprise visit from mummy dearest may not be a big deal for most people, but when you’ve been running for eight years, not to mention the fact that she shouldn’t be able to find us…well then it’s a big fucking deal. Does she know what we did? Surely she would have said something? Is that why she came looking? Fuck, the questions pound the inside of my skull over and over. I turn the water off and get out of the shower. I need out of here before I drive myself insane. 
I pass Harry as I head toward the front door. “Where are you going?” He barks.
I spin on my heal and gesture to my gym clothes. “To the dance studio, obviously.”
“No. You’re not going anywhere, you’re going to stay here.” His eyes are hard, his lips set in a grim line.
“Are you fucking serious? She’s one woman Harry. She won’t be stupid enough to approach again. I’m pretty sure Theo scared her off.” 
He paces back and forth in front of me. He stops and stares me down. “We don’t know what she wants. Despite what she said, she sure as shit did not turn up here for a happy fucking reunion.” He sighs and drags his hands through his hair. “I’m going to find out okay? I’m going to track her down and see if I can pay her off. It must be money she’s after.”
“That’s all well and good, but that could take days. London is a big city, and even if you do find her, what’s to say that she’ll take what you offer. I’m not going to hide here. I have a life Harry. We ran so we could have a life. Don’t let her take it away just by showing her face.” I plead.
“Fine.” His green eyes meet mine. “You go out, you go with someone. Preferably either me or George.”
“Fine. So take me to the dance studio.” I growl. Jesus, I can take care of myself better than some men. 
“I can’t. I have to try and find her…”
“I just want to leave the house.” I interrupt him.
He steps up close to me. “Lilly, don’t be difficult. For once, just do as you’re told. George will be back later. Don’t answer the door to anyone. If I find out you went out alone I’m going to be seriously fucking pissed.” God, I love my brother, but he takes this protective shit way to far sometimes. I want to challenge him, I mean seriously, this is such macho bullshit. The look on his face stops me. This is a glimpse of his other side, the side I never see. “Are we clear?” He says quietly. I nod my head. “Good. I’ll be back later.” With that he turns and walks out the front door, slamming it behind him. I release the breath I’ve been holding. Okay, so clearly I’m not the only one effected by this. Hell, Harry has everything to lose if our little hornet’s nest of secrets gets kicked. I have just as much to lose though, because if the secrets come out I’ll lose Harry, and he’s everything. 
“Fuck. I need to do something. I can’t just sit here.” I mutter to myself. I think through my options over and over again, and each time there seems to only be one answer, and it means involving the one person I never wanted to know about this. 
I stare at the screen of the phone for a long time, his name sitting there, just waiting. I inhale, exhale and press the green button. It rings twice before he picks up.
“Lilly.” He breathes.
I say the three words I never thought I would say to anyone, and least of all him. “I need you.”
 



Chapter Nineteen
Theo
 
Lilly opens the door and smiles at me. It’s a small smile, but a smile none the less. There are dark circles under her eyes from what looks like weeks of no sleep. Her usually beautiful and vibrant hair has lost its shine. I would never tell her, but she looks like shit. “Are you okay sugar?” Her phone call scared the shit out of me. Lilly needs nobody, and we both know it. She must be pretty desperate to say those words to me. 
She nods. “I’m fine. I need your help.”  
I frown as I watch her tired eyes. “Anything. You know that.” 
She swallows and glances at the floor. She suddenly looks unsure about her next words. Her eyes flick up to meet mine, that vibrant green ensnaring me as always. “I’m going to tell you a snippet of a much larger story, but I need you to not ask questions about that larger story. Okay?” Her eyes are begging me, and I know it’s because she really doesn’t want me to ask questions. I’ve always respected Lilly’s past and have never asked questions, but I find myself wondering if I’ll ever really know her. Will I ever know who hurt her, who made her the way she is? Maybe she’s right. Maybe it’s best that I never know. I can’t change it, and knowing may just kill me, because I love her, and the idea of being able to do nothing hurts me now. What would it be like if I knew the full story? I know it’s not a pretty one. But part of me wants to bare the burden with her, as though perhaps sharing it may lighten her load. Who knows? To be honest this is all pointless anyway. She’ll never tell me, that girl is locked down tighter than Fort Knox. There is no getting inside her walls. 
“Okay.” I find myself saying. She takes my hand and leads me to the sofa, ignoring the familiar zing of electricity that thrums between us. She sits and pulls me down next to her. I wait patiently as she says nothing for a while. A little crease forms between her eyebrows. I want to touch her, but I resist. She’s about to tell me something about her, however small, and I feel like a starving animal, just waiting for her to throw me a scrap.
She takes a deep breath. “That woman you saw yesterday was my mother.” I nod. She looks away from me and stares at a spot on the coffee table in front of us. I watch her carefully, but say nothing for fear that she might stop talking. “Harry and I ran from her a long time ago, and we haven’t seen her since. Until now.” She stares at me intently, trying to gage a reaction. There’s nothing to react to. I’ve always known it’s her and her brother against the world. This doesn’t surprise me. His protectiveness of her, though irritating, is something I respect. I feel the same way toward Cat. Hell, if my sister had been through some of the shit I know Lilly has, I’d lock her up permanently.
“What does she want?” I ask.
She shakes her head. “I don’t know. She said she wanted to see me, but well, let’s just say that’s definitely a load of shit.” She closes her eyes and sets her shoulders. “You know I would never ask for your help if I had any other choice, but I’m worried Harry will do something stupid.” 
I reach out and touch her, my fingers grab her chin forcing her to meet my eyes. “I want to be your first choice, always. Now what do you need?”
Her eyes soften. “I need you to help me find her and get rid of her before Harry does. You have more resources. You should be able to get me to her quicker. Look, if Harry finds her, I’m not sure what he’ll do. Let’s just say she’s not a nice person. He’s not rational when it comes to her. You saw how I reacted to her. Harry’s just as bad, only with a temper and an extra sixty pounds of muscle.” I sigh. “He has his resources, and he told me he’s going to pay her off, but she hates him as much as he hates her. It’s a disaster waiting to happen. She’ll turn it down if it comes from him, I know it.” 
I frown. “When you say get rid of her?” Jesus, I’d do a lot for her, but would I kill for her?
She smiles a little. “Oh believe me, I’d love nothing more than to see the woman dead, but no. She said that she found me because she saw me in the paper. My guess? She thinks I’m still with you. Surely it’s money motivated? Harry has the money to pay her off, but I need to find her first.” 
“Is she a danger to you?” 
“No.” She says too quickly.
“Lilly, don’t lie to me.” I growl.
“Look, I don’t know what she wants, but she’s never really hurt me.” I don’t believe her, the hatred the pair of them have for the woman is too strong. “Please Theo, I can’t lose Harry, and if he hurts her, I will lose him.” Her eyes are begging me and it breaks my resolve. “He’s all I have left.” Ah, fuck.
“Okay. I’ll find her, but I’m not happy with you talking to her…”
“Theo.” 
I lift my hand and cut her off. “You didn’t see how you looked the last time Lilly.” I take a deep breath and then lift my hand to her face, stroking my thumb gently over her cheek. “Look, I know that you have some serious fucking demons Lilly. I don’t know the details of it, but I can guess from what I’ve heard and seen.” She looks away from me. I grab her hand. “Hey, I’m not asking questions. I’m just calling it as I see it. I don’t think it’s good for you to see her okay? It would make me feel better about it if you just leave it to me.”
She shakes her head, an almost panicked look in her eye. “No, it needs to be me.”
She doesn’t want me speaking to her. “Will it help if I have my people deal with it? Just a simple pay off.” I offer. 
She sighs. “You won’t talk to her?”
“No.” I say quietly. She doesn’t want me involved in her business, that’s all.
“Theo, you have to understand, the woman is poison. She needs to stay in the past. I don’t want her tainting any of my future.”
I smile. “So I’m in your future am I?” 
She stands and moves to the kitchen. I follow. “You’ve been a good friend to me.” What the hell does that even mean? I get fucking whiplash around this woman. She hates me, she loves me, she wants to slap me, she wants to kiss me. Jesus. “Look, I’m really grateful for your help, but can we not do this now?” 
“Okay, but we will be doing this at some point. I haven’t got a fucking clue what is going on half the time with you.”
“You and I both.” She murmurs.
I clear my throat. “Well, I need you to write down everything you know about her. Name, age, former addresses, partners. Then I’ll ring my security guy and he’ll put a team on it.
She scribbles down some details on a piece of paper and hands it to me. “This is everything I know about her, but of course I don’t have the last eight years. She could have married or skipped the country for all I know.”
“That’s fine. I’ll make the call.” Her fingers brush mine as she hands me the paper, her eyes hold mine and I don’t miss the spark of heat in them. I should be focused on helping her, not fucking her, but well… try telling that to my other head which is currently trying to fight it’s way through my fly. Every time I’m around her it becomes a battle of mind over matter. I take the paper quickly and go through to the front room again before she notices my fucking jeans tenting. I reach down and adjust myself. She does this to me, and yet another woman could strip down and lap dance me and nothing, not even a twitch. She’s ruined me in the cruellest of ways. 
Miles is my security guy. He mostly over see’s software, security and personnel, but he’s ex-military and when needed is a very useful guy to have.
The phone rings once. “Miles Scott.” He answers abruptly.
“Hey. I need a favour.”
“Ah, he lives. Long time no speak.” He says cheerfully.
“Well, when it comes to you I find myself lucky not to have to speak to you. It means no-one is planning to kidnap or kill me.” I’ve had a few threats over the years. You have to expect it when you’re as high profile and wealthy as I am. Miles organises body guards and is good at discreetly getting rid of people. I don’t ask about the why’s or how’s. 
“Tell me you’ve got something good for me. This software shit is making me twitchy. It’s almost not worth the stupid amount of money you pay me.” He laughs. “Almost.”
I smile. “Nothing too interesting, but I need you to track someone. She’s in London, but I have no idea where. Do you think you can find her?”
“Can you find a needle in a haystack?” 
“Um…”
He laughs. “The answer is yes, you just burn the haystack. You can find anything if you’re prepared to use any and all resources.”
“Okay, you scare me. Find her, but no burning.”
“Okay, you got the details?” He asks.
“I’ll email them across now.”
“Cool, later.” He hangs up.
If anyone can find her its Miles. I don’t even ask questions when it comes to him. I pay him money and he produces results. 
 
When I step into the kitchen Lilly is leaning against the side, her hands wrapped around a cup of coffee. Her eyes are vacant and far away. 
“My guy is looking for her. I’ll let you know when he finds anything.” I watch as her eyes slowly drift to mine. She nods. “So, I’ll just go.” I say awkwardly. I really want her to stop me. I want her to want me to stay with her or some shit. Fuck, I’m a total pussy. I feel like a stray dog just begging for her to throw me a bone. I don’t know where the fuck I’m at with her, other than confused. She hates me, then she wants me. She tells me to fuck off in one breath, then says that she needs me in the next. I do love her though, and because of that I want to help her through this thing with her mum. Whatever this shit is with her mum, it’s taking its toll on her. She looks haunted, her eyes showing a world of hurt that she won’t let me into. As always with her though, I’ll take what I can get. I’ll find her mum and make her leave one way or the other. There’s no love lost between Lilly and her mum. It’s probably best I don’t know exactly what the woman did to make Lilly hate her so much, what I’ve heard already sounds bad enough. Any more and I may just lose my shit.
I turn on my heel heading for the door. “Oh Theo?” I glance over my shoulder at Lilly. “Thank you.” She offers me a small smile. I dip my chin and leave.
Miles calls me a few hours later. 
“Found her.” He says. 
“That was quick.”
“Did I ever tell you I’m a fucking genius?” He laughs. “I found a mobile phone registered to her name and tracked the number. She’s staying in Tooting.”
“Good job. Send me the address and I’ll sort it.”
“You need some security?” He asks sounding concerned.
I laugh. “I’ll be fine. Thanks though.”
“No worries. Later.” He hangs up.
 
I stare at my sat nav as it says; ‘You have arrived at your destination.’ Seriously? I look around the street. It’s rough here, like seriously rough. I don’t know what I expected, but Lilly and Harry both seem to be from an okay background. They’re educated, well spoken…I expected her mother to have money in some form, even if she is a prize bitch. I look across the street to the block of flats. They look like council flats…the kind of council flats where you’re likely to get stabbed in the stairwell. I haven’t told Lilly I’m coming here. I know I said I’d send someone to deal with this, but I just can’t entrust this to someone else. For Lily’s sake I need her gone. I don’t know what it’s going to take to make that happen, so it’s best I’m here in person. I need to keep my shit together. Get in and out. Don’t think about Lilly, or what this woman has done to her, or this could go awry very quickly.
I get out of the car and cross the street. I glance back over my shoulder at my baby, looking so beautiful in this run down place. Fuck, she’ll probably have no wheels by the time I get back. With a resigned sigh I turn and keep walking. I pull the GPS tracker that Miles dropped by out of my pocket. It says she’s on the fifth floor of this shit hole building, or at least her phone is. The lift is out of order, not surprising, so I take the exposed concrete steps up to the fifth floor. The overhead lights flicker, and the whole place smells of piss and mildew. The walls in the hallways are covered in graffiti, and the floors are littered with cigarette butts, rubbish and god knows what else. I understand that some people are forced to live in less than ideal conditions, but would it kill someone to clear this shit up a bit.
The tracker shows she’s in the next flat on the left. I stop outside the door numbered 52. I knock and wait. For a while I hear nothing. I knock again. There’s a shuffling of feet and then the door swings open revealing a very thin bleached blonde woman. She’s older, her hair is greasy and her make-up is overly heavy. 
She smiles revealing yellowed teeth. “Well, this might just be my lucky day.” She says in a course cockney accent.
For the first time in my life I have no idea how to respond to a woman. Fuck. “I’m looking for Jane Samson.” I say, trying to keep my voice stern. Truth be told the way she’s looking at me is scaring me a bit. If she tries to touch me I may vomit. The things I fucking do for Lilly.
“Oh.” Her face falls in disappointment. “She’s in here. Come in.” She winks. Why do I feel like I’m being lured into the dragons den? I step inside. It smells like a dive bar in here, of cigarettes and beer. 
“Jane!” She shouts. I wait. “I’m Tracey by the way.” 
“Nice to meet you Tracey.” I say politely. She leads me into a small living room. It’s dingy. The wallpaper is yellowing, the carpet looks about fifty years old, and the furnishings are no better. It is tidy though, which surprises me.
She smiles. “You sure are fancy to be hanging round a place like this. What brings you here?”
“I need to speak to Jane.” She keeps looking at me as though waiting for more of an explanation. “I’m friends with her daughter.”
Her smile comes back. “Oh Lilly. Pretty little thing. Doesn’t surprise me her getting herself a man like you.”
“You know Lilly?” I eye the woman again. How the hell does a woman like this know Lilly?
“Known her since she was a little girl.” Her eyes dim a little. “Shame about what happened to her dad.”
I’m just about to ask when the woman I saw yesterday steps into the room from a hallway. She watches me with cold eyes for a moment. “How did you find me?” She asks coldly. It’s scary how alike her and Lilly are, right down to the arctic tone of their voice. 
I smirk. She has no fucking idea. “Do you know who I am Jane?” 
She narrow my eyes. “You’re the man who’s made my daughter into his latest whore.”
I fix my expression into one that I know intimidates, an expression known to cause people to sign over millions of pounds and entire companies. “Firstly…I’m Theodore Ellis. Secondly, call Lilly a whore again and you’re going to realise very quickly exactly what that means.” I take a step toward her and she takes a stumbling step back. I see the fear flicker in her eyes. “It means…” I smile. “That I have more money and power than you can possibly comprehend. It means that if someone stands in my way, I roll the fuck over them, and it means that if you hurt what’s mine, I will return the favour ten-fold.” She swallows quickly. “Do you understand what I’m telling you?” She says nothing, just stares at me. I pretend to glance around the room, as if she’s not worth my time. Tracey is still standing in the corner, her eyes roaming over my body appreciatively. When I still get no response from Jane I continue. “Lilly is mine. What hurts her hurts me.” 
“What do you want?” She finally asks. 
“I want to know what it’s going to take to make you disappear.” I meet her eyes, never backing away, always pushing forward. This is how you negotiate, you give no leeway until you get what you want. Everyone has a price. 
“I came to see my daughter.”
“And that was a real fucking happy reunion.” I force a laugh. “Did you enjoy the loving embrace of her hands around your throat?” I smile. 
“You don’t know what you’re fucking talking about!” She screams.
“No? I know that your daughter hates you, that she begged me to come here and get rid of you before Harry finds you.” I cock an eyebrow. “Somehow I think he’d sooner see mummy dearest in a box in the ground than anywhere near his sister.” Her face turns red, her fists clenching. “Lucky for you, I have the better resources, but Harry’s definitely got the funds to track you down, so perhaps you should run before he finds you.”
Then she really blows. “That fucking bastard took everything from me!” She shrieks. “Lilly used to be good until he turned her against me.”
“You abandoned them. If it weren’t for Harry Lilly would be dead.” I say through gritted teeth. I’m going on a hunch here. The conversation I heard yesterday, the way Harry is with Lilly…I have a vague picture in my mind. I can’t let her think that I don’t know the situation. It will show a weakness in mine and Lilly’s relationship that I can’t afford for her to see right now.
Her face blanches. “I…I made mistakes. I regret it. I came to make it right.”
I laugh humourlessly and step into her space backing her against the back of the sofa. I let all my anger go. “You have no fucking idea do you. You let an innocent child down. You have to live with that. She wants nothing to do with you, it only hurts her.” I snap out of it, realizing that I’m scaring the shit out of her, and that it’s not my place to reveal anything to this woman about Lilly. I take a minute to regain my cool control. “We both know you didn’t come to find her because you wanted rekindle some long lost relationship. What do you want?”
“I told you.”
I sigh. “How much do you want?” 
“I…” She stumbles.
“Look, let’s be realistic here. You’re not exactly living it up.” I gesture around the room,
“Hey.” Tracey pipes up from the corner I had forgotten she was standing in.
“No offense.” I say quickly. 
“I could make your life considerably better. Nice house, nice car…you’d never have to worry about money again…versus staying and trying to make amends with Lilly, who is never going to forgive you. I don’t know what she was like as a kid, and you don’t know her as an adult, but let me tell you; that woman does not do forgiveness.” Fuck, isn’t that the truth.
“How much?” She asks. I try to hide my smile. I knew her whole ‘I want to make amends’ was bullshit.
“One million and you walk away today.” I hear Tracey make a choking noise in the corner. Now, I could offer more of course, guarantee her absolute compliance, but the idea of giving this woman anything when she has caused Lilly pain, irks me. I’ll get her out of Lilly’s life, but I’m not going to offer her more than necessary. She doesn’t deserve it. 
She purses her lips. “I heard you were worth billions…” She says.
I laugh. “No. I’m worth a lot, but not billions. Your choice, one million pounds or a daughter who hates you.”
“One point five.” She says. The look in her eye says she knows how much I want rid of her.
I sigh. “Fine, done. Give me your details and I’ll get it wired. If I find out you’re still in London after tonight…well, let’s just say I know some people who aren’t above illegal activity.” I raise my eyebrows at her and she nods her head in understanding. She scribbles some details on a piece of paper and hands it to me. I tuck it in my jacket and turn to leave. 
“Theodore.” She says my name and I pause, but don’t turn. “Be careful with my daughter.” For a moment I think she’s actually concerned for Lilly. “She’s not who you think she is.” Her voice is full of bitterness. I open the door and leave without a glance back. Bitch is crazy.
My car is still there when I get back, thank fuck. I drive back and wonder how someone could sell the rights to their own flesh and blood. Surely when you have a child you do anything for them. I know there’s obviously bad blood between Lilly and her mother, but if that was my child…if I realised I made a mistake, then I’d do anything to make it up to them. If she had turned down the money for a chance to make amends with Lilly, it would have spoken enough that maybe Lilly could have given her a chance…eventually. Fuck, I don’t know, I’m probably just grasping at straws. I guess the idea that she vaguely cared is too close to home for me. My mother couldn’t give a fuck. I know the sting of that. It pains me that Lilly has to suffer that too. 
I decide to go straight back to her flat. Might as well get it over with and tell her.
 



Chapter Twenty
Lilly
 
Fucking Harry. I can’t believe this shit. Theo left earlier and I left to go to the dance studio, but before I could even make it to the street George came through the door with a smile on his face. So now I’m sat on the sofa, bored out of my bloody mind because Harry’s decided to go all macho and forced George to babysit me.
“This is bullshit.” I whine for the hundredth time.
“Anyone ever tell you you’re a miserable bitch.” George says from the kitchen. He’s attempting to bake me cookies. Bribery food, no matter what he says. 
“Hey, you’re not the one with the psycho brother trying to keep you locked up.” The truth is, if it were anyone else I’d be out of here so fast, consequences be damned, but it’s Harry. He worries about me, and if staying here for one day is going to stop him worrying then I’ll do it. That doesn’t mean that the whole thing isn’t absolutely ridiculous. 
I hear the buzzer for the door and practically run to get it. “Hello.”
“Hey sugar. Can I come in?” Oh god his voice is so smooth and deep, it still makes me go all weird every time I hear it.. 
“Hmm hmm.” I grunt as I press the buzzer.
I open the flat door before he’s even knocked. He smiles and it knocks the wind out of me. Isn’t he just the perfect distraction from my prison. I grab his shirt and pull him inside. He follows me to the kitchen where George is studying the back of a cookie dough box. 
“Are you baking?” He frowns at me like this entire notion is ridiculous.
“Maybe.” I say.
“I’m baking.” George says. “Have you tasted her cooking?” He snorts.
“You’re not much better.” I retort. 
“Hey. I’m trying to cheer you up. I get no thanks.” He feigns a wounded expression.
“You’re trying to bribe me. It’s totally different.” 
“Bribe you into what?” Theo smiles. 
“Staying in the house and not resisting arrest.” I cock an eyebrow at George letting him know I’m not happy. Hey, I may not fight it, but I don’t have to be happy about it. He volunteered for my bitching.
George rolls his eyes and snorts. “You should never have given up the acting classes, you’re sooo melodramatic.”
Theo watches the entire exchange with a small smile on his face. I grab his arm and drag him to the sofa. “So, what did you find?”
“Well, I found her.” I meet his eyes. “And it’s dealt with. She’ll be out of London by tonight. You won’t hear from her again.”
What the…? “You went to see her yourself? I thought we agreed.” 
“I wanted to deal with it myself, ensure that she took the deal and left. This was too big a task to entrust to someone else.” He says carefully. “Look, it’s done. Harry won’t have a shit fit because you spoke to her, you don’t have to deal with her, everyone’s happy.” 
“Did she…did she say anything to you?” My voice wavers slightly. Shit, this is bad.
“No. I made her an offer and she took it.” He’s lying. I can always tell when he’s lying because he rarely does it. The guilt is written all over his face. Whatever she said to him, he doesn’t want me to know. She wouldn’t tell him about Shaun would she? That thought makes me shiver involuntarily
I drop my eyes to my hands in my lap. “How much?” 
“It doesn’t matter.” 
“Theo, tell me. I want to pay you back.” 
He smiles softly and reaches out to touch me. He runs his fingers along my jaw, then across my lips. My breath quickens and my skin heats. “You pay me back just by being. Your smile lights up my world. If her leaving will make you smile, then no amount of money in the world matters.” Oh god. My heart thumps harder in my chest. He’s breaking down all my barriers all over again. How can I fight him? How am I meant to stand against this when he says things like that to me? I ask for his help and he’s there without a second thought. He holds me when I feel like I’m falling apart. No matter how many times I push him away he’s always there. Truth be told, it’s killing me. He’s everything I want. He’s everything I need. 
He leans forward and gently brushes his lips across mine in a whisper of a kiss. I close my eyes and savour his touch, the closeness. I take a big long drag of my addiction. Him.
He pulls away and stands. “Call me if you need me.” He smiles that beautiful smile that brings women across the country to their knees, and then he’s gone.
I lean my head in my hands. Fuck. One night and one day, and that’s it. All the hatred I’ve built, all the barriers I’ve constructed, blown to shit. 
I feel George sit on the sofa next to me. “Well fuck, if a man said that to me I’d jump his bones before he’d even finished. And if Theodore Ellis said that to me…” He starts fanning himself. “Seriously does he ever have a bad day? It would make me feel better if he had ugly days, or fat days.” I smirk at him and his little rant. He cocks an eyebrow at me. “Do you need me tell you this time?” I frown at him, confused. “He really loves you.”
“I know.” What else can I say? I know. I love him too, but everything’s a fucked up mess. Romantic.
He shakes his head. “You know, you could work through this if you really wanted to. If you don’t try how will you ever know? You could look back in ten years time and realise he was the love of your life, and you gave him up.” He places his hands on his chest dramatically. “You’ll be like one of those girls in a sad romance film.” 
I roll my eyes. “You’re such a fucking queen.”
He laughs. “So, what are we doing tonight? Molly said she’s hanging with us, she’ll be back soon. If I get a vote, I’m saying pizza and Magic Mike. It’s been a while since I’ve had my Channing dose.”
“I’m not sure Harry would agree with you on that one.” I grin.
“Well, if Harry has a problem with it, he’s more than welcome to be a stand in. I want man candy and I don’t care what form it comes in.” He wiggles his eyebrows at me.
“George. My. Brother.” I reiterate for what must be the thousandth time in our friendship.
He grins. “Your brothers fucking hot Lill’s. You guys got good genes.” 
“Fine. We’ll watch Magic Mike.” I sigh.
“Don’t act like it’s a hardship.” He snorts. “We both know the old floor grind gets you going.” He says as he gets on the floor and starts imitating the exact move. I laugh.
“Fuck babe, how are you single with moves like that?” 
“Baby girl, you know it wouldn’t be fair for me to limit my amazingness to just one person. That would be a travesty.” He winks. I will say this for George, he always makes me smile.
Molly comes in a few minutes later. “Hey.” I greet her. 
“Hey.” She drops her bag on the chair and makes her way to where I’m sprawled on the sofa. George is ‘making some calls’, translated; he’s organising a hook up for later. Molly spots the Magic Mike DVD on the coffee table. “Again?” She whines.
I shrug. “George is due a fix apparently.” 
“That boy has got issues. He’s one step away from humping legs and a trip to the vet.”
“I’d keep that to yourself. He might get aggressive if he feels his favourite man parts are threatened.”
We’re in the middle of watching Magic Mike, the good bit I should add, when Harry comes in, or should I say storms in. The front door slams behind him. “Lilly!” He shouts.
I stand and reluctantly leave Molly and George to watch their film, but they pause it anyway, apparently sensing a much more entertaining show. 
“What?” I hiss when I get closer.
His body is rigid, his eyes narrowed at me. “Did you call him?”
“What? Who?” I pull him slightly into the hallway, not wanting to get chewed out by my brother in front of everyone.
“Either you called him, or he went to her off his own back. Which is it?” Oh shit. I press my lips together. Can I deny this? He looks really bloody angry. His dark hair is a mess from where he’s obviously been dragging his hands through it. His green eyes are volatile. He steps closer to me. “He bought her off for one point five million.” I gasp. One point five million. Holy shit. The concept of Theo’s wealth is something I accepted a long time ago, but he’s not that guy. He’s rich, he has a nice house, drives nice cars, wears nice clothes, but I guess I’ve never really thought of him as a typical rich guy because he doesn’t flaunt his money in your face. The fact that he can just throw one point five million at a problem that isn’t his makes me think again. Harry grits his teeth. “You think that he won’t want some kind of return on that investment? He’s been waiting to get to you, and you just sold your soul to the devil.” He looks away clenching and releasing his fists. “You should have fucking left it to me.” I want to tell him that Theo’s not like that, that he wouldn’t do that, but I can’t. He paid Cruise off didn’t he? He’s already proved that there are no lengths he won’t go to, to get me. The thing is with Theo though, he’s too arrogant to bribe me in any way. He wants me willing, preferably begging for him, or not at all. Of course, I’m not about to tell my brother that. I’m also not about to tell him that the original agreement was that we’d pay him back. One point five million though…I don’t think Harry’s good for that somehow. He’s wealthy, but he’s not disgustingly rich. I had hoped that Theo would take that into account when negotiating. Maybe he wants me in his debt? Fuck, did I make a mistake turning to him? I really hope not.
Harry’s eyes meet mine, and the tension radiates from him. “You call him and you tell him not to go through with it. The money might not have been exchanged yet.” I know differently. Theo said she’d be gone by tonight. She wouldn’t leave unless the money was in her account. The money will have already been exchanged. Besides, I’m not going to turn down Theo’s help just to soothe my brother’s ego. Why do men have to be such Neanderthals?
“It will have already gone through. Theo doesn’t hang around with these things. He wanted her gone as quickly as possible. That means he would have paid her as quickly as possible.”
“Fuck!” He turns and paces in front of me. “I will not be in debt to that fucker.” He shouts.
“You’re not. I am.” Maybe this should trouble me, but it doesn’t. Theo isn’t like that. I know him. He didn’t have to help me. He wanted to. He still loves me. I can’t tell Harry that though. My brother hates Theo. “I can’t deal with knowing she’s here Harry. I need her gone. Theo made that happen. I won’t apologise for it.” I say quietly.
“You should have left it to me.” He repeats. Harry watches me for a moment before he shakes his head and storms away down the hallway. “I don’t like this, it’s too simple. “ He grumbles as he goes. 
Truth be told, this entire situation is giving me a headache. Why was my mother even here? What are her motives? Can I trust Theo, despite all that’s gone on between us? Why did he go to her alone? What did she say to him? That last one is my biggest worry. My mother has been dead to me for the past eight years. I buried my secrets with her, but now she’s back. She knows things that could ruin me. Things I definitely don’t want Theo to know. I may be unable to be with him, but I still love him. I never want him to look at me and see who and what I really am.
I move back into the living room and flop down onto the sofa. Will the drama ever end? I feel close to breaking point. I glance up at the paused screen depicting a swoon worthy, and very topless Channing Tatum. It brightens my mood slightly. 
I sigh and turn toward Molly and George who are both staring at me silently.
“What?” I snap.
“One. Point. Five. Fucking. Million!” Molly screams.
I roll my eyes. “You say it like I came up with that money.”
“Holy shit.” She breathes.
“Told you. Guy is so fucked up on you Lill’s.” George says with an ‘I told you so’ expression on his face.
I’m not having this conversation. Again. “I’m going to bed.” 
“Ah, Lill’s don’t. I’m sorry.” George holds his hands up, a pout on his face.
“No, it’s fine. It’s been a crazy day. I just need a minute. You know?” 
He nods and I go to my room. I lay on my bed and stare at the ceiling. Why is it that my life always feels like this big mess that I can’t clean up fast enough. As soon as I manage to clean up one mess, another one has formed. It’s never ending. I just need to go to sleep and pretend my life is normal. 
Oh, how I wish… As soon as I lay down and close my eyes, the images come to me, memories…nightmares. 
I lay in my bed waiting, just waiting. It’s dark except for the shaft of light coming from underneath my bedroom door. I watch that small patch of light as if my life depends on it. I hear the creak of the third step on the stairs. He’s coming. I start to shake, violently. I sit up and pull myself into the furthest corner of my bed. I pull my knees up to my chest and press my face into them. Please don’t come in, please don’t come in. I recite it over and over in my head, praying that he doesn’t come in here, hoping desperately that this won’t be one of ‘those’ nights.
I hear his heavy footsteps across the landing, one, two, three and then he stops. I slowly lift my head as my heart hammers in my chest. The patch of light is almost gone, disrupted by a large shadow. He’s here. 
The door handle moves and I whimper at the loud click which sounds like a firework going off in the silence of my room. The door slowly swings open and there he stands. His broad frame fills the doorway, he sways slightly as he steps into the room.
“Ah, there you are Princess.” He walks towards me and my body freezes. The fear grips me in a way that makes it hard to breathe, hard to move even. A tear slips down my cheek. He grabs my face roughly. “Don’t cry Princess. You’re not as beautiful when you cry.” He spits. His breathe smells of whiskey and cigarettes. 
He grabs my ankle roughly and pulls my legs away from my chest. “I want to see you.” He says. I start to feel it, my mind switching off. It’s the only way I can survive him. 
He pulls at my nightie until it’s up around my waist. He runs his hands up my thighs, touching me, feeling me. “So perfect Princess.” He says as he licks his lips. The bedroom door is still wide open, throwing light into the room. I prefer it when it’s dark, then I don’t have to look at him. I can see him and it makes me want to be sick. The door is open because no one will come. No one will help me. No one will save me. He will have made sure of it.
He pulls my legs apart roughly. I turn my face away from him so he won’t see the tears running down my face as my mind goes into complete shut-down. I think of Harry, of how life used to be before him. I remember a day when Harry and I were at the beach making a sand castle. Harry told me that one day he would build me a real castle, just like a real Princess.
I don’t want to be a Princess any more. I just want to be free.
There’s a loud bang and I look up through my tears to see Harry stood in the doorway. “Get the fuck off her you disgusting piece of shit!” He shouts. Harry’s lip is split and bleeding and his eye is swelling shut.
He stands and turns to face Harry. “Get out.” He says.
“You sick fuck.” Harry lunges and punches him in the jaw. His head barely even moves from the blow.
He laughs. “Looks like I need to teach you a lesson boy.” He hits Harry so hard that he lands on the other side of the room.
 I scream. Not Harry. He can do whatever he likes to me if he just leaves Harry alone. “Harry!” I cry. 
He reaches Harry’s slumped form and kicks him hard. I scream and scream but he kicks him again and again. 
 
I wake up screaming, my body drenched in sweat and shaking. A sob wrenches from my throat as the images play over and over in my mind. My bedroom door swings open and Harry strides to the bed. He pulls me into his arms and holds me. I bury my face in his chest and just cry. I cry for everything we lost together, for the pain we suffered and mostly for the pain we still suffer. The inability to escape the past is the worst part of the whole thing. 
“Shhh. It’s okay Lill’s.” He strokes my hair. This routine is old news to Harry. When he first took me away from that place, I used to have such bad nightmares that he would just sleep in my bed. I spent two years taking sleeping pills just so I could sleep. Harry knows the drill. He’s my anchor to the here and now. He reminds me that he’s not the scrawny teenager getting beaten half to death. He’s here in front of me. We’re in the here and now. 
I pull away from his chest and he holds my face, searching my eyes. “You okay?” He whispers.
I nod. I vaguely register the door buzzer going off, but the lingering nightmare threatens to consume my mind, distracting me from anything but Harry’s eyes, his breathing. I match my breaths to his. He taught me this when I was a kid. Whenever I would have a bad dream or a panic attack, he would hold me and make me match his breaths. In and out, in and out. Slowly my mind starts to come back to me, to the here and now, in this room.
There’s a knock on the door, and then Molly pops her head in, a deep frown on her face. “Um Harry, there are some police here to talk to you.”
He glances at me quickly and gets up. I follow behind him. Why the hell are the police here? I stand in the living room and watch as my brother greets the two police officers, a middle aged woman and a younger guy. Molly comes to stand next to me. Her fingers gently wind through mine until she’s clasping my hand in hers. 
“Mr. Parker. There have been some very serious allegations brought against you.” The woman says. “In light of these allegations you are under arrest.” 
The guy steps forward and pulls out a pair of handcuffs. “You have the right to remain silent…” Oh my god. My knees threaten to give out as they read Harry his rights. Oh my god, do they know? Did he do something to our mother? He knew about the money, so he must have spoken to her today. Did he do more than speak to her? Did she speak to the police? Did she know what we did? 
The police woman comes toward me. “Lilly Parker?” I nod weakly. “We’ll need to question you in the morning.” Fuck, they know. My eyes fly to Harrys, panic welling up inside me. I’m going to prison. He shakes his head at me almost imperceptibly. 
“Call the solicitor Lill’s.” That’s all he says before they guide him out the door. 
My knee’s finally give out and I hit the floor. What do I do now? I hear Molly’s voice on the phone but I don’t register her words. She’s shouting at someone. Then she’s kneeling in front of me, her voice soft. “George is going to come back here and stay with you okay? I’m going to go and see if I can get Harry some help. Figure out what’s going on.” I don’t respond. I can’t. “I’ll handle the solicitor. Hang in there Lill’s.” She cups my cheek and then wraps her arm around my waist, helping me up. “Come on.” She leaves me on the sofa and goes to the kitchen. She comes back with a glass of vodka. I take it from her and down it wordlessly. My already destroyed world just imploded and I have no idea what to do or how to help Harry. 
George comes in and exchanges some hushed words with Molly before she leaves silently. “You okay babe?” He sits next to me. I don’t respond to that. Of course I’m not okay. The only person I have left in the world is behind bars, and I know nothing. “Um, so I called the police station on the way over. I pretended to be your boss, you know big wig solicitor. Anyway, apparently he’s been arrested for kidnapping, namely kidnapping you.” My gaze swings to his.
“What?” I whisper.
He nods. “Kidnapping of a minor. Your mum must have sold him out. No one else knows.”
I scream. Years of carefully controlled anger and anguish pour out of me, and I want to destroy everything around me. Pain cripples me as I realised that the one person I value above all others may be taken from me. That woman has taken everything from me, and now she’s taking Harry. I suddenly can’t bare sitting in this perfect flat whilst inside I’m fucking destroyed. A sob wrenches from my throat and tears stream down my face. I’m not conscious of my actions, only the burning need to raze to the ground everything around me. 
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty One
Theo
 
It’s nearly midnight. I can’t sleep, so I’m working out in my home gym when my phone rings. The screen flashes ‘HUGO’.
“Hey.” I answer gruffly.
“Hey. Look I need you to come over here. Molly’s here. Some shit just went down and…”
“Is Lilly okay?” I cut him off.
“Uh, yeah, look just come over here will you. Molly’s coming over here now, but she said she needs you here as well.” He’s being really cagey.
“Give me ten minutes.” I don’t even bother changing. I just throw a hoody on over my top and head for the garage.
 
Hugo answers the door looking far too serious for Hugo.
“What’s going on?”
“Molly needs to speak to us.” He says as he leads me through to the lounge. Molly is sat on one of the sofas. Her eyes are red and puffy like she’s been crying. My first thought is Lilly. 
“Molly what’s wrong? Is Lilly okay?” I can hear the trace of panic in my voice.
“Yeah, she’s okay.” She nods weakly. “I uh, I need to speak to you guys. Well ask a favour really.”
“Just tell us what’s going on babe.” Hugo sounds just as impatient as I am.
She takes a deep breath. “The police arrested Harry this evening.” What the hell?
“Why?” I frown, I don’t know what I was expecting but it certainly wasn’t this. 
“Apparently they’ve arrested him for kidnapping.” She looks down at her hands in her lap. “Look, I can’t tell you much, because it’s not my story to tell, but Harry ran away from home when he was sixteen and he took Lilly with him. She was only fourteen at the time. Harry was legally an adult, and Lilly was a minor taken from her legal guardian without permission. That must be what this is about.” Her eyes meet mine, glassy with unshed tears. “You have to help him. He took her to save her.” She whispers. I have no doubt of that. I don’t have a clear picture of the situation between Lilly and Harry, and their mother, but I can see enough.
“How’s Lilly?” I ask.
She shrugs. “As well as can be expected.”
I drag my hands through my hair. “I’ll make some calls, see what I can find out and what I can do.” I turn and look at Molly again. “I know you won’t tell me much, but just tell me, does Lilly know something that might get Harry off?”
She presses her lips together. “Let’s just say there were very good reasons for Harry doing what he did.” She frowns.
“Okay. I’ll help him.” I say.
“I can make some calls.” Hugo shrugs.
She breathes out a sigh of relief. “Thank you.” Molly’s phone starts ringing in her bag, blasting some rock music. She answers it, her features marred with a frown. In the silence of the room I can hear George on the other end.
“I don’t know where the fuck you shot off to, but you need to get home now.” He snaps.
“Why? What’s going on?” She asks.
“It’s Lilly, she’s fucking losing it. I don’t know what to do.” He sounds panicked.
“Okay, just hold on. I’m coming.” She stands picking up her bag as she hangs up.
“I have to go.” She says as she rushes for the door.
“I’m coming with you.” I say. 
She frowns at me. “Theo, I appreciate your help, but I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“I’m coming Molly.” I leave no room for argument.
I pull up outside Lilly’s flat. I’ve beaten Molly here.
I knock on the door, taking a deep breath. The door swings open to reveal a very pale George. “Oh hell no, not the time man.” He tries to slam the door put I throw my arm out and push it open.
“Where is she?” I bark.
“Look, I know you love her, and I’m usually on your side, but now is not the time.” His jaw clenches as he moves to block the doorway.
“Where is she?”
“Theo, seriously, she won’t want you to see her like this.” His eyes plead with me to walk away. The rational part of my mind knows that it’s the kindest thing to do. The selfish part of my mind says I need to see her, I need to be here for her. Molly rushes past me into the flat, swinging the door wide.
My eyes go wide as I glimpse the inside of the flat. The sound system has been thrown across the room. There’s a load of smashed glasses, by the breakfast bar. What looks like red wine is currently running across the work surface, splashing onto the floor. The glass coffee table is now in a thousand pieces scattered all over the living room. Sat amongst the broken glass on the floor is Lilly, and what I see breaks me in half. Her hands are covered in blood, as is her white tank top. Her knees are pulled to her chest. Blood is running down her shins as she wraps her arms around her legs. What disturbs me more than all of this though is her face. She still has that jaw dropping beauty, but it’s morphed to something so dark and painful to look at. She looks broken, and when I say broken I mean the kind of broken you can’t come back from, the kind of broken that changes someone. Her eyes are fixed on nothing, just staring. 
“Holy shit.” Molly whispers. She walks cautiously toward Lilly. “Lill’s are you okay?” She asks, her voice breaking slightly. It’s a stupid question. Anyone looking at her eyes can tell she is so far away from okay right now, not to mention the fact that she’s bleeding all over the place. Molly gets no answer. Lilly just continues to stare blankly.
I approach her and crouch down in front of her. “Lilly?” She doesn’t move. It’s as though her body and mind have gone into shut down. I stroke her cheek and she doesn’t even seem to acknowledge my touch. My beautiful, strong, feisty Lilly has been reduced to this and it hurts so fucking much, I can barely breathe. I stand and turn around. I take a deep breath. I pinch the bridge of my nose as my eyes start to prickle. I need to pull it together, broken or not, the last thing she will want is pity.
I turn back around to her, she hasn’t moved. “Molly, can you get me some warm salty water and some cotton wool?” I don’t take my eyes off her crumpled form.
“Uh, yeah sure.” Her voice is husky and strangled.
I crouch down in front of Lilly again. “Lilly I need to clean your hands.” Nothing, no response. I gently wrap my fingers around one of her slim wrists and pull it away from her leg. She doesn’t fight me. Her palm is showered with glass splinters. I wince at the sight of them all. I start to pick the tiny bits of glass out of her palm, she doesn’t move.
“And some tweezers.” I say to Molly.
One enormous shard sticks out of the centre of Lilly’s palm. I look up at her, still staring blankly. I pull it out, cringing at how much it must hurt. She doesn’t so much as twitch. I swallow the lump in my throat as I continue to work. I trace the line of a pink scar that runs from the base of her wrist and across her palm, a painful and stark reminder of the day I lost her.
Eventually I’ve managed to remove the glass, wash and bandage her hands. 
“We need to move her.” I turn to Molly and George, both of whom look almost as broken as Lilly. Their faces are that of horror and helplessness. George just nods his head.
“I’ll take her to her room.” I bend and gently pick Lilly up with one arm under her thighs and one on her lower back. She looks at me for a moment, her cold dead stare boring into me. It feels as though she’s screaming for help from some terrible untouchable place, but I can’t reach her. I walk her into her room and lay her on her bed. I bite my lip as I feel a tear roll down my cheek. I stroke her face, silently begging her to come back to me, but she’s long gone. I press my lips to her forehead. 
“Hold in there sugar. I love you.” I whisper to her.
Molly follows lingers beside me. “Her bandages are bleeding through already. I think she needs stitches.” She whispers.
“I can’t take her to a hospital like this Molly.” I frown. They’d probably section her, god knows she’s scaring the shit out of me.
Molly stands to leave but hesitates. “It’s okay Molly. I’ll stay with her.” I say.
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” She asks, although she won’t look at me as she says it.
“I’m not leaving her.” I leave no room for argument.
She sighs. “Okay.” She says as she leaves and quietly closes the door behind her.
I just need to make sure that she’s okay, or at least that’s what I’m telling myself. We’ve spoken more in the last twenty four hours than we have in the last month. The reason; she needs me. I like that she needs me. It’s when she needs me that she lets down those walls and lets me see Lilly, the woman I love. The thing is though, tomorrow she may not need me and she’ll run like she always does. It’s a chance I’m willing to take. Hell, I’d take any amount of pain if it means taking it away from her right now. 
 I leave the bedside lamp on and pull the duvet over her. I pull off my hoody before laying on top of the duvet next to her. I turn on my side and study her beautiful face. Her features hold so much anguish. She stares blankly at the ceiling, a few tears spilling silently down her temples. Seeing her like this kills me. I would do anything to save her from this. I had promised myself I wouldn’t touch her, just keep an eye on her, but I can’t help it. I need to hold her. I pull her into my arms, pulling her back up against my front, and I just hold her. I hold her as she falls apart and I try desperately to hold the fragments together. I bury my face in her hair as my own tears begin to fall. I hold her until her breathing evens out and she eventually falls asleep.
I jump awake to a shrill scream. My eyes hurt as I open them to the dim light in the room. Lilly is next to me and she screams again. It takes me a moment to realise she’s still sleeping. She’s covered in sweat, her body shaking and trembling. Every muscle in her small frame is rigid tense. She begins frantically screaming, everything about her laced with panic. 
I stroke her hair. “Lilly, wake up.” I say. “Lilly?” I shake her a little. 
Her eyes snap open as she gasps for breath. “Harry.” She sobs. She sounds so lost, so frightened.
“Lilly?” I say quietly.
She turns her head and her eyes are so full of terror. “Theo.” She whispers.
“It’s okay. I’m here.” She rolls onto her side, her fingers claw at my t-shirt as she buries her face in my chest. I just hold her because there’s nothing else I can do. I wrap my arms around her as she trembles against me, the nightmare still clinging to her. I stroke her hair, trying to soothe her fraught state.
She eventually rolls away from me without a word, she gets up and walks into the en-suite leaving the door open. I hear the shower start. I sigh, this is so fucking hard. Why am I here? What am I doing? She’s already in a shit place, and yet here I am trying to what…? Be her knight in shining armour? Nothing’s changed. Cassie is still pregnant, and as much as I love Lilly I can’t ask her to ride this shit out with me. That means that this situation right here is just causing us both more pain. I know all of this, and yet I don’t care because although she would never admit it, I know she needs me right now. After a long while the shower is still running.
I approach the open door, but don’t go in. “Lilly?” I call out. Through the doorway I can see a pile of discarded bandages on the floor along with her bloody tank top. She doesn’t answer me. “Lilly?” Nothing.
I step into the en-suite. I can just make out her form through the thick steam of the shower. She’s sat on the floor of the shower in the same position I found her in last night, arms wrapped around her legs. I swing open the glass partition and step fully clothed into the stream of water, it’s scalding hot. I crouch down until I’m face to face with her. Her startling green eyes meet mine, baring my soul as she strips away every layer I have. This woman has always seen straight through me in a way that un-nerves, yet settles me at the same time. I place my hand on her cheek. She tilts her head, leaning into my touch as her eyes flutter closed. 
“Lilly.” I whisper her name, all the words I want to say to her wrapped up in that one word.
“I’m not clean.” She says. I frown at her. “I just want to be clean.” She says in a small voice.
“Okay.” I say to her, not willing to let on that she’s scaring me a little. I find her shampoo and squeeze some into my hand. I rub it into her hair carefully. She watches me the entire time, her eyes never leaving my face. “Tilt your head back.” I instruct her as I remove the shower head and wash the shampoo from her hair. I run my fingers through her hair, trying to focus on the task at hand and not her naked body just a few inches from mine. 
I stand to put the shower head back and she reaches out her hand to me, I take it, pulling her to her feet. I’m trying to do the right thing here, I really am. I try so hard to look only at her face, but Lilly’s body is like every dirty fantasy I’ve ever had. I swallow hard as my cock starts to harden. Please, no, this is so not the time. She studies my face as we stand only inches apart under the flow of hot water. She reaches up and strokes my jaw, her expression mirrors my own. Being this close to something you want so much, but know will only cause you pain later is bitter sweet. I hold her face in both hands, leaning my forehead against hers. I close my eyes, just relishing her touch. Her breathe caresses my lips gently and I smile. For just a moment I can pretend that life outside of this shower cubicle doesn’t exist, it’s just me, and her. Perfect.
I feel her press her lips to mine. It’s the lightest of brushes and it makes every nerve in my body catch fire. My cock springs to life, knowing that this is her, this is the one. I kiss her back, I can’t help it. I’ve missed her and I want her so much it hurts. I know this isn’t the right time, but I crave her so much. Her fingers go to my hair as she pulls me against her. I can feel every wet, naked curve of her glorious body pressed against me through my wet t-shirt. Her fingers start to creep under my shirt as she strokes my skin. She pulls the hem of my shirt up and over my head, dropping it to the floor. We’re now skin to skin, she always feels so amazing. I shudder as she presses her lips to mine again and pulls at the waistband of my shorts, pushing them and my boxers down my legs. Her kisses become more aggressive, faster, almost frantic. What am I doing? She’s vulnerable. I need to stop this. It takes every ounce of willpower I have to pull away from her as she trembles against me, her breathing laboured. I press my forehead to hers.
“What are you doing Lilly? You don’t want this.” I breathe. I feel like I just ripped my own fucking chest open, but I won’t let her do this knowing it’s wrong.
Her big eyes meet mine and the sadness in them is enough to bring me to my knees. She looks longingly at me. “Make me feel clean. Erase his touch.” Her voice is desperate and broken. Her eyes are begging me.
I frown. “Whose touch?” 
“Please.” Her voice cracks. I swallow past the lump in my throat. I would do anything for her, be anything to her. “Please Theo. Love me.”
I wind my fingers into her hair as I kiss her gently. “I love you Lilly.” 
“Show me.” She whispers. I take deep breath and wrap my hands around her tiny waist. I lift her, pinning her against the wall. 
“Are you sure?” I ask. I want to be inside her again so fucking much, but under these circumstances I feel like a horrible bastard. She’s pleading with me like this is the answer to all her problems, it’s not, but I want her to know that she’s loved. I love her beyond measure.
“Make me feel strong Theo.” Her eyes are begging me. This is her way of saying she needs me. 
I lower her until my cock is pressed right where it wants so desperately to be. I look into her eyes one last time, still not comforted by what I see. I’m careful with her, taking my time. She buries her face in my neck as her hands cling to my shoulders. Her body is trembling. I lower her slowly until I’m buried balls deep inside her. I press one hand against the wall, gritting my teeth. She feels too fucking good.  
“Look at me sugar.” I say to her.
Her eyes find mine, a world of pain I cannot begin to understand swimming in them. “I love you.” I repeat. Her hands move to my face, her touch gentle but frantic. She presses her lips against mine, delicately, passionately. I begin to move inside her slowly. My hands skim her thighs as they cling to my waist, before moving over the soft skin of her waist. She drops her lips to my neck, skimming her tongue along the stubble of my jaw. 
I want to stay inside her, connected to her, but I haven’t had her for weeks and I just can’t last that long. 
I thrust into her slightly harder and she moans quietly. Our lips are so close, her breath caressing my lips as she takes shallow breaths. “Theo.” She gasps as she starts to tremble. 
I hold her face as I roll my hips against her. I watch her as she falls apart in my arms, her pussy gripping me like a vice and sending me over the edge. Her eyes bare into me, ripping me wide open and exposing me as she draws every last ounce of pleasure from me. 
I turn and lean against the wall, sliding down it until I’m sat on the floor with her in my lap. Fuck! I meet her eyes, I can’t see the tears on her face due to the water from the shower, but I know she’s crying from her stricken expression.
“Lilly.” She looks up and offers me a weak smile.
“I’m sorry.” She says.
“No, I’m sorry. I should never have done that.” 
She shakes her head. Her fingers frantically stroking over my face. Her face crumples slightly, her lips press together as she squeezes her eyes shut. “Lilly.” I whisper.
Her beautiful eyes meet mine and a tiny smile pulls at her lips. “You make me feel strong Theo, just for a little while.” I manage to stand and manoeuvre her out of the shower. I wrap a towel around her. She seems so small and fragile. She goes into the bedroom and crawls under the duvet, still in her towel. She looks exhausted, her expression drawn. 
My clothes are now soaked. I wring out my shorts as best I can and pull on my hoody that’s still dry.
“Where are you going?” I look up to see her watching me. 
“Home. I only came because George said you were in a bad way and I thought maybe you might need me. I mean, I know you don’t need me, but I wanted to be here.” I stumble over myself. Smooth.
“Please stay.” Her eyes plead with me. Well I don’t need asking twice, not that I could ever turn her down when she looks at me like that. A small blossom of hope erupts in my chest. She’s lucid now and she’s asking me to stay. 
I pull my hoody back off and glance down at my damp shorts. “There are some boxers in my top drawer.” She says.
I frown, expecting some ex-boyfriends underwear. I smile as I open the drawer and see several pairs of my boxers. I glance at her and cock an eyebrow at her, a smug smile on my face. 
She shrugs. “I like sleeping in them.” The thought of her wearing nothing but my boxers makes me hard. Damn it. 
I change, turn off the light and crawl into bed with her. I wrap my arms around her and pull her back up against my chest. Nothing has ever felt more perfect than this. I brush my palm against the side of her head, smoothing her wet hair. Her body relaxes against mine. 
“You’re wrong.” She whispers into the darkness. “I do need you.” 
 



Chapter Twenty Two
Lilly
 
I wake up in the morning and find my face pressed against something hot and hard…and moving. I open my eyes and see the defined contours of a very male chest. I inhale the natural scent that is all Theo. My mind rehashes the last twenty four hours, and although threatening to snap, it doesn’t. Theo’s presence is like a battery, giving me strength and fuelling me. I cling to him. He makes me feel safe. He makes me feel like I can take on anything the world throws at me, simply by being here. I take a deep breath and sit up. His beautiful face is peaceful in sleep, his breaths slow and even. Shit, what am I doing? He’s just like a drug. No matter how many days or weeks or months I’ve abstained, the second I give in, I’m right back to square one. I had sex with him. I’m at square one right now. God, how am I supposed to face him? I broke down. All those years of pushing myself to be strong, and yet the last person I would ever want to see my weaknesses had to pick me up and put me back together. Without Harry though, he’s the only one who can. Why can’t I pull myself back together? What if Harry goes to prison? I won’t survive it. I don’t know how to feel about any of this right now, and I don’t have the time to work it out.
I quietly get out of bed. My hands hurt, and I can’t fully stretch out my fingers through the swelling. I walk into the living room and see glass from the smashed coffee table is still all over the floor. I can’t believe I did that. I stare at the smashes pieces, so representative of how I feel right now. Smashed, irreparable, ruined. I feel strung out, unable to find any purpose any more. I need to call a solicitor for Harry. I’ll have to call Simmons and see if he can hook me up with a good criminal defence attorney. I check the time. It’s only seven thirty. I need to do something, I need to help Harry, but I can’t do anything until I speak to Simmons. I need to get out of here. I slip back into my room and grab some running clothes and my trainers. I don’t have time to go to the dance studio, but I need to do something that will switch my brain off. Then I need to see Harry. After that I need to find my mother. 
The air outside is chilly, but the cold helps to sharpen my mind. I run around the edge of the park opposite the flat. A few people are out running or walking their dogs. I pop my earphones in and blast the most obnoxious music I can find; Nine Inch Nails.  Despite my loud, thought preventing music, my mind won’t stop. I can’t stop thinking about Harry being locked up in a cell, and then of course there’s Theo. He held me together last night when I was ready to crumble. I still feel ready to crumble, but if I do then I know he’ll be here to catch me. I have no right to want him to catch me. We’re bad for each other, he has a baby on the way…there are so many reasons why he’s wrong. So then why does it feel so damn right? When I’m around him, it feels like the most natural thing in the world. It scares me to need him, to lean on him the way I do, but I find myself feeling a peace that I haven’t felt in years, if ever. When he holds me, everything goes calm. I can stop fighting myself, the world, my demons…because he’ll fight them for me. Or maybe I’m just being pathetic and clinging to him because I’m vulnerable. Fuck, I need to focus on more important things. Go and see Harry, get him out of prison. The rest can wait. I run around Holland Park twice, my feet pounding the path that runs around the outside. When I reach the end of my second lap I’m exhausted, I bend over and brace my hands on my knees. My chest heaves, my legs burn, and I’m sweating like I’ve just had a serious seeing to. 
I step inside the flat to the smell of bacon and coffee. Molly looks up from the kitchen counter where she’s bent over reading the paper. 
“Hey.” I say quietly. 
“Hey. You okay?” Her eyes narrow and flick nervously over my body.
“Yeah, I’m good, just needed to clear my head.”
“Good. You scared the shit out of me last night.” She whispers. 
I stare at the floor, embarrassed. “Sorry. I don’t really know what happened.”
“When did Theo leave?” She says as she sips her coffee.
“Um…well, he might still be here.” Her eyes snap to mine. “At least he was when I left for my run.”
She sighs before turning back to her paper. “I hope you know what you’re doing Lilly. For the record, I stand by the fact that he’s good for you.” She meets my gaze, her eyes far too perceptive for my liking. “Anyone can see he loves you, and I know you love him.”
I sigh. “I don’t know what I was thinking.” I mumble to myself. 
“Lilly, you’re going through a lot of shit right now, and this may not be perfect timing…but don’t let fear push away the one man capable of walking through everything with you. I have my issues with Theo, and the last thing you need is complicated right now… and you two…well, you define complicated. That said, I know he’s your person Lill’s. Don’t fight something that special. Embrace it.”
I nod. “You’re right.” And she is right. I don’t want complicated, but on some level I need him regardless of the downfalls. 
“Whatever you do, I’m here for you.” I smile at her and wonder why can’t that be enough? What is it about him specifically? Why does he make me feel impenetrable where my friends of a lifetime can’t? Ugh, Theodore Ellis has been the bane of my life since he waltzed up to me in that bar and asked to buy me a drink. I’m not quite ready to face him, I don’t know what to say. “Can I use your shower?” I ask Molly.
She cocks an eyebrow at me and smirks. “Sure.” 
I shower in Molly’s en-suite and borrow a tank and some jogging bottoms from her chest of drawers. I have no bra or pants, but it doesn’t bother me. I head back into the living room as Molly is serving up some eggs and bacon. 
 “I made you some.” She smiles at me. She pushes the plate in front of me and my stomach rolls.
I cover my mouth. “Thanks, but I’m not hungry.” 
She narrows her eyes at me. “Lilly, you need to eat. You look ill.” I know I’ve lost weight recently, but I’ve been so stressed out. Most of the time, food just makes me feel ill. 
“I’m fine.” I wave her off as I grab a cup of coffee, my staple diet. Caffeine.
I ring Mr. Simmons, but his secretary tells me he won’t be in the office until nine thirty this morning. That’s another hour. 
I need to keep busy and not think of Harry behind bars. I pull on some tennis shoes, gather a dustpan and brush and black bag from under the sink, and start sweeping up the enormous pile of glass in the living room. “Oh babe, George is going to take that to the dump in his car. It needs to go in a box though, it’ll just cut through that. He’s going to fetch one this morning.” 
“Oh, I think I have one.” I go to my room and take a deep breath before I open the door quietly. The room smells of Theo, that rich masculine scent that is all him. The bed is empty, but I can hear the shower running. I get on my hands and knees and pull out a box from under the bed. It has a few pairs of shoes in that I never wear. I throw them back under the bed minus the box and leave quickly. I’m not ready to see Theo yet. I’m embarrassed. I trashed my flat, cried, had a nightmare, screamed, and finally begged him to have sex with me, even though I must have looked like a psycho at the time. Yeah, that’s a long old list to be ashamed of.
I’m on my knees picking up glass when Theo walks in, I glance up at him as he comes to stand in front of me. He’s wearing the shorts he had on last night and a hoody. His hair is damp from the shower, his full lips pursed as he watches me. Oh god, he makes my heart race. I look away and continue to pick up glass. He drops to a crouch in front of me.
“Lilly.” My name is a deep rumble on his lips. I bite my lip and avoid his gaze. His fingers wrap around my chin, forcing me to look at him. “Are you okay?” His eyes are so tender, a lump forms in my throat. I nod, unable to speak. “Let me do this. I don’t like seeing you on your knees sugar.” His fingers brush my neck as he releases me. I shiver involuntarily. His eyes drop to my chest and a smirk pulls at those full lips. “You look good this morning.” He’s barely suppressing a smile. I glance down and see my nipples are putting on quite a show. 
“Thanks.” I roll my eyes and he chuckles. “Do you want coffee?” Just like that any awkwardness is gone.
“Yeah, that would be great. Thanks.” He bends and starts to pick up glass. 
“Please leave that.” I plead. The last thing I want is him clearing up the mess from my temper tantrum. 
“You go and make coffee. This will take five minutes.” He flashes me a crooked smile that makes my heart flutter. I turn mutely and walk into the kitchen. Jesus, I need to pull my shit together. My body screams at me all the reasons why Theo and I are so right together, whilst my mind whispers that he is having a baby and he will hurt me…again. The thing is though, a scream is a damn sight louder than a whisper…
How do I always end up here? So totally engrossed by him. I’m lost in thought, staring at the coffee machine when I feel his fingers brush my arm. 
“I um, I need to call Simmons.” I stammer. “I need to get a hold of an attorney for Harry.” 
“Already done. My attorney should be at the police station any minute.” His breath brushes the back of my neck and I almost moan. Fuck, focus. Harry. There should be nothing on this earth that could distract me from my brother right now. Theodore Ellis always was the exception to every rule. Through my horny brain I manage to hear his words.
“You did that?” I turn around to meet his brilliant eyes, just inches from mine.
He smiles. “Called her last night on my way over here. If she can’t sort this, no-one can.”
I frown. “Will he go to prison?” I whisper. I study those sapphire depths, searching for the answer. I want him to tell me it will be okay. That he can fix everything. 
He sighs. “I don’t know Lilly.” His face becomes very serious. “Kidnapping is kidnapping, however if you can prove that were extenuating circumstances…” He watches me closely, but I shutter my expression. There are extenuating circumstances, but explaining those circumstances would only lead to questions. Questions which could unearth a much bigger secret. I can’t have that, for Harry’s sake. His situation now is bad, but it could be much worse. This is mine and Harry’s secret to bare. There’s a part of me that knows I can trust Theo with this, but another part rationalises that I’ve known him six months, and he’s already broken my trust in that time. I’m not just trusting him with my secrets, but with Harry’s too. 
“So, I’m assuming as this attorney works for you she’s good.” I change the subject.
“Lilly. I can’t help you if you won’t give me anything. I’ve never pushed you on your past, but this is a case of need to know. He kidnapped you Lilly. Why?” 
“He didn’t kidnap me, he saved me.” I spit. I can’t stand to hear him talk about Harry as though he’s in the wrong.
“From what?” 
“Look, I’ll just tell the police I ran away and he came after me.” I dodge the bullet.
His eyes grip me, stripping me to the soul. It makes me nervous. “They’ll still argue that he should have turned you over to your mother.”
“No!” I shout. “No. You don’t know anything.” My voice starts to tremble and I start to shake. 
“So tell me.” He whispers, eyes full of concern.
I turn away from him and fiddle with the coffee machine. “The things that happened in that house…” I choke as my throat tightens. “I wouldn’t wish it on anyone.” I whisper. His arms wrap around me, one across my chest, one around my stomach. I lean into him and all the tension of the last few minute’s ebbs away. I draw on his warmth, chasing the ice out of my veins. He makes me feel untouchable, even from my own demons. He turns me in his arms and presses a soft kiss to my lips. His fingers wind into my hair, holding me firmly. Despite the chaos churning in my head, I open my mouth to him. His tongue touches mine briefly, and all the noise in my mind just turns to static. All I can hear is him, his steady breaths. All I can feel is him, his strong hands, his warm body, the rise and fall of his hard chest. I want to crawl inside him and never come out. He pulls away and rest his forehead on mine. 
“Why are you doing this to me?” I whisper. I shouldn’t be with him. He shouldn’t be here, but he won’t stop, and I don’t want him to. 
“You know why sugar.” We say nothing as he meets my gaze, his bottomless eyes relaying so many words. I look at him and I see everything. He’s everything. He deserves some truth. So as I stare at him, wrestling with my feelings, I blurt the one thing that I hope will make him see sense. Make him realise that Cassie is giving him something I never will.
“I can’t have kids.” 
His eyebrows pull down in a frown. “What?”
I drop my gaze as a sense of shame comes over me. I’ve never wanted kids, it’s never bothered me, but now I feel like I’m sub-standard or something, faulty. “I can’t have kids.” I say again quietly. 
I flick my eyes up to his, waiting to see the realisation hit him. I will never give him the perfect family. I will always be fundamentally broken in more ways than one. 
His eyes soften as he lifts a hand and brushes it against my cheek. “That’s why you won’t be with me?” 
I take a deep breath. “No. I don’t know. You should give Cassie a chance.” He starts to interrupt but I press my fingers to his lips. “I know what you’re going to say, and you don’t know whether or not she can make you happy. You’ve never given her a chance.” Fuck that hurts. 
He smiles at me. I’m here dying, pouring my fucking soul out and he smiles. Prick. “Sugar, you really have no idea do you?” He shakes his head. “I do not know how anyone can be so fucking oblivious.” I scowl at him. “I fucking love you. You. No one else. I don’t need to give anyone else a chance, they don’t have one with you as a comparison.” I say nothing as my heart squeezes hard. “You think I ever wanted kids? I would give up everything I have, and everything I am in a heartbeat for you. I certainly wouldn’t think twice about giving up something I don’t have.”
 “You say that now…” 
He shakes his head. “I love you Lilly. Love doesn’t have conditions, it just is.” He watches me carefully, his eyes imploring me to understand. “Loving you is my greatest accomplishment, and hurting you will always be my biggest regret." Fuck, what can I say to that? I don’t, instead I cry. Great, just great.
Theo presses feather light kisses across my face until his lips tease the corners of my mouth, kissing away my tears. 
“You’re losing your edge Ellis. That’s the sappiest shit I’ve ever heard.” I say through my clogged throat.
“Pft, baby I’ll never lose my edge. I’m Theodore fucking Ellis, but for you, I’m a total sap.” He presses his lips to mine and any doubts melt away. He pulls away, leaving me panting. “Just don’t tell anyone. I have a reputation to uphold.” He winks. “We need to go sort your brother out, which means I should stop before I tie you to the bed and never let you leave.” 
I snort. “What, do you think I’m easy?” 
He laughs. “You are the polar opposite of easy sugar. My blue balls can testify to that.” 
“Thanks for last night.” I say seriously. I need to say it, I just don’t want to address the big arse elephant in the room. I made him have sex with me while I cried. Poor guy. He must think I’m a psycho. Check that, he knows I’m a psycho, as proven many times. It’s kind of his own fault if he keeps coming back I guess.
“Yeah, not my greatest moment.” His lips quirk. “Preying on vulnerable women.” I roll my eyes. “My blue balls thank you, even if I do feel like a creeper.” He says.
“I cried on you whilst we had sex.” I arch an eyebrow. “That’s pitiful by anyone’s standards, and I have a reputation to uphold too.” 
He grins. “Oh I won’t tell. You can still be badass Lilly Parker to everyone else. It’ll be our secret.”
 
I have to call Simmons and fill him in. I tell him that I have a family emergency and need the day off. He’s fine with it. I’ll probably get some files emailed over later and work on them tonight. Theo tries to get me a visit with Harry, but I’m not allowed to see him yet. Apparently they have forty eight hours to press charges. If they press charges I can visit him, if they don’t he’ll be free. I’m praying they don’t. The police need to interview me, but Theo doesn’t want me to speak to them without his attorney. He takes me to her office to meet her. 
“Who is your solicitor?”
He smirks. “You are my solicitor. Claudia Weston is a fucking miracle worker. She’s the woman you call when you’re so far up shit street all you see is brown.”
“Your solicitor is Claudia Weston?!” He shrugs and nods. “Jesus.” The woman is like a legend around here. You cheat on your wealthy husband, she’ll clean him out for you in the divorce. You were arrested for possession of a class A, she’ll get you off with a caution. She is the bomb of the legalworld. 
Theo doesn’t even pause at the receptionist’s desk as they wave him straight through. He’s obviously well known here…at a criminal defence attorney’s office. 
We stop outside an office fronted entirely in glass. Theo knocks and the small woman waves him in. “Theo, how have you been my lovely?” She totters over to him on enormous heels, and kisses his cheek. She’s a tiny middle aged woman. Her dark hair is pulled back in a severe bun, and her designer suit clings to her tiny frame. 
“I’m good Claudia. How are you?” 
She turns and waves a dismissive hand. “Ugh, you know, dealing with dickheads, making money, and probably headed for a heart attack.” There are two sofas facing each other over a low glass coffee table. She gestures to us to sit. 
“And you are Lilly Parker.” She says as she sits down across from us. Her shrewd eyes study me. 
“Yes.” I say quietly. Her lips quirk up slightly.
“Well, I am Claudia Weston, otherwise known as your brother’s fairy god mother.”
Theo laughs. “More like avenging angel.”
Her eyes flick to him and she smiles. “You’ve spoken to my brother.” I try and steer the conversation.
“Yes, although he’s not terribly helpful.” Her lips purse. “Anyone would think he wants to go down.” She huffs. “Of course that won’t happen.” Her dark eyes latch onto mine. “I never lose.” She says fiercely. 
“Why is he not being helpful?” I ask.
“He won’t tell me why he took you. A sixteen year old boy does not just take his fourteen year old sister, give up everything to keep a roof over her head, and support the two of you, for no good reason.” I feel trapped under her scrutiny and I glance away. 
“It’s complicated.” 
“I don’t give a fuck how complicated it is. I need something to work with.”
My skin prickles and my hands feel clammy. “My mother was an alcoholic.” I blurt. Fucking shut up Lilly!
“Was she abusive?” She asks abruptly.
I glance at Theo. “Um…not really.” I stammer.
Her lips pull at the corners. “Well, it’s hard to say isn’t it? What we may constitute as abuse, may have just seemed normal to a child who knew no different.” 
“I…we had to run.” 
“Lilly, I need you to think long and hard about this. The police need to talk to you. You may need to testify, and your words could be the difference between your brother walking away, or doing time.” She wants me to lie. She leans forward. “I see through you Miss Parker. I know secrets when I see them. I don’t care that you have secrets, but I suspect those secrets would win my case.” She sits back again. “The charges were brought by your mother, but she’s since time disappeared as per an agreement Theo made with her I believe.” I glance at Theo and he nods. “It’s unlikely she’ll be there to counter your story, and even if she is, I can find enough evidence to bury her.” God, this woman is hard core. This is why I could never be in criminal defence. You have to be ready to draw blood.
“Okay. I’ll think about it.” I say. “Do you think it will get that far though? Is there enough evidence to even bring charges against him?” 
Her eyes flick to Theo. “Theo, could you just give us a minute?” She smiles, although it reminds me of a dog baring its teeth before it bites. Theo frowns but obeys.
When the door clicks shut she turns and faces me. “Does he know?” She asks.
“Know what?” 
“That you are not who you say you are?” Fuck. Fuck! She tilts her head to the side studying my reaction. There is none, I know better than to give anything away. “The evidence is the Deed Poll papers.”
“Shit.” I hiss. I meet her intimidating gaze. “Can you bury this?” 
She smirks. “Maybe. I could potentially have a subpoena issued for now. You are still going to have to speak to the police. What you tell them will be official, and they will want to speak to you within the next twenty four hours.”
“Okay. I know you think I’m being difficult, but it’s not as straight forward as it seems.”
She smiles. “My dear, nothing ever is. I’ll see what I can do and be in touch. Don’t speak to the police until I do so.” We both stand and I shake the hand of the tiny woman in front of me. “You alone have the power to clear your brother’s name.” Little does she know.
“Thank you.” I say before leaving the office. Theo is sitting in a waiting area near reception. His ankle is crossed over his knee seemingly casual, but the tension in his face is obvious.
He stands and falls in step beside me as I walk to the lift. Once inside he turns to me. “Is it even worth me asking?” He says quietly.
I shake my head. “It was nothing important. She just thought I might be happier talking about Harry without you there.” He nods, but I can see in his eyes that he doesn’t believe me. That’s just tough luck. I’m hoping he never has to know about me, but it feels as though the walls are slowly closing in on Harry and I, threatening this life that we’ve managed to build for ourselves. We climbed up out of the ashes of our shitty lives, and built something for ourselves. Now I feel as though I’m doused in petrol and just waiting for someone to throw a match at me. The problem is I don’t know which direction the match is coming from, or what the extent of the damage will be. I just have to keep ploughing forwards like I always do. There’s nothing I can do for Harry right now. Even I know that Claudia Weston is a pitbull of an attorney. If anyone can get Harry out it’s her. I also know that she charges more money per hour than I make in a week. 
Theo opens the car door for me and I slide into the smooth leather of his Aston. He climbs in and starts the car.
“Shit.” I curse as I realise that I need to call Donny and let him know what’s going on.
“What?” Theo’s eyebrows draw together. 
“I just need to call Donny. Hang on.” I find his name in my contacts. 
“Donny?” His voice is flat. I look up at him and he doesn’t look happy.
“Yes Donny. He lives with Harry.” He grumbles something unintelligible but says nothing else as I call Donny.
He picks up after the second ring. “Hey Lilly. How are you?” He says brightly.
“Hey Don. I’ve been better. I have some bad news. Harry’s been arrested.” I say quickly.
“What for?” He asks slowly.
“Kidnapping…of me.” I whisper. 
“Shit Lilly. Fuck. Is he okay?” 
“Theo’s solicitor is trying to get him out. Hopefully it won’t take long.” 
“Is my dad going to be implicated in this?” His voice drops. Donny’s dad took Harry on as an apprentice mechanic when we had nowhere to go. He let us live in the flat above the garage, and kept an eye on us. Harry and Donny had been friends since they were four. Donny’s mum lives back in Kent, where we grew up. 
“I don’t know. Harry will protect him. He’ll say he lied about us. Give him a heads up though.” 
“Yeah, sure. Just…go careful Lilly.” He pleads.
“I will. Bye Don.”
 



Chapter Twenty Three
Theo
 
She’s talking to that little fuck Donny, and he clearly knows quite a lot about the situation. “He’s in on it?” I ask slowly after she hangs up.
“No, he is not in on it. He’s Harry’s oldest friend. His dad helped us out when we needed it most.” She snaps. “Besides there’s no ‘it’ to be in on. Harry did nothing wrong.”
I drag my hand through my hair. “I know, it’s just…” It’s just that everyone seems to know her, to know about her, and yet she gives me nothing. 
“Just what?” She frowns.
“Nothing. It doesn’t matter.” I start the car and reverse out of the space. “Where to?” 
She shrugs. “Do you need to go to the office today?” 
I turn to her and smirk. “Really?”
She smiles and rolls her eyes. “Of course not. You know work is good for the soul.”
“I did three times what any normal business owner does between the ages of twenty one and twenty seven, now I don’t have to.” 
“Wow, six whole years. You’re a smug bastard, you know that?”
I laugh. “Yes I do.” I throw the car in gear and pull out of the underground car park. “You still didn’t answer my question. Where to?” 
“Don’t care.” She says absently as she stares out the window. I decide to go to my house as it’s close and the traffic is terrible. It would take at least half an hour to get to her flat.
I pull into the garage and switch off the engine. Lilly doesn’t move, just stares at the dashboard. “You okay?” I ask.
She nods. “Yeah, just thinking.” She opens the door and steps out of the car. I guide her through the house as she silently makes her way to the living room. 
“Do you want a drink?” 
“Have you got any vodka?” She asks.
I check my watch. Ten in the morning, wow, even by my standards that’s early. “Uh, yeah sure.”
I pour her the vodka and hand it to her. “No, I’m not an alcoholic. I’m just…on edge.”
I hold my hands up. “I didn’t say anything.” I study her for a moment as she sips her drink. She looks thin, too thin. Her pencil skirt, once filled by her curvy body now hangs on her. Where she used to have an abundance of cleavage, I can see ribs on her chest. Her hair is loose, but has lost it’s shine. She looks so tired. 
“Do you want some food?” I ask. She shakes her head. “Lilly…I don’t want to be a dick, but you really need to eat something. You look ill sugar.” She looks away from me. She almost looks embarrassed. “How long has this been going on? Have you seen a doctor?”
“No. I’m fine.” She says too quickly.
“Lilly…”
“I can’t eat when I’m stressed or upset okay? Just leave it Theo. I’m really not your concern.” 
“Okay. I’ll be downstairs if you need me.” Fuck if she doesn’t know how to hit hard.  I head downstairs and change into some gym clothes. All I seem to do at the moment is hammer myself in the gym, because if I didn’t I’d be drinking. A lot. 
I go straight to the punching bag and I start hitting. My head is fucked. I don’t know if I’m coming or going with Lilly. I make some small progress and then she throws it in my face. I should walk the fuck away, but I can’t. I shouldn’t care but I do, and that’s the problem. She doesn’t want me to care. She doesn’t want me. I’m simply a convenience to her now, a convenience who isn’t good enough anymore because I no longer fit into her fucking box. I hit the bag harder and harder until my bare knuckles split and bleed. Until my lungs burn and my body aches.
I catch a small movement out of the corner of my eye. Lilly is sat on the bottom step of the stairs leading up into the main house. Our eyes meet in a silent exchange. I break eye contact and walk away from her with my hands folded behind my head. 
“What do you want?” I ask with my back to her.
“I just…” She stammers. “I didn’t mean to be a bitch earlier.”
I spin around to face her and drop my arms to my sides. “I mean what do you want from me Lilly? Because I have no more to give, and I’m reaching my limit.”
“I don’t know.” Her small voice echoes around the enormous space of my basement. She lifts her hand and presses her fingers against her lips. Her hand shakes as she moves. 
“Fucking hell woman. What do you want? I’ve been chasing you since day one. I accept your evasive shit. I don’t ask questions. I’ve been here for you one hundred percent, and yet you don’t know.” 
Her expression becomes shuttered. “I didn’t ask you to be there for me…” 
I stride across the room until I’m stood just feet away from her. “No, I do it because I want to. I do it because I want to be your everything.” I wait for a response but she says nothing. I shake my head. “You know what, I can’t do this anymore. It hurts too fucking much.” I move to step around her, but she stands and blocks my path. She’s on the step above me so our eyes are level.
“Please don’t. I…” She drags both her hands through her hair as tears well in her eyes. She looks like she’s in pain. “Fuck. I love you.” She whispers brokenly. “I love you but I don’t know how to be with you. You are everything to me, but I can’t be your everything.”
“Lilly…” I stroke her teary face.
“You’re having a baby Theo, and it hurts so fucking much!” She chokes. “I will never give you that, and I don’t know if I can deal with that. It’s selfish, but it’s the truth.”
“You are my everything. I know this is shit, but I can’t live without you. I can’t do this without you. I don’t want to cause you pain, but if that kid is mine, then I can’t abandon it.” Life always seems to be about choices.
“I wouldn’t want you to. If you did, you wouldn’t be the person I fell in love with.” She sniffs.
I can’t respond to that, so I lean in and I kiss her. 



Chapter Twenty Four
Lilly
 
Theo’s kiss is smouldering. All the fire, the passion, the love between us is poured into this kiss. I don’t know what I’m doing. I just know that I’m done fighting him. I need him in a way that I’ve never needed anyone else. 
He pulls me up against his body as my fingers trace his shirtless from. His sweat slicked muscles flex under my touch, and my womb practically convulses. Jesus, I’ve missed him. His hands press against the bare skin of my back, slowly dragging my cashmere sweater up my body. His lips move across my jaw and along my neck, kissing, sucking and nipping his way to my collar bone. My entire body is tingling in cold shivers, and I cling to him desperately. He completely overwhelms me as he dominates my body with his own. We break apart only for him to pull my top off. 
“So fucking perfect.” He breathes before slowly unzipping my skirt and sliding it down my thighs. His fingers caress my skin in whisper soft touches that make me tremble. My nipples harden and press against the see through lace of my bra. I moan as he cups my right breast harshly. He smiles, and traces his tongue along the edge of the lace. His teeth graze my nipple and I hiss a string of expletives. He laughs a deep low rumble that makes every hormone in my body burst into flames and combust. 
“Theo…” I gasp.
“Shhh. I know what you need sugar.” He grasps my thighs and lifts me, spreading my thighs around his waist. His biceps flex and pop effortlessly. He walks us over to the corner of the room where the floor is covered in exercise mats. He drops to his knees, but doesn’t let me go, instead he pulls me closer. I straddle his thighs as our chests are pressed together. His hands are on either side of my face as his eyes meet mine, and it’s a perfect unbreakable moment that says everything; ‘I love you.’ I turn my head and kiss his palm. His hands leave my face and grip my thighs, travelling higher until he cups my arse in his hands. He drops his head and flicks my left nipple with his tongue. Oh god, I can’t breathe. 
His lips meet mine again, and I take the lead. I grip his hair as I plunge my tongue into his mouth. I grind my pelvis against his hard cock and he growls against my lips. “Lilly.” He moans breathlessly.
I move away from him and tug at his jogging bottoms. He flashes me that sexier than sin smile and stands up. I lay back on my elbows as I watch his movements. Damn he makes those jogging bottoms look good. They sit low on his hips, just below those beautiful ab’s and those deep guidelines. It’s when he takes them off that my pulse really races. Fuck!
“Your turn.” He says with a smirk, watching me watch him.
I smile and pull the scrap of lace that is my underwear down my legs. I then throw them at him. He catches them and cocks an eyebrow at me, that small smile on his face. 
I teasingly spread my legs. “You just going to stand there?”
All humour fades from his expression. “Fuck no.”
He’s on me in a heartbeat. His bodyweight feels blissfully heavy as he moves over me. With no warning his fingers caress my pussy. I moan as he buries his face in my neck.
“Fuck me, now.” I beg. I’m beyond sane or rational thinking right now. I’m so tightly wound it’s ridiculous. “Theo!” 
He kisses me hard enough to steal my breath. I feel the head of his cock press against my pussy. My nails dig into his back, urging him on. I graze my teeth over his neck and he shivers.
“Fuck.” With a roar he thrusts forward filling me to the hilt. I come instantly, my body spasming and trembling underneath him. “Oh god.” I scream, as he remains perfectly still. When I can breathe again I glance up at him. His eyes are scrunched shut and his teeth are gritted.
 “Are you okay?” I ask breathlessly.
“Yep.” 
“Theo what’s wrong?” I touch his face and he opens his eyes. 
“Lilly, you just came in one thrust. I almost blew my load right there.” I snort a laugh.
“Oh you think it’s funny huh?” He smiles as he pulls back and then thrusts into me hard. Oh Jesus. He lays down a punishing rhythm, as I moan underneath him. With anyone but him I hate being dominated in any way, but with him, I love it. The harder and faster he takes me the better. I cling to his powerful body as he thrusts into me over and over. Then suddenly he flips me until he’s led on his back underneath me. 
“Ride me sugar.” He says between heavy breaths.
I love having all that man underneath me. I love the feel of his hot skin pressed against the inside of my thighs, of his cock so deep inside me. I love watching his muscles bunch and flex underneath me, and mostly I love the way he watches me. I roll my hips and his cock nudges my g-spot so perfectly. I moan as I grind against him. 
“Oh god you look so good up there. Baby I’m going to come.” He groans. He pinches my nipple with one hand whilst rubbing my clit with the other and I go off like a firework. I feel Theo’s hands clench down over my hips and his thrusts come up to meet mine frantically. Through my blurred vision I watch him throw his head back and the cords of muscle in his neck pop out and tighten. I hear him call my name like a prayer. It’s the most beautiful sight. 
I fall forward onto his chest and he holds me close as his chest heaves. I slide off of his sweat slicked body and lay on my back next to him. The only sound is our mingled heavy breaths.
“I stand by you.” I manage to gasp out.
“What?” He sounds disorientated and it makes me smile.
“I stand by you.” I say again. I roll my head to the side and find him staring at me.
He meets my gaze and holds it. His face breaks into a smile
I take a deep breath as my heart rate starts to slow. “I’m not promising it will work, I still don’t know how it’s going to work. But I want to do it. One day at a time okay?”
His face turns serious. “I don’t want you to do anything that causes you pain sugar. This shit with Cassie, it’s messy, she’s messy. She’s a fucking car crash.”
“I know.” I smile and stare at the ceiling. “You know, I remember something my dad used to say to me before he died. He used to say; don’t miss the moon for watching the stars.” I smile at him. “I never appreciated it before, but he’s right. You’re the moon Theo. The stars don’t matter. I think I always knew that, but I was just hurt you know. I’ve spent years running from anything difficult. The thing is though, I’d rather walk the difficult road with you than take the easy route alone, because without you, nothing is easy.”
He rolls over so he’s hovering above me. “That is the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me.” He gushes with an enormous grin on his face.
“Don’t get used to it.” I grumble 
He laughs. “Just checking you’re still you.” He traces my lips with a finger. “I love you Lilly, so fucking much.” 
“I love you too.” 
“Look, about Cassie…” He starts.
I sigh. Here goes. “Before we get into that, I need to tell you some things.” His expression becomes serious. “The things I have to tell you…” I bite my lip. “They’re not easy, but I need you to listen to the whole story before you judge. I should have told you before, but well I didn’t think we were that serious, and it never came up. With the situation with Harry though, I think it’s time.” I glance over at him. He’s gone very still. “Nobody except Harry and I know the full story, but I’m going to trust you with it.”
He nods as his beautiful eyes scan my face. “Okay.” 
“It’s not a naked conversation.” I laugh. 
He feigns a pout and then gets up. He takes my hand and pulls me off the mat. “Shower, then talk.”
I shower in the spare bathroom. If I get in a shower with Theo then this conversation will never happen. Fuck, what if he doesn’t want to know after this? I mean, shit, it’s a lot to deal with. I’ve spent the last month trying to avoid him and push him away by any means necessary. I’ve fought him at every turn. I’ve fought myself at every turn. My head and my heart have thrashed it out to death. And now, when I finally just allow myself to love him, and admit to myself that I need him…now I have to tell him something that will probably send him running in the opposite direction. It seems so cruel. If I don’t tell him though, then it will ruin us anyway because there are just too many secrets between us. I try to tell myself that if he really loves me, he’ll look past all of it. It’s not all that reassuring. I wish I could have more faith in him, in us. Time to face the music. 
I step out of the shower and dry myself. I dress in my sweater and skirt and head back upstairs. Theo has a bottle of Grey Goose and two glasses in front of him on the coffee table. He’s reclining back on the sofa, his denim clad thighs spread slightly. His hair is damp from the shower, and he’s shirtless. He’s on the phone, but smiles wide when he sees me. He gestures me over and I move to sit next to him, but find myself pulled into his lap.
“Look, just deal with it okay. This is the shit I pay you for. I’ve got to go.” Then he hangs up and throws the phone on the sofa cushion next to him. 
“Hey sugar.” He purrs against my neck as his arms wrap around me. I absorb his presence, his touch, his heat, like it’s the best kind of drug. 
“Hey.” I whisper. 
“You want a drink?” He asks. I nod stiffly and try to move out of his grasp. He tightens his hold. “Hey.” He says quietly. I meet his intense gaze, fixed on mine. “There is nothing you can tell me that will change anything, okay? I love you, and I always will. No matter what.” He strokes my face as his lips brush over mine in a kiss so tender it makes my heart throb. “Okay?” He whispers against my lips.
I nod. “Okay.” 
He releases me and I move off him. He pours the vodka and hands me the glass. I down the entire thing. He watches me carefully but says nothing.
I breathe in and out, in and out. “Okay.” You can do this Lilly. I meet those beautiful sapphire eyes and I start my story. “My name isn’t really Lilly Parker.”
To be continued…
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