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Chapter 1


I slung my handbag over my shoulder, picked
up my guitar and collapsed the handle on my suitcase, struggling when I tried to
lift its dead weight up the step and onto the train. People eddied past me impatiently
without a single offer of help, only an occasional frustrated huff because I
was blocking their path. I ignored them all. I didn’t need their help – I
didn’t need anyone’s help. I would manage on my own. 


Finally inside the carriage I wheeled my suitcase
towards the luggage rack and inserted it between a misshapen rucksack (that
looked like it had circumnavigated the world at least a couple of times) and a
cricket kit bag, bat handles poking out of their special pockets on the side. I
stared down at my own case. It contained everything I owned in the world right
now, everything I had been able to grab in the short hours I’d had to pack and
get away. It wasn’t much, but it would have to be enough. At least I had my
guitar. 


I took a deep breath, straightened my
shoulders and pushed them back as I looked down the carriage for a seat, heaving
my tired body towards an unoccupied space and placing my guitar on the shelf
above before I sat down. I clasped my handbag to my chest, grateful to have the
small row to myself as I allowed my body to relax for the first time in what
felt like days. I was exhausted, and I still needed to get to where I was meant
to be staying tonight. 


I rummaged around in my bag for the piece
of paper Mama had handed me just before I left. I’d checked it every time I’d
had a chance to, the address now burned into my memory. This was the final leg
of my journey, and that piece of paper was my only hope that I’d have somewhere
to sleep later on. As I felt my eyes fill with self-pity tears I scolded myself
to stay strong. 


Only this morning I’d said goodbye to Mama;
the only person who really loved me, the only friend I had, the only one in my
entire life who had always stuck by me. She had sacrificed herself, unbeknownst
to me, at great personal cost. Now I had no idea when I would even be able to see
her again. I couldn’t risk it because of them. I’d begged her to come
with me, but she’d refused. I’d never understand why… how she could choose that
life… it beggared belief. The thought of her with that man brought more tears
to my eyes and bile to my stomach. I forced myself to swallow to stop myself
from vomiting and pushed the image away from my mind, choosing instead to fill
it with the view out the window – the rolling hills of the South Downs. 


Emotions buttoned down once more, I pondered
my predicament. I was alone and penniless. Every last drop of Mama’s savings
had gone to pay for the first year of a BA in Music course for me at Sussex
University. She’d helped my dream come true, but at what cost to her? I could
only hope this upheaval would be worth it, that it would mean the start of a
new life. A better life, one that would mean I could pay her back one day. God
knew things couldn’t really get much worse. Life hadn’t exactly panned out as I’d
hoped it might. Not that I could blame anyone but myself – I’d believed in
the fairy tale and trusted the wrong person. Over and over again he’d spun me
lies, and I’d believed him. I wouldn’t make that mistake again. 


I thought of him then; his chocolate brown
eyes and his dark, unruly hair, with a fringe that fell over one eye that he’d
been forever running his hands through. I remembered the soft feel of it when I
pushed it away for him. I thought about when he’d smiled, the dimples that had
appeared, and then when he’d brushed his lips against mine so sweetly… Stop!
I warned myself. I can’t go there. Not today. I just needed to
get to where I was staying. That would use all the strength I had. As Mama had
said; ‘It’s not the beginning of the end, just the end of the beginning’. I
needed to remember that and get on with my life. Most of all I needed to forget
all about him. 







Ten years earlier… 


So far I liked living here. Mama had said I
could play in the garden as long as I wasn’t too noisy. I wasn’t; I’d been as quiet
as the mice I sometimes saw creeping around the edges of the hay barn when I sat
still on top of the bales they kept in there. Anyway, this garden was massive. Bigger
than the park Mama used to take me to when we fed the ducks near our old house.
I think even if I had been majorly noisy no one would have heard me. It wasn’t
as if there was anyone around here to hear anything anyway. Just me and the
mice. Exactly how I liked it. 


Mama had told me she looked after the big
house for the man who lived there. He’d met us at his enormous front door when
we’d first arrived. She was good at looking after people. She’d looked after me
all by herself ever since Daddy had left us to go and live with his other
family. He’d made her cry, so I was cross with him for that. Mama didn’t know I
knew about the other family, but I had heard her talking to our old neighbour
one day. She’d been crying and angry because he hadn’t come to see me on my
birthday. I didn’t really care that he hadn’t. I didn’t need him or his
presents. Those other kids could have him. If he couldn’t see she was the best
Mama in the world, he didn’t deserve her. Or me for that matter. None of my
friends at school had Mamas nearly as nice as mine. Not even Emily. I was
lucky, and we were just fine on our own, especially now she had her new job. 


I didn’t like the man in the house, though.
He had a beard and small, mean eyes that had stared at me and Mama when we
arrived – I didn’t like them. Mama had told me to make sure I kept out of
his way, but since that first day I hadn’t even seen him once. He never seemed
to come into his garden, despite how lovely it was, and I never went near the
big house let alone inside it. I didn’t need to, nor did I want to. Our little
cottage was much nicer. 


The only downside was how busy Mama was. I
barely saw her until suppertime most days, and even then she often had to go
out again later. I guessed it was a big house, so it took a lot of looking
after, but sometimes she seemed really sad when she got in. Sad and tired. When
I asked her what the matter was, she would just tell me she was tired from all
the hard work he made her do. I had a feeling there was more she didn’t want to
tell me, but I didn’t want to make her feel even worse, so I never pushed it. 


Some days she worked such long hours I missed
her badly. But on the plus side, it meant that once I got home from school I could
pretty much do what I wanted. Today I wanted to go on the trapeze again. 


I had found it about two weeks ago while exploring
the garden. Now I liked to come here every day after school. Emily’s mum normally
picked Emily and me up from the playground and dropped me off at our gate. I
would walk down the driveway on my own, back to the cottage where there was
always a snack waiting for me. Once I had eaten whatever Mama had left and
drunk some milk, I would come here to the trapeze. It was in the part of the
garden furthest from the house, hidden away in a little clearing – as if
someone had wanted to keep it a secret. But I had found it. I’d already
explored everywhere else; this was definitely the best bit in the whole place. 


The swing looked like someone had made it
themselves because the wood was rough – I’d already had one splinter from
it – but I didn’t care. The ropes that held it together, as well as the
ones tied onto the branch, had knots that looked a little disorganised – like
maybe the person didn’t really know how to tie them properly. It was okay,
though. I’d been on it, and it was strong enough to hold me. 


Today it was warm and sunny. I liked the
long summer days that meant I could play outside until Mama called me in for supper.
Even better, it was almost the summer holidays. Just a couple more weeks to go.
For once I wasn’t bothered that I was the only person not having a holiday abroad
somewhere. I knew we couldn’t afford it. Mama had said that maybe next year we
might be able to go overseas if we were careful with our money now, but I didn’t
care. This place was better than the places most people went to for holidays, I
reckoned. Or at least as good, anyway. There was a farm down the road I planned
to ask if I could visit, and the rest of the time I intended to spend swinging
on the trapeze. 


I’d decided I wanted to join a circus when
I was old enough. I had seen a T.V. show about them once. They had been really
high up, higher than the trapeze here, and had jumped from one trapeze to
another. It had been amazing and made me want to try it myself. Today I planned
to swing upside down by my knees for the first time. Maybe I would put a second
trapeze up when I got better at it. Then I could practice swinging from one to
another.


I pushed through the branches of the bushes
that guarded the swing, ignoring scratches from the brambles and stings from
nettles that were hidden beneath them as I forced my way through until I emerged
into the small clearing. It was good to be back. I’d told Emily about the place –
I couldn’t help myself because I was so excited after the first day I’d found
it – but I was glad she hadn’t come here yet. I didn’t want her to. I
wanted it to be mine. 


Luckily Mama didn’t want me to have people
over until I was older anyway. She said that, although she knew I could be
sensible to look after myself, she’d worry about having another child here in
case they were silly and she wasn’t there to stop them. Emily could be a bit
silly sometimes – she was a show-off. And a bit bossy. If she came here
she’d want to be on the trapeze all the time. She’d take it over, and I’d have
to let her because she was the guest and Mama always said you had to let the
guest have whatever they wanted, however annoying they were. Emily always wanted
everything I had, even though she had much more stuff than me. 


I stood below the trapeze, just looking at
it for a moment, admiring it, before I bent my knees and sprang. It was a
stretch. My fingers grasped at the rough horizontal wood surface as I shifted
my weight again to get a better grip. It had taken me two days of trying before
I even managed to get a hold of the bar, but now I’d been doing it for a while it
was getting easier. I was getting stronger. I hung there for a few moments, liking
the feel of the pull across my shoulders and the stretch down my back, as if
the bones were separating slightly. The first time I’d got a hold I’d only hung
there for a second or two before my fingers had slipped and I’d dropped back
down to the ground. Now I could thread my legs through my arms and slip them
over the bar so that I was able to pull myself up into a sitting position.


The bar was narrow and dug into the backs
of my legs, but I didn’t care. I spent a good while just swinging. My long hair
blew around me whilst the swing carried me back and forth. I could get quite
high now. I’d done it before, although the branches did creak a bit sometimes,
which worried me. I also found that if I tipped my head back as I swung it made
me feel dizzy – gave me a kind of tingly feeling. I liked that a lot. 


Once I finished swinging I decided to try
hanging by my knees, like I had seen them do on the programme. I held onto the
bar, making sure my knees were gripping on tightly, before I let go with my
hands and slowly curled my body down, my hands reaching towards the ground. If
I fell I figured at least my hands might stop me bashing my head too badly. The
weight of my body pulled across the backs of my legs where they met the bar,
but it didn’t hurt. It was fine. In fact it felt nice. Another delicious
stretch. 


I hung there, enjoying the view from upside
down, as I watched an ant carrying a dead wasp on its back, when a voice made
me nearly jump out of my skin: “Who are you?” 


How I didn’t fall on my head I’ll never
know. I was already cross that the stranger had frightened me, but the voice
was also kind of bossy. I didn’t like it. I twisted myself around to get a
look, still upside down. A boy was standing at the edge of the clearing,
staring at me. He looked annoyed too, although I couldn’t imagine why. “Who are
you?” I asked right back. At school Emily had always told me attack was the
best form of defence – right before she was mean to someone. I thought
this time she might be right. “What are you doing here? It’s private.” I tried
to make my voice sound equally bossy. It was hard to do when I was hanging by my
knees. 


“What are you doing here? I live
here,” he informed me, moving around so that at least he was now standing in
front of me and I didn’t have to twist to see him.


“No you don’t,” I insisted, sticking my chin
out defiantly. I didn’t want him to know he’d scared me. He looked older than
me. I just wanted him to go. “I live here, and I’ve never seen you before.” 


“That’s because I’ve been at school.”


“What, all day and all night?” I used the
voice Mama didn’t like. She said it was ‘sarcastic’.


“No, stupid. Boarding school. I sleep there
and come home here when I have to – for the summer holidays.”


“I’m not stupid,” I immediately defended
myself, before thinking about what he’d just told me. “You sleep at school?
That’s awful.” I couldn’t imagine being forced to stay at school all day and
all night.


“It’s good for me,” he said. It sounded
like something a grown-up had told him once, and I told him so. For the first
time he smiled at me, and I noticed that when he smiled he had nice eyes and
small dimples in his cheeks. From what I could see from my current vantage
point his eyes were dark brown, but when he smiled they looked warmer. 


“Maybe they did,” he admitted. “Anyway it’s
an okay school. I like being with my friends.” He paused and looked at me again,
cocking his head to the side. “You’re showing your knickers like a slut.”


I wasn’t entirely sure what a slut was, but
I could tell just by the way he had said it that it wasn’t a nice thing. I felt
embarrassed. I hadn’t really noticed that my school skirt had dropped over my
chest as I hung there; I hadn’t bothered to change out of my uniform before
coming outside to play. I didn’t normally care if the boys at school saw my
knickers when I did cartwheels and handstands, but for some reason having this
boy point it out made me feel awkward. I tried to fold my skirt back up and
tuck it under my knees, but the movement disrupted my balance, and before I knew
what was happening I was falling to the ground. I landed in a heap, my hands
only just moving in time to break my fall slightly.


“God, are you okay?” he asked, rushing to
my side. I swallowed back the tears that threatened to spill. It hurt, but I didn’t
want to look weak in front of this boy.


“I’m fine.”


“No you’re not. You’re bleeding.” He reached
into his pocket and pulled out a handkerchief. I knew what they were because I’d
read about them in books, but I’d never seen a real one before. We only used
paper tissues in our house. He dabbed it against my forehead, and when he pulled
it away it was covered in blood. He quickly pressed it back against the wound
and secured my own hand over it to keep it in place. “You need to wash the
cut,” he told me. “It’s got a load of dirt in it. It’ll get infected if you don’t.”
I nodded without saying anything, still not quite trusting myself not to cry. “Can
you get up?” he asked. I nodded again and slowly pulled my legs beneath me,
attempting to stand. His hand came under me, supporting my weight until I found
my balance. I felt a little dizzy, unsure if it was from bashing my head, the
blood, or the fact the boy was standing so close.


“I’m fine,” I said again, uncertain whether
I was telling him or myself. “I need to get home.” I took a step backwards.


“Will you be back tomorrow?” he asked. 


“Maybe. After school,” I replied, taking a
second step away before I realised I was still holding the hanky to my head. I
held the bloody object out towards him.


“Keep it,” he said, and smiled again. I nodded
and turned, heading back through the bushes until his voice stopped me. “What’s
your name?” 


“Delilah,” I replied, looking back at him
over my shoulder. 


“I’m Hardy.” I nodded again, to let him
know I had heard, but said nothing. I turned and then just kept walking until I
was back at the cottage, sensing his eyes on me all the while.











Chapter 2


By the time Mama got home to make supper I’d
done quite a good job of cleaning out the dirt from the cut, but it was still
bleeding. 


“What have you done, Lila?” she exclaimed
as soon as she saw all the blood, rushing to my side.


“I’ve cleaned it out,” I reassured her. “I
fell. I just can’t get it to stop bleeding.” For some reason I didn’t want to
tell her about the trapeze. I think I was worried she’d tell me not to go there
again. I didn’t want that. It hadn’t been the trapeze’s fault, it was that boy’s –
Hardy. 


“Head wounds are tricky,” she informed me. “They
always bleed a lot. You have to keep something pressed against it. Here, let me
have a look,” she said, peeling away the tissue I had been using once the
hankie got too full of blood. “You need to use fabric on a cut, not tissue. Tissue
will leave bits behind in it.” She moved to get a clean cloth from the drawer
and returned to my side. “It’s nasty but not too deep,” she said as she dabbed
at it. “You shouldn’t need stitches, but you may be left with a little scar. Your
fringe will hide it, though, and god knows you’re more than beautiful enough to
cope with a tiny scar.” I smiled at that. She always told me I was beautiful. I
couldn’t see it myself – my eyes were a weird violet blue colour, while my
hair was so dark it looked black. I thought I looked strange and wished I had
blonde hair and normal blue eyes like Emily.


“How did you fall?” she asked, disturbing
my thoughts. “It must have been quite a bash. I think you caught your nose too.
You look like you’ve got a black eye coming. You weren’t unconscious at all,
were you?”


“I was running, and I fell and hit my head
on a log. It’s fine,” I reassured her, waving my hand. “I was awake the whole
time.”


“You shouldn’t be on your own so much.”


“It was my own fault.” I crossed my fingers
at the fib. I knew she didn’t like me being on my own after school, but it was
worth it if it meant she didn’t have to worry about money so much. The job had
provided us with a home, and for the first time since Daddy left Mama had been
laughing again, when she wasn’t too tired. “I’ll take better care next time.” She
nodded, but I could still see the worry in her eyes. “How was your day?” I
asked, hoping to distract her.


“Oh, fine. Busy. Mr Somerville’s son came
home from school today for the summer, so I had to get his room sorted and let
the cook know what to make for their supper.”


“What’s he like?” I asked, intrigued to
know more about the boy.


“Oh, I don’t really know. He was only in
the house about five minutes before he ran out into the garden. I thought you
might have seen him.”


“No,” I told her, crossing my fingers for
the second time. I hated lying to Mama – I’m not even sure why I felt I
needed to. “Mama, what’s a slut?” I suddenly asked, remembering the word Hardy had
used earlier.


“Delilah!” Mama exclaimed. “Where on earth did
you hear that word? At your age!”


“At school,” I replied, keeping my answer
deliberately vague. I’m going to go to hell for all my lying, I thought.


“It’s not a kind word,” she explained. “It’s
used to describe a girl who’s casual about the number of boyfriends she has,”
she went on, continuing to press the cloth against my head. Mama had always
been very open with me about things to do with relationships and boys; always
willing to answer any questions I had. They taught us all this stuff at school,
but it was never quite enough. I wanted to know more. I was lucky I could talk to
her about it.


“Why isn’t it a kind word? Why does it
matter if someone is casual about boyfriends?” I was genuinely curious. She’d
told me sharing a special connection with someone that way was a wonderful
thing.


“Some people don’t think you should have
lots of boyfriends. They judge others that do, and they use words like ‘slut’
to make them feel bad.”


“And what do you think?”


“I think we shouldn’t judge other people. You
never know why people make the choices they do, and who are we to decide what is
right or wrong? We all have to live our own lives, Delilah, and not spend time
worrying what other people think. If you think someone is special enough
to you that you want to share a close relationship with them, then it shouldn’t
matter what anyone else thinks about it, or however many other people you have
or haven’t shared that with before. Try to make your own mind up about people, and
don’t use words like ‘slut’ to describe them. Try not to judge.” She looked sad
for a moment, and I wanted to ask if people had judged her, but I didn’t want
to make her even sadder. 


“How old is he?” I asked, changing the
subject again.


“How old is who?”


“The boy who came home today. Why does he
go away to school?”


“He’s ten. He’s called Hardy, and he goes
to boarding school.” 


“Why does he go to boarding school? Doesn’t
he miss his Mum and Dad?”


“I don’t know, darling. You’ll have to ask
him if you see him. His mum lives in America, but he’s here for the summer, so
maybe you’ll bump into him.” 


She pulled the cloth away from my head. The
bleeding had stopped at last. My head felt sore, and I had a headache. So by
the time I’d had a light supper I was ready for bed, despite it still being
early. I felt excited as I lay there waiting for sleep to take me, excited to
see the boy again the next day.


*


School was horrible. Everyone teased me
about my black eye and cut. My teacher asked me three times how it happened. I
told her the same story I’d told Mama, but I wasn’t sure if she believed me. I
also didn’t tell Emily about the boy. It was the same as with the trapeze; I
wanted to keep him all to myself. She’d been really annoying all day – as
if she could tell I was keeping some sort of a secret and was annoyed with me
because of it. By the time her mum pulled up by our gate to drop me off I couldn’t
wait to get away from her. 


I ran down the drive and into the cottage,
grabbed my biscuits from the plate and stuffed them into my pocket. Then I gulped
down my milk before I sprinted back out into the garden. As I pushed through
the bushes again I felt nervous, wondering if he’d be there. My breath caught
as I saw him. He was sitting on a log reading a book, the dappled sunlight
catching the lighter parts of his hair and making it shine. He looked up as he
heard me coming.


“You took your time,” was all he said. He
stood up, stuffing his book into his jacket pocket as he walked right up to me
before taking a hold of my chin and peering down at my eye. “You’ve got a right
shiner.” He had a very posh accent, so the way he said it sounded funny. “What
are you smiling at?” he asked, frowning.


“A raight shynaa,” I parroted, trying to
sound like him. He grinned, and his whole face changed. The dimples in his
cheeks returned. I liked them.


“Cheeky,” he scolded, but I could tell he didn’t
mean it. “Well, what do you want to do?” he asked. I just shrugged. “Can you
climb a tree?” 


I shook my head. “I’ve never tried,
though,” I whispered, feeling shy for some reason.


“Well, let’s give it a go then.” He led me
over to a carefully chosen specimen and showed me how the position of the lower
branches made it possible to climb. Then he stood and coached me from the
ground as I slowly crept up through the branches. “Don’t look down,” he bellowed
when I made the mistake of glancing to see how far I’d got, but it was too late
and I froze. Within moments he was up there beside me. “You can do it,” he assured
me. “You’re strong for a girl. You didn’t even cry when you fell off that
trapeze.” With his help and encouragement I scaled the rest of the way until we
were both sat at the very top, side by side on the branch. I was filled with a
sense of achievement. “I told you that you could do it.” He sounded so certain I
couldn’t help but believe him. I felt a warm glow at his encouragement and passed
him one of the biscuits from out of my pocket, which he accepted with another
smile. We sat there munching on them in silence, perfectly content.


“Next time wear trousers,” he suddenly said.
“It will make the climbing much easier.” He paused, thinking. “I think we
should build a treehouse down there,” he announced, pointing at some of the
lower branches. I knew for some reason that, because he had decided it, it would
happen. “I’ll get some wood from the shed, and hammers and nails, and we can
put it across there,” he continued, pointing to where the branches jutted out
horizontally. They created enough of a platform that it might be possible. “Then
we can launch the trapeze from here,” he added, pointing to where a branch stuck
out above the platform branches, not far from where we sat. “We could make
something to tie it to. If you’d like?” he finally thought to ask me. I nodded,
secretly delighted that he was at all bothered with what I’d like. “So
definitely wear trousers,” he insisted again, and this time it wasn’t a
suggestion.


At tea time that evening I told Mama that I’d
met Hardy and that we’d been playing together. “That’s good,” she said with a smile,
looking a little bit sad again. “It will be good for him to keep out the house,
out of his Dad’s way.” 


“We’re going to build a treehouse,” I informed
her. 


“A treehouse? Well, be careful, won’t you? I
don’t want you hurting yourself again.”


“Hardy will look after me,” I assured her. As
I said it I somehow knew it to be true.


*


After that day a routine began. Each afternoon,
as soon as school finished, I would meet Hardy down in the glade and we would work
on the treehouse. He did most of the climbing and hammering, and I passed him
everything he needed. Once I broke up for the summer holidays I spent the whole
day down there. Hardy seemed pleased he had me to himself all the time now. A
couple of times Emily had called asking me to do things with her, but I always
told her I didn’t want to. I knew she wanted to know why, but I just didn’t
want to tell her.


We were making good progress; the main
lower platform had been built and it seemed sturdy. As I sat there handing
Hardy nails, we both heard a voice calling for him that I didn’t recognise at
first. He froze, and I watched as his easy confidence drained away.


“Hardy,” the voice bellowed again, and I
realised I did recognise it. It was the man who lived in the big house. His
father.


“I have to go,” he whispered to me, his
face pale, eyes haunted. I just nodded at him as he began to slither down the
trunk. I followed silently, somehow instinctively knowing to hold back in the
shadow of the bushes while he emerged and walked over to where his father stood
waiting, hands on his hips.


He started to shout as soon as Hardy
reached him, even though Hardy was right in front of him. “Where have you been,
you stupid bloody child? Your tutor is here. You knew he was starting today. You’ve
made people disturb me from my work just to find you, you worthless piece of
shit. If you weren’t so stupid in the first place, you wouldn’t need a fucking
tutor. Fucking stupid like your mother,” he said. I was shocked. I’d never
heard a grown-up swear at a child before. 


“She’s not stupid,” Hardy defended his mum.
Instantly the man’s hand swept down and cuffed Hardy hard on the cheek. I gasped
with shock at the sight of a grown man hitting a boy. My mother had never laid
a hand on me, however difficult I’d been. My hand immediately rose to cover my
mouth and stifle the sound. I knew it wouldn’t help Hardy for the man to see me
there, to know he had been playing with me, and I didn’t want to make things
any worse for him. I stood there in silence as Hardy hung his head, wiping away
a tear from beneath his eye in an angry, sullen gesture. I hated the man even
more now than I already had. 


“I told your fucking mother you could stay
here as long as you didn’t cause me any trouble. This is trouble. Get your
sorry self inside and see if you can absorb at least something intelligent into
that dense head of yours before I send you to spend the summer with my own
mother.” Hardy looked up at that, the colour once again draining from his face.
Clearly there was a fate worse than spending time with this man if his
expression was anything to go by. He turned and ran past his dad, sprinting
towards the house. I watched until he disappeared from my sight. 


His dad didn’t immediately follow but just
stared after him for a long moment before turning to peer towards the bushes –
exactly at the place where I was standing. I froze every muscle, glad that
today at least my clothes were dark, as I hoped I would be able to blend into
the shadows and avoid detection. The thrum of my heart pulsed loudly in my ears
as I held my breath, praying he couldn’t hear me. For a moment his muscles
tensed and I thought he might move towards my hiding place, but then he seemed
to reconsider and straightened, turning back towards the house. Relief
immediate, my knees sagged, and I crumpled to the ground beside the brambles,
sitting there in the shadows for a full five minutes before I felt strong
enough to make my way back to the cottage.


*


Hardy and I never talked about his father. I
knew he wouldn’t want to know I had seen him being hit. He was too proud. I didn’t
think it was the only time his dad had hit him either. A few times since then I’d
seen bruises on his body that weren’t caused while we were building the
treehouse. Especially on the hot days when he took off his shirt. Since that first
day he’d had to go in for tutoring for a couple of hours every morning, while I
carried on working, but he’d always come back out afterwards to find me. 


We did talk about his mum occasionally. “Why
does she live in America?” I’d finally summoned the courage to ask as we hammered
the final nails in to the roof. He knew I was talking about his mum. He’d
already mentioned that she lived there.


“She moved there when they split up.”


“Are they divorced?”


“Yeah, years ago. Can’t say I blame her. He’s
horrible.”


“So why are you here and not with her?” Mama
always told me I was too nosy. I asked questions before I thought about how
they might make the other person feel. I didn’t mean to. It was just that, when
I wanted to know something, I asked. He looked at me for a long moment before
answering.


“She’s getting married again,” he said and
stopped. He seemed to think those few words would explain everything, but now I
was even more confused.


“Well, that’s good, isn’t it? Why aren’t you
with her?”


“She didn’t want me there. Thought I’d get
in their way and spoil their honeymoon.” 


For once I was struck dumb. I couldn’t
think of a single thing to say. The idea of a mother thinking her child could
be in the way was completely alien to me. Horrific. Something about my
expression must have communicated what my mouth seemed unable to, because I
watched as his face closed down.


“Where’s your father?” he suddenly asked. I’d
never spoken about him. I had told Hardy about Mama a lot but had never said anything
about my dad. 


“He left us,” I explained. 


“Didn’t he love you anymore?” he asked. It
hurt to think of it like that, even though it was probably the truth.


“He had another family and left to live
with them. He didn’t want us anymore.” It had always upset me to say the words
out loud. I never liked to talk about him, but I wasn’t trying to hide it. Hardy
didn’t look at all surprised by my words. I think he’d already guessed it was
something like that – something sad. And then I realised he had wanted to
hurt me. He’d deliberately asked about something he knew would upset me because
he wanted to hurt me like I’d hurt him. I guessed now at least I knew what it
felt like when people asked questions without thinking about the other person’s
feelings. 


I stood and started to climb down the tree.
I didn’t want to spend any more time with him today.


“Where are you going?” he barked, sounding
a lot like his dad.


“Home,” I answered shortly. 


“You can’t. We’re not finished yet.” He
sounded cross with me. Well, I was cross with him too.


“I can. You’re not the boss of me,” I told
him once I reached the bottom, hands firmly on my hips. He smiled like he was amused
by my words, which just made me more cross, so I walked off, ignoring his
shouts from behind me. I didn’t look back at all until I was safely inside the
cottage and hidden behind the net curtains.


I could see him standing for a long time at
the edge of the bushes and staring at our house. He looked confused.











Chapter 3


The very next day I met him again as if
nothing had ever happened between us. I could tell he wanted to talk about it
again but didn’t know how. I just wanted to get on with painting the inside of
our house. He had arrived with some beautiful yellow paint, having finished
putting the roof on after I had left. The house was nearly finished, and I loved
it.


I sang as I painted; it was a Simon and
Garfunkel song that my Mama loved and played all the time at home so I knew all
the words. It wasn’t until I paused to refill my paintbrush that I realised Hardy
was staring at me. “What?” I asked, annoyed by his stare.


“You have a nice voice.”


“Oh,” I said, surprised. “Thank you. I like
music and singing. If I can’t join the circus, I think I’d like to play music. I’ve
always wanted to learn the guitar.”


“Well, why don’t you?”


“I don’t have one, and we can’t afford it
yet. Mama says maybe next year I can borrow a guitar and then I can start
lessons. We don’t have much money – well, we didn’t until she got the job
here. It’s getting better, though,” I said defensively. It felt disloyal to say
anything bad about Mama. She had always done her best for me. He nodded and didn’t
say anything else, but I could feel him watching me every time I started
singing again. I decided to stop.


“Don’t stop. I like it,” he said quietly. He
didn’t seem like he was making fun of me. Finally I nodded and started to sing again.



When we finished that day he thanked me. I wasn’t
entirely sure what for – we were just doing the usual treehouse work. Then
when we reached the usual point where our paths split, he leaned forward and kissed
me on the forehead. I just stood there watching him run off in the direction of
the big house, my fingers touching the place his lips had touched me.


*


“I leave in a week,” he told me one day when
August was almost at an end. The treehouse was done; we’d spent the remaining
summer days sitting inside it reading when the weather was bad, or, on the warm
days, swinging on the new, improved trapeze he had built for me. It launched
from our platform. Every day, since that first time, he asked me to sing for
him. 


“Already?” I despaired. I liked having him
around to play with. I knew from what he’d told me that it might be ages before
he came back again. He tended to spend all his holidays with his mum in
California, or with school friends. I’d gotten used to having him around, and I
was going to miss him. I’d known it would happen, and Mama had been warning me
it would be soon, but it still felt sad. “Not before my birthday,” I insisted. He
looked up, surprised.


“When is your birthday?”


“Thursday. Mama told me I could go to the
cinema with a friend. I wanted to take you. Will you come with me?”


“I don’t know. I guess, if I’m allowed.” He
seemed uncertain, but I could tell he wanted to.


“I’ll get Mama to ask your dad,” I assured
him. “She’s good at asking people nicely. I’m sure he’ll say yes.”


“I don’t know,” he said again. “I hope so.”
He looked kind of wistful.


“He will,” I said with more certainty than
I felt. “He has to. It’s my birthday.”


“What do you want?” he asked. I was
confused what he meant. “For a present,” he clarified. “What do you want?”


“Oh, nothing, thanks. Just for you to come
with me to see The Princess Diaries 2.”


“Princess Diaries 2? Jesus, really?”


“Don’t swear, it’s rude,” I automatically
replied. “Anyway, it’s my birthday, and that’s what I’d like to see. Please?” 


He smiled at me – one of the ones with
both dimples showing. “Anything for you, Delilah.” His words made me feel warm
inside.


*


Mama worked her magic on Mr Somerville, and
miraculously Hardy was allowed to come. He arrived at the cottage looking
nervous, a huge rectangular wrapped box under his arm. He greeted my Mama very
formally, shaking her hand, which made her smile, before he handed me the box. “Happy
birthday, Delilah,” he said. 


I gasped, which made him smile. “I’ve never
received a present this big before.” I ripped the paper off and gasped again at
what I found inside. It was a guitar. My own guitar. A child-sized one that would
be perfect to learn with. “There’s a thing to help you tune it in there too,”
he told me as I gawped at the gift.


“It’s too much, Hardy. Does your father
know?” my mother scolded from behind me, when she saw what he had given me.


He huffed in frustration. “It has nothing
to do with him. I bought it with my own money, and to be honest it wasn’t much
at all. I wanted to buy it for her,” he insisted. “I want her to learn so she
can play it and sing for me again the next time I come back.” I nodded
earnestly, promising to be really good by the very next time he saw me.


We then had what I always remembered, when
I looked back on it later, as one of my happiest birthdays; eating pizza before
going to watch The Princess Diaries 2. He was one of the only boys in the
entire audience, but he didn’t seem to care. At the end of the day, when I was full
to the brim with happiness, he smiled at me and asked if I’d had a nice time. I
had assured him it had been the best birthday ever, which made him smile again.
Then he hugged me tight and kissed me in his place on my forehead.


“I’m leaving in the morning,” he told me. I
had known it was coming, but I hadn’t expected it would be so soon. I was glad
he hadn’t told me earlier and had let me enjoy my birthday treat without any
thoughts of how much I was going to miss him. “Promise me you’ll learn the
guitar,” he continued as he stared at me.


“I promise, I will,” I swore. I meant every
word. I intended to make sure I was the best guitar player he’d ever heard when
I played for him the next time he came home. 







Eight years later


“You play the guitar while I dance,” Emily bossed.
I sighed. We’d been doing this almost every day we’d seen each other over the
summer holidays. She was really annoying. She seemed to think she was a great
dancer, modelling herself on Rihanna. I didn’t have the heart to tell her she
was nothing like her. 


It was the day before my birthday – I
hadn’t even reminded Emily because I didn’t want to have to spend it with her. She’d
manage to put the focus on herself, regardless of the fact it was my
birthday. I’d be happy just to spend the day with Ma. 


Emily had forced me to learn ‘Umbrella’. So
I’d managed to create an acoustic version that sounded quite good. I played,
singing the lyrics to myself, as she twirled around like a whirling dervish. When
she’d completed her final turns as I strummed the last chords, she collapsed in
a heap beside me on the grass. “So, I was thinking,” she began. That was never
a good start to a conversation with her, and it invariably ended in trouble for
at least one of us. “It’s your birthday tomorrow… Don’t look so surprised,” she
scolded when she noticed the expression on my face. “So,” she carried on, “I
think you should come for a sleepover.”


“Aren’t we getting a bit beyond pyjama
parties?” I wondered out loud. 


“Well, obviously we wouldn’t be staying
in.” Here it comes, I thought. “My parents will be in bed by half ten. There’s
a party about twenty minutes away from mine. At the house of one of the kids
from St Andrew’s. I know her from that special ballet class I do. She invited
me and said I could bring a friend if I wanted. Naturally, with it being your birthday
and all, I thought of you.”


“I don’t know. I promised Ma I’d stay in
with her.”


“You did no such thing, you liar. I already
asked her and she said she was fine with you coming to mine for a sleepover. Come
on,” she wheedled, “it’ll be fun.” She must have really wanted to do this if
she’d already approached Ma. I’d been outmanoeuvred.


“Why would they even want any of the local kids
at their party? They’re a bunch of snobs and you know it.” We both knew it. Emily
had tried on numerous occasions to get in with the kids from St Andrew’s, but
they’d knocked her back every time. They were a cliquey bunch and wanted
nothing to do with the rest of us. There had to be a catch to this invite.


“Well,” she began, looking guilty as I
rolled my eyes. “I kind of promised you’d bring your guitar and play for them. They
wanted some live music for out by their bonfire. I told them you were great.” Her
praise amazed me. What didn’t surprise me was it had been bestowed only because
she needed something from me. She might have been my only friend, but I knew exactly
how manipulative she could be. 


“I don’t know. I don’t like playing in
front of strangers.”


“Well, you’re going to have to get over
that fear,” she announced. “What’s the point of knowing how to play if you
never play for anyone?”


“I play for myself.”


She huffed in frustration. “Come on, Lila,
it’ll be amazing. Massive house, with a pool, loads of rich boys. We have to
go. You’ll ruin my life if you don’t say you’ll do it. I already promised them.
You can close your eyes and pretend no one’s there, only me,” she pleaded.


“I don’t know,” I said again. 


She placed her hands on her hips and
scolded me; “What are you, sixteen or sixty? Honestly, I think you’ll become a
nun at this rate. Either that or maybe the stories about your love affair with
Mr Morgan have some truth to them?” It was a low blow. 


I’d been plagued throughout school with
rumours about a supposed love affair with Mr Morgan, the music teacher, because
I’d chosen to spend all my free time in the music rooms. Recognising a kindred
musical spirit, he’d welcomed my passion and enjoyed being able to share his
vast knowledge with someone who actually wanted to learn. He’d taught me the
piano and guitar, despite my not being able to afford formal lessons. He’d even
lent me a full-sized guitar, when I outgrew my little one, until Ma had managed
to buy me one of my own. 


He was kind and thoughtful, and he allowed
me access to the music rooms whenever I wanted it, which was often. But it was
that favouritism that led to the rumours. The fact he was nearly fifty and had
a shock of white hair and big yellow rings under his armpits from excessive sweating,
whatever he was wearing and regardless of the temperature outside, did not
dampen the school gossips. I’d been labelled as weird, which had made me fear
playing publicly, despite Mr Morgan’s encouragement. 


He’d regularly told me that I was good and
that my talent was wasted. But I just couldn’t face the sneers from my classmates,
who resented anyone who stood out from the crowd. Emily had remained my friend
in private, but even she kept her distance when we were in school for fear of
being tarred with the same ‘weirdo’ brush.


“If you’re trying to persuade me to help you
out, you’re going about it the wrong way,” I snapped back at her. I hated to be
reminded of the prospect of my miserable return to school now the summer had waned.
It loomed on the horizon and filled me with dread. The only saving grace was that
now I was going into the sixth form, I could spend more time with my beloved
music as I studied for my A’ levels. 


“Sorry,” she whined, immediately contrite
as she witnessed a rare display of the backbone I usually kept well hidden. Mostly
I just fell into line with whatever she wanted – anything for a quiet life.
“Please,” she wheedled again. “It will be the most fun ever, and I really want
to meet Charles Taylor. They say he’d give Robert Pattinson a run for his
money.” I’d heard rumours, mostly from Emily. She’d lusted after Robert
Pattinson ever since Twilight, and forced me to watch the films to the point I
could recite them word for word. Charles Taylor was the closest thing we had to
it in Cambridgeshire, if the rumours were to be believed. She looked so pathetic,
as she fluttered her big blue eyes at me. I knew I was being played, but for
some reason I couldn’t say no to her. Almost no one could.


“Alright,” I heard myself saying, as I
wondered what I was getting myself into.











Chapter 4


Getting ready to go out in complete
silence, so as not to wake Emily’s parents, was easier said than done. We’d
made a big show of turning in to watch a movie in her room, declining the offer
of a snack, whereupon she’d launched herself into her wardrobe and pulled out
two outfits. I’d planned to wear what I’d arrived in, jeans and a cute t-shirt,
but Emily informed me the dress code was smart. Apparently I needed to wear a
dress. She pulled out a small babydoll dress in pale eggshell blue and handed
it to me. “I don’t know,” I said as I pulled it on. She was smaller than me, so
whereas on her it would have reached nearly to her knee, on me it was only
mid-thigh. The one thing we did have in common was an ample cleavage. It was
the bane of my life, and while I usually wore sports bras to contain it, Emily
was happiest when she had everything out on display. This dress was a case in
point. “I can’t wear this,” I stated firmly as I took stock of my reflection in
the mirror. She said nothing but handed me a denim jacket to quieten my
protests which I gratefully put on, pulling it across my overexposed chest.


“You look great,” she assured me, a note of
resentment in her voice as she took in my appearance. “That colour makes your
eyes pop. You’re so lucky,” she said, scowling, “you don’t even need make-up.” It
was true. I had been blessed with dark brows and thick eyelashes that framed my
unusual eyes, along with full lips that were a natural rosy red. I’d never felt
the need to enhance myself with make-up – at least not so far. I slipped
on some ballet flats while Emily chose a pair of ridiculously high heels. I knew
I had an advantage by being tall with thin legs. It meant I didn’t need to wear
heels often, which in this instance was definitely a good thing. I had the
feeling that, with the party situated around a bonfire, her heels were going to
cause problems. 


“Don’t forget your guitar,” she hissed at
me, still obviously resentful of my appearance. I grabbed it by the handle as
she listened by the door for any signs of her parents being awake. 


We crept in silence down the stairs,
avoiding the step that creaked, before slipping out the back door and then running
down the street giggling to where a taxi Emily had arranged earlier was already
waiting. “Alright, ladies,” the driver said with a leer when he saw us coming,
“where to?” Emily gave the address, enjoying the open fixation the driver seemed
to have with her chest as it spilled over the top of the tight dress she was
wearing. Her outfit left very little to the imagination and made mine look
positively demure. I had wanted to tell her she looked a bit cheap, but I knew an
observation like that would only have started a fight.


After less than ten minutes we pulled up in
front of an enormous house, having driven down an extensive driveway, littered
with expensive cars which were discarded along its length. I felt a shiver of
fear. “Are you sure we’re invited?” I whispered, feeling out of my depth as I
took in the sight of multiple glamorous girls dressed to the nines in expensive-looking
cocktail dresses. The guys were all in black tie. We looked Top Shop to their
Harvey Nichols.


“I told you,” Emily said, sounding
irritated as she thrust a tenner at the driver, “Clarissa invited me. It’s her
party.” I climbed slowly out the car, clutching my guitar to my chest like a
shield. Emily slid out beside me, and then we walked the short distance to the
front door, which already stood open. 


Inside was a heaving mass of people; some standing
around in small groups talking and some dancing to the throb of the very loud
house music that boomed throughout. I caught sight of a DJ hunched over some
decks in the corner of one room we passed and wondered why I had brought my
guitar. Emily sensed my reluctance as my pace slowed and grabbed my arm,
marching us through the house until she spotted who she was looking for. It was
a girl; tall, thin and blonde like a hundred other girls here tonight, holding
court amidst an admiring cluster of guys. I figured we had found Clarissa.


I tried to ignore the eyes I could feel
raking over me as we walked up to her.


“Clarissa,” Emily said brightly. “We’re
here.” Clarissa just looked at her blankly for a moment, a sneer spoiling her
pretty face as she took in Emily’s appearance and judged it lacking. 


“Who exactly are you?” she asked with
disdain, making the group around her laugh. Emily blushed, and for a moment I
felt sorry for her. Then Clarissa’s attention shifted, and she noticed me
standing there with my guitar. “Oh yes, you’re the bonfire entertainer. It’s
outside, obviously. I don’t know what you’re doing in here. Follow the smoke.” The
group laughed again at the obvious dismissal and closed ranks around her. I simmered,
wishing we could just hightail it home again, but Emily was determined to have
her fun. 


“Come on,” she hissed at me, as if somehow
her humiliation was my fault, pulling me through the crowds of people until we
emerged onto the patio at the back of the house. She paused to get her bearings
and then, spotting the obvious glow of a fire pit, pulled me into the darkness.
I laughed as she sank heel deep in the lawn, but she just scowled at me, so I
shut up. 


I was grateful, as the darkness enveloped me,
to be away from the intensity of the house and the unwelcoming crowds. The glow
from the fire as we approached seemed warm and inviting by comparison. A small
group sat quietly around what appeared to be a proper fire pit. I had to give
it to Clarissa, or her parents at least; they didn’t do things by halves. Log
benches were placed strategically around the pit, a couple of them unoccupied. Emily
tugged me towards the first one that seemed vacant. The group, mostly men with one
token girl, looked up as we walked up.


“Hello, hello, who have we here?” a boy
drawled at our approach. “Move into the light so I can see you properly.” Obediently
we both stepped closer, into the glow cast by the flames. I could feel the
overt scrutiny of the group, particularly that of the boy who had spoken. It
was fairly obvious that all the kids here were older than us. They must have
just finished their A’ levels and been preparing for their gap years or
university. I felt intimidated by the cool, collected way they had about them,
embarrassed by my lack of experience in dealing with situations like this. I
stared at the floor, my face set, unable to look anyone in the eye. It was only
when Emily squeezed my arm, and I could sense her obvious excitement, that I finally
looked up. The boy who had spoken, I quickly realised from his appearance, was Charles
Taylor. Emily had given me a very comprehensive description, and from what I
could see she hadn’t particularly exaggerated. For once.


Emily preened herself under his scrutiny, ignoring
the unwelcoming vibes from the girl currently positioned on his lap. “Not
Clarissa’s usual type of friends,” Charles said, dismissing Emily immediately. “Ah,
a guitar!” he exclaimed with obvious delight as he peered through the darkness
at me. “I specifically asked Clarissa to find someone who could play. She
bitched like mad about it. Still, here you are,” he said, looking at me. His
eyes ran up my legs and paused at my cleavage as I struggled to both hold the
guitar and cover myself with the jacket at the same time. I blushed and he
laughed. “Sweet,” he said with a grin. “I hope you can play as nicely as you
look. Sit down,” he said, pointing at a space. 


Emily scowled at me as we took a seat on
one of the spare log benches, away from the downward drift of smoke, and made
ourselves comfortable. I got my guitar out and spent a few minutes tuning it. “What
do you want to drink?” Emily asked as she stood, making a production of
brushing herself down. I knew it was for effect. She wanted to draw attention
to her assets.


“Just water,” I replied, knowing my throat
would dry out if I sang for any length of time. I didn’t drink alcohol anyway. I’d
tried it a few times – Mama had always been open to me trying things –
but I’d never really liked the taste.


“We’ve got some bottles of water in here,” Charles
supplied helpfully, pointing to a bucket filled with ice that contained a
selection of bottled drinks. Emily grabbed herself a beer.


“Charles, she’s awful,” the girl on Charles’
lap intoned nasally, after I’d been tuning for a couple of minutes. “Make her
stop.”


“She’s tuning up, you silly mare,” Charles
informed her dismissively. He pushed her off his lap so she landed on the bench
to his side, while he leaned forward and rested his elbows on his thighs in
anticipation.


I felt a pinch on my leg. “He’s mine,”
Emily hissed. “Don’t forget.”


“I don’t want any of them,” I said,
irritated. Unfortunately it was loud enough for Charles to hear, and he raised
an eyebrow in amusement, which made me blush again.


“Hurry up and play,” Emily said
impatiently. She really had little appreciation of music, or what was required
to make it sound beautiful, concerned only with appearance. I ignored her, swallowing
my fear as I prayed nerves would not lock my throat down. I closed my eyes like
we’d planned, took a deep breath and began to gently strum, choosing my
acoustic version of ‘Umbrella’ to begin with. 


This was home for me. Playing my guitar
gave me pleasure like nothing else, and I’d always lost myself within music. I
quickly segued from ‘Umbrella’ to ‘The A Team’ by Ed Sheeran, before moving on to
some of the older songs I adored, like Dolly Parton’s ‘Jolene’ and Bob Marley’s
‘Redemption Song’. I barely even opened my eyes in between, oblivious to my
growing audience. 


It was only when the rasp of my voice
finally took its toll on my throat, and I needed a drink of water, that I
finally paused. As I opened my eyes I was startled to find the group now stood six
deep around us, all watching me. I blushed as they applauded with genuine
appreciation on their faces. Emily sat basking in my reflected glory, telling
anyone who would listen that I was with her. She had manoeuvred herself around
the group so she was now seated beside a good-looking blonde guy. Charles
Taylor was next to me, his previous companion nowhere to be seen.


“Well, well, well,” he said as he handed me
a bottle of water without me even needing to ask. “You’re quite good, do you
know that?” I said nothing as I removed the cap and raised the bottle to my lips.
He shifted closer. I pretended not to notice, focused only on the soothing
liquid now cooling my parched throat. “Where did you learn to play?” he tried
again.


I looked at him this time. “I mostly taught
myself, but school helped too.”


“You’re good. Really good.” I could tell
this was high praise indeed coming from someone with his sort of social status.
He hadn’t needed to say anything. He looked at me again. It was a different
sort of look this time, the sort of look guys normally gave Emily. “How old are
you anyway?” he finally asked.


“Sixteen. Today,” I told him for some
reason.


“Happy birthday,” he said, smiling. He
leaned towards me. “Sweet sixteen and never been kissed,” he whispered, his
breath brushing against my cheek and sending a chill over my skin. “You’re
almost too good to be true,” he husked, making me blush again, which made him
smile once more. 


“Play something else,” voices from the
crowd called, growing restless without the hypnotic effect of the music.


“Your fans await,” Charles told me. “I hope
you have more you can play?”


“I have loads,” I told him. And I did. I
could play for hours without needing to ever repeat a song. I picked up my
guitar again, crossed my legs, ignoring the way his eyes followed along their
length, and started to sing. The crowd hushed once again, only breaking the
silence to clap between songs.


“So this is where everyone is,” Clarissa’s
arrogant tones finally disturbed the moment sometime later, breaking into the
middle of a song. “What’s so good about her anyway?” she said dismissively as I
stopped. “All anyone’s been saying to me for the last hour or so is ‘I should
hear the singer at the fire pit’. I don’t think she’s all that. I can sing
better than her.”


The crowd shifted with discomfort at her
criticism, uncertain how they were meant to respond. Clarissa’s word clearly
carried some weight around here, and she’d basically announced she thought I
was crap. “Clarissa, you sound like a donkey when you sing.” Charles said with
a laugh, coming to my rescue. “This lady, however, is really quite talented.” His
view obviously trumped hers, judging by the relieved murmurs of approval from
within the crowd. Clarissa scowled at me, but Charles ignored her and turned to
face me. “What’s your name, anyway?” 


“Delilah,” a voice announced from the
darkness, located somewhere beside Clarissa from what I could tell. I strained
my eyes, peering into the inky shadow to see who could possibly know my name. Emily
seemed equally surprised, judging by her expression when we exchanged a look.


The owner of the voice finally stepped
forward into the glow of the flames. When he did, it was worth the wait. He was
handsome, heart-flutteringly so. My body responded immediately. From the corner
of my eye I watched Emily sit up straighter and push her chest out, but the
stranger’s gaze never left mine. His dark features lent an edge of danger to
his appearance as he stood there and stared at me. I initially shrank slightly
under the intensity of his stare until something about his eyes finally
triggered my memory and I recognised a face I hadn’t seen for years. Almost
eight to the day, in fact. “Hardy?” I breathed, standing up, hardly daring to
believe it was actually him. 


Every summer for years I had prayed he
might return, only to be disappointed. I had given up a long time ago believing
I would ever see him again. Now here he was. His face had matured, his body
changed and grown into that of a man’s, but his eyes were still the same as he
looked down at me. His warm chocolate gaze enveloped me as it had all those
years ago. “Happy birthday,” he said. I smiled that he had remembered.


“You know her, Hardy?” Clarissa said indignantly,
as if such a concept were shocking.


“How do you know Hardy Somerville?” Charles
Taylor asked at the same time as he placed an arm around my shoulders. Hardy
frowned at the sight, as did Emily and Clarissa. The whole situation had
started to feel very uncomfortable. I looked at my watch, shocked to see it was
already nearly half one in the morning. 


“It’s late. We ought to be going.” I said,
looking at Emily in the hopes she’d agree.


“It’s not that late, and I’m enjoying
myself,” she grumbled. “Let’s stay a bit longer.” The guy whose lap she was on groped
about under her dress. I was shocked to see she’d let him do that to her in
public.


“Your friend’s right,” Clarissa told Emily firmly.
“I think it’s well past time you both left, thank you very much.” We were
dismissed. Her word was law; it was her party after all. As I made to leave, Charles
stood with me. “Charles, what are you doing?” Clarissa demanded. 


“You said the party was over,” he answered
smoothly. “Or at least, the guitar music and singing is over, which is the only
good thing about this party, so I’m leaving too. Come on, Delilah.” He grabbed
a hold of my hand at the same time as Hardy stepped forward.


“Let go of her, Taylor,” Hardy said in no
uncertain terms.


“Have you got some sort of prior claim,
Somerville? I thought you were seeing the delightful Clarissa here.”


“I said let her go, Taylor,” Hardy repeated,
his voice cold and hard.


“Hardy,” Clarissa whined beside him, “what
does she matter to us? Let him go and fuck the little tart. It’s all girls like
her are good for anyway.”


At that I grabbed my guitar case and put
the precious item away before striding back up the lawn, ignoring all the
people that called after me. I hated the way Clarissa had spoken about me. Even
more, I hated the thought of Hardy being with her, letting her put her hands on
him. How could he like a girl like her? I wondered as I strode around
the side of the house, determined not to let any of them hurt me with their
words any further. I walked for nearly five minutes until I finally found a
route through the many flower beds, out onto the gravelled path at the front of
the house.


“Delilah,” Hardy called. I was surprised he
had reached the driveway before me but figured he had taken a more direct route
through the house.


“Delilah,” Charles called from behind me. Emily
was just behind him, staggering along in her stupid heels. I wheeled between
the pair of them, uncertain now we were all here what I was going to do or how
I was going to get home.


“I want to go home,” I said to Emily. She
shrugged and got out her phone to call a taxi.


“I’ll take you both,” Charles informed her.
Emily beamed at the prospect.


“No you bloody won’t,” Hardy said in a low
voice, his face hard as he squared up to Charles.


“Cool it, Hardy. I’ll drive them home. Nothing
more. I know she’s only just sixteen. Back off and calm down before you make
the whole situation a hundred times worse.”


“If you touch her,” Hardy threatened, his
eyes simmering.


“Go back and appease Clarissa before she
declares all-out bitch warfare on the lovely Delilah here. It’s the last thing
the girl needs or deserves. I’ll get the girls out of here,” he promised at the
same time as Clarissa arrived on the driveway, forcing Hardy’s hand. 


Reluctantly Hardy moved towards her, to
head her off from a further confrontation. Simultaneously Charles herded Emily
and me towards an expensive-looking Audi TT. I cast a last look at Hardy before
I allowed Charles to lead me away. “Get in the back,” Charles said to Emily,
“there’s a dear. Delilah’s legs are longer than yours.” Emily scowled as she
clambered in. The car was clearly not made to have passengers in the back,
judging by the way Emily had to contort her small frame to fit in. I was in a
much comfier situation when I climbed into the passenger seat beside Charles,
my guitar case wedged between my knees. 


Charles immediately picked back up from his
previous line of questioning. “So how do you know Somerville, Delilah?”


“My mother works for his father. I live on
his estate. We played together as kids.”


“I’ll bet you did,” Emily sniggered from
behind us.


“I was eight, Emily. We built the treehouse
together. That’s all. I haven’t seen him in eight years.” Charles nodded, looking
pleased.


“Where am I going?” he asked Emily through
the rearview mirror. She gave directions, and the remainder of the short
journey passed in silence, all of us caught up in our own thoughts. 


My head was still spinning. I was
recovering from the realisation that Hardy had been close all this time. At St
Andrew’s. He’d just never bothered to come back to see me. And why should he
have? To see a stupid little girl who’d thought him to be her friend. That
their summer had meant something. I felt embarrassed that I’d allowed myself to
live off those happy memories for so long, believing them to have signified
something deeper than a means to occupy a few weeks. 


When we finally pulled up a few houses away
from Emily’s I was relieved to get out of the car. I wanted to creep away on my
own and mourn the destruction of my happiest childhood memories. I hadn’t had
many to hang on to – they were some of my most precious. “Hold up,” Charles
called to me quietly as Emily clambered slowly out the back seat. I halted and
turned to look at him as he walked towards me. “I’m having a small gathering next
weekend. The weather’s meant to stay hot, so I thought we’d have a pool party. People
will be staying over. I’d like it if you came. Guitar most welcome,” he said
with a smile. “And Emily,” he added as an afterthought. I started to refuse
him, but Emily was in there straightaway.


“We’d be delighted,” she assured him. “Text
me the details,” she said, as she reached into his pocket and pulled out his
phone. He dutifully unlocked it, never taking his eyes off me, and she entered
her phone number, quickly calling herself so she had his too. Then she pulled
me towards the house, beyond excited at having got Charles Taylor’s number in
her phone.


I could feel Charles’ eyes on me until we
walked inside the silent building. We got back to her room, quickly changed and
got into bed. All the while Emily never ceased her chattering about the night
we’d had until I finally pretended to be asleep. Once I was certain her
breathing had slowed and she had at last fallen into unconsciousness, I lay
there in the darkness and cried.











Chapter 5


Emily was even more insufferable than usual
the entire week. She’d barely left me alone for a minute, mainly because I
think she was afraid I might change my mind about going to Charles’. It meant
she was at my house from just after breakfast every morning to discuss
strategies for the forthcoming party. Fortunately that seemed only to involve
her talking and me listening – and agreeing to everything she suggested.
She was still convinced she was in with a chance with Charles, despite what she’d
referred to as his ‘slight infatuation’ with my voice. In reality I didn’t
think she really cared which guy she scored with, as long as she snagged a rich
boyfriend of some sort. 


When I dared to suggest I didn’t want to go
to the party, she nearly took my head off with an irate blast of profanities. Apparently
I was about to ‘ruin her life’. The day Charles texted her with the address,
and said that people would be arriving any time from ten in the morning, she had
talked about nothing else for the rest of the day. The first dilemma was strategizing
how she should respond. After an hour of agonising she finally settled on a ‘lovely,
see you then x’. Then I had to endure hours of speculation about what his
lack of a follow-up message meant. Really, what more was there to say? I
thought. I made the mistake of saying it out loud which only meant I’d then had
to listen to her harp on about it for another couple of hours as she’d tried to
explain it to me.


I couldn’t help thinking she also had an
ulterior motive for being round at mine so much. I hadn’t missed the way her
eyes had raked over Hardy at the party. I guessed a part of her was hoping he
might appear on the doorstep. Finally, by lunch time on Thursday I’d had more
than I could stand and sent her home, telling her there were things I had to do
and that I’d see her on Saturday morning. We had planned to be at Charles’ for lunchtime –
apparently it wasn’t ‘cool’ to be early. We, or at least Emily, had spun a
story about a school friend having a weekend party. There was no mention of
boys, and she’d assured my mother that the girl’s parents would be on the
premises. Mama, having never had any reason not to trust me, happily gave us
her blessing and even told us it sounded like fun. I churned with guilt at the
lies we’d told her.


I’d been collapsed in an armchair for about
fifteen minutes after Emily had finally left when I heard a quiet knock at the
door. I shifted myself reluctantly towards it, wondering what the hell she had
left behind, or forgotten to tell me, only to find Hardy on the doorstep.


He laughed at my obvious surprise. “I
thought she’d never leave,” he admitted, and I wondered how he knew she had
been here at all. “Can I come in?” he asked, looking over his shoulder. “I’d
rather not have my father see me here.” I stepped aside and let him in, acutely
aware of the way he seemed to fill the room now compared with the last time he’d
been here.


We stood awkwardly in the small lounge and stared
at each other. I feasted my eyes on all the small details I’d missed at the
party the other night. I hadn’t had a chance to take in just how much he’d
changed physically when I’d seen him in the dark. He’d certainly grown up. He
was tall, easily over six foot and broad at the shoulder, but not too broad, tapering
to narrow hips. The t-shirt and jeans he had on clung to him and showed off his
fit, defined physique. I felt my mouth go dry in response to his very male form.
He must be eighteen now… there was little evidence of the boy I had once called
my friend, except for the occasional flash of emotion in his eyes. “You’re all
grown up,” he said, echoing exactly what I’d been thinking. “God, look at you. You’re
so fucking beautiful,” he groaned. “I always thought you would be, but Jesus. I
mean, you’re….” He seemed momentarily lost for words. “When I saw you at
Clarissa’s the other night, heard you singing… All those people transfixed by
you. I knew it had to be you. I would have known that voice anywhere. It had
the same effect on me when I was a kid.”


“I’m not sure your girlfriend was so keen.”


“She’s not my girlfriend,” he said
dismissively. “Just a hook-up. Casual, you know?”


“No, I don’t know,” I replied honestly.


“No, I don’t suppose you do. I’m glad about
that,” he admitted. His voice was gruff when he said it. He took a step towards
me.


“Why are you here, Hardy?”


“I had to see you.”


“Why? After all these years. Were you
really at St Andrew’s all that time?” I couldn’t hold back the note of hurt in
my voice. He flushed with embarrassment.


“I wanted to see you again. I missed you so
damned much after that summer. Especially that first term at school. I nearly
came back the next summer… I just couldn’t face seeing him,” he said,
glancing in the direction of the big house. “I can’t stand him.”


“I understand.” I did. He was horrible. The
few occasions I’d come into contact with him over the years he’d made my skin
crawl. I kept away, so I couldn’t blame Hardy for wanting to keep well clear of
the man when he would have been forced to live under the same roof as him. I
wanted that for him too. “So you’re at St Andrew’s,” I said again, calmer this
time. “I never thought to ask before.”


“I wasn’t then. I was being tutored to pass
the entrance exam. I only started after that summer. Mostly I’ve spent the
holidays with my mum in California, but sometimes I’ve stayed with friends. Like
Charles.”


“You’re staying with Charles?” I was
surprised. They hadn’t seemed all that close when I’d seen them together. More
like at each other’s throats.


“You need to keep well clear of him.”


“Why? He seemed okay. He was nice, nicer
than anyone else at that party, which isn’t saying much, I know. Anyway, you
must like him if you’re staying with him.” 


Hardy stepped closer again. “He’s no good
for you. Please don’t come to his gathering this weekend, just stay away. I
know he invited you, and he’s talked about nothing else all week. I don’t want
him near you… can’t stand the thought of him touching you. You’re young. You
don’t know what men like him are like yet... I hope you never do. You’re too
good for him.”


“I may be young, but I’m not stupid. I
think I have a fair idea what men like him are after.” I was irritated by him
telling me what to do. As if he had any right to march back into my life and
start dictating my choices to me. “What on earth gives you the right to come in
and tell me who I should or shouldn’t spend time with? I haven’t even seen you
for eight years. You don’t know anything about me.” 


He took another step forward, bringing him
to within an inch of where I was standing, and my words dried up. His physical
presence overwhelmed me. 


“I know, you’re right, but I feel like I do
know you. I feel like there’s a connection… even after all this time.” He
trailed off. “I don’t know,” he said as he ran his fingers through his hair. “I
know it sounds crazy. Jesus, you make me feel crazy. I hate my best friend at
the moment for even looking at you that way. God help any other man who goes
near you.” 


“You are crazy. You know nothing about me,”
I repeated.


“Please, don’t go to Charles’.”


“I have to. Emily would never forgive me if
I didn’t.” 


He looked pained by my words. “Promise me,
then. Promise me you won’t let him touch you, don’t get cornered alone with him.
Promise me you won’t let anyone touch you. Please,” he begged. He was so close
to me now I could feel the fine hairs on my arms standing to attention. I
thought for a brief moment as I watched him close his eyes that he was going to
kiss me. I wanted him to kiss me. Instead he took a deep controlling breath and
stepped away. 


The stubborn part of me refused to bend to
his will, as he tried to sway me with his intense chocolatey gaze. I held my
tongue and jutted my chin out defiantly, daring him to press me again. I had no
intention of letting anyone near me at the party, but he didn’t need to know
that. He sighed, saying nothing before finally nodding once more and leaving. It
felt like a small victory, but instead of feeling pleased I just felt even more
confused. 


*


By the time Saturday arrived, the visit
from Hardy felt like it must have been a dream. Emily was beside herself with
excitement, having spent the time since she’d turned up on my doorstep at eight
in the morning trying on every bikini she possessed. I didn’t know how it was
possible to own so many in a country that had about three weeks of the year (if
we had a good summer) actually warm enough to wear one. 


She’d been trying to determine which outfit
showed her assets off to best effect. It seemed that less was more where she
was concerned, despite my voiced concern that she should leave something to the
imagination.


“Don’t be such a prude,” she scolded me. “You’ll
never get a boy interested in you if you dress like you normally do.” She
nodded meaningfully at the dress I was wearing. It was a long white maxi dress
that I loved. I’d twinned it with some flip-flops. I didn’t care what she
thought of it. In fact, given what she was wearing – a dress so short I
could see her crotch every time she bent over – I took it as a compliment.



I had only one bikini, a red halterneck,
but I wasn’t sure I’d be brave enough to put it on in front of a bunch of
strangers. I’d stuffed it into my weekend bag, along with my sleep shorts and
vest top, a dress for the evening and some clean clothes for the next day. “God,
you piss me off,” Emily told me, as she watched me sweep my hair up into a high
ponytail. “You don’t even have to try and you look stunning.”


“You’re prettier than me,” I reassured her.



She looked at me intently. “You really
think that, don’t you?”


“Yeah,” I replied, bemused. She shrugged
but said nothing. She’d been slightly off with me since the bonfire, warning me
not to get in her way if there were any guys she liked. I had promised her
repeatedly I wouldn’t.


“Girls, everything okay? Are you ready to
go?” Mama’s voice drifted up from downstairs.


“Yes Ma,” I replied, grabbing my bag and
heading for the stairs.


“Oh, baby, you look lovely,” she told me
with a smile when she saw me. I smiled back as I took the last few steps down
and hugged her. I felt terrible I was lying to her about where I was going this
weekend.


“Do you need some money for the card?” she
asked. I blinked, not understanding what she meant until Emily chipped in.


“No, Mrs Thomas, we’ve all clubbed in
together to get Amanda something.” Guilt filled me again. She’d been offering
me money for the birthday card for the girl whose birthday party we were
supposedly attending. “We only need money for a taxi there and back is all,”
Emily continued. She was a natural with the lying.


“Oh, I could give you a lift if we’re
quick,” Mama said, looking at her watch.


“No need, Mrs T. It’s a good few miles
away. I wouldn’t want to get you in trouble with Mr Somerville. We’re happy to
get a taxi.”


“Well if you’re sure?” Mama sounded
relieved.


“We’re sure, Mama.” She kissed me again on
the cheek.


“Text me and let me know you’re okay
tonight, won’t you?” she asked.


“Of course,” I assured her. “I’ll be fine.”


“Look after each other,” she said, a little
sterner this time. “No alcohol, please.”


“Mama, I don’t even like it.” Emily just
shrugged and then turned so her back was to us as she called the taxi firm on
her mobile.


“I’m not stupid, I know there’ll be boys
there,” Mama whispered to me as Emily talked to someone at the taxi company. I flushed
with guilt.


“Mama, I’m sorry. I wanted to tell you.”


“Shh, sweetheart. It’s okay. You’re growing
up. It’s normal. Just be sensible. Don’t do anything you don’t feel comfortable
with. Alcohol removes your judgement. You’re a good girl – I couldn’t be
any prouder of you than I already am. You’ve never given me a day of worry. Go
and have some fun and don’t worry about me. I’m here if you need me, though, no
matter the trouble. You can call me… anytime. Okay?”


“Okay, Mama, thank you. I never wanted to
lie to you.”


“You didn’t. Emily did,” she said, looking
over at my friend and frowning. “Have fun, sweetie, and make sure Emily doesn’t
have too much.” 


I laughed. “I will,” I promised her.


*


As we pulled up in front of Charles’ house,
Emily was nearly popping with excitement. She had texted him to let him know we
were on our way, but he’d not replied. The house was yet another enormous
mansion, and I wondered what we’d let ourselves in for – a repeat of
Clarissa’s? The driveway, like last time, was filled with expensive cars. I
hadn’t been certain who else, other than Charles and Hardy, would be here; Charles
had suggested it would be a small gathering. It seemed, however, his idea of a
small gathering was a little different than my own. I hugged my trusty guitar
to my chest, with my weekend bag over my shoulder, and walked to the front
door. It opened before I’d even reached for the bell.


“You’re here.” Charles grinned at me. “Come
in, come in, let me take those,” he said, reaching for my guitar and bag. 


“Hi,” Emily said brightly as she shouldered
past me and handed Charles her own oversized bag.


“Emily, how are you?” he asked politely.


“I’m good, Charles,” she said, fluttering
her eyelashes, “I’m really good. You have a nice house.” She looked around at
the grand hallway we were stood within. It was about double the size of our
sitting room at the cottage, and bordered with fancy French furniture with
spindly legs, topped with antique vases. I clutched my guitar closer, afraid I’d
bump into something.


He just shrugged. “Everyone else is down by
the pool. Let’s dump your stuff in your room and then I’ll take you down and
introduce you.” He had already turned his back on Emily and was talking to me. I
smiled back shyly and followed as he led the way upstairs. “I hope you don’t
mind,” he said as he opened the doors to an enormous double room, “you’re
sharing a bed. With the demand on rooms we’re a bit tight on space. I hope that’s
okay?” He looked embarrassed. The room was stunning, filled with deep red
velvets, complimented by warm cream tones on the walls. 


“Really, it’s fine,” I assured him. “I
could have slept on a roll mat on the floor if it made life easier? I’m used to
camping. I don’t want to be any bother.”


“Well, you might have been able to, but I
couldn’t,” Emily said, laughing at me. “Really, Lila, you say the silliest
things. I’d be happy to share with someone else, though,” she added, her
suggestive tone leaving little space for misinterpretation. Charles’ horrified
expression would almost have been comical if Emily hadn’t looked so furious on
seeing it. 


“Anyway,” he said, “if you’re ready we can
go down to the pool house?” I shrugged, discomfited by the prospect of putting
on my costume so soon. That and the fact I couldn’t swim.


“I’m ready,” Emily said, grabbing the
smallest of the three bikinis she’d brought with her. I grabbed my one and
only.


My eyes widened. “Oh, I didn’t bring a
towel.”


“We have loads spare that we keep down
there anyway,” Charles reassured me. He really was being an extremely
hospitable host. 


“Where are your parents?” I asked.


“South of France. We have a house down
there they spend most of the summer at. Means we get to pretty much do what we
want here.” He smiled and reached for my hand. I thought of what Hardy had said
and chose not to take it. Instead I walked beside him, back down the stairs,
through the house and out into the beautifully manicured gardens. If Elizabeth
Bennett or, even better, Darcy in a dripping shirt had appeared, I wouldn’t
have been the least bit surprised. 


As we approached the pool the noise grew. It
seemed other people had arrived a lot earlier than we had. The whole area in
the vicinity of the pool was littered with guys in board shorts and women in
scanty costumes. They all looked a good deal older than Emily and me. I felt
out of my depth. Charles must have sensed my hesitation because he grabbed at my
hand again. This time, in the grips of my insecurity, I let him. He led me around
the pool to a large building, whilst I tried to ignore the stares we attracted.
“There’s a changing room in there,” he said. “You’ll find clean towels in a
heap inside the cupboard. I’ll save you a space,” he said as he patted a sun
lounger. “Can I get you a drink?”


“Just a water,” I whispered.


“Beer for me,” Emily piped up from beside
me. I’d nearly forgotten she was there. Her eyes were dancing with excitement
as she absorbed the sight of all the man candy on offer, ignoring the glares
from various girls as she eyed up their men. “Come on,” she said, grabbing my
hand from Charles’. She pulled me inside where we found the changing rooms and
a bathroom, equipped with a shower that was better than the one we had back at
the cottage. “God, I could get used to this,” Emily groaned. “Don’t fuck this
up for me by being all standoffish. These guys expect a little something for
their efforts,” she warned. She laced up her bikini, what there was of it,
while I worried about her words. Would they expect something from me just
for coming here? I hoped not. I was glad Ma had said I could call her anytime
if I needed to. “Don’t just stand there,” she barked at me. “Get your bikini
on.” She set about fluffing her long blonde hair, so that it fell in loose
waves over the tops of her breasts which were barely covered by the tiny
triangles of material. I hadn’t envisaged wearing a bikini so soon, not until I
at least knew a few of the people’s names, so I moved slowly, reluctant to remove
my dress.


“You ready?” Emily asked, when I’d finally
tied the top and adjusted it so that I was well covered. I nodded. “Come on
then,” she said, stuffing our clothes into the bag and leading the way back out
into the bright sunshine. 


“Delilah,” Charles called the moment we
emerged, “over here.” I felt a number of women, including Emily, look at me and
scowl as they heard him call my name. I was just grateful to have someone I
vaguely knew to head for. I walked towards him and saw he’d already got some
water, laid a towel out on a sunbed for me and positioned it underneath a
parasol, right next to his own. “Got to keep that beautiful pale skin of yours
from burning,” he said with a smile.


“What about me, Charles?” Emily whined in a
baby voice. It was awful, and I was embarrassed to see Charles cringe.


“Oh, sorry. Yes, um, you can have mine,” he
said, getting up from his bed. “Your beer is on the table.” We both turned and
looked over to where her beer was sitting in the sun, condensation pooling around
the base.


“Never mind.” Emily scowled again and threw
down the bag. “Look after my stuff.” With that she strutted over to the edge of
the pool before wading thigh-deep into the shallows where she stopped to cup
some water. She then proceeded to pour it all over her cleavage. It was quite a
display. I knew she knew exactly what she was doing. Judging by the degree of
male interest she’d attracted with her little show, she’d get exactly what she
wanted out of it too. I looked over at Charles, but he was staring at me as I
stood there in my bikini. I blushed in the face of his open admiration… and the
obvious tenting in his shorts. I’d never received any male appreciation before.
At school I’d always been too tall, a bit too thin, awkward and shy. Labelled as
weird for my love of music I’d faded into the background, grateful for my
apparent invisibility. I didn’t know how to deal with such obvious attention,
so I just blushed. Charles noticed as my gaze fell upon his crotch; he grinned
at me, swiftly sitting down and pulling a towel over his lap.


“Sit down, Delilah, before you attract all
the attention your friend is so desperate to have for herself.” I frowned at
his words and glanced over at Emily, who wasn’t looking my way. “You look
amazing,” he said, still staring at me. “Are you really only sixteen.”


“Afraid so.”


“Don’t be afraid. I’m glad. You’re
completely unsullied. I like that. Too many of these girls,” he said, looking
around at the open sexuality that surrounded us, “have been around the block a
lot… too many times. They’re jaded. To find something different makes a
refreshing change.”


“That’s a bit hypocritical, isn’t it?” I surprised
myself with my challenge.


“What do you mean?”


“Well, these girls have only ‘been around
the block’, as you put it, with these guys, I assume?” I said, looking at the
group. He nodded. “Yourself included?” I suggested. He had the decency to colour
a little. “It’s hypocritical to judge the girls as bad for doing exactly the
same thing the guys have been doing. If they want to be sexually active, as
long as it’s consensual, who are we to judge them?”


“Who indeed?” he replied. He seemed
surprised by my words. “And have you ever…” He didn’t finish.


“That’s very personal information, Charles.
I hardly know you.”


“But I want to know you. I want to know you
well. Really well…” He paused and leaned closer, to make the meaning of
his words clear. “You’re in the sun. Have you put any lotion on?” I shook my
head. It hadn’t even crossed my mind. 


“I don’t have any with me,” I worried.


“Ah, but I do,” he said, producing a bottle
from beside his chair. I reached to take it, but he pulled his hand back.
“Here, let me,” he said, obviously delighted by the prospect. “Turn over,” he instructed.
Once I’d complied he started to rub cream onto the top of my back. I couldn’t
deny his hands felt really good as he massaged my shoulders, forcing a little
moan to escape at one point. I tried to ignore the occasional brush of what I
could only imagine was his erection as he leaned over me.


“Delilah,” a voice barked as a shadow fell
across me and I shivered. I turned to find Hardy standing beside me, his gaze
on Charles’ hands as they massaged my back. He looked furious.


“Hardy.” I felt the usual flush of warmth I
always seemed to feel around him, despite the iciness of his glare as he took
in my proximity to Charles. Charles, it seemed, wasn’t as impressed by his
looming presence.


“You’re back, Somerville. Where’s Clarissa?”
The reminder of Hardy’s supposed girlfriend was like a bucket of cold water
over me.


“I don’t know, inside somewhere.” He
vaguely gestured towards the house. “Where is Emily?” he asked me.


“There,” I said, pointing at the pool,
where Emily currently occupied a position on a guy’s shoulders as she wrestled
with another girl who was also on shoulders. They had an audience of admiring
men who, I suspected, were all hoping for a major bikini malfunction at any
moment. Hardy smiled, despite himself, then turned back to me. “Can I have a
minute, Delilah?” he asked, looking meaningfully at Charles.


Charles bristled. “Now, look here,
Somerville,” he started.


“It’s okay, Charles,” I said, putting my
hand up to halt his words. I stood and both men seemed momentarily silenced by the
movement. Hardy’s face was the one I watched, though. His eyes swept over my
body, and he swallowed before grabbing my hand and pulling me away from the
pool area.


“Hardy, slow down,” I grumbled as I tripped
along in bare feet behind him. He didn’t acknowledge my words, as pig-headed as
he ever was, and just headed further from the pool and the house, deeper into
the grounds. He didn’t stop until we reached a small pagoda, hidden within a little
walled garden. As soon as we were within the confines of the wooden building he
turned to me and pinned me against the side, encased within his arms.


“You promised me.”


“What?” I asked, confused by his statement.


“You promised me you wouldn’t let him touch
you.”


“I didn’t promise anything. Anyway, he was only
rubbing in suntan lotion.”


“The lotion had been absorbed ages ago. I
watched him. He was caressing your skin, and you were letting him.”


“You’re being ridiculous. He’d been rubbing
it in for a couple of minutes, that’s all. Anyway,” I said, starting to get
annoyed with his overreaction, “what gives you the right to tell me what I can
or can’t do? I’ve done nothing I need to feel guilty about. I don’t have a
boyfriend.” As if on cue, a shrill voice called “Hardeeee”. It was Clarissa.


“Fuck,” Hardy exploded, running his hands
through his fringe, exasperated. He was more worked up than I’d imagined.


“Hardy, calm down.”


“I can’t fucking calm down, not when I see
him with his hands on you. I can’t see anyone with their hands on you and be calm.
It’s not going to happen. I can’t explain it, can’t describe it.” He’d started
pacing now. I knew we had only moments before Clarissa appeared. “You looking
like that, with all these fuckers around. Why did you have to come back into my
life now? I was always going to come and find you when you were old enough. It’s
too soon. I’m going to end up killing someone.” He was shouting, furious. I
knew it would hasten Clarissa’s arrival, something I wasn’t looking forward to.



I grabbed him on instinct and hugged him,
desperate to calm him somehow, burrowing my head into him. At first he tensed
as my arms went round his chest, his body rigid as I held myself against him. Then
finally with a deep groan he gave up the struggle, his head came down and
pressed into my neck, and I felt him breathe me in deeply. He held me tighter
against him as his body sagged in relief. “I won’t let them touch me,” I
promised him, not even sure why I was saying it, only knowing I needed to calm
him, “not like that. Not today.”


“Not ever,” he growled.


“Hardy, you barely even know me. You can’t
make me promise things like that.” 


“I know. I know I’m being an unreasonable
prick. I’m sorry. I’m not normally like this.”


“I know you’re not. You were always a bit
bossy, but you were nice too. You looked after me when I was little.” 


He looked at me then. “That was one of my
happiest childhood memories. I meant it when I said I intended to come and see
you. I always intended to make something of myself so I could come and get you.
So I could look after you properly. Even back then, as young as I was, I knew
exactly what you would become, how much others would want you too. You were my
secret. Now they’ve seen you, they’re all going to want you,” he said with a
nod over his shoulder back in the direction we’d come from.


“I don’t think so,” I said with a laugh. “Anyway,
I won’t want them.”


“Won’t you?”


“I don’t think so, no,” I said. He rested
his forehead against mine.


“Hardy?” Clarissa’s voice, closer now, was
an unwelcome intrusion. He flinched and took a step away from me, and it hurt
to see him do so after what he’d just said.


“In here,” he called. She appeared round
the corner, suspicious to find the pair of us alone. She was right to be.


“What are you doing… here…with her?”
She couldn’t have made the ‘her’ sound more of an insult if she’d tried.


“Give it a rest, Clarissa, it’s family
business. Nothing to do with you.” He marched past her, leaving the two of us
alone together.


She looked at me for a moment then circled
me while I just stood there, hoping she’d lose interest and go. I wished I’d
never allowed Emily to persuade me to come to this party. 


“You’re pretty, I’ll give you that,” she
finally said, “but cheap. It’ll never be enough for him. He might tell you he
wants you, but he just wants to have you – then he’ll dump you, like all
the others. Do everyone a favour and stay away. Keep your slutty little baby
claws off of him. Mine are a lot sharper. You really don’t want to take me on, not
if you know what’s good for you. You seem to have snagged Charles’ interest, so
make do with that. That is unless you want me to destroy you?” 


I laughed, mainly because she sounded so
fantastically sinister. Like a Cambridgeshire version of a Bond villain. I half
expected her to fall about laughing too. But she didn’t. Instead my laughter
incensed her further, and she slapped me hard across the cheek. Stunned, I
lifted my hand to touch the tender area and winced as she spun on her designer
heel and marched away. No one had ever hit me – ever. I didn’t like it one
bit. 









Chapter 6


I returned to the pool and spent the rest
of the afternoon lying on a sunbed on my own. I ignored every offer of company
made to me, including Charles and Emily. Emily didn’t really try, happy to be
dragged quickly away by one of her male admirers. Charles was the most persistent,
but eventually even he gave up. I could have sworn I heard him say ‘fucking
Hardy Somerville’ under his breath as he left.


I was miserable and wanted to go home. I
contemplated calling Ma to come and get me.


“Come on,” Emily’s excited voice broke into
my thoughts as the sun began to wane. “We need to get showered and changed
before dinner. There’s going to be a massive barbecue. They all want you to
play and sing again.”


“I don’t know. I’m not in the mood.”


“Oh for god’s sake, snap out of it. You
could have your pick of the guys here, and yet you’re moping around like
someone just died. I don’t know what the hell is wrong with you. Hardy
Somerville’s no better, apparently. You should hear Clarissa bitching about him
and his bad mood.” She looked at me, noticing the spike in my interest at the
mention of his name. “Hey, did something happen between you two?”


“No,” I said defensively. She just smirked.
“Look, I told you, I’m not interested in any of them. I’m only at this party
because you insisted I’d ruin your life if I didn’t come. These people are not
our friends. They’d trample their own grannies if they thought there was
something good at the other end. I don’t know what you like about them.”


“Look around,” Emily said. I looked over at
the pool and the house beyond. It was an idyllic setting. “I want this life,”
she continued. “I don’t want to be like my mum and dad, doing a shit job for
shit pay just to scrape by, never having enough for holidays or extras. I want
money, and I don’t care how I get it. These guys have loads,” she said, nodding
over at the gaggle of guys who still remained round the pool. “I want some of
it spent on me. Who knows, maybe one day one of them will decide he can’t live
without me, but either way I don’t really care as long as I get treated nicely.”
I couldn’t hide my shock. “Always so holier than thou, Delilah. Well, grow up. Life’s
not all fairy tales, you know.” She didn’t have to tell me that – I knew
firsthand. It didn’t mean I wasn’t still shocked at her ‘money at any cost’
mentality. “So anyway, I need you tonight. They want your little performance
again. After that you can do whatever you like – call your mum to come and
get you, or go to bed – whatever you want. Until then I need you to hurry
your virgin white arse upstairs and get dressed. I have a man to snag, and I
need you to help me make it happen.” 


*


An hour later I was dressed, sitting on the
bed waiting for Emily to finish her make-up. I’d picked another maxi dress, black
this time and slightly more fitted over the bust. I’d borrowed the denim jacket
again and my hair was loose around my shoulders. I watched as Emily put smoky make-up
around her eyes, making the pretty blue pop. It was amazing… she was really
quite talented at it. “Will you do that for me one day?” I asked. It was the
first exchange we’d had since she’d revealed her dastardly master plan. She
looked at me through the mirror, and I saw her face soften a bit.


“Sure. But you don’t really need it with
your freaky long eyelashes. Some of us have to make a bit more effort to scrub
up okay.”


“I need it,” I argued.


“Sure,” she said again. She added some lip
gloss and pulled on her own dress; it was a sheer pink number that was, for
once, quite decent, merely suggesting at what lay beneath rather than
trumpeting it. 


“You look lovely,” I said, and meant it.


“You look like a rock chick, with all that
dark hair and denim. Charles is going to blow his load when he gets a look at
you. Charles Taylor…” She whistled. “I didn’t know you had it in you. The boys
at school always said you were too geeky… too thin. They thought you were kind
of ugly. What happened to you this summer?” she asked, sounding irritated. “You
seem to have blossomed. It’s like you don’t even have to try to get the boys to
look at you now.”


“Who do you like?” I asked, determined to
get her attention off me.


“Well, given between you and Clarissa the two
best guys are already taken, I quite like Jamie.”


“Was he the one you were on the shoulders
of in the pool?”


“Yeah. He’s fit. Nice body. He’s a rower –
planning to go to Cambridge next term. He’s minted from what he was saying about
the holidays he goes on.” The poor guy didn’t stand a chance, I thought. “Shall
we go?” Emily asked. The mood between us was still a little awkward. I got the
feeling that me getting the attention she sought was not in her plan, and it
annoyed her, no matter how much I assured her I wasn’t looking for it. “Don’t
forget the guitar,” she reminded me. I grabbed it from the bed and followed her
down the stairs. 


The smell of roasting meat wafted towards
us as we approached the pool area. A huge barbecue had been set up, and in
addition there was a whole baby pig on a spit roast. These guys sure liked
their meat – there was enough being cooked to feed a small army. The beers
were flowing, and several people already looked the worse for wear after what
they’d put away this afternoon. I had a feeling the night was going to get
messy. 


The evening was drawing in, and a rosy hue
lit the sky promising more fine weather the next day. Charles was directing
people to build a bonfire. “Delilah, can you help me get some more wood?” I
heard a voice behind me ask. It was Hardy.


“Sure,” I said with a shrug. I put my
guitar down and followed him through the garden until we reached a barn. Inside
there was a log pile big enough to keep them going for about the next ten
years.


“Mind out for spiders,” he warned me.


“I’m not bothered by them,” I told him,
reaching for some logs.


“Here, let me load you up,” he said. “Put
your arms out.” I did as he asked, and he began layering logs into my arms. “Let
me know when it gets too heavy,” he instructed. I nodded, silenced by the
dizzying effect of his presence. “You’re strong,” he remarked when my arms were
full of logs and I’d still not said anything. He began to grab some logs of his
own to carry back. “You always were a tough little thing.” He smiled, looking
at me. “I remember when you fell off that swing and bashed your eye; you never
made a peep. Keep your arms up, so you don’t drop them,” he said, looking at
the logs tilting in my arms as I lost focus on my task, caught up in the
tractor beam of his gaze.


“And I remember you were always bossy. Always
telling me what to do,” I bit back, embarrassed. He grinned, and I smiled back,
feeling a warm glow when I saw he still had those dimples. “It’s still there,”
I said.


“What is?”


“The treehouse. It’s still there. I spent
hours in there playing the guitar. I still do. The trapeze bust a few years ago,
though. I never got around to fixing it.”


“I can’t believe it’s still standing,” he said
with a laugh as we turned and walked back up to the designated bonfire area. “And
I can’t believe you didn’t break your neck on that trapeze. I worried about
that for years.” We were both laughing when we reached the others. 


“Delilah, I think you’re carrying more than
Hardy,” Charles said as soon as he saw us. He walked over and took some of the
logs from my arms. “He’s not much of a gentleman, letting you get covered in
shit like that,” he said when all the logs were in a pile. He reached out and
gently brushed some of the cobwebs from my dress.


“Oh, I’m not bothered. I’m not much of a
lady, anyway,” I said. And then I blushed as I realised how it sounded. “I
mean…”


“It’s okay, Delilah, we know what you meant,”
Hardy said with a laugh. Even Charles was smiling at me, and I grinned back. 


They escorted me over to where the burgers
were beginning to be dished out. It was quite a production line. Both Charles
and Hardy worried over me, making sure I had enough to eat before filling their
own plates and seeing me settled on a chair beside the slowly building fire. It
was nice. Comfortable. For once it didn’t feel competitive between them. I
liked listening to the banter they had, teasing each other about some rugby
match they’d played recently. Then Charles started teasing Hardy about Clarissa.
“What about you, Delilah, have you got a boyfriend?” Although it was Charles who
asked, I could tell by the intensity of Hardy’s gaze that he was just as keen
to hear the answer. 


“No.” I was embarrassed to admit just how
sheltered my life had been up until now.


“I find that hard to believe,” Charles
prodded. “A girl like you. They must be all over you at school.” Hardy frowned.


“Don’t be silly.” I said, blushing. “I’m
the weird one. Too into music. Too tall and skinny. Just about everyone steers
clear.”


“Wow,” Charles replied, looking genuinely
amazed. “They must be blind as well as stupid if they can’t see what’s right in
front of them now. You’re going to be a stunner in my opinion…” I began to
protest, but he stopped me. “Seriously, Delilah, believe me, I’m quite an
expert on the female form.” That made me smile. “Ignore the fools at your school.
I’ve got a feeling you’re destined for great things.” It was sweet, and he
seemed earnest, so I smiled again appreciatively at him. Then I caught sight of
Hardy’s face. He was scowling at us, and my smile dropped. “How about some
music now?” Charles asked, oblivious to his friend’s feelings. I nodded and
moved to where I’d left my guitar, carefully removing it from its case when I
sat back down and started to tune it.


“You don’t need the tuner now?” Hardy
asked. 


I smiled, remembering his gift all those
years ago. I was glad to see his expression was softer again as he watched me
prepare to sing. “No, I can manage by ear most of the time now, unless I’m playing
with other people.”


“Tuner?” Charles asked.


“It’s Hardy I have to thank for being able
to play the guitar at all. He bought me my first guitar for my birthday when I
was eight. Made me promise to get good at playing it. Gave me a tuner too, and I
used it for years.”


“You did us all a favour, man,” Charles
said, giving him a quick smile. 


Hardy never stopped watching me. I could
feel his eyes upon me the whole time, even when Clarissa arrived and planted
herself on his lap. She looked over and scowled at me. 


“What are you going to play?” Charles
asked.


“I don’t know. What do you want? I can play
most things if I’ve heard them, but I might not know all the lyrics. I’m happy
to take requests.”


“How about you sing something that means
something to you?” Charles suggested. I was stumped for a moment and then thought
of the perfect song. 


“Okay.” I reached for my water and took a
sip before closing my eyes and starting to strum the opening chords for Jessie
J’s ‘Who You Are’. The song had meant a lot to me when I first heard it. I’d
been at a particularly low point at school, and I was blown away to hear lyrics
that described the way I felt. It had given me hope that things could get
better, and I’d immediately spent the next week learning how to play it. I’d
never played it in front of anyone else, though. Hell, apart from the party the
previous weekend, I’d never played much in front of any audience besides Mr
Morgan and Emily. Once again I closed my eyes and allowed myself to fall into
the music. 


My voice rang out in the evening air, the
chatter around me quieting before I reached the middle of the first verse. I soared
easily into the chorus, the words now pouring from me like a prayer as I
allowed all my insecurities and loneliness to shade the music. I knew I was
baring my soul. I also knew I was doing it for Hardy. It was the only way I
could show him how I’d felt all those years. When I finished the last chorus
and strummed the final chords I finally opened my eyes. The applause was
instant and loud. The whole party seemed to have gathered round to listen, and
I couldn’t take in all the praise as they threw it at me. It was Hardy I looked
at. His gaze was on me, his face stunned, his eyes bright. When he saw me looking
he turned away, embarrassed. I thought I saw him lift a hand to brush something
from his cheek, and I wondered if I’d imagined it until I saw Clarissa scowl and
whisper angrily in his ear before she stood up and strode into the house.


“That was great, Delilah,” Charles said,
pulling my attention away from Hardy and Clarissa. “Seriously, I think you
could be a professional singer if you wanted to.” He sounded genuinely excited,
as if he’d discovered me or something. It was a sweet thing to say, and I
smiled. ”Sing something else,” he pleaded as several others joined in. 


I looked over at Hardy again. He hadn’t
turned back to look at me since I’d seen him rub at his eyes. I wanted his
attention on me, especially now Clarissa had left. Without thinking I started
to play ‘Bridge Over Troubled Water’ by Simon and Garfunkel. It sounded better
with someone else on harmony, I knew, but I was singing it for a reason. It had
been our song. The one he had asked me to sing every day that summer. Whatever
else I sang, he’d always wanted that one. I’d convinced myself he’d thought the
words were about us, that he intended to be my bridge over troubled water. But then
he hadn’t come back, and I’d had to let the dream go. 


The lyrics were beautiful. For once I kept
my eyes open because I wanted to see what he did. As I’d hoped he would, his
face swung to mine the moment I began, his eyes raw with emotion. He held my
gaze as I sang about someone who would always protect, always support, always
be there. In the end it was too much, and he stood abruptly and walked away. I
watched as he vanished in the same direction as Clarissa while I sang the last
notes. Again the applause was instantaneous, but Hardy’s reaction had meant
more.


“This is all getting a bit heavy,” Charles
said, with a quick glance in the direction Hardy had taken. I grabbed my water
and took a swig before starting the Carly Rae Jepsen song ‘Call Me Maybe’. It
had been a massive hit recently. Emily had insisted I learn it, although
personally I loathed it, and as the party joined in with the chorus I was glad
I had. No one could ever call it heavy, but given the massive grin on Charles’
face I worried he’d read more into the lyrics than I’d intended. When I
finished he leaned over while the crowd applauded and told me there was no way
he’d be losing my number. I smiled awkwardly and excused myself to go to the
bathroom, slipping off into the house.


When I entered the hallway I could hear
shouting coming from somewhere within the house. It was hard not to listen,
although I felt guilty for doing it, as I stood there in the darkness. Not
guilty enough not to, though.


“I can’t believe you’d humiliate me like this,”
I heard a girl say. It sounded like Clarissa. “Dumping me at a party.”


“I’m not dumping you. We were never that
serious.” I recognised Hardy’s voice and felt my heart beat faster.


“You know you don’t mean it. We’re good
together. You still want me.” The voices stopped, and I could only imagine what
she was doing to persuade him to change his mind.


“Clarissa, I mean it. No.”


“You can’t mean to do this now… here. In
front of all our friends,” I heard Clarissa shriek.


“I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you, but
we were always only casual. You knew that – we discussed it. I just can’t
do this anymore. I can’t pretend.”


“It’s her, isn’t it? You want the little
singer. You and Charles are scrapping over her like two dogs over a bone. It’s
pathetic.”


“She has nothing to do with this,” I heard
Hardy say, but it didn’t sound sincere, even to me. The warm glow in my chest blossomed
at the thought he wanted to be with me. It lasted until another voice broke
into my happy thoughts. 


“Delilah?” It was Charles.











Chapter 7


He stepped through the doorway. “There you
are,” he said with a smile when he saw me. “Hey, are you okay? You look a bit
flushed. Why are you lurking here in the dark?”


“I’m just a bit freaked,” I improvised. “I
got lost looking for the bathroom. It frightened me a bit. Your house is too
big.” 


He smiled. “Come on, your fans are asking
for you,” he said, grabbing my hand and pulling me back outside. I felt bad
about holding his hand after what I’d just heard Hardy say, and pulled away as
soon as I was able, pulling my guitar onto my lap as the excuse for letting go.


I played for another hour, and they seemed
to like it. Alcohol was flowing, and people began to couple off and disappear
until there were only a few of us left around the fire. Emily had been one of
the first to vanish with Jamie.


Hardy had loitered on the edge of the group
when he finally reappeared. I could feel him watching me as I sang, his eyes
burning into me every time Charles reached out to brush my arm or move my hair
from in front of my face. Eventually he turned and walked back into the house. 


Charles had been drinking, heavily, judging
by the increasing number of bottles around his feet. His attentions increased,
becoming more and more intrusive until at one point he leaned over and tried to
kiss me, but I pushed him away. “Delilah, you have to know what I think of
you,” he’d slurred. “You’re so fucking beautiful. I want you.” I was
embarrassed by the onslaught as others laughed at his drunken attempts to woo
me.


“You’re a good friend,” I began.


“Ouch, burned!” one of the guys still left said,
laughing. “You’ve been friend-zoned, Taylor.” Charles looked pissed at the
rebuff. I stood up and got myself another drink, pretending the smoke from the
fire meant I needed to sit in another chair, further away from Charles. His face
darkened even more.


When Clarissa reappeared Charles made a big
show of inviting her onto his lap. She grinned like a Cheshire cat, throwing
smug smiles in my direction. I tried hard not to watch them, not that I really
cared. She began whispering in his ear, and I saw him smile at something she
said. It was lopsided, strengthening my suspicion he was drunk, then she
grabbed his hand and tried to pull him from the chair. He shook his head,
reluctant at first as his gaze flickered over towards me, but I quickly looked
away. Shortly after he stood up and pulled Clarissa with him, the pair of them
giggling as they stumbled towards the house. By that point I’d had enough. I
dried up mid-song, giving some excuse about my throat being sore to what
remained of my audience, then packed up my guitar. I knew what they’d think –
that I was jealous – but I really didn’t care that Charles and Clarissa
were together. I’d just had enough of the lot of them. I wanted to go home.


I made my way back into the house and up the
stairs, and then pushed the door to our room open. The sight that greeted me
took a few seconds to comprehend. Then the sounds they were both making gave
them away. I stood there, frozen for a moment as my brain tried to make sense
of the tangle of limbs, feeling both embarrassed to be watching and aroused at
the same time. It took a minute or two, but once my senses had returned, I
quickly closed the door (relieved not to have been seen) and retreated down the
hallway. 


Two bedrooms and unknown fornicating
couples later, I was irritated and wondering where the hell I was going to
sleep. I’d decided to find a sofa to sleep on and was about to enter what I
thought was a lounge when I heard laughter and a corresponding groan from
behind the door. Even given what I’d already seen, I wasn’t prepared for what I
found. Heart thumping, I peered around the edge of the door into a dark room,
lit only by candles, where numerous men lounged around the edges. My eyes were
drawn to the figures in the middle of the room; Clarissa was on her knees in
front of Charles, who had hold of her hair while she sucked him off. There was
no doubt from the appreciative sounds she was making that she was enjoying
herself. I’d never imagined myself a prude, but the thought of doing that while
others watched shocked me. It seemed I was in the minority, though, as the
audience murmured appreciatively. Another guy stood up and moved behind
Clarissa, unbuttoning his fly as he went, and I’d had enough. I turned and ran
towards the front door, my guitar bumping my shins in my haste.


“Delilah?” a voice called. It was Hardy. Of
course, it had to be Hardy, I thought. “Delilah? What’s wrong? I thought
you’d gone to bed. Why are you leaving? Did someone hurt you?” I paused and
allowed him to catch up with me, knowing he wouldn’t just let the matter drop. “Jesus,
what’s wrong? What did Charles do?” he asked when he drew level with me. He was
so concerned, so sweet, it just made me want to cry.


“It’s nothing,” I began, trying not to sob.
“I need to go home, but I left my phone in my room and Emily’s in there with
someone... There’s nowhere to sleep… I’m being silly…” I trailed off.


“It’s too late to bother your mum,” he
said, reaching for my hand. “Come with me.” He looked around at the empty
hallway, but there was no one to see us. He led me up the stairs, and I
followed him until he opened the door of a large double bedroom. It was
obviously his. I paused at the doorway. “Delilah, come in. You need to tell me
what happened, and you don’t need to do it with an audience,” he said, looking
over my shoulder. A guy was now gawping at us from the bottom of the stairs. I
nodded and followed him in. Once he closed the door he led me over to the bed,
sat me down and poured me a glass of water from a jug on his bedside table. He
handed it to me, and I took a long drink. “Okay,” he said once I was calm, “tell
me what happened.”


“Sorry, I shouldn’t have bothered you,” I
said, trying to stand. “I’m being silly… pathetic, really.”


“Start again, Delilah. I want to know who
upset you.”


“Charles. I saw him with Clarissa… they
were…” I was too embarrassed to say it. “He came on to me, but I said no, so he
made a play for Clarissa.” I wondered if Hardy would be upset about that, but
he didn’t seem at all bothered, so I carried on. “I was trying to find
somewhere to sleep after I found Emily and her ‘friend’ in our room. I heard a
noise in the lounge, but when I went in there they were there. She was on her
knees… there were others watching.” I couldn’t hide the shock in my voice. 


“I can imagine,” Hardy growled. “He’s a
fool. A drunk fool. You’re well out of it. You’re too good for him. Seriously,
Delilah, any man you choose to be with better know how lucky he is. There’s no
nice way to say this, and believe me, I love the guy like he’s my brother most
the time, but when Charles gets drunk he behaves like a whore. So does
Clarissa. They have very few boundaries. Frankly they’re made for each other
until they get their shit together. In the meantime they can’t do
relationships. At least not where they don’t continually hurt the person they’re
supposed to be with. They’re toxic, the pair of them. I needed to get away from
her… you just helped me to see it,” he said as he stroked my face. 


“They were doing it in public,” I said
again, shocked. “You don’t seem surprised,” I finally realised when he said
nothing.


“That’s the way this crowd rolls. Very few
boundaries. It’s why I didn’t want you near the place, couldn’t stand the
thought of you getting sucked in. I know what Charles is like… he can be very
persuasive. More than one girl’s woken up the next morning regretting what she
let him talk her into the night before. He never oversteps the line… it’s
always consensual… just…”


“Have you…?” I asked, shocked. He looked
away, embarrassed, so I didn’t ask any more.


I was so tired and confused. I allowed Hardy
to pull me against his chest. He smelt good – familiar. Like the bonfire, with
an undertone of manliness. 


“I wanted to speak to you earlier,” he
said, his voice rumbling within his chest, “away from the others. Jesus, you
nearly killed me with those songs. Your voice is so fucking incredible now. Even
better than before. I physically hurt when you sang about how hard it’s been
for you growing up. I want to kill the kids who made you feel like that.”


“It’s okay now,” I assured him. 


“No, it’s fucking not.” I pulled away and
looked at him, surprised by his anger, his fists clenched by his sides. It was
the only time he’d reminded me of his father.


“Hardy, calm down,” I told him as I reached
a hand out. He stilled. “I’m okay… really,” I assured him again. “It’s getting
better. School is bad for lots of kids. We cope, and then we leave and get on with
the rest of our lives. You aren’t responsible for me.”


“I feel like I am,” he replied, his eyes
searching my face. “I feel like I’m meant to be. I know it sounds mad… I know
you hardly know me, but I want to be. Ever since that summer, despite how young
we both were, I always knew I’d see you again. I knew I’d felt a connection, I
just wasn’t old enough to understand it at the time. But I never, ever forgot
about you. I always planned to come and see you.”


“You were the best friend I’ve ever had,” I
told him.


“I want to be again.” He leaned towards me
and raised a hand to cup my face, his thumb moving to trace my lips. My eyes
closed as a shiver ran through me. “Jesus, Delilah, you’re so perfect. You’re
too good for me… too good for anyone. I wish you were older...” His voice
trailed off.


“I’m old enough,” I assured him, wanting
something without really knowing what.


“Not yet, but soon. When I come for you,
that will be it. You’ll be mine, and we’ll be together. But until then, until I
can come for you, I need you to wait for me. Will you do that?” I hesitated, not
knowing how I was supposed to answer. It was too much too soon. He rushed on,
sensing my hesitation. “I know it’s a lot to ask. I know we haven’t had much
time together. Hell, you hardly know me. But I’ve never wanted anything as much
as I want you. In three years you’ll be nineteen, and I’ll have my degree and
my trust fund. Then we can do what we want, go where we want. He won’t be able
to stop me.” I knew he was talking about his father. But three years, I
agonised internally. So long. I didn’t know if I could wait that long. 


“I don’t know,” I began, “what do you mean
by wait for you?”


“Just don’t fall in love with anyone else. Give
me a chance first.”


I thought about what he’d said, while he
watched me, and finally nodded. Somehow, in my heart, I already knew I didn’t
want anyone else the way I wanted him, and it was hard to imagine I ever would.
Now I’d seen him again I realised that even all those years ago, as an eight-year-old
girl, I’d loved this boy. “Thank you,” he said, releasing a long breath I hadn’t
realised he’d been holding. Then he lowered his head and kissed me. It was my
first proper kiss, and the explosion of sensations took me by surprise. I didn’t
want it to stop… ever. 


When he finally pulled away we were both
breathless and I could feel his arousal. He stood up as I watched nervously. Then
he reached towards me. Heart in my mouth, I allowed him to remove my jacket and
pull my dress over my head, so I was left wearing just my knickers and bra. Then
he slipped off his jeans and t-shirt, revealing a sculpted torso that was hard
to look away from. He smiled at me. “Time for sleep, beautiful,” he said,
climbing onto the bed beside me. I was nervous for a moment, wondering if I was
ready for this, but all he did was pull me against him and cover us both with
the duvet before reaching over and turning off the light. “Goodnight, Delilah,”
he whispered.


“Goodnight, Hardy,” I replied, feeling safe
and warm. I rested my head on his chest while he wrapped his arms around me and
held me close. My breathing slowed as I relaxed, and all the while he did
nothing but hold me, stroking my hair, his breath warm as I was swallowed into
sleep.


*


Shouting woke me early the next morning. I
sat up, confused about where I was for a moment, only to find the sleeping form
of Hardy Somerville beside me. He opened one sleepy eye and smiled. ”Morning,
gorgeous.” He grinned. “You look just as beautiful when you wake up. That’s
crazy.” I smiled but didn’t get a chance to respond because at that moment the
door opened with a crash. Hardy was out the bed in a second as a raging Charles
stormed in and bellowed, “You fucking fucker,” as soon as he saw me in Hardy’s
bed.


“What the hell, man?” Hardy replied. “Calm
yourself down.” Charles was right up in Hardy’s face, as Hardy held his hands
up to placate him.


“Did you fuck her? Fuck! You bastard, you
knew I wanted her.” I didn’t know what to do, so I just held the duvet up to my
neck.


“You’re frightening her,” Hardy said as he
glanced back at me. “Calm yourself down.”


Charles’ face twisted in anger. “Nice job,”
he said, doing a slow hand clap. “I have to say, I thought I was a shoo-in to
get there first, but you snuck in under the rope, you little snake. Was she
good? Was she tight? I bet she was amazing.”


“Shut the fuck up,” Hardy said, growing angry
now. 


“Oh, she was that good, was she?” Charles laughed.
“I wouldn’t mind a turn…” He didn’t get to finish his sentence. Hardy swung his
fist straight into Charles’ jaw.


“Fuck,” Charles swore in the aftermath,
clasping his chin. “I think you broke my fucking jaw, you bastard,” he mumbled
through clenched teeth.


“I’ll do more than break your jaw if you keep
talking about her like that,” Hardy promised. I’d had enough. This was way out
of control.


“He didn’t ‘fuck’ me,” I said loudly, my
tone flat. “But if he had, it would have been none of your business.” Charles’
attention immediately switched to me. “I guess I’m glad I didn’t take you up on
your offer last night, Charles. I’m not into public displays of affection. Fortunately
for you, Clarissa seemed less concerned.”


If Charles was shocked by my words, it was
only for a second. Then he said; “I was imagining it was you the whole time.” He
leered at me, and I put a hand on Hardy’s arm to stop him punching Charles
again as he lunged forward. 


“I saw you in the lounge with her,” I
continued. “I guess I didn’t realise that was the way you swung. I’m not really
down with the whole group sex thing. So now, if you don’t mind, I want to get
dressed and call someone to come and get me out of here.”


“You don’t need to do that. I can take you,”
Hardy said immediately.


“Have you and him got a thing going on?” Charles
asked.


“That has nothing to do with you, Charles
Taylor. In fact nothing about me has anything to do with you anymore.” I had no
idea where I had discovered this strength from.


“Delilah,” he started to say.


“No, Charles, I don’t want to hear it right
now. Just get out.” He looked at me, and then at Hardy, who was still standing
there in his briefs.


“I have to give it to you, Hardy, you
played a blinder this time.” Then he left the room. 


“I’m proud of you,” Hardy said as he hugged
me.


“I’m proud of me too,” I said, galvanising
myself into action. I pulled on my dress. “Do you think there’ll be a problem
over you punching him?”


“I don’t know, and I don’t care. First
things first, let’s concentrate on getting you home.”


*


Mama had been shocked after I told her
about the party when she’d got home from work that evening. She’d been relieved
after hearing my own minor part in it all, but surprised when I told her about
Hardy’s presence there. She’d been less surprised when I’d mentioned what Emily
had spent her time doing – leaving out some of the specifics from the
bedroom. I’d had only a brief text from Emily, who’d elected to stay at the
party with Jamie a little longer when Hardy and I went to find her to let her
know I was going home. The text had told me she’d arrived home safely, but that
was all.


“That girl’s in a hurry to grow up,” was
all Mama said after I gave her the sanitised version. “I’m just glad Hardy was
there to look after you. It sounds like it was a bit full on for a first party.”
I’d agreed, thinking she didn’t know the half of it. 


Hardy had said little when he’d dropped me
home, leaving me no idea when or if I’d see him again. So when there was a
knock on the door the following morning, after Mama had left for work, I was
surprised. Hardy stood there looking anxious. I invited him in, stepping back
to allow him access, and my heart sped up just at the sight of him. I wished I’d
made more effort that morning instead of throwing on my old jeans and a
t-shirt. He ducked his head and stepped into the little room. For a moment he
just stood there as I shifted uncomfortably, uncertain what I was meant to do
next. Then he moved, pulling me into his arms, enfolding me. I heard myself
sigh with contentment. I thought it couldn’t get any better until he kissed me.
It was hungry and demanding, and I moaned a little as he pressed against me,
unable to think about anything other than how much my body yearned for him… how
this didn’t feel like enough. My hands slid up under his shirt and he groaned.


“Stop,” he said, pulling away, his
breathing laboured. “Not yet… it’s too soon. For you, I mean. I don’t want to
rush this. I want to wait until we’re sure it’s right. We have plenty of time.”
I couldn’t deny I was disappointed, but at least he wasn’t saying never. He
pressed his forehead against mine and rested it there for a moment. “Delilah,”
he breathed.


“I’m glad you came,” I said, shy now that the
passion between us had receded.


“I couldn’t stay away,” he admitted.


“Good. I’m glad you didn’t.” I smiled. When
he didn’t return it, I knew something was wrong. “What? What is it?”


“I need to tell you something…” Then he
confirmed my worst fears. “I have to go away.” I felt a physical pain in my
chest. 


“Why? Why now?”


“Dad found out about the fight with Charles.
His parents complained. Turns out Charles has a fractured and dislocated jaw –
they weren’t impressed. He needs to have surgery. So they kicked me out of his
place, and his parents rang my dad. They were pissed because they had to cut
their summer holiday short and felt the need to take it out on someone. Dad
blew his top and wanted to know why I’d hit Charles. I didn’t want to tell him
about you, but I had no choice… nothing else made sense. Now he’s on the
rampage insisting I go to California. He says I’ve got to get my degree there
instead of Cambridge, and that I’m not to come anywhere near this place, or
you, until I’ve graduated, or he’ll disinherit me.” He looked devastated, and I
could only imagine I looked the same. I was gutted by his words, images of
happy coupledom disappearing over the horizon. I’d hoped to see more of him now
I’d finally found him again, not live apart for another three years.


“We can keep in touch,” I reassured him,
trying to find some sort of bright side to look on. “You can email and text
me.”


“And Facebook?”


“I’m not on Facebook. I barely even have
any numbers in my phone. But for you I’ll make an exception.”


“We’ll make it work, I promise,” he said,
hugging me again. I was powerless against his charms as soon as his arms went
round me. 


“When do you leave?” I asked, afraid of the
answer.


“Tonight,” he muttered into my hair. 


We spent the remainder of the time he had
holding each other, trying to fill the short time with three years’ worth of
kisses and touches. When he finally got up to leave he pressed a gentle kiss
onto my lips, making me promise one last time to wait for him, his eyes
beseeching. I happily agreed, enthralled, unable to imagine looking at, let
alone wanting, anyone but him. 











Chapter 8


Present day – 1 day earlier


“Why don’t you come with us?” Emily begged
me.


“I don’t want to,” I insisted.


“I swear to god you are going to have the
most boring teenage years in the history of man. Seriously, nuns have a more
exciting social life. You don’t do anything.”


“I’m happy,” I assured her, glancing down
at my phone. It was a serious habit I had, as I waited for some sort of contact
from Hardy. I hadn’t heard from him in nearly a week. He’d been getting
increasingly harder to get hold of. I’d told myself he was just caught up with
the holiday job he said he had, but it still hurt.


“You’ve just got three A’s in your A’ levels,
you’re a shoo-in for Cambridge, and you don’t even want to celebrate? What the
hell’s the matter with you?” I knew on some level that she was right, but I
didn’t have any desire to be out celebrating without Hardy. There had been an
outside chance, he had informed me a month or so ago, he might have been able
to get over this summer. When he hadn’t managed it I’d been gutted, and all desire
to do anything had left me. Instead I’d spent the summer moping about at home. Even
Ma had been worried about me.


“Really, I’ll just spoil your night,” I
told her. “You go on with the others. They don’t want me there anyway.”


“Only because you don’t make any effort
with them.”


“I’m not interested in what they want. Most
of the guys have asked me out at some point, and their girlfriends know it. It means
the guys think I’m standoffish or frigid and the girls assume I have to have been
secretly flirting with their boyfriends for them to have asked me out in the
first place. Even if, by some miracle, they don’t think that, they spend their
time telling me I’m mad for waiting for a guy who they say will never come back
for me. I’ve heard it all a million times, and I’m just not in the mood to hear
it again today.”


“That’s because you are mad. You’re
mental, living in cloud fucking cuckoo land.” She was pissed now.


“I don’t think I’m mental. I’m not going to
apologise for wanting to wait for Hardy. I’ve yet to meet a guy who has made me
feel half of what I felt for him in the short time we were together. He’s worth
the wait. I’m sorry things didn’t pan out for you and Jamie, or Sam, or Mike… ”
I couldn’t help the slightly snide tone in my voice as I began to list the
numerous guys that Emily had hooked up with over the last couple of years. I’d barely
even scratched the surface, but it was a bitchy thing to do. It wasn’t like me.


“Shut the fuck up,” Emily screeched at me.
“You’re so fucking holier than thou. Think you’re so much better than us
because you’ve got some rich boyfriend you’ve promised to wait for, when really
you’re a joke.”


“Why am I a joke?” I felt irritated by her
tone. “Just because I don’t want to sleep around? It’s my choice what I do with
my body, and I happen to think he’s worth waiting for.”


“Oh, give me a break, he’s no better than
the rest of them. Just ask Clarissa.”


“What do you mean ‘ask Clarissa’?” Clarissa
and I had crossed paths a couple of times since the summer I’d first met her. She’d
always been a bitch, but I’d just tried to ignore her jealousy. She’d never
forgiven me for Hardy dumping her.


“You should really get yourself on Facebook,
Delilah,” Emily said, on a roll now. “You said Hardy couldn’t come over this
summer because he had a summer job?”


“Yeah, what about it?” I had the feeling of
impending doom in my gut – knowing I was about to hurtle past the point of
no return and fearing what I would find there.


“Well, he sure made time for Clarissa when
she went over to see him, judging by the photos she posted. Didn’t look like
there was much in the way of work going on. It looked a lot like one of their
usual get-togethers. She was there for weeks. You’re a fool for believing him,
Delilah. He certainly hasn’t been waiting for you.” 


“I don’t believe you,” I told her, my voice
trembling. She raised an eyebrow, reached for her iPad and pulled up her
Facebook page. A couple of clicks later, she held it out towards me. I didn’t
want to take it. I knew I could refuse and leave myself in ignorant bliss, but
part of me wanted to know the truth. I reached out and took it from her, finally
looking down at the page. 


Clarissa’s beaming face smiled up at me,
accompanied by Hardy’s. He had his arm around her shoulder. He’d sent me a few
photos over the time we’d been apart, but none like this when he’d looked so happy.
I swiped the page to find the next image. It was captioned ‘reacquainting
myself with an old friend’. This time she was straddling him while he sat on a
chair. Her arms were around his neck and he was gazing up, grinning like a loon,
their groins pressed against each other. I could see various outlines of other
guys around the side of the room. I could guess exactly what was going on based
on what I’d seen at Charles’. I felt sick.


“I told you,” Emily said, smug now, “he’s
no better than any of them. I don’t know what you think you were doing waiting
for him.” She sounded pleased to see me tumble off my holier-than-thou
pedestal.


“Is she back?” I asked.


“Who?”


“Clarissa. Is she still in the States, or
is she back?” Just the fact he’d spent time with her but couldn’t spare any for
me hurt like hell. I needed to hear it from her what had happened.


“Yeah, she’s back, but you can’t be
thinking about going there, are you? She’ll eat you for breakfast.” She moved
to block my path.


“Get out of my way,” I insisted, dodging
round her to grab the keys to Ma’s car. I’d passed my test at the first attempt
last summer. I couldn’t afford my own car yet, but Ma let me borrow hers
whenever I wanted.


“Fucking hell,” Emily said, mouth agape as
I moved swiftly towards the door. “You’ve finally lost it.” But she grabbed her
bag and followed me out, excited by all the drama and clearly not wanting to
miss a minute. Drama that didn’t revolve around her for once.


When we pulled into the driveway I nearly
lost my nerve, intimidated once again by the overwhelming size of her house. The
car crunched to a halt in front of the steps and I was out and moving before
Emily had even unfastened her seat belt. I rang the doorbell before my courage
fled and waited. For a long while there was nothing, and then the door was
opened by a housekeeper, who looked upon us wearily. “Clarissa is beside the
pool,” she said, clearly assuming I was one of Clarissa’s hangers-on. 


“Where’s the pool?” I asked. She looked at
me a little more closely before deciding she didn’t want to get involved and
merely pointed towards a walled area to the side of the house. I nodded my
thanks and headed to where she had indicated. 


Clarissa was laid out on a sun lounger,
alone. She raised her sunglasses and peered at us as we clattered to a halt
beside her. I had to admit, despite disliking her intensely, she cut a fine
figure dressed in a scanty bikini, the entirety of her beautiful body out on
display. “Who are you and what do you want?” she finally said, sounding bored.


“Did you sleep with Hardy?”


“Who? Hardy Somerville?” I nodded, and she
rolled her eyes. “When?”


“Whilst you were in the States recently.”


“What’s it to you?”


“I want to know.” 


She looked at me a little more closely. “I
remember you. You’re Hardy’s little singer. He mentioned you.”


“Did you sleep with him?” I demanded again.


“Sleeping usually has very little to do
with it, and frankly it has nothing to do with you whatever I did with
whomever.”


“If it was with Hardy, it does.” She
laughed, and that really pissed me off. 


She sat up, looking annoyed. “Who do you
think you are? You’re just his little virgin tart. As I said, he mentioned you;
said he was waiting until you were an adult and then planned to have you as his
concubine – just like his father does with your mother. Thought it was
funny that they’d keep it in the family, so to speak.”


For a moment my mouth just opened and
closed, but nothing came out. I heard Emily gasp behind me. “What are you
talking about?” I managed to say.


“It’s one of the best known secrets in
town. I’m amazed no one’s ever told you.” I turned and looked at Emily, who
blushed, shuffled her feet and stared at the ground. Clarissa carried on
speaking: “Everyone knows your mother is Somerville Senior’s whore – at
his beck and call whenever and however he wants her. He even lends her out to
friends sometimes. It seems Hardy liked the idea and thought you were just the
ticket.” She laughed as if it were all a big joke, and I hated her a little
more than I already did. “I think it’s very droll you actually thought he felt
something for you. Now bugger off, please,” she said, replacing her sunglasses
and lying back down. “You’re blocking my sun.”


I’d heard enough. I turned and marched back
towards the car, Emily running to keep up with me. “Did you know?” I asked,
looking sideways at her. So much made sense, I didn’t doubt there was some
truth to what I’d heard; her long hours, the nights she’d left me alone to
return to his house… the sadness I’d always sensed within her. My heart broke,
knowing she’d done it for me. Emily was silent. “I asked whether you knew about
it.”


“I’d heard a rumour.”


“And you didn’t think I ought to know?”


“I didn’t think it was my place to tell
you. I thought your mum would say something to you at some point.”


“How long have you known?”


“How long?”


“Yes, how long?” I unlocked the driver’s
door and pulled it open angrily as I looked at her across the roof.


“Umm…”


“Jesus. I can’t be around you right now.” I
told her as I slid into the car. I didn’t unlock the other door.


“You can’t just leave me here,” she said,
hands on hips as she shouted at me through the closed window.


“I think you’ll find I can,” I said, winding
down the window an inch. I started the car and put it into gear, before leaning
towards her and saying; “I always knew you were a bitch, but I still thought
you were my friend. I thought, no matter how much you used me when it suited
you, that you had my back. I guess I was wrong. You let me walk into this. You
even showed me the pictures. You wanted this to happen. I think the walk home
will do you good… it’ll give you a chance to think about what a cow you really
are.” 


As I left, I could see her still standing
there in the driveway with her hands on her hips, watching as I sped away. I
knew she couldn’t care less about my words, they would fall off her like the
proverbial water off a duck’s back. She’d be more concerned about missing the
next juicy instalment of my life falling apart. 


I pressed my foot down hard on the
accelerator, taking the corners at speeds I had never driven in my life,
uncaring whether I lived or died in an accident. But someone somewhere must
have been looking out for me. The roads were quiet, and despite my recklessness
I found myself pulling into the driveway at home in half the time it had taken
to do the same journey earlier. I ignored the little parking space in front of
the cottage and screeched to a halt in front of the mansion. 


For the second time that day I was out the
car and marching up the steps to the house before my courage could fail me. Mama
opened the door, and for a second we just looked at one another. “Oh, baby,”
she said, and I fell into her arms. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered into my hair
as I sobbed in a way I hadn’t since I was a small child. “I wanted to tell you
myself. I tried so many times.”


“Gaynor,” a voice came from behind her.
“Who is it? Who’s making all that noise?”


“Just Delilah. I’ll see her back to the
cottage. I’m sorry for the disturbance,” she said as she tried to back me away
from him.


“Why is she here?” he asked, refusing to be
put off, his tone demanding attention. My mother seemed momentarily lost for
words.


“She’s had some bad news,” she finally
managed to say.


“Don’t lie to me, Gaynor. You know I can always
tell when you’re lying. Let me see the girl. You’ve been hiding her from me for
long enough. If she knows the truth now I want to see her.” I cowered against
my mother, wishing I had waited for her at home instead of confronting her
here, unwilling to expose myself to him. “Now, Gaynor,” he commanded her this
time, and she immediately obeyed, pulling away. A small part of me died inside
when I realised just how deep a hold he must have on her to make her respond
like that… to make her hand me over to him. Reluctantly I took a small step
away from my mother, lifted my head with what I hoped resembled defiance, and
stared straight at him.


He’d aged since the last time our paths had
crossed. It must have been at least three years. His tall frame was slightly
stooped now, his shoulders more rounded than I remembered, but his gaze was as
piercing as ever. He stared at me for a moment. “Stunning,” he finally said. “I
can see why the boy wants her. I’m almost tempted to trade you in, Gaynor, and
have her myself.” Mama flushed, looking mortified as Mr Somerville laughed. My
own increased colour was a result of the anger I felt.


“I’m no one’s,” I told him in no uncertain
terms. “Not yours, and certainly not his.” Mr Somerville just laughed again. It
was a more sinister sound this time, and for a moment I felt afraid of him.


“Get back to the cottage now, Delilah,”
Mama interrupted. “Move the car from the front of the house. I’ll be over shortly.”
She sounded coolly efficient, not at all her normal warm self. I hesitated,
unwilling to leave her here with him. “Now, Delilah,” she said again. I moved,
relieved when I stepped out of the house and into the fresh air. Somehow I
started the car and drove it back to its place in front of the cottage. Then I
went inside and sat in a chair to wait for her.


*


She arrived home about half an hour later. When
she walked through the door, for the first time in my life, I didn’t know what
to say to her. I’d thought of so many questions while I’d waited, but the words
just fled. “Why?” I finally managed to croak out.


“Oh, baby,” she said, moving to kneel in
front of my chair. “Baby, I’m so sorry you found out from someone other than
me. I regret that more than anything.”


“Why do it, though, Mama? How could you let
him do that to you?”


“Baby, I’m not going to lie, life was hard
for us. You were little for most of it, but I struggled – a lot. Before I
had you I’d always made a living that way, honey. I’m not ashamed,” she said
quickly. “I didn’t walk the streets or anything. I was a little classier than
that, I like to think. But I gave it all up when I met your dad. He was a
client. Like so many others, he said he wasn’t happy in his marriage, that his
wife didn’t understand him. I thought I’d fallen in love for the first time,
and then I had you and I really learned what love was. The relationship wasn’t
strong enough. He just couldn’t cope with my history. Even though I wasn’t
doing it anymore, he couldn’t handle the fact I had done it at all. When we ran
into an ex-client while we were out shopping one day, it was all too much for
him. He ran straight back to his wife.” She paused to take a breath. “After he
left it was a struggle for me, for us. Then, just when I was at my wits’ end,
Mr Somerville contacted me. He’d been a client before and heard I was
considering starting again. He made me an offer – come and work for him,
be available to him and him alone, and we could live in this cottage. I couldn’t
turn it down. It was the chance to make a better life for you. For both of us.”


“It wasn’t worth it, surely?”


“Honey, I’ve never known how to do anything
else, apart from look after and love you. It’s not been so bad, has it? We’ve
been happy all these years.”


“Yes,” I whispered, “we’ve been happy, but
at such a high cost for you.”


“Nothing was too much for you, sweetheart. He’s
not so bad most of the time. I’m just a glorified housekeeper, really. But now
he’s seen you, baby…” Her voice trailed off. 


“What do you mean?”


“He’s a man who likes to acquire beautiful
things,” she said, cupping my face with her palm. “I like to think that’s why
he wanted me all those years ago.”


“You’re still beautiful, Mama,” I assured
her. She was. Even at middle age she was still a striking woman. Slim, with
long dark hair like mine, with deep mahogany eyes. I’d often wondered why she’d
never been snapped up by some guy or other. I’d supposed at the time she wasn’t
interested. Now that I knew the truth, I realised it just wasn’t permitted. I
felt another pang of sorrow for everything she’d given up so that I could have
a secure childhood.


“Thank you, sweetheart. Don’t look sad. I
chose this life for us, and if I faced those choices again I’d do the same
thing. I’m not ashamed of the life I’ve lived… but I don’t want it for you.”


“I don’t want it for me either.” I
shuddered, thinking of Mr Somerville.


“As I said, he likes to collect beautiful
things. God knows you’re surely one of the most beautiful. Hardy’s already made
a fuss about you…” The mention of Hardy’s name in this context brought me up
cold and reminded me of what had brought me to this point in the first place.
“Now Mr Somerville has seen you, he’ll want to keep you.”


“Well, he can’t keep me. I’m not his to
keep.”


“He’ll find a way… he can be very
persuasive. I don’t want that for you, honey. You have to leave… get away from
this place. Get out of their sphere of influence. Follow your dream, Delilah. You
wanted to study music, and you should do that… but not at Cambridge like you
planned. You’d be too easy to find there. They know too many people, and they’d
suck you back in. Go further away. I made a call to my sister in Brighton.”


“You have a sister?”


“Yes. She’s not too proud of what her
little sister does for a living, so she doesn’t want anything to do with me,
but she’ll put it to one side if I ask her to for you. Go there. I’ll write the
address down. I’ve already spoken to Sussex University. They have a BA in
Music, and with your grades they said they’d be happy to offer you a place. I
know it’s not what you planned,” she said, her head in her hands, “but it’s all
I can do. I can’t see you follow my path, and that’s what he’ll want you to
do.” I didn’t know if she meant Hardy or the elder Mr Somerville. Either way, I
felt sick.


“Brighton?” I whispered. It sounded a long
way away. All I knew was it was near the sea. “Won’t you come with me?”


“I can’t,” she replied. “I still owe him
for the debts I’d built up. He paid them off for me when we came here. I
thought I’d be able to pay him back sooner, but life is expensive. Music
lessons are expensive. I’ve got some money saved… your first year of tuition
fees. I want you to have it. We’ll deal with the rest when the time comes. I’ll
work to pay off my debts, and after that I’ll come to you… I promise.”


“I’ll work hard. I’ll earn money and help
you pay it off sooner.” I’d never been so determined to make something of my
life.


“I know you will, honey. You’re special,
which is why we can’t let them have you. They’d destroy that. Now, come on. We
need to pack.”







Present day


I peered at the large white regency
building in front of me, guitar in one hand and suitcase in the other, my
handbag slung across my chest. The building seemed to be divided into numerous
flats, so it took me several attempts to locate the correct bell. After a
couple of minutes a shrill ‘yes’ barked out of the intercom.


“It’s Delilah,” I told the voice. There was
an audible huff and then the sound of the buzzer unlocking the door. “Top
floor,” was all the voice said before the line went dead. 











Chapter 9


3 months later


I pushed open the door to Student Services
and groaned. Miserable Martha was sitting behind the desk. She was by far my
least favourite assistant. I’d been calling into the office daily for the last
three months trying to find some sort of accommodation that would mean I could finally
move out of Aunt Sarah’s. The problem was I couldn’t afford anything more than
a room in halls, and that was only because they were subsidised. Unfortunately they’d
all been allocated before I’d emerged from my fog of misery sufficiently to
realise I needed to sort my life out.


When I’d arrived it was all I could do to
get myself to college to register for my course. Otherwise I’d had a kind of
meltdown. I’d veered between depression at leaving everything and everyone I
knew, speaking only to Ma on our nightly calls, and paranoia that someone would
come after me. Several times I could have sworn I was being followed or felt
like someone was watching me. It was strange, I reflected, that I missed home
when in reality I’d had no real friends there. Emily had been the closest thing
to it, which said a lot. I guessed it was the familiarity I missed, rather than
the place or the people. Then, of course, there’d been my feelings about Hardy
to deal with. Or not. It hurt too much to think about his betrayal, so I didn’t.
I just locked it away. For days he’d tried to call me, calling incessantly all
day and all night and texting in between until I’d changed my phone. I’d read
and listened to none of his messages, deciding it was better to make a clean
break from the toxic world he inhabited. 


To add to my misery, Aunt Sarah’s was
becoming increasingly uncomfortable. Not least because she only had a sofa bed
that was lumpy as hell. It was situated in her lounge, which meant I needed to
be up and out the house before she left for work because she didn’t trust me to
be left home alone, and unfortunately she worked long hours in an office in
town. I tended to spend most of my days walking round campus or sitting in the
library or canteen when I wasn’t in classes or the practice rooms. 


My course was my only saving grace. It was
everything I’d hoped it might be. I’d immersed myself in the vast library of
scores, CDs and DVDs on a daily basis, and I loved the historical and
contextual musical component classes almost as much as I loved the composition.
Mama said I sounded like a ‘pig in mud’ when I talked to her about it. College
was the only time I felt anything near happy. 


I walked towards the desk while Martha
carried on pecking away at her keyboard, studiously ignoring my presence until
I was standing right beside her. “Morning, Martha,” I began. We were all on
first-name terms by this stage. She didn’t even look up. I tried again, a
little louder this time. “Morning, Martha. I wondered if any rooms had become available.”


“Not since yesterday,” she said, still not
looking up. I’d been told my only hope would be if someone found themselves a
room in a shared house or left the university. I’d taken to praying
homesickness would become too much for one of the other first-years and they
would leave, giving me the chance of a room. Then I felt bad about wishing
unhappiness on someone. Either way, so far I’d had no luck. All the other first-years
seemed to be wholly embracing student life. I’d overheard excited chatter from
some of the other girls about bars and club nights as they’d exchanged coy
glances with guys in the canteen, while I’d sat on my own. A part but apart. Sure,
some people had tried to talk to me, mostly guys, but I knew what they were
after. The other girls just scowled at me. I’d hoped things might change now I
was at university, but it seemed I was destined to remain on a path of lonely
isolation. Plus the longer it went on, the less able I felt to break out of it.



“You really need to think about finding a
private rental, dear. I think it’s very unlikely something will become
available now if it hasn’t already,” Martha said as the door to the office
opened behind me. She finally looked up.


“I can’t afford the private rental prices
at the moment,” I explained. We had this conversation on a weekly basis.


“Can’t you take out a loan?”


“I already have. Even with that I’ll
struggle to pay rent and eat.”


“What about a job?”


“I’m looking.”


“Well, that’s good, dear. I’m sure you’ll
find something soon.” I knew that was my cue to leave. We’d now exhausted our
conversational capabilities, and she was back to pecking at her keyboard. I
turned, trying not to let the tears that were burning my eyes spill over, and
bumped into a guy who was standing behind me.


“Sorry,” I said on reflex and moved past
him, heading for the door.


“Hold up,” he said, slipping the card he’d
been holding into his pocket. I paused with my hand on the doorknob and looked
at him properly. He was familiar… I’d seen him on my course, and frankly he was
hard to miss. He had glasses with thick lenses, the kind that magnified the
person’s eyes and made them look huge, and he was thin. Thinner than me, and
tall with it. I paused, wondering what he wanted. “I heard you say you’re
looking for a room,” he said, sounding nervous.


“Yeah,” I said slowly.


“Well, I have a room.”


“Good for you,” I said, irritated now. I
pulled the door open and walked out fast.


“No,” he said, trying to run after me,
despite his poor eyesight. “I mean, you don’t understand. What I wanted to say
was I have a room you can rent,” he called after me.


I paused midway down the corridor and
looked back at him. “Thank you, but I can’t afford private rental prices.” 


“I only want £100 a week.” It was the same
as the halls prices – at the top of my budget – but if I was careful,
and found a part-time job to fit round my studies, then I’d be able to afford
it. I felt a glimmer of hope, and then slammed it back down as I prepared
myself for some sort of catch. “Really, no catch,” he said, seeming to read my
mind. “Look, why don’t we get a coffee and I can tell you about it. Then you
can decide if you want to look at it or not.” I nodded. I needed to get away
from Aunt Sarah and her disapproving stares. At this stage I’d consider
anything. “I’m Eddy,” he said, holding out his hand for me to shake.


“Delilah,” I replied.


We walked in silence towards one of the
small cafes on site. He seemed to be almost as socially awkward as me, and I
took some comfort in that. When he failed to see a step down and stumbled, I
immediately put a hand out to stabilise him. “Thanks,” he said, looking
embarrassed.


“No problem,” I assured him. We found a
table and ordered our coffee, then he started to explain.


“I’ve got a two-bedroom flat in town. It’s
nice, not far from the station, so easy enough to get in to College, but central
enough to be able to enjoy Brighton.”


“It sounds great,” I said. It did. Too
good.


“The room’s not huge, but big enough for a
double bed and wardrobe. We’d have to share a bathroom.”


“I don’t mind sharing.”


“Where are you at the moment?”


“With my aunt, on the seafront.”


“That sounds nice.”


“Locationally yes, but she’s not my biggest
fan. She’s just putting up with me because we’re related and she feels obliged.
I’m meant to have found somewhere else before now, but it’s not been that easy.
I didn’t get myself organised in time to get a place in halls, and I can’t
afford most of the private rent prices. Why’s yours so cheap?” I asked,
suspicious now.


He shifted, looking embarrassed. “It’s my
flat. I own it outright.”


“No mortgage?” I asked, amazed. He nodded. “Wow.
How’d you manage that? Are your parents loaded or something?”


“Something like that.” He shifted nervously
again. “So anyway, I don’t need to have anyone rent the room out if I don’t
want to.”


“Sounds amazing.”


“Yeah, but a bit lonely.” I looked at him
then and found a kindred spirit looking back at me. We were two socially
dysfunctional souls. Both lonely and in need of a friend. Something told me I
could trust him. I took a long drink from my latte.


“We’re on the same course, aren’t we?”


“Yeah, that’s what made me stop you. I’ve
seen you in lectures.” 


I paused and looked at him again, his big
eyes blinking back at me, and made a decision. “I’d like to see it, if you’re
still okay with the idea.” He smiled, and it transformed him. 


*


The apartment was in an amazing location. Situated
in the fashionable North Laines, it had easy access to the station but was also
smack bang in the heart of the coolest shopping area, in a town already known
for being cool. Plus the beach was only half a mile away. The apartment itself
blew me away. Newly built and well appointed, it had a massive open-plan lounge
and kitchen, furnished with all the latest mod cons. When he finally showed me what
would be my room, and it was twice the size I’d imagined from his description,
I knew something was seriously up.


I turned to look at him. “How much were you
planning to ask for this room?” He flushed. “The card I saw you pocket in Student
Services. That was an advert for this place, wasn’t it?” Reluctantly he nodded.
“Show me.”


Slowly he pulled the card from where he had
hidden it and handed it over. The description and location were accurate, but
the price was nearly triple what he’d told me. “You lied about the price of the
room,” I said. He blushed again. “Why?”


“Because I knew you couldn’t afford it.”


“So why even speak to me? I can’t pay this
much. I can barely pay the £100 we discussed.”


“I told you, I’m not doing it for the
money.”


“Then why are you doing it?”


“Company.” My mind ran to images of what he
might mean by ‘company’. Thoughts of the Somervilles filled my mind, and for a
moment I thought I might vomit all over the beautiful carpet.


“I’m not that kind of girl,” I whispered,
backing away from him towards the door.


“Jesus, no,” he said, “I didn’t mean company
like that. I meant company as in friendship. I’m not interested in you like
that. I’m gay, for god’s sake. Being gay and looking like this doesn’t make it
easy to find friends,” he said, pointing at his face, and I saw pain flash
through his eyes. My heart melted a little.


“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have assumed.” 


“Look, Delilah, you’re a beautiful girl. I
can only imagine what sort of attention you get from guys on a daily basis. I’m
not like them.”


“I believe you,” I said, and he looked
relieved.


“Seriously, I just want a flatmate. Someone
to hang out with. You seemed like you needed a friend too. I’ve never seen you
hanging out with anyone. It was coincidence I saw you today, but I believe we
were meant to find each other. You need a flat, I need a flatmate, and we could
both do with a few more friends. What do you say?”


I thought about it for a nanosecond, but
really he was right. I’d be mad to turn this down, and from what I’d seen so
far I liked him. “If you’ll have me, I’d love to rent the room.” 


He grinned. “This calls for a celebration I
think,” he said, moving to his fridge to find a couple of beers. He levered
both the caps off and handed me one of the bottles. I took a swig and grimaced.
He laughed. “Not a beer drinker?”


“Not any sort of drinker, really,” I
admitted.


“Okay, well, you’re a student now. I think
we’ll have to work on your palate just a little if you want to fit in.” I
grinned this time. “So how quickly can you get your stuff?” he asked.


“How quickly can I move in? I’ve been living
out a suitcase for the last four months. My aunt can’t wait to see the back of
me, so I can move as soon as you’ll have me. Do you need me to sign a tenancy
agreement? What deposit do you want?”


“Let’s say a month up front. I’ll get a
contract, but we’ll sort it out later. I’m happy for you to move in today. That
way I can copy your latest assignment.” I laughed out loud this time.


“You think I’m kidding?” he said with a
chuckle. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed you acing every assignment we’ve had so
far. I can’t wait to steal your best ideas.”


“I’ve had nothing to do but study since I’ve
been here. Are you telling me all this has been a deliberate ploy to copy my
work?” He looked worried for a second, as if he really thought I might believe
he’d done that, but then I laughed again and he relaxed. “My aunt will be back
from work at half five. I can collect my stuff then, if that’s okay?”


“Perfect,” he said with a smile. “In the
meantime let’s go and get some stuff in so we can have a celebratory meal tonight.”


I was the happiest I’d been in months as we
weaved our way around the nearby supermarket, pointing out our favourite foods.
When he tripped on a shopping basket someone had left on the ground beside the
shelves and nearly landed on the floor, I felt his mood dip. His sight was
worse than he let on. “I have what is referred to as progressive cone
dystrophy. It basically means I can’t see very well,” he told me when I finally
asked.


“I hadn’t noticed,” I deadpanned. He
elbowed me in the side. “When did you find out?” I asked more seriously.


“When I was about ten. It’s no big deal. It
could be worse, and at least I can still play. I just drive my teachers mad
because I tend to play by ear rather than actually read the music. I have a
great memory – once I’ve heard something the first time, I can pretty much
play it back. It means that even if I do completely lose my sight one day I’ll
still be able to play.”


“That’s amazing.” I admired him for making
the best of his situation. “You play the violin, don’t you?”


“Yes, and a bit of piano, but not as well
as you from what I’ve heard.”


“You don’t have any other help?”


“No, my family have always helped me,
especially my brother. Otherwise I’ve tried to manage. I do quite fancy a dog
one day, though. I’ve always thought that would be kind of cool.”


“Well, can I at least offer you my arm?” I asked.
“That way I can shout if you’re about to walk in front of a car, and avoid you
killing yourself.”


“Are you sure you don’t mind?” He looked
surprised by my offer.


“Why would I mind?” I asked, genuinely
bemused. “It would be my pleasure.”


“I’m hardly the sort of guy a woman like
you would want to be seen with.” I stopped and looked at him, surprised myself
this time. “I can see enough to know you’re stunning. I’m hardly going to do
your street cred much good.”


“You’ll have noticed I have exactly zero
friends. That makes you a rarity in my life. Believe me, I’m being entirely
selfish by not letting you kill yourself. I can’t let my only friend get hit by
a bus.”


“I suppose not,” he said with a grin. And
when I offered him my elbow he grasped it gratefully.









Chapter 10


Eddy and I quickly settled into an oddly
domesticated routine. The fact we had most of our classes together meant we
were able to travel in and out of the university at the same time. We quickly
became a fixture around the campus; I’d become accustomed to always offering
him my arm whenever we were together, and nine times out of ten he’d take it. The
odd time he didn’t was always because he’d caught sight of some guy he liked
the look of; for someone who was partially sighted, he had one hell of a
well-developed gaydar. I knew to everyone else we looked a bit of an odd
couple, but I couldn’t have cared less. Eddy was a sweet, kind, considerate guy,
and I thanked my lucky stars every day that I’d run into him that day in
Student Services. 


I paid him back for his kindness in any way
I could. Helping him avoid uneven pavements was one thing, but watching a
partially sighted man try and cook was somewhat nerve-wracking. It was all in
my own head, as he was actually very proficient, but whenever I was able, when
I wasn’t serving pizzas at the restaurant down the road, I offered to cook for
the pair of us. The rest of the time we devoted ourselves to our music. His
love was as great as mine, and we quickly began to compose together. Apart from
missing Mama, over the six months we’d now been living together I’d never been so
happy. 


“Delilah,” Robbie Masters started as soon
as he slid into the seat beside me while we waited for our lecture to start, “it’s
good to see you.” He’d been one of my most persistent admirers, particularly
over the last couple of weeks, materialising beside me when I least expected it.
He must have already asked me out twenty times, but I’d never been even
slightly tempted to say yes. Sure, he was good-looking, but I’d sworn off men.


“Robbie,” I acknowledged politely before
turning back to Eddy.


“Can I take you out to dinner tonight?”
Robbie asked for the twenty-first time.


“Sorry, Eddy and I are working on our
composition tonight,” I patiently explained. I didn’t like to be rude, but I
was reaching the limits of my manners. 


“What do you see in him?” Robbie asked,
genuinely bemused.


“Sorry?” I said, turning back.


“Eddy. Here you are, one of the most
beautiful women I’ve ever laid eyes on, and the only guy you grace with your
time is Eddy. I mean, I don’t want to be rude, but… I don’t get it. What does
he have that the rest of us don’t?”


“Size does matter,” was all I could think
to say. His eyebrows rose as I continued; “It matters in everything…
personality, heart, brains… Eddy’s got them all. Oh, and an enormous penis,” I
added. Fortunately for me the lecture started at precisely that moment. I could
feel Robbie’s eyes flicking between me and Eddy, while Eddy tried to hold in the
snort of laughter that eventually erupted noisily, drawing every eye in the
room.


*


“Jesus, Delilah, I thought I was going to
swallow my tongue trying not to laugh back there,” Eddy said later, guffawing.


“Sorry. I couldn’t help myself. I hope you
don’t mind?”


“Mind?” He laughed again. “You’re joking
aren’t you? I swear to god, I’ve never had so many smiles from women and nods
of respect from guys in my life. The rumour about the size of my penis has gone
round the campus like wildfire. I owe you a debt of gratitude.”


“Well, good then.” I smiled at him. “It can
go some way towards paying you back for saving my life. The last six months
have been amazing thanks to you. I don’t know what I’m going to do without you
over the summer.” 


“I’ve told you, you’re welcome to stay at
the flat.”


“I know, but it won’t be the same without
you there.”


“Why don’t you go home and see your Mum? You
haven’t been to see her at Easter or Christmas. Won’t she be missing you?”


“Yeah, but it’s complicated. Anyway,” I
said, changing the subject. I hadn’t told him about what had happened at home
before I came away. I wasn’t ready to share my mother’s career choice just yet,
however much I loved Eddy. “What about this party tonight? Do you want to go? I’m
happy to go with you.”


“Sure. It’s not far, and Carl will be
there.” Carl was the object of Eddy’s current fantasies. “Maybe we can finally
find someone good enough for you too.”


“Maybe,” I said noncommittally.


Several hours later we were both dressed in
our finest and ready to party. I’d chosen a short denim skirt and halterneck
top, with a suede jacket to keep me warm in the chill of the May evening. My
hair was loose, and as ever I hadn’t bothered with make-up. “I’m thinking you’re
looking particularly lovely tonight, judging by the blurry outline I can see,”
Eddy announced when I emerged. 


After slowly making our way across town to
the party, Eddy as ever gripping on to my elbow, we reached the venue. I was
momentarily dumbstruck. The place was huge. I tried to describe it to him, but the
door was opened before I had a chance. Robbie stood there beaming down at us. I
groaned. I hadn’t realised he’d be here, but I had to admire him for his
perseverance.


“Let me get you a drink,” Robbie insisted
as soon as we’d made it through the door and he’d taken my jacket from me. Eddie
rolled his magnified eyes as we both followed him through the house until we
reached the kitchen. “What can I get you?” he asked.


“She’s not a big drinker,” Eddie helpfully
informed him.


“Really? What have you tried so far?” he
asked.


“Umm, wine, beer, whiskey, gin…” I trailed
off. He looked thoughtful for a moment and then clearly had a revelation. He
disappeared over to the fridge, where he rummaged for a bit before emerging
with a carton. Then he grabbed some ice, put it in a glass and added a hefty
serving of vodka. Finally he added the juice. It was cranberry judging by the
vivid pink colour of the contents when he finally handed it to me. I took a
wary sip and was pleasantly surprised. “I like it,” I said with a smile.


“Eureka,” Eddy said with a laugh, as he
helped himself to a beer. I thanked Robbie, and Eddy and I went off to find
ourselves a corner to sit in. I was opening up a little more at these events
now, but I still wasn’t entirely comfortable to just chat with anyone. 


When Carl came to sit with us, I was left
to sip my drink without the distraction of conversation, as the pair were too
busy flirting with one another to talk with me much. Three more vodka and
cranberries arrived without my even needing to ask, courtesy of Robbie, and
before long I was feeling a really nice buzz. I could see why people liked
alcohol so much if this was what it made you feel like. The three of us laughed
a lot, and I even felt brave enough to have a dance with some other friends
from our course, until, after another couple of drinks I moved on from
pleasantly buzzed to slightly overdone.


“Come and sit down,” Eddy insisted when I
was the one to stumble into a chair this time. 


“Thanks, Eddy,” I said, hugging him. “I
really love you,” I told him, pulling him into a second hug.


“Oh, we’ve reached that stage of the night,
have we?” he laughed. He’d slowed up on his beers while I’d steamed on ahead,
enjoying the fact I’d finally found an alcoholic drink I actually liked.


“No, really. You don’t know what you mean
to me. I’ve never had any friends, not real friends.”


“We’re all friendless virgins when we’re
born, Delilah,” he quoted.


“Yeah, well, I was a friendless virgin when
I met you. Now I’m just a virgin,” I said, giggling. Eddy looked shocked, and I
immediately felt ashamed of my virgin status. “I know,” I slurred. “I’m
pathetic.”


“You’re not pathetic, Delilah,” he
insisted, but the embarrassment still burned in me.


“Well, you’ve helped me change at least one
of those things.”


“Yeah,” he laughed. “See, it was easier
than you thought.”


“Maybe losing my virginity will be too,” I
suggested. “I’m overthinking this. I just need to get it done with. No more of
this waiting for someone special,” I said decisively. “They don’t exist.”


“Delilah, I’m not sure…” Eddy started.


“It’s a shame you’re gay, Eddy,” I said
more loudly that I’d intended, “or I’d just do it with you.”


“Delilah,” Eddy said, cross now, “pack it
in.”


“Everything okay here?” Robbie asked,
materialising once again beside me. He started to stroke my shoulder, and it
felt nice. “Would you like to dance, Delilah?” he asked.


“Sure,” I agreed, happily going with him
when he pulled me towards the dance floor.


“Delilah,” I heard Eddy call after me, but
when I looked back he was chatting to some of Robbie’s mates. Carl was standing
beside him.


“You look so sexy,” Robbie whispered into
my ear as he grabbed my hips and pulled me towards him. I felt sexy. For the first
time since Hardy I wanted to feel desire and be desirable. We swayed to the
music, and I felt him harden against me. “I want you, Delilah, so fucking
much,” he said, brushing his thumb against my lips before he kissed me. Surprisingly
I liked it, and when he pulled away I was disappointed. “Let’s go upstairs
where we can be alone,” he said with a grin.


Even in my drunken state I knew what he was
suggesting. Everyone knew what going upstairs at a party would lead to. He
wanted to fuck me. Which was good, I figured, because I wanted rid of my
virginity. It was a win-win as far as I saw it through my vodka-addled brain. I
heard my name being called from across the room, but Robbie was a man on a
mission. We ran up the stairs, laughing when I tripped on the final steps,
nervous excitement pumping through my veins. Robbie pulled me into a room,
closing and locking the door behind us, and suddenly everything went quiet. The
noise from the party diminished along with my drunken bravado. Robbie didn’t
waste any time, pulling me into a kiss while simultaneously walking me
backwards towards the large double bed that occupied the centre of the room. 


We tumbled onto the bed together in a
tangle of arms and legs, Robbie landing on top of me. He was heavy, and I found
myself wishing he’d move a bit, as he jammed a leg between my thighs and pushed
up my skirt to reveal my knickers. One hand fastened onto a breast, while the
other groped down between my legs. It felt okay, but it was nothing special. I
wondered what all the fuss was about. Then I felt his finger press inside me. “Jesus,
you’re so tight,” he moaned. “I’ve got to get inside you. Is that okay?” he
asked. He seemed to be in a hurry in case I changed my mind.


This was it. The moment of no return. “Yes,”
I heard myself say, before I could lose my nerve. I’d been waiting for Hardy to
do this, but he’d been too busy sleeping with other women. It was my body, my
virginity. I could give it to anyone I wanted, even someone I didn’t give a
shit about like Robbie. “Yes,” I said again, reaching down to grasp Robbie’s
erection through his trousers and rubbing it. He groaned, fumbling to release
his belt and zip. When he sprang free I was momentarily fascinated by the
appearance of his erection. Sure I’d felt them through clothes, but I’d never
actually seen one before.


Impatiently he pushed me down onto my back
and swiftly pulled off my knickers before pushing my skirt up around my waist. He
paused, sitting back on his calves and staring down at me. I heard the sound of
a wrapper being opened, and watched fascinated as he rolled a condom on. Even
in my inebriated state I was grateful for his forethought. Beads of sweat were already
breaking out on his brow as he moved himself above me. I felt his erection nudge
tentatively against my entrance, and then he pushed into me. There was a
searing sensation, like a cross between a burn and a tear, as he forced himself
inside. I moaned, but it wasn’t through pleasure. It hurt. Robbie, assuming
otherwise, pressed his face into my neck and began to rhythmically thrust inside
me. I just lay there, the pain having woken me from my drunken haze, the
reality of what I’d done bringing tears to my eyes.


After I’d met Hardy again I’d dreamed about
this moment. About how it would be. How it would hurt, but how he would make it
as gentle as he could. How I’d offer myself willingly, that the moment would be
memorable, an exchange of freely given love, instead of this meaningless
rutting. Mama had always said you only got to lose your virginity to someone once,
so to make it someone you cared about. I felt like I’d let her down.


Robbie’s breathing increased with the pace
of his hips as they drove against me, and then finally he was done. In one long
moan he released himself, before collapsing on top of me. “God, Delilah, that
was amazing,” he moaned, pulling out of me, removing the condom and tying the
end of it in a knot. “Oh, you’re bleeding,” he said, looking down. “Did you
know you were on your period?” he asked, looking at the streaks of blood on the
sheets and across the tops of my thighs. It never crossed his mind I might be a
virgin.


“Oh, um, sorry,” I said, embarrassed by the
evidence of my squandered virginity. “It must have come early. I wasn’t
expecting it,” I pretended. “I’ll just go and find the bathroom to clean up.” I
shuffled out of the bed, pulling on my knickers as I tried to ignore the aching
sensation in my most intimate areas.


“Hurry back,” Robbie said, already visibly
stiffening again as he watched me. He looked pleased with himself. 


“Sure,” I said with a smile, lying through
my teeth. I slid out the door, hoping to avoid observation, only to find Eddy
waiting for me at the top of the stairs. His usually large eyes were even
bigger than normal as he looked at me dolefully. 


“Are you okay?” 


“Not really,” I admitted.


“Did he hurt you?” he asked, becoming
angry.


“No. I did that all by myself,” I said,
starting to cry. He sighed, pulled me into a hug and then took me home.











Chapter 11


Word of Robbie’s and my night of passion
had spread like wildfire through the faculty. It seemed to give license to all those
people who had assumed I was with Eddy, and therefore off the market, to have
another pop at me. Robbie had so embellished the event I barely recognised
anything from the version that came back to me via one of the other girls on
the course. She was annoyed because she’d fancied her own chances with Robbie,
who’d been behaving like a cocky shit around me ever since and had taken great
pleasure in making it clear to anyone who’d listen that I’d shagged him at a
party, several times apparently. One version even suggested we’d had an
audience. It was all a little close to my memories of Clarissa for comfort,
although frankly the news meant very little to most people. Almost all of the
other girls had already had numerous partners in the time I’d only had the one.
The fact I was finally known to have had one was what made it noteworthy at
all.


Robbie had lapped up the apparent kudos of
having been the one to finally score with me, according to Eddy. Subsequently
he had continually asked for a repeat performance, acting like he owned me whenever
we were in public; putting his arm around my shoulders at any given opportunity
and trying to kiss me whenever he managed to get close enough. I’d had to patiently
explain several times that, whilst it had been ‘nice’, I wasn’t in the right
place for a relationship right now. It seemed at first this had just spurred him
on to try harder. It had all been quite tedious. Then, when I’d finally made it
clear I didn’t want anything more from him, he’d turned on me and started slagging
me off to anyone that would listen.


Eddy meanwhile had patiently allowed me to
soak his shoulders with tears whenever I needed to. The loss of my virginity
had been a trigger for the feelings I’d been suppressing about Hardy. After a
drunken night at the apartment I’d finally revealed everything about my past.
The conversation had been facilitated by a shared bottle of vodka and two
cartons of cranberry juice. The one remaining positive from my drunken night at
the party was my continued love of the drink.


“So your mother…”


“Is his paid mistress,” I supplied
helpfully. “I don’t like the word ‘whore’. She’s a wonderful woman, and I think
you’d love her. Everything she’s done has been for me.”


“And they said his son wanted you?”


“That’s what I was told, although I never
exactly talked it out with him. I thought he loved me, or at least cared for me.
I certainly thought I loved him. He asked me to wait for him, so stupidly I did.
Then I found out it was a one-way arrangement, and it all went pear-shaped. Mama
said I needed to leave or they might not let me.”


“Jesus,” he breathed. “I thought my life
was wack. That’s crazy. How could they even keep you there if you didn’t want
to stay?”


“I don’t know, but Mama seemed afraid of
them. They’re rich. Rich people usually get what they want one way or another.”


“Crazy,” he said again. 


“Err, hello. Says the guy with his own
apartment at the age of nineteen. I’d say you’re hardly in a position to talk.”



He grimaced but didn’t say anything at
first. Then finally; “And you think this guy might come looking for you?”


“Well he hasn’t so far, but he only graduates
this year. The plan was always that he’d wait until he was twenty-one. He was
due to get his trust fund then, which would mean he could tell his dad to go to
hell. I guess if he was going to come back to look for me at all then that
would be the time. I figure he’s probably moved on by now.”


“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Eddy said, worry
evident in his voice. “So you can’t ever go back there? To see your mum, I mean?”


“No. I miss her. When a bit more time has
passed, maybe she can come here, to Brighton.” Eddy looked shocked. “It’s okay,”
I tried to reassure him. “This is more than good enough for me…” I trailed off,
realising I’d assumed I’d be welcome to stay. “I mean… I’m sorry… I assumed…
God, I’m sorry, that was so presumptuous of me.”


“Delilah, stop. Of course I want you to
live here. As long as you want to. But we finish for the summer in a couple of
weeks, and I’m meant to be going away for the holidays.”


“I’ll be fine. I’ll get a job and I’ll be
fine. If you don’t want me to stay in your flat without you…”


“No, that’s not what I meant at all. I’m
just concerned about leaving you alone in case this guy turns up. I can’t be
worrying about you when I’m not around to protect you. It would destroy me if
anything happened while I wasn’t here.”


“Eddy, I’m not your responsibility. You’ve already
done enough. I just need to find a summer job. I thought maybe I could find work
playing piano in a bar or something, plus with the waitressing…” 


Eddy looked thoughtful. “Leave it with me,”
was all he said. “I’ve got an idea.”


*


“It’s all sorted,” Eddy announced about a
week later as he bounded into the lounge from his bedroom. He didn’t notice the
table had moved slightly and tripped over it.


“Jesus, Eddy,” I said, rushing over to
check he hadn’t done any permanent damage.


“I’m fine,” he said, irritated now. He
hated it when he did stupid things because of his poor sight. “I’ve got us both
a summer job. Or at least something that counts as work experience.”


“What are you talking about?” I asked, bemused.


“We’re going on the road,” he said, excited
again.


“Eddy, what are you talking about?”


“My brother’s in a band.”


“Really? You never said. Your mum must be
so proud to have such a musical family.” 


Eddy’s expression softened. “You’re
amazing, do you know that?” I just looked at him, confused. “Anyone else would
immediately want to know the name of the band in case they were someone famous.
You just tell me how proud my mum must be of us. Amazing,” he said again.


“You’re so silly,” I said, smiling fondly
at him.


“So anyway, as I said my brother’s in a
band, and we’re going to hang out with them over the summer. They’ve got some
gigs, and then they’ll be in the studio for a bit. I thought it would be great experience
for us. Plus if they need any extra musical input we can help out.” 


“What does your brother play?” I asked,
intrigued.


“Lead guitar. Have you heard of Cold
Comfort?” 


Cold Comfort were a massive band at the
moment. They’d featured at every festival, including Glastonbury, the previous
summer. I’d have had to be dead not to have heard of them. The entire world had
heard of them. I was amazed his brother was part of such a massive group, yet I’d
known nothing about it. I guess it explained the apartment.


“They had that song ‘Enemy’,” I recalled. “It
had the most amazing key change. A really beautiful major to minor shift.
Totally unexpected. It really made the piece. Did your brother think of that?”
I asked, impressed. Eddy blinked at me again for a moment.


“You’re awesome,” he said. “I never tell
people who my brother is, especially women, because when I do they invariably
start fangirling all over me. They want to know if I can introduce them and
what the boys are really like. You just want to know if he thought of the key
change.”


“Well, did he?” I asked, impatient to know.


“Yeah, he did, actually. Him and Cat.”


“Cat?”


“Cat Colton. Lead singer. I’ll be keeping
you clear of him, though. To be honest I’ll be keeping you clear of all of them
if I can. They’re a group of manwhores, and you’ll be better off without
getting involved. But they are great musicians, and you’ll like my brother.”


“What did I ever do to deserve you taking
me under your wing?” 


“You’ve given me as much. You don’t even
know it.”


“So where are we going?”


“London to start with. As soon as we finish
term we’ll head up to Matt’s house.”


“Is Matt your brother?”


“Yeah, he’s cool. Kind of protective of
me,” he said, flushed with embarrassment.


“I like him already,” I said with a grin.


“He wanted to know all about you.”


“What, whether I was just some fangirl
using you to get to them?” I guessed.


“I suppose. I’ve never really asked to
bring anyone with me when I’ve been to see them before.”


“So I’m something of a novelty, then?”


“You are,” he agreed.


“Well, I’ll try not to embarrass you,” I
promised. “Will I get to meet your parents?”


“I expect so. They normally try and get to
at least one performance during each UK tour. The guys are off to the States in
October. They’ll be away for months after that.”


“They’ve done so well! Your parents must be
really proud.”


“Yeah, but they’ve worked hard for it. People
don’t see how much effort goes into everything they do. It’s no accident they’re
successful. They are some of the best musicians I know, present company excepted.
The songs are musically complex. Wait and see, you’ll love it.” 


I couldn’t wait.











Chapter 12


I’d always been nervous about meeting
strangers, but the thought of meeting the members of Cold Comfort had taken it
to a whole new level. Although it had started to get easier at university, I was
still uncomfortable talking to people I didn’t know. Just the thought of the
band was terrifying. Plus I was worried what they’d think of me. I didn’t want
to let Eddy down, not after he’d been so kind and set all this up. 


The last couple of weeks at college had
passed quickly, too quickly, filled with exams which the pair of us had passed
with flying colours. Before I knew it we were packing and heading for the
station. Several times I’d nearly chickened out, but Eddy was so excited I felt
I owed it to him to at least try. I figured I could scurry back to Brighton if
it all got too much.


I’d deliberately dressed in the biggest,
baggiest clothes I could find in my wardrobe – sweatpants with a big baggy
sweatshirt. I wanted no one to confuse me with the sort of girls that usually tried
to catch their eye. 


When we got out of the taxi I had my
backpack in one hand and guitar in the other. We made our way towards a large
three-story house, where a few girls with very little in the way of clothes on watched
us with some interest from their perch on a wall. One look at my clothes and
Eddy, and they obviously decided we weren’t worth knowing and returned to
scanning the windows of the house. I put out my elbow and helped Eddy up the
steps. 


It was a squeal from a couple of the girls
that first suggested we might have an audience. The door opened before we even reached
the top step, and a good-looking guy leaned out to take Eddy’s bag from him. “Good
to see you, brother,” he said, pulling Eddy into a one-armed hug, the kind that
said he cared but was still manly. It made me feel warm inside to see the
genuine pleasure on Eddy’s face at seeing him. The girls from the wall were by
now almost apoplectic at this extended viewing of one of the members of Cold
Comfort. He waved at them over Eddy’s shoulder and then stood back to let us
inside.


I stepped into a large entrance hall that
was surprisingly well appointed. It looked more like something my Mama would
have liked, rather than the home of a member of the UK’s leading rock band.
“Matt, this is Delilah,” Eddy introduced me, moving away to expose me to the
full glare of his protective older brother. Matt scowled as he scrutinised me
from head to toe. I took a step back under his glare.


“Matt, dial it back,” Eddy said with a laugh.
“I appreciate the protective brother thing, but she’s been my best friend now
for nearly seven months, six and a half of which she had no idea I was related
to you. Not everything is always about you, you know.” I smiled at Eddy, and he
grabbed my hand.


“Has she turned you straight?” Matt asked,
genuinely interested. We both laughed at that.


I said, “Hardly,” and snorted, which made
Eddy laugh again.


“Which rooms have we got?”


“You’ve got yours. I figured you’d want
Delilah up there with you, so she’s in the one to the right.”


“Are the rest of the band here?” he asked.


“Yeah, they’re all downstairs. Dump your
stuff and then come on down and say hello,” he said.


“I’ll show Delilah where to put her things,”
Eddy said, knowing I needed a minute before I was thrown to the lions. Automatically
I put my elbow out again, and he took it without any real thought. I saw the
look of surprise on Matt’s face at our obvious comfort together. Eddy was
oblivious, leading us towards the stairs. “Put the kettle on,” Eddy called over
his shoulder. “Delilah has milk with one.”


My room was stunning. I wanted to suggest
we just stay up there and hide, but I knew we couldn’t. Eddy was excited to be
back with his brother. I wanted to share it, but I was veering between
embarrassed and terrified. Matt looked a lot like Eddy, but a bit more built,
which helped. Most of all, I liked that he obviously cared about his brother. “Come
on,” Eddy said, “let’s see if any of the others are still here.” I prayed they
weren’t. I didn’t think I could cope with more than one at a time.


When Eddy and I walked into the room it
instantly went silent. It was beyond silent… it was almost like all sound had
been sucked from the room, as if we were in a sound vacuum. And it was obvious
I was the cause because they were all staring at me. 


Everywhere I looked when I finally lifted
my eyes from the knot on the beautifully waxed oak floorboards I had been
staring at since we walked in there was flesh – male and female. I knew there
were three other band members in Cold Comfort in addition to Matt; Dougie, who
played drums and had some of the biggest biceps I’d ever seen combined with a
buzz-shaved head; Henry, who played bass guitar and had dark hair pulled back
in a ponytail; and finally, Cat. Cat Colton had shoulder-length blonde hair and
piercing blue eyes. He was the lead singer, although I’d heard he could also play
piano. I only knew this much about them because I’d seen their pictures in the articles
Eddy had put in front of me before we’d arrived, not from firsthand experience.
Having taken in the staring gazes, my eyes were now firmly fixed back on the
floor. Back on the knot. If Eddy hadn’t manoeuvred himself behind me I’d have
been out that room faster than a rat down a drainpipe. To add to my discomfort,
in addition to the band there were at least three other guys in the room and a
handful of girls all planted on the band members’ laps. The girls seemed to
have forgotten to put on their clothes, judging by the amount of boobage and
midriff I’d seen in the ten seconds I’d taken in the scene around me. On the
coffee table in the middle of the room there was a mirror and a pile of white
powder I assumed was cocaine. I’d never done any drugs, but you couldn’t be a
student without at least coming across them. 


“Nice to see you too, guys,” Eddy said, gripping
my hand reassuringly tight. I was grateful for the support.


“Eddy, my man,” Dougie broke the awkward
silence first. He stood up, letting the girl who’d been fastened to him slither
off as he grabbed Eddy into a bear hug. “Who’s your friend? You batting for the
other team now or something?” he asked, looking at me curiously.


“This is Delilah, and no, I’m still gay. Delilah’s
at uni with me. We share an apartment. I asked her to spend the summer holidays
with me, to stop me getting bored with you lot,” he said, laughing. “I thought
Matt told you?” He looked towards his brother.


“You know I did. You guys just don’t
listen.”


“You said he was bringing a friend. You
didn’t say anything about it being a girl,” Henry said, looking pissed off.


“If it’s going to be a problem…” I began,
backing towards the door and running straight into Eddy, who had moved himself
behind me again. He looked really cross.


“If it’s going to be a problem, then we’ll
both go,” Eddy declared. The band looked at him as if he’d grown a second head.


“Well, well, well,” Cat said, rising to his
feet. The blonde attached to him was more tenacious, and he had to physically
prise her away from him. “The boy went and learned how to say boo to the goose.
Good on you, kid,” he said, hugging him. He turned to look at me. “What did you
say your name was?”


I looked up at the last moment into his sky
blue eyes. “Delilah,” I whispered, blushing. I watched a corresponding gleam of
interest flare in Cat’s eyes as he stared down at me. He towered over me in a
way I found intimidating when it was wrapped up in all that muscle. I felt a
flush of heat from his scrutiny that made me want to get as far away from him
as I could manage as soon as I could manage it.


“Well, Delilah, the boys and I have got to
go and do a sound check. You can come and watch.” It sounded like an
instruction to me. I’d met someone who spoke to me like that before and knew
where that led. I didn’t plan to make the same mistake twice, no matter how
good-looking this guy was. He knew what he looked like, and I’d had enough of
players.


I looked over to Eddy. “We can do whatever
you want to do,” I suggested.


“I’d like to go with the band. You’ll love
watching them. They’re not actually that bad.” I managed a laugh at that, and
it cleared some of the tension from the room.


“You a musician too?” Cat asked.


“She’s brilliant. Could give you a run for
your money,” Eddy answered before I had a chance to. “She plays piano and
guitar.”


“Is that so?” Cat said, looking at me with
renewed interest. “Well, little girl, the cars are coming in thirty minutes, I
suggest you go and get yourself changed if you don’t want to miss leaving with
us.” I looked down at myself confused. I hadn’t intended to change.


“How is it she can go in the car with you,
Cat, and I have to make my own way there?” the girl who’d been attached to him
asked.


“Because she’s a friend of the family and
you’re just a girl I fucked,” Cat said. The other guys sniggered. However much
I disliked the girl, and what she represented, I hated this arsehole for how he
spoke to her even more. I scowled at him, but if he noticed he didn’t seem to
care.


“Delilah,” Eddy said, “I know you weren’t
planning to change, but the stadium will be hot as hell later. You’ll at least
need to wear a t-shirt there.” Cat was looking at me like I was some sort of
freak. This was exactly what I’d hoped to avoid. It was totally reminiscent of
being back in school. I blushed and scurried from the room. 


Once back upstairs I wondered what the hell
to wear. The other girls were all dressed in tiny skirts and tops that barely
covered their assets. Emily would have loved it. I didn’t have any clothes like
that, and I wouldn’t have been caught dead in them if I had. I grabbed my best
pair of black skinny jeans and a simple white vest top and pulled them on. Then
I picked up my suede jacket and slipped it over the top. I supposed I looked
okay. It was hardly rock band attire, but it was Delilah attire. I left my hair
loose but grabbed a band so I could put it up if it got really hot later, and I
decided that was as much effort as I intended to make. The more I blended into
the background the better as far as I was concerned.


I could hear Eddy really laughing as I
approached the downstairs room again. Steeling myself, I tried to slip inside
without anyone noticing and totally failed. The conversation stopped dead in
its tracks for the second time. “Oh, fucking hell,” Henry said, furious for
some reason as soon as he saw me. I had no idea what I’d done to upset him. Eddy
scowled at him.


“Henry, leave her be,” he pleaded. “She’s
not what you think she is. I swear.”


“Whatever. I’ve yet to meet one that isn’t
a manipulative slag and won’t use her assets to get what she wants.” I looked
down at myself, wondering what it was that I’d done to so offend him. “I’ll see
you in the car,” he told the other band members as he headed out the room and
up the stairs.


“You scrub up okay, Delilah,” Cat said from
across the room. “And it took you less than ten minutes. That has to be some
sort of female world record for changing. Girls, you could learn a lesson from
that,” he said to the women who were all now clustered around him again. All
three of them scowled at me.


“She hasn’t even got any make-up on,” one
of the trashiest-looking ones said to him in disgust.


“She doesn’t need it,” Cat said. “She’s got
it all going on naturally.” He hadn’t taken his eyes off me since I’d walked
back in. I began to squirm.


“Do you need anything from your room?” I
asked Eddy.


“No, I’m good,” he said, smiling and patting
the empty seat Henry had left beside him. The conversation in different parts
of the room resumed, but I could still feel Cat’s eyes on me as Eddy leaned in
to talk. “Ignore Henry. He had a really bad breakup last year. He was into this
girl, a model, but she dumped him when someone better came along. Now he thinks
all women are the same… only after him for what they can get. He’s been a
complete manwhore ever since.”


“Who came along that’s better than the bass
guitarist of Cold Comfort?” I asked, bemused that love-life issues were no
easier even if you were a member of a world famous rock band.


“The lead singer of Cold Comfort,” Eddy
said with a roll of his massive eyes.


“Oh, yuck,” I said with a grimace. “Couldn’t
he keep off his friend’s girl?” 


“Cat’s not great at that,” Eddy said,
smirking. “To be fair to him, girls do kind of throw themselves at him. That’s how
he got his name.”


“Why, what do you mean? What’s it short
for?”


“Catnip. Matt came up with it because in
his words – not mine, I hasten to add – Cat’s ‘irresistible to
pussies’.”


“Seriously?” I groaned. “That is one of the
most unattractive things I’ve ever heard. And girls really go for that?” I
asked, amazed.


“See for yourself,” Eddy said, looking over
at Cat, who now had one of the girls nibbling on his ear while another massaged
the top of his thigh... except when I looked closer I realised it wasn’t his
thigh she was rubbing. 


“Jesus,” I exclaimed with shock and
blushed. Cat, who was still looking straight at me, laughed at my reaction. I
lowered my voice and asked Eddy, “Didn’t Henry mind that Cat shagged his
girlfriend? I’m amazed they’re still in a band together.” 


“Well, he was pissed for a while, but these
guys have been mates since school. Henry’s view was that in the long run Cat
had done him a favour.”


“Cars are here,” Henry called from the hall
landing upstairs. Everyone stood at once. The girls started moaning about not
being offered a lift, only pacified somewhat when Cat said he’d see them later.
The roll of Matt’s eyes at his words told me that was highly unlikely. 


We were herded out the house and into some
waiting SUVs with tinted windows. I kept close to Eddy and tried to ignore the
hulking presence of Cat just behind me. I hesitated, not knowing which car we
were meant to head for. “This one, sweetheart,” Cat whispered. I looked to see
he was pointing towards the first car. Very deliberately I steered Eddy towards
a different vehicle.


“Nicely done, Delilah,” Eddy whispered when
we were finally seated in a car with Matt and Dougie. “I heard what he said. Just
because my eyes are rubbish doesn’t mean I can’t hear. Seriously, that guy is
relentless. Well manoeuvred.” He laughed. 


“Yeah, well you just made it one hundred
percent sweeter for him,” Matt said, looking at me with something that
resembled sympathy. “The guy loves the chase almost as much as he loves getting
into pussy. Why do you think he’s got such a thing for girls with boyfriends?
He wants the unattainable. You better hang on to your panties, girl,” he said
with a laugh. I determined to avoid Cat completely from now on.











Chapter 13


The band were amazing. They’d been great
when we’d watched them doing the sound check, but when they went on for the
performance it was a whole other level. I could see exactly why they’d had the
success they had. We’d been offered tickets in the VIP section, so I could gaze
up at them as they strutted on the stage; the throbbing drums combined with
their skilful guitar and the sexy rasp of Cat’s voice, producing a heady mix
that evoked a physical response from me I hadn’t expected. For all their male
posturing, the boys were really talented. Musically their songs were complex –
no cheesy rock songs in sight – and they executed them with perfect timing
that spoke of years of practice. When they played ‘Enemy’, and I heard the key
change I loved live, even I screamed with pleasure. For a couple of hours I
forgot their obnoxious personalities and savoured the brilliance of their
playing and the meaning of their words. Eddy just enjoyed seeing me enjoy
myself.


Their audience was completely crazy. The
majority of the women screamed any time one of the band members tried to speak.
I saw bras and knickers fly past me towards the stage, and some of the yelled
descriptions of what the women wanted to do to the guys made me blush. If this
was what they were offered on a daily basis, it was no wonder the guys made the
most of it. The women were most definitely willing. 


The after-show party to celebrate the
completion of their sixteen-week European tour was at a nearby club. The
American tour was due to start in October. I hadn’t wanted to go to the party, but
Eddy had insisted we at least have a couple of drinks, just so I could
experience it. So far all I’d experienced was sitting in a corner of the VIP
section and wishing I could go home. The women were six deep around all the
guys. Each of them had women hanging off both arms – even some of the
roadies were benefiting from the overspill. The women themselves left nothing
to the imagination, their willingness to do anything to spend some time
with a member of Cold Comfort apparent in their overtly sexual behaviour. When
I saw a girl slide under the table between Henry’s thighs, I wished I could
summon some surprise, but frankly I was only surprised it hadn’t happened
sooner. 


“It’s a bit much, isn’t it,” Eddy said as
he slid onto a chair beside me. I nodded. “I’ll take you home if you like?”


“Please,” I said gratefully, grabbing my
jacket. We stood up and slowly weaved our way past all the ‘Clingons’.


“Watch it,” a polished and painted blonde
said bitchily to Eddy when he bumped into her, spilling her drink slightly onto
her hand. She sneered as she looked at him. “Mind where you’re going, Mr
Magoo.” She shoved him, and I watched as he stumbled into a table, knocking
over all the drinks. He was mortified, and I was just plain angry. I marched up
to the woman.


“Apologise,” I demanded.


“Fuck off,” she said with a flick of long
artificially blonde hair.


“I said, apologise. He bumped into you by
accident. You deliberately pushed him into that table.”


“Delilah, it’s fine, really,” Eddy said
from behind me.


“No, Eddy, it’s not fine. This ‘lady’,” I
said, making it clear that a lady was the last thing I thought she was, “needs
to learn how to conduct herself in public.”


“Or what?” she challenged me.


Or what indeed, I wondered now she’d called my bluff. My first instinct was to
punch her on the nose, removing her smug expression and spreading her pert
little nose all over her face. I clenched my fist, preparing, when I felt a
hand clasp mine, holding me back.


“Get out,” a voice growled behind me. At
first I thought he was talking to me, but then I saw the bitch blanch.


“Cat, baby,” she purred, trying to turn on
the charm. 


“I said get out, Veronica.”


“Why are you defending them? He spilt a
drink all over my pretty dress,” she said, pushing her tits out. There was nothing
to see but her breasts.


“I watched you push him into the table. He’s
family. I want you to leave. Now.” The coldness in his voice made me shiver,
glad I wasn’t the target. A member of the club’s security arrived, drawn to the
crowd that was forming around us. After a quick word with Cat, the bodyguard
whisked Veronica away. She was shooting me poisonous stares all the while, and
at that point I realised Cat still had hold of my hand.


I pulled it sharply away, turning to look
at him. He ignored me. “You alright, man?” he asked Eddy.


“Yes, fine. Par for the course. Thanks,
Cat.”


“Don’t thank me. Stupid bitch deserved much
worse. Still, I thought it was better to stop Cassius Clay here popping her on
the nose. Nice to know you’ve got people looking out for you, though, kid.” 


Eddy peered at me. “Were you going to punch
her, Delilah?”


“Maybe,” I admitted. He hugged me.


“Let’s go back to the house,” he suggested,
and I nodded, relieved.


“You’re going?” Cat asked. He seemed
disappointed.


“Yeah,” Eddy said. “I think we need to pace
Delilah if she’s going to cope being around you guys all summer.” He laughed, but
Cat just frowned.


“How are you getting home?”


“Um, taxi,” he replied. “Is that a trick
question?” 


Cat frowned again. “Is that safe?”


“Cat, we’re just normal people. You’ll find
normal people do things like walk around without security and get taxis all the
time. Really, we’ll be perfectly fine. Anyway, I’ve got Delilah to punch anyone
that bothers me,” he said with a grin. Cat didn’t seem to know whether to grin back
or frown.


“Thanks for your help,” I mumbled to Cat. “See
you soon.” Then I grabbed Eddy’s hand and pulled him behind me, praying he didn’t
trip over anything. The evening was just getting a bit too weird now.


*


After a leisurely breakfast the next
morning Eddy decided we should do the tourist thing since I’d never really been
to London before, so he bought us both tickets for the Big Red Bus Tour. It
wound its way past all the major sights, and we hopped on and off, enjoying the
chance to see Big Ben and Westminster Abbey. By the time we finally rolled back
into the house it was nearly seven in the evening. We’d stopped to buy pizza on
our way home, making sure we had enough for any extras who might be at the house.


“Where the fuck have you been?” Matt barked
as soon as we stepped through the door.


“Sorry?” Eddy said.


“Where the fuck have you been?” he said
again.


“Sightseeing. Why? What’s the problem?”


“You don’t think you should have let
someone know? You’re off God knows where with God knows who, and you don’t
think to even give us a call?”


“Sorry, Dad,” Eddy said, frowning now. “I
didn’t know I was expected to check in with you. I kind of thought you’d have
more important things to worry about than what your adult brother was doing on
a visit to London.”


“My visually impaired adult brother.”


I tensed, knowing how much Eddy hated it
when people made his sight a reason to not live his life the way he wanted to.
“Fuck you, Matt,” he said, striding away up the stairs. I just stood there,
holding four pizza boxes and wondering what I was meant to do now. 


Matt sighed. “I’m sorry you got caught up
in that,” he finally said.


I considered what to say, wondering whether
I should bite my tongue or let him have it. My mouth, as ever, ran away with
me. “I’m not the one you should say sorry to.” 


“You don’t think I should worry about my
brother?”


“Sure you should. That’s part of what comes
when you love someone. But don’t let his sight be the reason you worry. He’s
amazing, working hard every day to make sure his sight is not a reason for him
not to live his life to the fullest possible. You’re meant to be there
supporting him, cheering him on, not becoming part of the problems he has to
overcome.” 


He looked dumbstruck, like he didn’t know
what to say for a moment as he thought about what I’d said. Then he nodded at
me decisively. “Back in a second,” he said, taking the stairs two at a time. I stood
there in the hallway with my boxes of pizza hugged against my chest as I wondered
what to do. In the end my hunger was too great, so I made my way down to the
kitchen and helped myself to some of the still warm slices.


“Oh god, you left her alone with the
pizza?” Eddy berated Matt when they both walked into the room ten minutes
later. 


“Funny, Eddy,” I grumbled.


“Did you or did you not get sacked from a pizza
restaurant for eating too many of the pizzas?”


“I may have,” I admitted.


“Well then. What’s the damage?” he asked,
scanning the boxes. There were three intact pizzas and one remaining slice of
the fourth. Matt looked at me, impressed.


“I was hungry!”


“Obviously,” he said, taking a slice from
one of the untouched boxes. His phone rang, and he glanced at the name and
groaned. “Jesus, he won’t leave me alone today.” He answered with a curt, “They’re
fine. They just walked in with pizza.” I wondered who the hell he was talking
to. There was a second or two of silence and then; “Sightseeing, apparently… Look,
whatever. You can stand down, Batman. They’re fine.” I looked at Eddy, who
seemed as confused as I was. “Yeah, okay, I think they’d like that. I’ll bring
them. Laters,” he said and disconnected the call.


“Who was that?” Eddy asked.


“Cat. He’s been blowing up my phone,
worried about you not being home all day for some reason.” His eyes flickered
towards me.


“I’m touched,” Eddy said with a grin. “I
never knew he cared.”


“You may mock, but the guy was talking
about sending people out to look for you. Seriously, he was obsessed. Which
reminds me, I hear Veronica got in your face yesterday at the club.”


“If that was the girl that pushed me, then
yes.”


“I’m sorry about that. She’s one of the
sluts that hangs around the band, or should I say Cat, although Henry’s running
a close second at the moment. I’ll have a word when I next see her.”


“She’ll be back?” I asked, surprised.


“She’ll always be back. They’re like flies
on shit, her sort, always hoping for a hookup with a member of the band. Sadly
most of us have already been there and done that. Sorry, make that all of us.”
He gave an apologetic grin. I just felt sick at the thought for some reason. “So
anyway, Cat thought you might like to come and watch us re-film one of our
videos tomorrow. We did most of it a while ago, but they need to re-shoot a
couple of scenes. It might be fun for you, if you want to?”


“Hell yes,” Eddy said with a grin. “I’d
love to. What about you, Delilah?” 


I couldn’t deny the thought of watching
them work on a video sounded fun. “If we won’t get in the way,” I stammered. 


“Mostly you’ll be sitting around like the
rest of us watching Cat make love to the camera. It’s usually boring as hell,
but I guess when you haven’t seen it done before it’s a bit of a novelty. Just
to warn you, though, we need to be out of the house by six a.m. Will that be a
problem? I know what you students are like.” 


*


Despite my assurances to the contrary, it
was more of a problem than I’d imagined. When Eddy had burst into my room and
told me I had ten minutes to get dressed and be out the house, because I’d
switched off my alarm and gone straight back to sleep, I was not in the best of
moods. The weather was forecast to be hot as hell, which would have been great
if we’d been in Brighton and had the benefit of the coastal breeze. But in
London it meant shoe-meltingly hot. I grabbed a pair of denim shorts and a thin
floaty halterneck top that tied at the back of my neck. Cramming my feet into a
pair of flip-flops I trudged down the stairs, pulling my hair into a ponytail
as I went, and grunted a greeting at Eddy and Matt, who were both waiting by
the front door. Eddy laughed, used to my poor morning communication
capabilities. Matt just swore. I frowned at him, wondering what I’d done wrong
now. “You don’t even know, do you?” he asked, reading the confusion on my face.
I frowned again, wondering what the hell was with him this morning and why he
couldn’t just speak in complete sentences. I chose to ignore him, grabbed the
coffee in a travel cup Eddy was holding out to me and followed the pair of them
to the waiting car, annoyed to see that even the groupies weren’t up and
waiting this early in the morning.


I drifted back to sleep against Eddy as we
weaved our slow path through the London traffic towards our film studio
destination for the day. “You need to keep her away from him if you don’t want
her to get hurt,” I heard Matt saying as I began to stir, wondering if I was
dreaming the conversation or if it was real. It seemed like something my
subconscious might try and tell me.


“She’s done nothing to encourage him,” I
heard Eddy say.


“Doesn’t matter. Looking like she does,
believe me, she doesn’t need to do a thing. But she seems like a nice girl. Nice
girls need to keep well away from him. He’s a mess at the moment.”


“I hear you,” Eddy said with a sigh. I knew
they were talking about Cat. And me. I didn’t want to let them know I’d heard any
of what had just been said, so I made a big production of waking up, doing a
full arm stretch like something out of a Kellogg’s advert.


“Ah, the Kraken awakes,” Matt said, laughing.
“You’ve got a bit of drool down the side of your face,” he pointed out. “And a
big sleep crease on your cheek. It suits you.” Eddy laughed, while I just
grabbed my still warm coffee from the holder it had been placed in and downed
it in one go, scowling at the pair of them. Matt had become much friendlier
towards me now, but I worried about what I’d heard him saying, and determined
to stay as far away from Cat at the studio as I could manage.


“What’s the theme of the shoot today?” I
asked Matt as we drove in through the studio gates and pulled up in front of a
warehouse.


“It’s a club scene. Boy sees girl, but she’s
with another guy so he’s jealous kind of thing. We’ve already done most of it…
they just needed a couple of re-shoots. It’ll mostly be Cat.” I nodded; at
least that freed me up from being forced into his company. I followed them into
the dark space, blinded for a moment as my eyes took their time to adjust to
the reduced light. By reflex I put my arm out for Eddy, who I knew would be
finding it even more difficult. After a couple of seconds I could see enough to
head with the others towards a cluster of people at the other end of the cavernous
space. 


An area in one corner had been dressed to
resemble the inside of a club. When I wondered why they didn’t just use a real
club, Matt explained it required less effort with lighting and cameras than it
would taking them to an offsite filming spot. The area looked authentic enough
if you didn’t look at the edges. People were milling around, extras I presumed,
judging by the clothes they were wearing.


Matt made his way over to where some chairs
had been placed for the band and slumped down in front of a mirror. A girl
immediately began powdering his face. I laughed at how little he seemed to be
enjoying it. Dougie and Cat were already seated, and Henry flounced in about
ten minutes later with a blonde fastened to him. She wasn’t the same as the one
I’d seen him with previously, but she looked like she’d been cast from the same
mould. “I told Thea she could be an extra,” he announced. Thea simpered. I saw
a guy I assumed was a director roll his eyes and say something to one of the
other make-up artists, who immediately started doing some work on Thea. Fortunately
Thea was already in the right attire, although I suspected it was the same
outfit she’d been wearing the night before when she met Henry. Just a guess.


Eddy and I found our way to a place behind
the director, but out of the way, and sat ourselves down on some equipment
boxes. From our position I could see all the band’s equipment set up. It looked
like they were planning to shoot as if the band were playing on stage at the
club. Sure enough, after about half an hour the band took to their ‘stage’ and
began to play the track. The ‘clubbers’, including Thea, danced as if they were
having one of the best nights of their lives, despite the fact it was eight in
the morning. At first the director took time getting shots of the band playing
and the clubbers dancing, without really focusing on Cat. It took a good couple
of hours until he was happy, by which point the audience were tired of being
repositioned in the same spots and having to look like they were having a good
time. It was all relatively tedious. 


The band were excellent, though. Not
perfect every time, and even though Cat wasn’t singing at full volume, just
marking the song, his voice was incredible. “Cat, we need you now, please,” I
heard the director say. “And Amelia and Robert.” Amelia was one of the usual blondes,
but marginally prettier than average from what I could see. I watched as the
director talked through what he wanted her to do. Robert was meant to chat her
up, and she was meant to like it, while Cat sang on, watching from a distance,
looking jealous. It seemed simple enough.


Robert looked like he was completely into
it as he leaned into Amelia, one hand placed against the wall beside her as he bent
forward and whispered into her ear, making her laugh. They looked the real deal.
I was impressed. “Good,” I heard the director say. “Cat, you need to look like
you give a shit, for fuck’s sake.”


“Are you enjoying the show?” a voice beside
me asked. Eddy had gone to talk to Matt and the others, who were off to one
side, while I’d chosen to stay clear of the band and watch the shoot instead. I
turned to see a young guy, one of the clubbing extras, had moved to sit down next
to me.


“Yeah, I really am,” I said, realising it
was true.


“Takes a while to get it right, but it’s
fun to see. At least the music’s good at this shoot,” he said with a laugh. “I
was on a shoot for a chocolate bar, and we had to sit on the Underground on the
hottest day of the year for about five hours. It was hell.” He smiled, and I
smiled back. He seemed nice enough.


“There,” I heard the director shout. “That’s
the look I want. Now if you could just do it while looking in the right fucking
direction,” he yelled with frustration. I looked over towards the shoot, to
find myself eyeball to eyeball with Cat, who was glaring at me. “Have we got a
problem here?” the director asked, looking back over his shoulder at me. “Do we
need to clear some people off the set?” I blushed, mortified at the attention
being directed my way.


“Him,” I heard Cat say, pointing at the guy
that had been chatting to me. “I want him out,” he said.


The guy looked at me surprised and
shrugged. “Sorry, I didn’t know I was treading on his toes,” he said.


“You weren’t,” I reassured him. “I barely
know him. I’m sorry you have to leave,” I apologised as one of the assistants
moved towards him to ask him to leave.


“Hey, no biggie. I get paid regardless. Nice
to meet you,” he said, putting out his hand for me to shake. I swear I heard
Cat growl when he touched me.


Once order had been restored, filming
started again, but I could see that Cat was distracted. He kept looking towards
me when he was meant to be looking at Amelia. “Cat, I’m going to have to get
rid of some of the distractions,” the director finally said, looking over at me
again. 


“No fucking way,” Cat grumbled as I made to
walk in the direction the other extras had left in. I was now mentally begging
the ground to open up and let me in.


“Look, I want to finish this and get home
at some point today,” the director said, frustrated. “Okay, how about we use
this. Get that girl over here. Make her stand where Amelia was. We’ll get the
facial shots from Cat using this girl as a stand-in and then just edit her out and
put Amelia in for the final cut. We haven’t got time to re-shoot everything
with another girl at this stage.” Amelia scowled at me as I was led into
position beside Robert before I even knew what was happening. “Robert,” I heard
the director say. “I want you to do exactly what you were doing before. Okay,
and action,” he said.


Next thing I knew Robert was leaning
against me, bending down towards my ear. Out of the corner of my eye I could
see Cat looking at us, his face furious. “Great, perfect, Cat,” the director
cut in. “Now if you could just do that but remember you’re meant to be singing
the fucking lyrics to the song, then that would be perfect.” They started again,
and this time I could hear Cat singing as Robert leant towards me.


“This is an unexpected pleasure,” he
whispered, which made me smile and blink up at him. “You really are stunning, do
you know that?” he said, looking straight into my eyes. I could hear the chorus
lyrics coming to a close and knew we must be getting close to the end of the
scene. “Have you ever thought about being a model?” Robert asked.


“Cut,” I heard the director say. Next thing
Robert had been hoiked away from me and a very angry-looking Cat was standing there
instead, his chest rising and falling rapidly as he sought to control himself. I
looked up at him, terrified as he gripped my jaw and then kissed me. It was harsh
and angry, but I felt my shocked body begin to respond before I came to my
senses and realised what was happening.


“No,” I said, pushing him away. “You have
no right to do that,” I shouted at him, slapping him hard across his cheek. He just
looked at me, and for a horrible moment I thought he’d kiss me again, so I slipped
deftly to the side, out of his grasp, and ran, sprinting for the bright outline
of the door we’d entered through at the far end of the warehouse. I burst into
the sunshine and looked around wildly for somewhere to hide, resorting in the
end to the back of the car that had brought us that morning. I cringed as I replayed
back what had just happened. I was embarrassed, and pissed as hell with Cat. For
the first time since I’d met Eddy, I wished I could go home and see Mama.











Chapter 14


Eddy emerged blinking into the sunlight
about ten minutes later, looking worried. He found me huddled in the back of
the car and immediately pulled me into a hug. 


“I want to go home,” I said into his chest.


“We’ll go now,” he promised. “Matt can get
a lift back with one of the others.”


“No, I want to go home and see my Mama.”


“You can’t do that. You said you couldn’t
or you’d get caught up with that family again.” 


A fat tear rolled down my cheek. “Well,
Brighton, then. I want to go back to Brighton.”


“Don’t run away, Delilah. Cat told me what
he did. He’s really sorry; he didn’t mean to upset you. He’s not used to
meeting women who don’t want to be kissed. You’re something of a novelty, that’s
all.”


“He was so angry with me. I didn’t do
anything.”


“You don’t need to do anything, Delilah. You’re
one of the special people that doesn’t need to do anything for the world to
notice them.”


“I didn’t want him to notice me.”


“You’re hard to miss. Even for someone like
Cat. Seriously, he said he was really worried after the way you ran out; he
wanted to come and look for you himself, but I said it would be better if I
came.” I shuddered at the prospect of another exchange with Cat.


“Please don’t leave, Delilah. I like having
you with me. In a few days we’re meant to be going to the country to Cat’s
house,” I started to object, but he cut me off. “No, listen, Delilah. Normally
I’d say we wouldn’t go, but the guys are going there to write their next album.
It’ll be amazing to listen to them create together, musical heaven. I just know
you’d love it. Cat said to tell you he wanted you to come but that he’d leave
you alone if you did. It’s a massive house, you’ll barely even need to see him
if you don’t want to. It’s got a studio and a music room. Seriously, I think it’s
my favourite place on earth. I used to spend all my time there, and I know you’ll
love it too. I so want to share it with you.” It certainly sounded good. I just
wished it didn’t mean having to be near Cat. I didn’t trust him. Worse, I didn’t
trust myself around him.


As if on cue the door to the warehouse
opened and Cat and the other guys walked out. Cat had two girls velcroed to
him, one on each arm. He cast a quick look in the direction of our car but then
moved towards a different vehicle, pulling the giggling girls inside with him. Matt
said something to Dougie and then came towards us. He opened the door and stuck
his head through. “Hey, you okay?” he asked, looking at me.


“Yeah, fine now,” I said. “Sorry about that
back there.” 


“From what I heard, you didn’t have a thing
to apologise for. Cat’s the one that should be apologising.”


“Yeah, well, I’d rather forget all about it
if you don’t mind?”


“Sure, whatever. The boys and I are going
back to Dougie’s for a bit.” He didn’t need to say what for, as another group
of giggling girls climbed into their car. He blushed. “We’ll see you whenever. You’re
still on for coming to the country house in a couple of days, aren’t you?” he
said, looking anxiously at me. 


“We’ll see,” Eddy said. “I think so. Tonight
I’ve got us tickets to see the London Philharmonic play at the Royal Festival
Hall, so we’ll talk tomorrow.” I smiled at him. He was so incredibly
thoughtful. The guy who ended up with him was going to be lucky as hell. 


*


After a night of Rachmaninoff I was in a
completely different place. I felt reborn. “It was so deliciously dark and
rich,” I gushed afterwards to Eddy, “but you could feel the energy. Amazing.”


“The strings in the Symphonic Dances were
incredible,” Eddy raved. “God, I pray one day I get the chance to play like
that.”


“You will,” I assured him. “You’re
brilliant. Sussex think so. You’ll earn your place, and one day when you’re
playing there, I’ll be in the audience exclaiming about you.”


“Amen,” he said. 


“Thank you for taking me.”


“Feeling a bit better now?” he asked as we
made our way towards the Underground. 


“Yeah. I don’t know why I let it all upset
me so much. It was only a kiss.”


“After what that last guy put you through,
and then Robbie, I think you’re entitled to feel a little cagey about getting
caught up with anyone. And Cat’s hardly just anyone – certainly not boyfriend
material.” I laughed at the thought.


“You sound like my Mama. Speaking of which,
I need to call her tomorrow.”


“You are still coming to the house with us,
though, aren’t you?”


“We’ll see, Eddy,” was all I said. I still
couldn’t quite bring myself to commit to spending time at a house that belonged
to Cat. Especially when it meant I’d be stuck there for days, possibly weeks, or
however long it took them to do what they needed on the new album. 


“Have you played at all since we finished
for the summer?” he asked. I shook my head. I hadn’t even picked my instrument up
except to bring it with me. It was the longest I’d gone without playing music
since Hardy had given me my first guitar. “All I’m saying is the house has the
most amazing music room, and a Steinway.” 


“Oh my god, are you kidding me?”


“Seriously, he’s a really good pianist. Forget
putting your name down on a list at Sussex for a session on the Steinway there.
You can pretty much have at it if you come with us.”


“That is so sneaky of you,” I grumbled,
knowing the lure of the piano was seriously tempting. “Let me speak to Mama in
the morning, then I’ll make my decision.”


*


“Sweetheart,” Mama said as soon as she heard
my voice the next morning. “Oh my God, darling, it’s been so long. How are you?
I’ve missed you.”


“I’m good, Mama. I’ve been staying with
Eddy’s brother. I’m good.”


“You’re okay? Really? No problems? You
sound funny.” She could always tell when I was unhappy. 


“I’m missing you,” I said quietly. “I want
to come home for a bit.” 


She was silent for a long minute. “I don’t
think that’s a good idea, honey. Hardy’s back.” I couldn’t help the gasp that
escaped. “He’s looking for you. He came here and nearly tore the place apart
looking for something that would tell him where to find you. He’s really angry
you left.”


“What’s he got to be angry about? He’s the
one who broke promises. He’s the one who lied.”


“I don’t know, honey. He just said he
needed to talk to you. He’s been looking for you ever since. Emily mentioned to
me that he found out about what Clarissa said to you. I don’t know what he
wants, but he’s mad as hell. I don’t want you near that right now. Plus Mr
Somerville was cross about me letting you go off like that. I think you’re
better off keeping away right now. Don’t send me anything with an address on it,
and stay off social media. Keep away from here. He’ll move on. Then you’ll be
okay to come home.” 


I sighed. It seemed ridiculous to allow another
family to dictate our lives like this. “One day, Mama, they won’t have this
hold over us. I promise you, I’ll make sure you can get away from him.”


“I know, baby. One day.” 


We said our goodbyes, and then I lay back
down on my bed and pondered what it meant. I couldn’t go home right now, that
was certain, but did it mean I should stay with Eddy and the band? Or could I
return to Brighton? Thoughts of the waiting Steinway flashed through my mind, and
I cursed Eddy for putting them there. One of our pieces of coursework for the
summer required us to compose an original piece, and the thought of doing that
on a Steinway was almost irresistible. 


“Delilah?” I heard Eddy call. “Delilah, are
you awake?”


“Yeah,” I called back, “come in.”


“I thought I heard you talking to someone,”
he said, looking around as if he expected to find someone in here with me.


“Mama, on the phone,” I explained.


“Oh, is she okay?”


“She’s fine. She told me Hardy’s back,
though, and he’s looking for me.”


“Looking for you? Seriously? God, Delilah,
that’s crazy. You have to come with us now.”


“I don’t know…”


“What do you mean you don’t know? We can
keep you away from him, hidden. The band have security. No one’s going to get
past them. It can’t be that hard to find out which University course you
registered with. Especially if he has money. He’ll find you in Brighton, and if
you’re there alone... You have to come with us, at least for now. You can’t be
there.” He was right. It wouldn’t be that difficult to find my name linked to a
university profile. He’d know for sure I was studying music – he wouldn’t
even have to look that hard. 


“Okay,” I finally said, nodding. “I’ll
come, but only because of the Steinway.”


“Only the Steinway?” he pouted.


“The Steinway and you. That’s all.”


“Good enough.” He grinned and pulled me
into a hug.


*


Four days later we were in a car headed back
towards Cambridgeshire. It worried me how close I’d be to Hardy, but I pushed
it to the back of my mind, convincing myself that we’d be secreted on an
estate, away from prying eyes, with security to protect us. 


The long tree-lined driveway was impressive
when we pulled in through the wrought iron gates. It reached for nearly half a
mile before opening up into a large expanse of grass fronting a Tudor-style
mansion. The place was amazing; a vast red brick building that sprawled across
the lawn. Grounds extended as far as the eye could see, and I took some comfort
in the level of privacy it offered. 


We got out the car and made our way to the
front door, where Eddy greeted a burly security man by name, who then nodded us
through into the house. The sound of pumping rock music hit as soon as we walked
into the entrance hall. The others had travelled up a couple of days before,
but Eddy had sensed my need for space and suggested we arrive a little later.
“They’re in the day room,” the security man told Eddy with a nod, who then
veered immediately right out of the hall and led me along the corridor, towards
the source of the noise. I prayed this wasn’t the planned new album. 


Eddy pushed the door open and immediately
tried to stop me from entering behind him, but it was too late. I stood in the
doorway and surveyed the scene, feeling a familiar bile rising in my stomach. Henry
was sprawled on a sofa, legs spread with a girl’s head nestled between them,
sucking him off. What made it worse was he had a beer in one hand and was
carrying on a conversation with Cat at the same time, who seemed utterly
unconcerned about the activity going on in front of him. On the table in front
of them was a mirror containing lines of white powder and a rolled twenty-pound
note. Another girl, wearing nothing but her bra and knickers, was pressed into Cat’s
side, although he seemed to be completely ignoring her. Matt and Dougie were on
the other side of the room playing an Xbox, while two more girls watched on,
looking bored. Eddy cleared his throat loudly, making Henry look up.


“Oh man, I think we’ve got company,” he
said to Cat, who followed his line of sight and saw me standing there watching them.
I saw panic flash across his face as he took in what I must have seen, pulling
himself free of the girl beside him and standing up. 


“Matt,” Cat called, “I thought you said Eddy
and Delilah were coming tomorrow.” He sounded really pissed.


“Tomorrow, today, what difference,” Matt
said, unconcerned. Then he looked around and realised what we’d walked in on.
“Oh, sorry, Ed, Delilah. Shit,” he said, catching sight of the coke on the
table. “We had a really great day in the studio yesterday. We were just blowing
off steam,” he apologised to his brother.


“Obviously,” Eddy said, sounding
uncharacteristically angry. “Look, we don’t want to cramp your style or anything,
but I’m not going to subject Delilah to this. I’m offended and I can’t even see
half the shit that’s going on. We’ll head back to Brighton,” he said, starting
to back out the room and trying to pull me with him.


“No, man, don’t go,” Matt said. “Put it the
fuck away,” he said to Henry with a scowl as Henry continued to allow the girl
to suck him off. The girl must have been so off her face she hadn’t even paused
when we’d entered the room.


“Fuck off,” Henry said, until Cat cuffed
him round the head. “Fuck! What was that for?”


“Put it away, like the man said. Now. Or at
least go to your room,” Cat commanded. “There are ladies present.” Henry swore
and pulled himself out of the girl’s mouth. He tucked himself away as asked and
stood swiftly, took her hand and pulled her with him, heading for a different
room. The girl seemed virtually oblivious to where she even was as she trailed
along behind him. “The rest of you,” Cat said, looking at the other girls, “I
want you gone.”


“Cat,” the girl who had been pressed against
him said, “we haven’t even done anything yet. I thought you wanted to fuck me. I
know I want to fuck you,” she purred. 


“I was never gonna fuck you,” he said,
somewhat unkindly, as he picked up the mirror from the table and placed it into
a cupboard. “You were just a club skank who happened to luck out last night,
and now you’ve outstayed your welcome. Get out. Security will call you a cab.” The
girls by now were all scrambling to find their possessions. The one who had been
latched on to Cat turned as she began to dress herself, and I saw her face properly
for the first time.


“Emily?” I said, surprised. She peered at
me through shiny glazed eyes.


“Fuck, is that you, Delilah? Wow, what are
the chances? What are you doing here?”


“Just visiting friends,” I said, looking
nervously at Eddy.


“Where have you been all year? You just
vanished after...” 


“Oh, here and there,” I answered vaguely,
cutting her off before she could say more. 


“Did Hardy find you? He blew a gasket when
he found out you’d left.”


“Oh, did he? Well, I’ll be sure to get in
touch,” I said, hoping it would be enough to satisfy her curiosity.


“Do you know Cold Comfort, then?” she
asked, looking impressed.


“They’re friends of a friend,” I explained,
trying to lead her away from the others, who were all now hanging on our
exchange. “Well, it was good to see you again,” I said, hoping Emily would take
the cue and leave.


“Hey, are you going to sing with them? That
would be amazing. This girl can sing like Jessie J,” Emily said over her
shoulder to the other girls.


“You can sing?” Eddy asked from behind me. I
hadn’t sung a single note since I’d left home. I wasn’t sure why, but I hadn’t
felt able to. I’d never let on to anyone at university that I was a singer, so
it was news to Eddy. It hadn’t been a conscious decision. It had just felt like
there was something blocking my vocal chords ever since I’d found out about
Hardy. 


“A bit,” I finally admitted grudgingly.


“A bit,” Emily said with a snort. “She’s at
least as good as you,” she said, nodding towards Cat. “Anyhow, it was nice ‘knowing’
you.” She winked at Matt. “If you want a replay, just let Delilah know. She’s
got my number. Keep in touch, Delilah,” she said as she sauntered past with the
others. 


I collapsed onto a chair after she’d gone,
wondering what to worry about first. “Are you okay, Delilah?” Cat asked
quietly, kneeling down in front of me. “I’m really sorry you had to see all
that. I had no idea you knew her.”


I looked up at him. My concern about the
sex and drugs had paled into insignificance compared to the thought of Emily
telling Hardy that she’d seen me here. “It’s fine,” I said, distracted. “She
was always very in touch with her sexuality. Just your type,” I said with a wry
smile.


“Not my type. Not this time. She hooked up
with Matt.”


“Will she tell him?” Eddy blurted from
behind Cat.


“Will she tell who? What?” Cat asked,
confused.


“Nothing,” I said quickly, with a glance up
at Eddy’s concerned face. “Just an old boyfriend. He’s been looking for me. I’d
rather him not find me.” 


Cat scowled. “You’ll be fine here. No one
gets in that I don’t invite,” he promised me. I smiled my thanks.


“Do you want to stay?” Eddy asked.


“Of course she’s staying,” Cat answered on
my behalf, frowning.


“I asked her, not you,” Eddy shot back. I
watched as Cat’s jaw clenched. 


“Let’s stay,” I finally said.











Chapter 15


“Are you sure?” Eddy asked again, as I
dumped my bags in the room Cat had led me to. 


“As you said, he could find us in Brighton
just as easily.” I paused and turned to look at Cat. “How did you meet her?”


He ran a hand through his hair, a sign I
was beginning to recognise as nervousness. It was a habit that reminded me of
Hardy. “We went to a club last night to celebrate laying down our first track. She
was there. She came back with some others. That’s it. It happens.” 


“Will she tell him?” Eddy asked again. He
was on repeat.


I looked at him. “Maybe, maybe not, but she’ll
tell someone. And someone will tell Hardy.”


“I already told you, you don’t have to
worry about anyone getting to you here.” Cat seemed annoyed.


“I’m sorry,” I said.


“What the fuck are you apologising for? You’ve
done nothing wrong. Look, make yourself at home. I’ll go and speak to security,
make sure they know not to let anyone past. What’s the dude’s name?”


“Hardy Somerville,” I whispered, as if
naming him out loud would somehow call him to me.


“Sounds like a fucking pansy, no offence,”
he said quickly to Eddy, who grinned.


“None taken. Just help me look after our
girl.”


“You got it,” Cat said. He looked at me and
his eyes softened, then he turned and left.


“You’re amazing,” Eddy said as soon as he’d
gone.


“I don’t think so. What have I done now?”


“You’re like a horse whisperer for wayward
men… a rockgod whisperer.” I laughed. “No, seriously, I’ve never seen him like
this with someone. But don’t let your guard down. He’s still a manwhore, with
the relationship longevity of a bonobo monkey.”


“Don’t they shag anyone, anytime, anywhere…
including relatives?”


“Exactly.” 


I laughed. “Point taken. Now show me the
music room,” I demanded. 


*


I was in love with a room. It was unlike
anything I’d ever seen before, situated in the far corner of the house on the ground
floor, with windows along two walls which displayed views out across the
gardens. The room was equipped with a variety of instruments, but it was the
Steinway that caught and held my attention. Reverently I touched the keys, and the
warmth and colour of the notes reminded me why this was the best piano in the
world.


Three hours later, having played some of my
most beloved songs, I started to compose a tune that had been flitting around
at the edge of my mind. It had begun a week or so ago. I’d had to compose for uni
a few times, but this was the first time an actual song, with lyrics, had crept
up on me. I figured I could use it as the summer composition we were meant to
do. 


I hummed as I played, figuring out the way
the tune would work with the words that had been rattling around in my head.


I’m sorry, it’s too hard for me to stay

Heard you went with that other girl, so there’s nothing left for us to say

I’m sorry, I’m too selfish to just wait

And hope that maybe you’ll wake up and believe in our fate 


First love, I’m wounded now

You didn’t wait for me, all the while I waited for you


So I take a step, and then one more

I reach inside for some strength and I find the door

It takes one small step to move away from you

One small step’s all I have to do


I’m sorry, it was too hard for me to stay

I thought you’d know how I felt. I believed you wanted to find a way

To make us work, and love and yet

You let yourself be seduced by something meaningless 


First love, I’m hurting now

You didn’t wait for me, all the while I waited for you


So I take a step, and then one more

I reach inside for some strength and I find the door

It takes one small step to move away from you

One small step’s all I have to do 


One small step and I walk through the door

And he’s there waiting for me, and for the first time I’m sure

That he wants from me all I have to give

That he needs me too, that we can help each other breathe


First love, I’m happy now

You didn’t wait for me, all the while I waited for you


So I took a step, and then one more

I reached for the strength and I found the door

Because one small step away from you

Was one small step towards him too. 


I stopped, and finally I could breathe
again, as if the pressure within me had been released by the words in my song. I’d
yet to sing the lyrics out loud, but I knew they would work. I could feel it in
my bones, and the relief from putting my feelings into words was tremendous.


“Will you sing it for me?” A voice behind me
made me jump. It was Cat. I didn’t know how long he’d been standing there
watching me.


“Sing what?”


“The words to the song you just played.”


“How do you know it has words?”


He raised an eyebrow. “You’re talking to a
singer-songwriter. Plus, I saw your lips moving.” 


I smiled. “Maybe, one day. Not today.”


“I’ll hold you to that,” he said with a
soft smile. He looked beautiful, I found myself thinking, as he stood there
framed against the window. His blonde hair was pulled back, revealing his
chiselled jaw and defined cheekbones. He was achingly beautiful. “I came up to
tell you we were going to start work in the studio again. Eddy seemed to think
you might want to come and join us. I told him I’d let you know.” I nodded my
thanks, unable to speak yet. “You’re good, you know,” he rushed to fill my
silence, sounding uncharacteristically nervous. “That was original, right?” I
nodded again. “It was beautiful...” He stopped, looking as if he wanted to say
more. “So you’ll come?” he finally said.


“Yes, sure,” I managed to coax my tongue to
say. I stood, carefully closing the lid of the beautiful instrument, and
followed him towards the other end of the house, and then down into the
basement. 


The whole space was fitted out as a studio,
with a couple of extra guys there manning the recording equipment. I sat at the
back and watched as Cat joined the rest of the band. 


The group were obviously comfortable in one
another’s company; the banter flowed and soon I was laughing with the rest of
them as they teased each other relentlessly. When they began to play properly I
loved a couple of the new songs. Eddy slid in beside me and we chatted about
what they were doing. A few times someone suggested a change, and they’d try
again to see what effect it had. Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn’t, but
I loved the whole creative process.


Periodically I felt Cat’s gaze upon me. I
wanted to pretend that I didn’t notice, that I didn’t care, but my body heated
when I knew he was watching. In return I knew my own eyes fell on him more than
any of the others. There was a magnetism to him that drew me in, worsened by
the fact that once he’d snared my attention there was a lot to appreciate. His
casual t-shirt and jeans suggested good things lay beneath.


“Delilah,” Eddy hissed, smacking my thigh
and leaving his hand there, “stop staring or I’m going to find some water to
throw over you. I swear, the looks the pair of you have been giving one another
when you think the other one isn’t looking have made me hot under the collar. I’ve
warned you what he’s like.”


“Stop it,” I hissed before glancing back at
Cat. He was frowning at the sight of Eddy’s hand on my leg, which made me want
to laugh. The band had been wrestling with a song that just kept missing
slightly. I’d watched Matt and Henry on the guitars, my own fingers playing
along, but deviating at the point where the song fell apart. “Matt,” I called,
after they fell apart once more, “have you thought about playing an E there
instead of a G. If you just sped the tempo up I think it would work better.” The
guys all looked at me, and Henry frowned. I picked up an acoustic guitar and
showed them what I meant. Then Matt tried what I’d suggested and suddenly it
worked.


“Genius,” Matt said with a grin. “You can
most certainly come again.” Even the usually hateful Henry nodded in agreement
that the song worked better with my suggestion, and after another run-through
they had it down. 


“Great. That’s enough for today,” the
recording engineer said when they’d finally got a version they could work with.


“You had any luck working on that ballad?”
Matt asked Cat as they packed up their equipment. Cat blushed
uncharacteristically, and again his eyes met mine.


“Nah, man. It’s okay, but not nearly ready
for recording.”


“Ah, man, you know the girlies need one
fucking love song from you on the album to make them want to drop their
knickers; get onto it, will you? It’s always the money-spinner.”


“I’m just waiting for inspiration. I’ll put
some work in on it and let you know soon,” he said, looking at me again before
dropping his eyes to the floor.


“Fucking hell,” Henry complained, looking
at Cat and then at me. “Are we all fucking sixteen again or what? I need some
pussy. You game?” he asked Cat. I died a little inside at his words.


“Not me, man,” Cat replied. “I thought I’d
stay in and do some writing.” Henry scowled, looked at me again and shrugged
before he pushed past, out the studio.


“Movie night and pizza?” Matt suggested. “Eddy
has never seen ‘Apocalypse Now’. I plan to rectify that.” I laughed. It was one
of my favourite films, and I’d been equally appalled that he could admit to
such an oversight.


“I haven’t seen ‘The Godfather’ either,” Eddy
said with a laugh.


“Jesus, man, that’s no laughing matter. Call
yourself a man?”


“Part II is better,” I insisted.


Cat raised an eyebrow. “Jesus, Delilah’s manlier
than you are.” I laughed.


“I’ve seen ‘Gladiator’,” Eddy said. “I
liked that.”


“Yeah, but you liked it because of Russell
Crowe’s muscles, not because of the gore,” Matt said, laughing. “That was the
first time I knew for sure you were gay.” Everyone laughed that time.


*


It was one of the most fun evenings I’d
shared since Eddy and I had left Brighton. Bloated on pizza and beer, I lay in
bed afterwards and smiled as I remembered the moment Eddy had shared how their dad
had once tickled Matt so much when he was eight that he’d peed his pants. “You
pinky swore you’d never tell,” Matt had cried, incensed, and proceeded to
humiliate Eddy with stories of his own equally embarrassing moments. 


Throughout the night I’d continued to exchange
looks with Cat. I couldn’t seem to stop myself, and he seemed equally unable to
avoid stealing glances back at me; I had felt his eyes upon me, even when I
wasn’t looking at him. The thought made me smile again. I scolded myself not to
think of him that way, knowing he’d only hurt me – just like Hardy had –
but my heart seemed to have other ideas. I’d seen another side of the serial
womaniser, the man he was amongst friends when he was relaxed. I liked him like
that a lot. Too much.


Unable to sleep, after an hour of tossing
and turning I found myself creeping towards the music room again. It was relatively
soundproofed, but I heard the gentle strains of the piano being played when I
reached the door. Someone had beaten me to it. The lilting sounds of a ballad
called me into the room.


I pushed the door open as quietly as I was
able and stopped. By the light of the full moon, which hung low in the sky
tonight, bright enough to cast shadows, Cat sat at the piano, lost in his
music. As he sang I heard his voice as I hadn’t heard it before; soft, husky,
and full of emotion as he sang a song of love. This must have been the ballad
he’d mentioned.


Several times he stopped and restarted,
unable to find his path through. Whenever he reached a sticking point he
returned to the beautiful chorus, which seemed to act as his anchor to the
song. It made the hairs on the back of my neck and arms stand up as I longed to
join him in the refrain; 


What must I do to be the one you see?

To make you think only of me

for eternity, for eternity

When will you look up and see

The sum of what we two could be?

Infinity, infinity


Unable to help myself, my voice joined his
in harmony in my mind. I longed to release the sound, but a final barrier held
me back, even though I could hear how great it would sound with a female
harmony. Unconsciously I moved into the room, needing to be closer, until
finally he sensed me. This time, when he reached the end of the chorus he
stopped and stared at me, speechless for a moment. “You were singing in your
head,” he finally said. “I could feel it. Let me hear you.”


“One day,” I said, and then laughed
awkwardly. “It’s bound to be a disappointment. I’m sorry I disturbed you,” I
rushed on, suddenly feeling uncomfortable. “I couldn’t sleep. I thought I’d
come and play, and then I heard you… I couldn’t help myself from coming in here.”
I stopped talking, and the silence between us lengthened again as he continued
to stare at me, while I fidgeted on the spot – squirming under his
scrutiny and yet unable to move away. “It’s going to be a beautiful song,” I
finally said.


“I’m glad you came down,” he said. He
looked intense as he said it, his face a mix of confusion, uncertainty and
longing, with flashes of desire. I found myself wanting to push away a strand
of hair that had fallen across one eye, just so I could see more of their
beautiful blue in the moonlight. “I often come in here at night. It’s how I
write most of our music.”


“You do all of the writing, then?”


“Most of it. Henry did a couple of songs on
the last album, but I’ve done the rest. I’m struggling with this, though. There’s
something missing, I’m just not sure what the song needs yet. It’ll come to me
eventually, but until it does I’ll have some sleepless nights. Hey,” he said
suddenly, “maybe you can help? Will you help me write it?” He patted the piano
seat beside him. I nodded, excited to be involved.


As I sat down next to him I tried to ignore
my body’s response to his sheer proximity. All the fine hairs on my arms stood
up with every light brush of his own as he played.


Together we wrote a beautiful song that told
the story of a man who loves a woman but can’t tell her. I tried to pretend I
didn’t see that all the time he sang he looked at me. 


He was a great pianist, his fingers moving
deftly across the keys as we found the right combinations to complement the
words, madly scribbling what we’d done on his notebook as soon as he felt it
was right. When we’d finished I looked over from my place beside him at the
piano. “I think you just wrote a hit record.” 


He didn’t reply at first, and I wondered if
he’d heard me when he finally turned to me and said; “Not yet. Nearly. It’s
still not quite there. Anyway, it was a joint effort.” He took a deep breath,
as if to gather courage. “I want to kiss you, Delilah. I want to kiss you more
than I want to take my next breath. But I won’t steal this one. I need you to
give it freely to me.” 


Emotions flooded my body at his words. Joy
at the thought that this beautiful man felt the same physical response to me as
I felt to him, and fear that I was opening myself up to more pain. Fear won. It
was too much, too soon.


I stood abruptly. “I’m sorry,” I stuttered.
“I can’t… I’m sorry,” I stumbled away from the piano bench and backed quickly
towards the door before turning and running back to my room where I cried
myself to sleep.











Chapter 16


Eddy woke me with a coffee. I sat up, my
face feeling puffy and bloated after the tears the night before. “Do I want to
know?” he asked, peering at me.


“What?” I asked defensively.


“Cat is in a foul mood. He’s already sacked
someone and had a row with both Dougie and Matt. It’s obvious something
happened between the time we all happily said goodnight after the movie and
pizza, and this morning. Looking at the state of you I have a feeling I have a
good idea what it might be.”


“Nothing happened.”


“That’s probably the problem. Cat’s not
good with rejection. In fact I’d hazard he’s never had to deal with it before. He’s
not handling it well at all. Want to tell me what the ‘nothing’ was that happened?”
he asked, adding; “No pressure.”


“Nothing, really. I couldn’t sleep, so I
went to the music room to play the piano and he was there. We had a nice time,
wrote a song together, and then he asked me to kiss him. I said no. That’s it. Really,
it was nothing,” I hurried to assure him.


“Not for Cat it wasn’t. Seriously, women never
say no to him.” He gave a little laugh. “It’ll do his ego good…” He paused as
he looked at me again. “So why are you looking so sad? Did you want to kiss
him?”


“No… I don’t know… maybe,” I finally
admitted. “I like him when he’s not being a whore. He was lovely when we were alone
together. I was tempted, but then before I did anything I remembered Hardy was
just the same and look how that finished up. I can’t risk being involved with
another womaniser. It hurts too much. The man’s name is Catnip, for god’s sake.
I’d have to be mad to think he was a good bet for a serious relationship.”


“Not all relationships have to be serious,”
he said thoughtfully. “Sometimes relationships can just be about a brief period
of fun with someone you like, or really great sex. You don’t only have to date
people you think you could potentially marry. You’re only nineteen, for heaven’s
sake. I never thought I’d hear myself say it, but maybe you need someone like
Cat in your life to shake you up a bit. You need to remember life’s short and
you have to make the most of it. Who knows what tomorrow will bring… seize the
day, Delilah. If you want to kiss Cat, then kiss him. If you don’t, then don’t.”


“Blimey, you’ve changed your tune.”


“I have. I think you need more fun in your
life, and I’m taking responsibility for delivering it. So tonight we’re going
out.”


“Out out?” I asked, immediately nervous at
the prospect.


“Out out. To a club, like normal nineteen-year-olds
do. And before we go out we’re going to find you a new outfit to wear. We’ll go
shopping in Cambridge today.”


“What about the others?”


“They’re locked away with their manager, Wayne,
showing him the tracks they’ve already done. I think they’re planning to record
some more after that. We can see them later if we want to. Or not. In the
meantime, get yourself dressed. I’ll call a cab.”


I smiled at him, feeling a trickle of
excitement at the prospect of a day out together, away from Cat. I nodded and
swung my legs out the bed, grabbing the coffee cup and draining it, before
standing up and making my way to the shower as he left the room to call a cab. Eddy
was right, I was taking myself too seriously. I needed to lighten up a bit and start
behaving like other girls my age. Otherwise I was going to wake up one day and
find out I was forty and had missed all the best bits. I pulled on a pair of jeans
and a t-shirt, quickly running a brush through my hair and cleaning my teeth, and
then ran down the stairs. Eddy was waiting in the hall on his own. There was
the distant sound of male laughter from the direction of the basement. “I left
them a note on the table,” Eddy told me before I asked. I nodded and we exited
through the front door where the taxi was already waiting, engine idling. 


“Yeah, fine,” I said. “You’re right, I’ve
got to start living my life again. I’ve been in hibernation for the last year, and
it’s got to stop.” Eddy hugged me, a big smile on his face. “Thank you, for
everything,” I said.


“Thank you.”


*


We spent the day in Cambridge, shopping our
hearts out. I bought a new dress that was more daring than anything I’d ever
worn before, and made Eddy buy himself a new shirt and some trainers. We
planned to pop home, get dressed up and then return to Cambridge for dinner
before going to the club night at the Corn Exchange. There were some well-known
DJs playing, and we’d been lucky to purchase a couple of returned tickets that
had been brought back only an hour earlier. The fates were smiling on us.


Eddy had picked up some vodka and cranberry
juice, so when we got back to the house he stopped at the freezer and collected
a bowl of ice and a couple of glasses before we began to get ready. He insisted
I let him apply some make-up to me. When I expressed some doubt, he assured me
he’d had loads of practice on his Girls World when he was little. The mental
image of an earnest little boy in glasses concentrating on make-up application
to a mannequin made me laugh. He then proceeded to Google a well-known beauty
blogger who promised on her video she would talk him through every step to
achieve the perfect smoky eye. I poured us each another hefty measure of vodka
and then sat back while he got to work.


“God, if you don’t make it into the London
Philharmonic you can always have a career as a make-up artist,” I remarked as I
admired the finished result. He’d created the promised dark smoky eye effect
which did amazing things to the violet colour of my irises. I swore I’d learn
how to do it for myself as I slipped into the bathroom and pulled on my new
dress. It was made of a soft, white clingy fabric and combined a demure boat
neck with a very short skirt – it stopped mid-thigh. The back was the part
I loved most, though, plunging to just above my derriere and forcing me to
forgo a bra. The whole ensemble managed to be both demure and sexy at the same
time. I liked the suggestion of nipple that was visible through the fabric. I
felt daring and alive as I brushed my dark hair until it shone. Eddy whistled
under his breath when I finally emerged.


“You look freaking amazing, Delilah,” he
breathed. 


“You look pretty amazing yourself,” I said
with a laugh, as I made him take a turn so I could see the full effect of his
new shirt and trainers.


“Your carriage awaits,” he said, taking
hold of my arm and leading me down the stairs. I’d kept my heels low, knowing
my limitations and preferring comfortable feet if we were going to dance later.
“Did you want to take a jacket?” he asked, glancing at the back of the dress
when we were halfway down. He was right. It had been warm all day, and whilst I
knew it would be hot in the club I thought I might need a jacket for walking from
the restaurant, and then after we’d left the club. I nodded and ran quickly
back up the stairs towards my room, calling that I’d meet him in the hall. I
grabbed my leather jacket off the hook on the back of my door, looped it over
my arm and skipped back down the stairs, my spirits high. 


Eddy was waiting for me, surrounded by the
members of Cold Comfort, who looked like they were teasing him about his new
shirt. They turned as one as they heard me approach. “Are you ready?” I asked, smiling
at Eddy. 


“Fucking hell,” Matt exclaimed, with a
quick look at Cat. The others just stood there and stared. I shifted, my
confidence wilting under their scrutiny. I didn’t dare look at Cat.


“Doesn’t she look amazing?” Eddy said, grinning
at me like a proud parent and elbowing his way through the silent group. He
grabbed my arm again and led me towards the door. The group caught sight of the
back of my dress at the same moment, and there was an audible hiss. I ignored
it, refusing to allow them to knock my confidence further, and continued
walking.


“Put your jacket on, Delilah,” Cat said,
suddenly appearing beside me. He took it from my arm, his eyes dropping to my
now prominent nipples. He swallowed hard as he held my jacket out for me,
helping me into it before zipping it up all the way to my neck. Then he opened
the door of the cab and held it for me, watching as I clambered in, before
closing it firmly. He walked quickly round the car, grabbing Eddy’s arm so he
was forced to stop, then pulled him in close to talk to him. I watched from the
back of the car as Eddy glanced nervously towards me, his response showing some
irritation before he shrugged Cat off. Cat asked him something else, and Eddy
became uncharacteristically animated as he spoke, poking Cat in the chest with
his index finger to reinforce his point before shaking him off and walking the
rest of the way round the car. Cat just scowled at him as Eddy opened the door
and slipped in beside me. He leant forward to give the driver instructions.


“What did he want?” I asked when we were
finally on our way.


“Just trying to teach me how to look after
you. He really is being the most overbearing, stubborn ass where you’re
concerned,” he said, looking at me. “Now let’s forget all about Catnip and
concentrate on the fun we’re going to have tonight. I need you to find me a
suitable young man.”


“I need you to do the same for me.”


“Done,” he agreed.


“Done,” I echoed.


*


Three hours later, having consumed another
four double vodkas and not much food, my spirits were high as we weaved our way
towards the Corn Exchange. Eddy clasped my elbow as we walked up to the
entrance, our tickets clutched in his hand. We joined the long queue, waiting
patiently to be searched for any drugs we might have hidden on our bodies.
Where they thought I might hide anything in this dress I wasn’t sure. Eddy
nudged me as a good-looking guy openly gawped when I removed my jacket and
handed it in at the cloakroom before handing Eddy my ticket to look after. I
smiled at the man, my inhibitions dampened down by the alcohol, and the guy
grinned back, encouraged by my response. He was cute, dressed simply in jeans
and a white t-shirt. Eddy pulled at my arm, dragging me inside the dark club,
and I lost sight of the guy, immediately overwhelmed by the relentless pulse of
the house music. It made me want to dance.


“Want a drink?” Eddy bellowed in my ear.


“No, I want to dance,” I yelled back. Eddy
looked nervous as he stared at the already heaving dance floor. I knew he was
worrying about his sight. “Come on, I’ll look after you. We’ll stay near an
edge,” I promised. I took hold of his elbow and steered him to the side of the
dance floor, just as a Chemical Brothers track I loved came on. I squealed in
delight, making Eddy laugh, as we both began to dance. The DJ mixed seamlessly,
one track flowing into the next, and soon we were both sweating. I’d kept a
close eye on Eddy, moving anyone who came too close out the way, so that we
maintained a clear perimeter all around us.


“I hoped I’d find you again. I just needed
to look at where the greatest density of men was. You’ve got quite the crowd of
admirers,” a voice announced beside my ear. I turned quickly and found the
white t-shirt guy beside me. I smiled, pausing to take in the crowd of men that
had indeed formed a perimeter around Eddy and me. I’d been so caught up in our
dancing I hadn’t noticed anyone else. “Thought you might need this,” he said,
handing me an unopened bottle of water. He offered a second to Eddy. I was
touched he’d included him. “Boyfriend?” he asked, nodding towards Eddy, who
took the bottle from him gratefully.


“Friend,” Eddy supplied before I could
answer. Eddy looked at me. “I found you one. Now it’s your turn.” I looked
around, wondering how the hell I was going to know if a guy was gay or not. “Go
and dance, D,” he said, laughing. “Don’t look so worried.” I smiled at him as
t-shirt guy grabbed my hand and pulled me into the middle of the dance floor. 


He was a great dancer, and we were soon
caught up in the music again. When Eddy joined us with another guy I was
delighted. Dan, the name of the guy I was dancing with, grabbed my hips and was
moving against me when a stir rippled across the dance floor. There was a
sudden surge in people at the side of the room, and I craned my neck to see
what was causing all the excitement. Dan pulled me back against him, slowing
his movements and positioning his hand against the bare flesh of my back. I
could feel the gentle caress of his thumb against my skin. “You’re beautiful,”
he said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone as beautiful as you.” I blushed,
ready to refute his claim, when suddenly he was no longer in front of me. Instead
he was on the floor, with Cat standing over him, his foot pressed firmly on the
middle of Dan’s chest.


“You don’t fucking touch her,” Cat growled
before looking up at all the other guys around us. “None of you fucking touch
her,” he shouted, before grabbing my arm and pulling me towards the side of the
room.


“Get off me.” I yelped as his grip pinched
the skin around my wrist. I could see the lights of cell phone cameras
capturing my humiliation as Cat yanked me across the room. “What the hell are
you doing? Why are you here?” I tried again. 


Cat stopped dead and turned to look at me. “You
may not be ready for me yet,” he said, piercing me with his beautiful blue
eyes, “and that’s okay. I can wait until you are. But I won’t let anyone else
touch you. I can’t. I’ll fucking kill someone.”


“You hypocrite,” I shouted. “You’re a complete
manwhore. I’ve seen the blonde sluts hanging off you like human pashminas. So
you’re allowed to fuck anyone you want and I’m not?”


“No,” he said quietly, pulling me again
towards the door where I could see his minder waiting with a car.


“What do you mean no?”


“I mean I haven’t fucked anyone since I
kissed you at that film shoot.”


“But I saw you leave with those other
women.”


“I left with them. I didn’t fuck anyone. I
can’t seem to summon up interest for anyone but this beautiful girl with long
dark hair and violet eyes I met,” he said, stopping to stare at my face, his
hand lifting my chin as he brushed his fingers against my lips. They parted of
their own accord, and Cat’s eyes flared in response. “You’re a fucking witch,
Delilah.”


I smirked. “Well, that’s not very nice.” I
laughed softly. A camera flashed near us, which galvanised him into motion. He
started pulling me towards the car again.


“Eddy,” I suddenly remembered. “I can’t
leave without him.” I pulled back against Cat’s grip. He ignored me and
continued forward. When we reached the car, he picked me up and lifted me into
the back seat of the SUV before climbing in beside me. I tried to ignore my
body’s immediate response to the sensation of his firm thigh pressed against my
own.


“Dave,” Cat said to the bulky figure of his
minder. “Can you find Eddy for us and let him know I have Delilah in the car
outside? Make sure he makes it out here in one piece.” People were now peering
in the windows of the car.


“No one bothered me when I was with Eddy,”
I remarked.


“So the guy with his hands all over you,
and the circle of vultures waiting to move in if he struck out weren’t
bothering you?” 


“I was only dancing.”


“If he’d only been dancing with you I’d
have left you alone. He touched you,” he growled. I was flummoxed, completely
lost for words as I looked at him, a warm sensation burning in my chest. The
moment was broken as Dave returned, announcing that Eddy was fine but wanted to
stay a little longer. I assumed it had something to do with the guy he’d been
dancing with. 


Ten minutes later Cat had arranged for a
car to be waiting for Eddy whenever he wanted to go home, and Dave had returned
into the club to inform him.


“Thank you,” I whispered. 


“Matt would never forgive me if anything
ever happened to him,” he admitted. “He’s like all our little brother.”


“He loves you guys too,” I said softly. I
lifted a hand and cupped his cheek, the vodka making me bold. He captured my
hand with his own and held it there. Another camera flashed against the window
of the car. These weren’t phones any longer, but full-on paparazzi.


“Where to, sir?” Dave asked, as he climbed
into the driving seat and started the engine. 


“Home?” he said, looking to me for confirmation.
I nodded, feeling tired after all the excitement. I yawned and allowed Cat to
pull me against his side. I curled easily against him, liking the smell of his
leather jacket, combined with his aftershave, as it blended with the smell that
was uniquely his own. He wrapped his arm around me, his fingers gently tracing
through my hair and down my neck, lulling me gently into sleep as the day’s
events finally caught up with me.











Chapter 17


I woke and stretched, my bladder insisting
I needed to get up soon. The room was bright, forcing me to blink repeatedly
until I could face the glare coming in through the curtainless windows. I must
have slept late. My head felt thick, but not overwhelmingly so, probably thanks
to the bottle of water that guy Dan had given me. Thoughts of him reminded me
of Cat’s arrival, which in turn reminded me I’d left Eddy at the club, along
with my jacket. I tried to sit up, wanting to check he got home okay, only to
realise I couldn’t move because something heavy across my chest was pinning me
to the bed. It took me a further second or two to realise I wasn’t in my own
room. Moments after that, as anxiety flooded through me, I realised the object
currently holding me to the bed was another person’s arm. Judging by the shape
and size it was a man’s. Heart in mouth I peered over at the man next to me,
and with a surprising amount of relief discovered it was Cat. 


For a while I just stared at him. It almost
felt gluttonous as I lay there appreciating the spectacle of his bare torso
beside me, relaxed as he was. Even at rest his muscles were ripped, and the urge
to touch him took me by surprise. It was almost irresistible. Almost. My gaze
moved to his lips, and their gentle curve, surrounded by a haze of stubble. They
made me wonder what they’d feel like to kiss. I’d never really looked at a man’s
lips before… well, apart from Hardy’s.


Thoughts of Hardy had my good feelings
evaporating in seconds. What the hell was I doing here? I tried to recollect
how I’d ended up in Cat’s room but could remember nothing after climbing into
the car outside the club. From what I could tell I hadn’t had sex; there was
none of the discomfort I’d felt down below after that first time, and anyway I
was still wearing my dress. Cat on the other hand had far less on – just a
pair of briefs from what I could see from my current position. My bladder chose
that moment to reassert itself, reminding me I needed to pee – soon –
which presented something of a problem.


Slowly I attempted to roll out from
underneath the dead weight of Cat’s arm without waking him, making good
progress until at the last second I heard his breath catch. His hand slid down
my arm as I rolled the last foot, capturing my wrist firmly in his grasp. I
gasped at his touch.


“Going somewhere?”


“No… I mean…. Um… I have to pee.” I felt
embarrassed to look at him for some reason. Shy.


“Hey,” he said, sitting up and moving
behind me so my back was against his chest. It felt good. Intimate. “You have
nothing to be embarrassed about. You fell asleep in the cab. I was worried about
how much you’d drunk and wanted to make sure you weren’t sick in your sleep. I
just wanted to make sure you were alright.”


“I wasn’t that drunk,” I said indignantly,
turning to look at him.


“I know. It sounded like a good excuse,
though,” he admitted a little sheepishly. That made me smile.


“I really do need to pee,” I reminded him.


“In there,” he said, pointing at a door
across the room. “Will you come back to bed after?” He sounded
uncharacteristically uncertain as he asked.


“If I’m not getting in your way… stopping
you from doing things?”


“You’re not getting in my way,” he assured
me softly. I nodded at him, then stood up, feeling self-conscious in my dress
from the night before.


“Have you got a t-shirt I can borrow?” I
asked. 


“Sure.” He got out of bed and walked over
to a chest of drawers, pulling one open and quickly choosing a black t-shirt
from the top. He threw it at me, and I caught it before scurrying into the
bathroom.


The t-shirt turned out to be an early Cold
Comfort one from their first album – Terrible Racket. It came nearly to my
knees – further than my dress. I washed my face, removing the last of the make-up
from around my eyes, and used some mouthwash I found on the side to tide me
over until I could brush my teeth properly. Feeling more myself, I finally
emerged.


“Did Eddy get home okay?” I asked,
remembering what had been bothering me this morning before Cat had distracted
me.


“Yeah, he came home about an hour after us.
He scored himself a date. Seemed pleased as punch about it too.” He patted the
bed beside him when I hesitated. “I asked my housekeeper to make us some
coffee. You do drink coffee in the morning, don’t you? I thought you did, but I
can change it for tea if you’d rather?”


“I drink coffee,” I assured him. “Can’t function
without it. But don’t you have lots to do? An album to write? You don’t have to
look after me. I don’t even have a hangover.”


“It’s a day off today.”


“Oh, really?” I said, surprised. I’d heard
nothing about it the day before. “Well, you’ve earned it. After that European
tour you just did you must be exhausted. I was impressed you were already
writing a new album. Especially when you’ve still got the American tour to do.”
I curled my knees up and pulled the t-shirt over them as I perched beside him.


“I just write when I feel the inspiration. There’s
no timetable.” I got that. I did the same. 


A knock on the door had me sitting bolt
upright, suddenly embarrassed to be seen in here with Cat. “Yeah, come in,” Cat
rumbled beside me, and the door opened to reveal a woman around the same age as
my Mama, carrying a tray. I’d seen her around the house over the last few days
but hadn’t really spoken to her.


“I took the liberty of warming some croissants
to go with your coffee,” she told us as she walked over to the little table by
the window and placed it down. “You don’t eat enough,” she scolded Cat.


“If I ate everything you wanted me to, I’d
be monstrously overweight,” he said with a laugh.


“Well, you should eat more than you do. Anyway,
if you want anything else just call. I’m making a roast this evening for
everyone, so try and get up by then,” she said with a smile at me. I blushed at
her assumption we were intimate, but given I was sat in his bed wearing one of
his t-shirts it was reasonable enough to make. She closed the door with a click
behind her as Cat stood and walked to the table. “Coffee?” he asked. 


“Please,” I said readily. My mouth was
watering at the prospect of a croissant. I hadn’t eaten much of substance the night
before, too full of vodka. 


He poured a cup for me, adding some milk
when I nodded at his unspoken question, and then brought it over to me on the
bed, along with one of the warm buttery croissants. “You’re the one who needs
to eat more. I could hear your stomach rumbling from over by the window,” he said,
smiling. I blushed but took it from him eagerly, taking a big bite. It was
warm, with a pleasantly crisp outer layer but soft and buttery inside. I
groaned in pleasure. Cat had returned to the table to pour his own cup, but he
turned at the sound, his face hard to read but his body giving him away as he
looked at me.


He walked back towards the bed and slid in
beside me. In the time it had taken for him to take two bites of his croissant,
I had devoured my own and drained my coffee. I couldn’t help eyeing what was
left of his. “Bite?” he asked, smiling when I nodded eagerly. I leant forward,
my body brushing against his as he held it out for me, and took an enormous
bite, laughing guiltily when I had to cram part of it into my mouth with my
finger because I’d taken so much. He quickly put what was left of his croissant
into his own mouth. “Hungry girl,” he said, rolling onto his side and propping
himself up to look at me. His eyes ran over my body, now encased in his
t-shirt. “You look good in that,” he said. I couldn’t think what to say now the
mood seemed to have shifted from playful to something more intense. In the end
I said nothing and just looked at him. “You’ve got a crumb of croissant just…
there,” he said, reaching towards me and brushing something away from the
corner of my mouth. Reflexively I licked my lips to remove any other crumbs,
embarrassed to have him have to tell me. Instead of looking repulsed by me, his
eyes darkened as he watched my tongue sweep across my mouth. My breathing
caught as I looked up at his own lips. I knew he wanted to kiss me but wouldn’t
unless I asked him. I hesitated.


“Kiss me,” I heard myself say impulsively. His
eyes became enormous, the blue irises dwarfed by intensely dark pupils.


He rolled towards me, his body now pressed
against my own. “Are you sure?” he asked me, his voice slightly breathless. “I’m
not messing here, Delilah. Once we start this thing, there will be no stopping
it. No half measures. You’ll be mine. I want to possess you, I need to possess
you.”


His words both frightened and excited me at
the same time. “I don’t know,” I told him honestly. “I’m not very experienced
where all that’s concerned. I just know that right now I want you to kiss me.”


He rolled me over so I was flat on my back,
my hair fanned out around me, as he lay above me, his legs to one side of my body
but our chests pressed closely together. His hand stroked through my hair and
down my face. “You’re remarkable, Delilah,” he told me. “So beautiful, and you
don’t even seem to know it. Beautiful inside and out.” Then he leant in, before
I could respond, and kissed me.


I’d been kissed before – by Hardy, and
then by Robbie – but this was different. Maybe it was all the practice he’d
had, I thought cynically, but this guy was a master. His lips were light to
begin with, brushing against mine teasingly until it was me who pushed forward
seeking more. He responded, pressing more firmly until again I wanted to have an
even greater connection. My mouth opened, and immediately I felt his tongue
enter. It was intimate and erotic as we connected. He started to tease me,
pulling away and nibbling at my lips, tugging with his teeth until I’d lunge at
him again, needing to capture his mouth with my own. His stubble rubbed my
face, and my lips became swollen and tender, but I was reluctant to break the
contact for even a moment.


A deep ache formed within me. For the first
time I knew I was ready. I wanted him – all of him. He said he wanted to
possess me, and I wanted to be possessed. My knickers grew damp as my desire
ignited. I spread my legs to let him know what I wanted, that I needed him to
touch me there. Frustratingly he only continued to kiss me. Finally, just as I
thought I’d pop with pent-up desire, he pulled away. His breathing was rapid,
matching my own. He touched my now swollen lips and smiled. “That was a hell of
a first kiss.”


“I want more,” I told him.


“I do too,” he agreed quickly. “But I want
you to be sure. I want this to be different with you. I want to take it slow.
You’re not like the other girls I’ve fucked. I want you to be ready for me… for
us.”


“I need…” I stopped, lost for words as I
struggled to explain.


“I know what you need, baby,” he said, kissing
me again. This time his hands ran over my body, my breasts, my stomach and
finally where I wanted him. His fingers teased at the soft folds, finding and
feeling the most sensitive areas as if he were mapping them. A finger slipped
inside me and I gasped at the sensation. “So tight,” he breathed, pleased as he
began to plunge his finger in and out. My hips rose unbidden in response,
pushing for more. When his thumb returned to the sensitive area, I heard myself
groan deeply whilst his finger continued to press into me relentlessly. The
pressure rose within me, a force I both liked and feared as it grew in
intensity. I wanted it to stop but also feared that it might. Cat’s pace ebbed
and flowed, pushing me higher and then pulling back slightly, kissing me and
then watching as I writhed beneath him. When a second finger joined the first I
told him I couldn’t take any more. “Hold on, baby,” he whispered as he
increased the pressure. I crested the wave and then fell over the top in a
pulsing mass. I don’t know if I groaned or wailed or even screamed as I came. In
the moments afterwards, as my mind reconnected with the world around me, I felt
tearful and oddly vulnerable. I had never experienced anything like it before. Cat
gathered me into his arms and held me, pressing gentle kisses to the side of my
face as the sensitivity faded.


“Thank you,” I finally managed to say.


“Oh, babe, you have no idea how beautiful
you looked just then. Thank you.”


“I’ve never done that before,” I told him,
needing to explain what it meant to me.


“You’re a virgin?” he asked, surprised.


“No,” I said sadly, regretting that I wasn’t.
“Not a virgin, but I’ve never had an orgasm from a guy before. It was…” I was
lost for words for how to describe it.


“First of many,” he growled, with a look of
male satisfaction. “How is it that you had sex and the fucker didn’t even
bother to make sure you had an orgasm?” he asked.


“I just wanted it over with,” I explained. It
sounded tragically immature. “I’d promised to save myself for someone. He hurt
me. I guess I wanted to hurt him back, but I actually ended up just hurting
myself more.”


“It was one time?”


“One time.”


“And that’s it sexually?”


“That’s it. I’m sorry…” I began, ashamed
about my lack of experience.


“Nothing to be sorry about. I’m fucking
glad. It means you’re mine. That guy just got rid of the hymen. He did the painful
part for me. It means I get all your pleasure, and I mean all of it,” he
promised. 


“You still want me?” I asked, surprised. “I
don’t know how to please you.”


“Oh, baby, you’ll please me. You already
do,” he said, taking hold of my hand and pressing it against his erection. It
was like steel. My eyes widened as I felt the girth. Robbie had been half the
size. “No need to be afraid. I’ll make sure you’re ready for me,” he promised. “But
for now sleep. There’s no need to rush anything.” He pulled me into his side,
my head on his chest, as my eyes drooped. Together we slept until late in the
afternoon.











Chapter 18


When we finally got up, after Cat had shown
me how to please him with just my hands, I showered and dressed in my own room
before walking downstairs to look for Cat and Eddy. I only found Cat in the
kitchen. “Where is everyone?” 


“Eddy went to lunch a while ago with that
boy he met, according to Matt, and the band are down in the studio.”


“I thought you said it was a day off?”


“For me. I do all the work anyway. I
thought the rest of those lazy fuckers could do a bit for a change. They’re
laying down some of the music for a new track, and I’ll do the vocal later.”


“They won’t be annoyed with me, will they?”


“Why would they be annoyed with you?”


“For distracting you from your work.”


“Babe, they’re just jealous as hell. When
you walked downstairs last night in that dress I think every single one of them
got a hard-on. I’ve never wanted to kill my bandmates before, but last night I
came close. Trust me, they understand. And if I hadn’t made it clear you were
off-limits, they’d have been trying their luck themselves, so you have nothing
to apologise for,” he said, kissing me again. “Anyway, if you want to do
something, you can come and help me write that ballad. It’s nearly there, but
there’s just something not quite right still. They want to lay that one down
next, but I’m still not sure it’s ready.”


“Sure,” I agreed happily, delighted I could
help him with his music. I thought the song was lovely as it was, after what we’d
done the other night, but he was the rock star – what did I know? 


We walked into the music room holding
hands. That little affectionate gesture, combined with how he wasn’t rushing me
to have full intercourse with him, caused my heart to swell slightly in my
chest. I pulled him close and kissed him, trying to convey how I appreciated
what he was doing. He kissed me back with fervour, forcing himself away when
the intensity became too much. “I don’t want to fuck you for the first time in
here,” he said, breathing hard. “If you kiss me like that, though, I may not be
able to stop myself.” I felt myself grow warm at the prospect.


We sat down at the piano, side by side
again, but this time there was no awkwardness apart from an obvious erection
that was causing Cat some discomfort initially. He scowled at me when I
sniggered, before adjusting himself until he was comfortable.


He played the music first, and then
accompanied it a second time with the vocals, obviously frustrated by the end. I
could hear nothing wrong. It was a beautiful track that showed off the lovely
range to his voice, and I knew his female fans were going to adore it. “It’s
just not right,” he moaned, running a hand through his blonde locks.


“It’s beautiful,” I insisted. “Try it
again.” This time as he sang it he looked at me, and my heart swelled once
more. As he approached the chorus I felt the urge to return the beautiful
words, the need to sing finally overcoming the block that had stopped me for so
long. My voice soared in response, in perfect harmony with his, and for the
first time in a year I felt real joy.


Together we sang the rest of the song, his
eyes wide and fixed on my face as we exchanged lyrics, automatically swapping
round in one verse so I sang the lines while he harmonised with me. The effect was
lovely, and I knew he had found what was missing – a female harmony. On a
personal level it felt amazing to be singing again, to allow myself to let go
for the first time in so long. Once again I had Cat to thank for it happening. As
we sang the final note, holding together until the very end, applause broke out
behind us. The members of Cold Comfort, Eddy and a couple of people I didn’t
recognise all crowded just inside the doorway.


“Fuckin’ ’ell, Cat,” one of the guys I hadn’t
met said the second the note had died away, “that’s a fuckin number one, I’m
tellin’ you. Female harmony… you’re a fuckin’ genius. Seriously, mate, the
girls are gonna cream their panties when they hear you sing that.”


“Delilah,” Eddy said, rushing over. “You really
can sing. I mean you can really sing. Why did I not know this? Why
don’t you sing at uni? You’re amazing, better than amazing,” he said, hugging
me. I hugged him back.


“I don’t know. I used to sing all the time.
I just haven’t felt able to for the last year or so.” I could still feel Cat
looking at me. He hadn’t said anything since we’d sung together. I was worried
he didn’t like it. 


“We could approach Perry or Swift or any of
the fuckin’ big names to sing that with you,” the guy prattled on to Cat. “I’m
tellin’ you it’s gonna be massive.”


“I want Delilah to sing it,” Cat said. We
all looked at him in shock.


“Ah, mate, I know she’s your fuck buddy an’
all that, an’ I’m sure you’re a real love, darlin’,” he said, looking at me
patronisingly, “but who is she really?” He looked at Cat this time. “A fuckin’
groupie? She’s no one, Cat.” 


Cat was up and moving a second after he’d
finished speaking, his hand gripped around the man’s throat. “Don’t you ever
talk about Delilah like that again, Wayne. Don’t talk about her, don’t even
look at her disrespectfully. She’s no fucking groupie, and unless she’s singing
that with me, I’m not singing that song. And if you want to make a big deal of
it, I’ll be finding the band a new manager.” The room was silent as we all
gawped at him, chins grazing our chests. It solved the mystery of who the guy
was – Wayne Parson, their manager. 


“Cat, you don’t have to…” I started, but he
just grabbed my hand and pulled me out the room, past the crowd of people, my
feet tripping along behind him as I tried to keep up, leaving the startled
group standing where we’d left them.


“Delilah,” I heard Eddy call after us, concerned.


“She’ll be down for dinner,” Cat barked as
he led me back up the stairs to the room we had left only an hour earlier. 


He slammed the door behind us and then
pushed me against it, kissing me with even greater fervour than before. When he
pulled away he was breathing as hard as I was. “Who are you?” he asked, looking
deeply into my eyes. “You walk into my life, like some sort of antidote to all
the poison that surrounds me, looking like an angel. And then you sing like a
freaking angel too?”


“I… I don’t know what to say. I’m nobody. Just
Eddy’s friend.”


“You’re not nobody, Delilah. You’re
incredible. I can’t believe no one’s noticed you before and snatched you up. I
wanted to wait… but I need to… I have to…” I could feel the hard length of him
pressed against me.


“You don’t have to wait,” I told him. “I
want you too,” I reassured him, trying to sound brave as my heart thumped
wildly in my chest. It was one thing to have a drunken rut with Robbie, but
this… with Cat… this was quite different.


He kissed me again, his hands running all over
me now, touching my body through my clothes, but it wasn’t enough for him. He
started peeling off my layers, and before I knew what had happened I was down
to my bra and knickers. He swept me up in his arms and carried me to the bed,
where he laid me gently down. I lay back, a bit intimidated by his urgency,
unsure what I was meant to be doing. He must have sensed some of my anxiety. “Just
let me make you feel good. You don’t have to do anything.” I nodded, relieved
to have the pressure taken away.


He began by tracing my body with the tips
of his fingers. Goosebumps followed in his wake as my nerves jumped to
attention at his touch. By the time he’d finished he’d touched nearly every
part of my body, following up with gentle kisses. Within moments of stopping
his initial exploration he’d removed my bra. “You’re perfect,” he told me,
gazing down at me with obvious pleasure before leaning forward to kiss my
breasts. When he took the nipple into his mouth, I felt a jolt run through my
core and moaned. “That’s it, baby,” he said, “just feel it.”


I did. As he suckled and tugged my arousal
grew, making me ache for him. My head rolled back as I arched my back towards
his mouth. He grunted his approval, then pulled his head away. I sensed him
moving lower, to… there. With a quick rip he pulled my knickers apart to reveal
me fully to him. Embarrassed I tried to push my legs together, but he wouldn’t
let me. Slowly he opened them again, quieting my protests with a kiss, and this
time I let him. “Fuck, even your pussy looks better than anyone else’s,” he
groaned, before dipping his head down towards it.


I felt his breath on my inner thighs first,
and then the gentle press of his lips moving slowly downwards. He kissed me in
my most intimate place, and while part of my brain told me this was
embarrassing, another part of me – the bigger part – wanted to widen
my legs further and give him more access. That was the part that won. I relaxed
into the sensation as Cat growled with pleasure, the vibrations arousing me
further. He licked and kissed and used his tongue in ways I’d never imagined,
and it felt so good I soon lost all inhibitions and just wanted more. When his
fingers pressed into me I came quickly in a rolling wave of sensation. 


In the aftermath I lay there incoherent for
a time, only aware Cat was taking his clothes off. I heard the unmistakeable
sound of a wrapper being opened, and then the snap of rubber as he rolled a
condom on, followed by the feel of his weight moving over me. His erection
nudged at me. “Look at me, Delilah,” he instructed. “I want to know you want
this too.” My eyes opened immediately to find his piercing blues gazing down at
me.


“I want this,” I assured him.


Without taking his eyes from my own he
pressed slowly inside me. I couldn’t help the sounds that rose from me at the
sensation. Eventually he was fully seated within me, making my body feel full
to capacity, stretched exquisitely by his size. His eyes bore into me with an
intensity that caught in my chest. “You feel so fucking amazing,” he told me,
as he ground his pelvis against mine, trying to move even deeper inside. “You’re
so tight. It’s taking everything I have not to blow my load right now,” he
groaned, grinding against me again. I moaned at the sensation as he pressed
hard. Then he pulled out slightly before pushing back in, and the sensations
went up a notch. The second time he did it he thrust into me harder, the third
harder still. Eventually he was relentlessly pulling out and slamming back into
me hard, the pace frantic. He kissed me, his tongue possessing my mouth as he
pushed my knees higher, trying to get ever deeper. I felt my core begin to
tighten at the onslaught, slightly afraid of what this might do to me but
unable to stop it, eventually hitting the top. I threw my head back and heard
myself scream. Cat came as soon as I did with an accompanying roar before
collapsing on top of me.


For a time we both lay there panting, our
bodies slick with sweat. I groaned as he pulled out, and then he disposed of
the condom efficiently before pulling me back beside him. I was draped over his
chest, his head burrowed into my neck. “Now you’re mine, Delilah,” he told me
in the moments before we both fell asleep.


*


We woke a little before dinner. At least he
woke me with the feel of his teeth on my breasts. This time when he entered me
it was less frantic. His pace was more measured but no less relentless, as he
brought us both to orgasm again. He certainly knew how to make a woman feel
good. The thought of how many women he’d learned that technique with made me
feel a little sick, but I pushed it aside, determined not to let my negative
thoughts spoil the moment. We showered and then returned to the bedroom to get
dressed. I looked at what remained of my knickers.


“Go without. You won’t need clothes for
long anyway,” he said, coming up behind me and grabbing hold of my breasts. Immediately
I leaned back against him. One of his hands dropped lower, running over my flat
tummy and down between my legs, and immediately I wanted him again. I felt him
harden once more. “Jesus,” he groaned. “I fucking need you again.” I widened my
legs in response to allow him easier access.


“Cat, Delilah, dinner,” a voice barked
through the door. It was Henry. “Put your fucking dick away for five minutes
and come and eat.”


We both groaned, our bodies in a state of
heightened arousal. It seemed I couldn’t get enough of him. I pressed back
against his body, needing to feel his erection, needing to know he needed me
too. He was rock hard. His finger slipped into me, and he groaned again as he
felt how slick I was for him. “I promised we’d go to dinner. We’ll eat fast.” Reluctantly
we separated and began to dress. I turned to face him when I was ready.


“Fuck, you shouldn’t be anywhere near other
men looking like that,” he growled.


“What do you mean?” I asked, immediately
self-conscious, wondering what was wrong with me.


“You look like a walking advert for
arousal. Your lips are plump, your cheeks are flushed, your nipples are…” he
paused as he struggled for words. “You look like sex on legs, and I don’t want
you near other men.”


“It’s only the band and Eddy.”


“I love them all like brothers, but if one
of them goes near you I may kill them.” 


I punched him lightly on the arm. “Don’t be
silly.”


“I’m being deadly serious,” he said without
a smile. “Make sure you eat fast because I need to fuck you.” I laughed, and
then stopped because I realised he wasn’t joking.


He grabbed hold of my hand and pulled me
along behind him, down the stairs and into the dining room. It was oddly
formal. The seats were filled with the band, their manager and Eddy, and the
table was heaving with the component parts of a roast dinner. Cat took the
spare seat at the head of the table as I made to walk to the other unoccupied
space beside Eddy at the opposite end. “Delilah, you sit there,” he said,
pointing at the chair Matt was currently sitting in, situated beside his own.


“Really, you don’t need to…” I started and
then stopped as he glared at me. Matt grumbled but moved to the seat beside his
brother. I slipped into the vacated chair, trying to ignore the way everyone
was looking at the pair of us curiously.


“Pass the fucking meat up,” Cat called down
the table. “I’m starving.”


“Not surprised,” Henry said, looking at me,
“with the way you’ve been going at it.” I blushed, and Cat scowled.


“Don’t even fucking look at her,” he said
to Henry, who just rolled his eyes.


“Hurry up and fuck her out your system,” he
said. “This is getting tedious.” Cat started to stand, so I quickly placed my
hand on his thigh to distract him.


“Don’t,” I whispered when he looked at me. He
looked down at my hand and then back at my face.


“Eat fast,” he said as his gaze dropped
down to my mouth. He ladled a hefty portion of beef onto my plate and the
accompanying roast potatoes, broccoli, carrots and beans with an enormous
Yorkshire pudding, then finished off by drowning it all with gravy and spooning
a dollop of horseradish sauce on the side. The plate was heaving when he’d
finished. I looked at it and then swapped my plate for his empty one before
repeating the exercise with about half the content. “You need to keep your
strength up,” he complained.


“I’ll be up with indigestion for half the
night if I eat that much,” I said, nodding at his plate. He grunted and then
began shovelling food into his mouth at a rate of knots.


The manager cleared his throat, clearly
nervous around Cat after their last exchange. “So, er…” he started, “I’ve had a
call from Radio 1.” Everyone stopped talking and looked at him. Radio 1 was the
biggest national radio station in the UK. “They’ve got a Live Lounge month
starting in September. They want you as part of it, kicking it off. You’ll get
to play one of your songs and a cover. It’s a great chance to showcase a song
from the new album. You up for it?” 


“Tell them we’ll do it if we can sing three
songs,” Cat said. “An old one, a new one and a cover.” 


The manager looked pleased. “Yeah, I’m sure
they’ll go for that. They want you on early doors, though – next week. Will
you have a new song ready in time?”


“We’ll sing the ballad with Delilah,” Cat
informed him. “We’ll be ready.”


Once again everyone gawped at him,
including me. This time it was Matt who questioned his choice. “Are you sure,
mate? She sounded great earlier, I know, but that’s a lot of pressure for a
first live performance. I still get nervous doing live radio, and it’s hardly
my first time.”


“She’ll be fine,” was all Cat said, with a
sureness I wished I felt. That was the end of the conversation. I’d always known
Cat was the driving force behind Cold Comfort, but I hadn’t realised he made
all the decisions.


“Cat…” I tried. He glared at me, and I shut
up. Eddy watched the exchange, scowling from the other end of the table.


I’d barely put my knife and fork together
when Cat stood and pulled my chair back from the table. “Delilah,” I heard Eddy
call me as I stood.


“She’ll see you tomorrow,” Cat told him in
no uncertain terms.


“I need to speak to her tonight,” Eddy
insisted. Cat wanted to argue, I could tell, but I interceded before it could
escalate.


“Cat, you’re being ridiculous. Let me speak
to him. I haven’t seen him all day.”


“Five minutes,” he grumbled, sitting back
down while I stood and joined Eddy at his end of the table.


“Let’s go into the other room,” Eddy
suggested. I looked over at Cat, but he was chatting to Henry. I nodded and we
quickly walked into the small adjacent sitting room. “You okay?” Eddy asked,
once we were alone.


“Yeah Eddy, I really am,” I reassured him. “You
don’t need to worry about me. He’s wonderful.”


“Sometimes,” Eddy grumbled. “He’s not
making you do anything you don’t want to?” he asked meaningfully.


“No, he’s not,” I replied with emphasis.


“Okay,” he said, somewhat reassured. I
turned to go back into the dining room. “That’s not what I wanted to talk
about,” he said, stopping me in my tracks. I turned back.


“Oh?”


“No… I just… well, I thought you should
know there were photos doing the rounds last night.”


“Photos?” I asked, confused.


“Yeah, of you and Cat leaving the club and
in the car. Your face was visible. They don’t know who you are yet, but anyone
who knows you would be able to recognise you.” I finally realised what he was
telling me.


“Hardy,” I breathed.











Chapter 19


I sat down heavily in the leather armchair
behind me as I tried to work out what this meant. My head dropped into my hands
as I attempted to process my thoughts and separate rational thinking from the
need to run. Eddy came up and sat on the arm of the chair, putting his arm around
me for comfort. That was the moment Cat walked into the room. “What the fuck,”
he said at the sight of Eddy with his arm round my shoulders. “What the fuck’s
going on?” He looked at me more closely and finally realised Eddy was only
offering comfort.


“Calm down, Hulk,” Eddy said bitterly. “She
needs help, not your jealous rage.”


“What help? What’s the matter, baby?” Cat
asked, moving to kneel in front of me and taking hold of both my hands. “Tell
me. Let me sort it for you.”


“You can’t sort this. It’s part of my
history, and it’s not pretty. I’ll tell you about it… just not here. Can we go
upstairs and talk?” Cat nodded and stood. I stood too and hugged Eddy. “Thanks
for telling me. I’ll see you in the morning. Promise.”


He nodded. “Sleep well, D. And remember, if
you need anything… anything, you just shout, okay?”


“She won’t need anything I can’t get for
her,” Cat growled. Eddy rolled his eyes. I hugged him again, then let Cat lead
me from the room and back up the stairs. We didn’t even say goodnight to the
band.


“What’s going on?” Cat asked as soon as we
got into his room. 


“There were pictures of us leaving the club
the other night on the internet.”


“So? Who cares?”


“I do.”


“You ashamed to be seen with me or
something?” he asked, sounding irritated.


“No,” I said with a small smile. “Not at
all. Just remember I told you about an ex-boyfriend who was looking for me?”


“Harvey Poncyboy or something?”


“Hardy Somerville, yes. Well, we just made
it a lot easier for him to find me.”


“Is that all? I’d like to see him try
getting through me to get to you. That’s if he manages to get past my security.
Seriously, we deal with mental people trying to get to us all the time. We’re
used to it.” I nodded but still wasn’t sure. “Look, if he’s any sort of bother
we’ll get a restraining order. The fucker won’t get near you.” This time I felt
more reassured. A restraining order was a good idea. “So what’s his deal, then?
Why does he think he’s still got a right to you? It is over, isn’t it?”


“Yeah, it’s over,” I assured him, and then
went into the details about my past with Hardy. His face darkened when I talked
about promising to wait for him, only lightening when he heard how Hardy had
fucked it all up. He was genuinely shocked when I told him about my Mama and
nearly hit the roof after hearing they’d intended to use me the same way.


“That fucker will never touch you, or even
see you, if I have anything to do with it,” he promised. I smiled and stroked
his face, before kissing him gently on the lips. “I mean it, Delilah. You’re with
me now, and I’ll not stand for anyone else being near you like that.” 


“You can’t keep me in this room forever,” I
said with a laugh.


“I’d like to.”


“You’d get bored with me. We need to have
our own interests and pursuits and careers. That’s what will make us
interesting people. If all I do is live vicariously through you, you’ll get
bored with me. I might as well be one of your groupies.”


“You can sing with me. That song we wrote
was good – we can write more like that. Wayne was right when he said it
was going to be a hit. I think it’s one of the best I’ve written.”


“I don’t think the band will thank me if
you turn into a ballad writer,” I said with a laugh. “One per album is fine,
but you’re a rock band.”


“We’ll see,” he grumbled.


“I’m flattered you want me with you,” I
said, clambering onto his lap. “I’m amazed you want to sing with me.” I kissed
him, enjoying the feel of his growing erection. “I am so grateful that you’ll
help to look after me.” I pulled at his lip with my teeth. “But I need to learn
to look after myself too. Have a career, make my own money.” I could feel he
wanted to protest, so I carried on; “You’ve taught me so much already,” I said,
straddling him and pushing my core against him. “I want you to have all my
pleasure.”


“Damn right,” he grumbled.


“I want you to teach me everything I need
to know to pleasure you too.” He groaned then, picking me up as I clung to him
and walking us over to the bed.


“Now that I can do,” he assured me with a
grin.


*


It was four days before Cat had had
sufficient fill of me that he’d allow me to get out of the bed. In that time we’d
had sex in every position he knew, several times – and he knew a lot. I’d
learned I was a natural at giving blowjobs – I think it helped that seeing
him fall apart when I put my mouth on him was a massive turn-on for me. Cat
quizzed me about where I’d learned my technique, the green-eyed monster looming
large, but I assured him he was the only man I’d ever done any of this with
before – apart from breaking my hymen with Robbie. There really was no
comparison between that and what Cat and I had experienced together.


The fact that he had been there for all my
firsts seemed to really matter to him. He was more of a romantic than I had
ever imagined. My only anxiety was caused by how possessive he became every
time I tried to talk to him about my plans.


Eddy had tried and failed to get Cat to
allow me out to talk to him. I felt guilty about that, but I knew this
insatiable need would fade eventually and we’d start functioning as people once
more. At least I hoped it would. At the moment any time either of us looked at
the other we needed to jump on each other again. The rest of the band had grown
so sick of waiting for us to emerge, and the sounds of our sexual exploits, they’d
gone back to London. Cat couldn’t seem to care less. It made me a little
worried, particularly as we had the Live Lounge performance in two days and had
barely done more than sing the new song through twice more.


“You don’t need to practice, babe,” he’d
assured me. “You know it by heart.” 


In the end the pause had been permitted only
because I was getting so sore down below from the amount of sex we’d had. I
needed a break physically, so reluctantly he allowed me to get dressed for the
first time in days and called the band back to the house. 


We were sipping coffee in the kitchen when
the car arrived and they all piled out. “You’ve lost weight, Delilah,” Eddy
said. “You can’t afford to lose weight. You need to make sure she eats,” he
said angrily to Cat.


“I’ll make sure she eats,” he agreed
readily. He was in a good mood after the blowjob I’d just given him.


“You fucked her out your system yet?” Henry
asked in his usual crass way. Cat was up and his fist was moving before I could
get a restraining hand on him.


“Fuck, man,” Henry said, irritated, holding
his jaw. “You’ve fucking lost it.”


“And you need to mind your manners,” Cat
said unrepentantly as he shook out his hand. 


I walked to the freezer, grabbed a bag of
peas and wrapped them in a clean dishcloth. “Here,” I said, handing them to
Henry. 


“Hey, what about me?” Cat asked petulantly.



“Yours was self-inflicted. You shouldn’t
hit people.” The others sniggered.


“So, are we going to practice for the Radio
1 thing or not?” Matt asked, ever the peacemaker.


“Sure,” Cat said. “Shall we do the cover?
Then we can get Delilah down and work the arrangement for the ballad. We can do
any of the old stuff. Whatever you fancy, really.”


“That’s big of you,” Henry said, still
clutching the peas to his jaw.


“What cover are you doing?” I asked.


“It’s a surprise,” Cat said before anyone
else had a chance to answer. I saw a few of the guys’ eyebrows rise and worried
what it meant. “So anyway, you and Eddy make some food, since he’s so worried
about you losing weight, and I’ll go practice with the guys. We’ll come and get
you when we’re ready for you.” 


With that they all left and headed for the
basement. Cat pressed a quick kiss to my lips and followed them out. “So…” Eddy
said. “You and Cat are really happening? Like a full-on thing?”


“Yeah, it seems that way. He’s a hard man
to say no to.”


“He is that, but if you wanted to… if you
needed space from him, you know I’d always help you.”


“I know, but I don’t want that. I really
like him, Eddy. He’s kind and thoughtful. He’s good for me.”


“Is he?” Eddy didn’t sound sure. “He’s well
into you, that’s for sure. He just seems a bit possessive, and he can be
unstable. You don’t know him like I do. How’s that going to work when we go
back to uni?”


“I don’t know. We haven’t really talked
about it yet.”


“Well, you need to. We only have another
month before we need to get back. Which reminds me, we have a composition to
do.”


“I’ve done it,” I said sheepishly.


“You cow! When did you do that?”


“I’ve had a song rattling round my head for
a while, and the Steinway was the last bit of inspirational nourishment I
needed.”


“Will you play it for me?”


“Let me have a sandwich first, and then we’ll
go to the music room.”


“Oh my god, I’m as bad as Cat, trying to
make you play for me before I feed you.” He proceeded to make me a huge
sandwich and sat watching while I ate it all. Then we hurried to the music
room.


I felt nervous as I started the opening
refrain. I’d played the song for Cat, but no one had heard the lyrics yet. I
hoped I could remember them. It turned out they were burned in my brain and
flowed from me as easily as The Lord’s Prayer had every Monday morning at the
school assembly. 


I’m sorry, it’s too hard for me to stay

Heard you went with that other girl, so there’s nothing left for us to say


When I finished the final lyrics, and the
last note slowly faded out, I released my breath. It was cathartic. I now knew
who I’d been singing about. I turned to look at Eddy to see tears flowing
freely down his cheeks. “Oh my god, it wasn’t that bad, was it?” 


He laughed, and it broke the spell. “Delilah
that was…. I swear, it’s as good as anything I’ve heard… anywhere. You have to
record it.”


“Oh, I don’t know,” I demurred.


“Your voice, hearing it like that… just
you… I mean, it sounds great on the duet with Cat, but on its own you can
really hear the depth of the tones. You sing with such honesty… it’s
beautiful.”


“Oh, Eddy, what would I do without you?” I
stood and hugged him. It felt good to be with him again. I looked forward to
being back in Brighton with him.


“So since you’re such a talented songwriter,
you have to help me compose a piano and violin duet. I’m assuming you can share
with me a little of your musical genius.”


“Silly,” I said, slapping him. He ran to
collect his violin, and then we spent a happy hour – it could have been
more, as we were completely wrapped up in the music – before Cat came to
find us.


“Hey,” he called softly, when we reached a
break in the music. Eddy and I both turned. “Having fun?”


“Amazing fun,” I said, smiling at Eddy. “I’m
in love with your piano, by the way.”


“Just part of the honey trap I created to
entice you in, babe,” he said, smiling. “I just didn’t know it was you I was
making it for at the time. You okay to come and practice the duet? The guys have
the music down, so we just need to run through our bits.”


“Sure,” I said brightly. “Let’s go.”


*


The run-through had gone well, as we had
seamlessly blended our voices with the band, creating a beautiful song that
never failed to bring tears to my eyes. I could see why everyone was getting
excited about it. Wayne had made us record a version because the label had
insisted it be made available for download immediately after the performance. I’d
been asked to sign a number of contracts that meant I’d get a small part of any
success the record had. Cat had made his lawyer look over the terms and assured
me it was all fair. I’d told him I didn’t expect anything for my part, and I
was just doing it because he’d asked me. He’d smiled indulgently, kissed me on
the head, and told me one day I’d thank him.


But from the moment the car collected us
from Matt’s house in London where we’d travelled late the night before, I
couldn’t shake the feeling of nausea that had settled in my stomach. The guys
had let Eddy travel with me in the hopes that his presence might calm me down,
but even he couldn’t help me shake off these nerves. 


We were crawling through the London rush
hour traffic and, while the historic buildings would normally have excited me,
I couldn’t think about anything except what we were about to do, and what would
happen if I froze. I closed my eyes to avoid Cat feeling the need to make more
placatory comments about how I’d be fine, and pretended to be asleep.


“Want some of this?” I heard Henry offer
Cat. I opened my eyes to see him holding out some white powder on a tiny spoon.
Cocaine, I guessed. Quickly I closed my eyes again.


“Nah, I’m good, thanks,” he replied, and I
released the breath I’d been holding. 


“What will you do if she freezes
completely?” I heard Matt ask him.


“She won’t.”


“You sure about that? Has she ever done
anything remotely like this? I don’t imagine she has. This is a big deal for
us, let alone a girl that’s only ever sung for her friends.”


“She’s a natural,” Cat said with complete
certainty. I felt a warm glow in my stomach at his belief in me. He’d never
wavered, not once. I hoped I could live up to his expectations.


I must have actually dozed off because the
next thing I knew Cat was shaking me awake. “You drooled all over my jacket,”
he said, smiling fondly at me and grabbing my hand to lead me out the car.


“Hey, hold up there,” Matt said before he
could open the door. “There are loads of girls waiting outside,” he said,
pointing at the groupies who were already screaming from behind a cordon as
they waited to see their favourite band.


“Yeah, so?” Cat said, looking irritated.


“You planning on subjecting Delilah to
their abuse right before her first performance? You know they’re not going to
be pleased their favourite rock star has a girl in his life. No need to rub it
in their faces straight away. Let her follow us in with Eddy. We can sign a few
autographs, and she can slip into the foyer behind us – you can meet her in
there.”


“I want her with me,” Cat said petulantly.


“Yeah, well, I’m thinking about her, not
you, mate.”


“He’s right, Cat,” Eddy chipped in. “I’ll
keep her safe.” Cat looked at them and then me. I could feel my eyes were wide
with fear. I didn’t want anyone shouting at me right now.


“Yeah, alright,” Cat agreed finally. “Wait
for me in the reception, babe,” he said, kissing me quickly on the lips and
then clambering out the car with Henry and Matt on his heels. The roar from the
crowd was immediate. I watched from the window as he sauntered towards the
women, who looked ecstatic to see him in the flesh. He started signing things,
at which point Eddy opened the door again and we climbed out. Automatically I
put my arm out for him and he took hold, then we walked up towards the
entrance, avoiding the screaming fans altogether. No one even looked up at the
girl in the black mini-dress and denim jacket or the guy in glasses and black
skinny jeans as we scurried towards the rotating door. 


I breathed a huge sigh of relief as we
walked up to the entrance, only to become tense again as a security guard
stepped in front of us.


“We’re with the band,” Eddy said in his
boldest voice. I would have laughed if I’d had any saliva left in my mouth to
make any sound at all. 


“Sorry, but that’s what they all say,” the
guard said with a grimace. “Names?” We offered our names and he seemed
surprised when he actually found them on the list he held, moving out of the
way to allow us entrance into the foyer. I mentally thanked Wayne for his
organisational skills as we walked inside. Cat arrived about five minutes later,
clutching a pair of knickers. He immediately scanned the area, relaxing only when
he saw me.


“Yours?” I asked, nodding down at the
knickers in his hand.


“What? Oh, no,” he said with a grin,
looking down at them. “Here,” he said to Wayne, who was lurking behind him, as
he handed the lingerie over. “Let’s get going.” He grabbed my hand and pulled
me towards the lifts. Wayne handed us all passes as we waited for the lift to
arrive, while I tried to quell the growing wave of panic that threatened to
engulf me. Everywhere we went people pointed at us – well, at Cat. He
seemed oblivious to the attention, but I found it overwhelming.


“We’ll get set up, and then there will be
an interview with the DJ. We’ll do that, then the old song, have another chat
and then we’ll do ours. After that it’s the cover so you get to sit back and
admire me again,” he said with a grin as he kissed me. I heard the gasps around
us as people watched him be affectionate towards me. Suddenly people weren’t
only looking at him, they were looking at me too. Wondering who I was, no
doubt. I wanted to assure them it was okay, I was no one.


Eddy and I were put into a room they called
the Green Room to wait while the guys set up and were offered drinks. I
gratefully grabbed a big bottle of water and sat sipping it as the people
around me chatted easily with one another. No one bothered me. I suspected they
had me down as a hanger-on, just part of the entourage. I was okay with that. Then
it was time to move into the studio where we’d perform, and my anxiety ramped
up to a whole new level.


The boys performed ‘Sicken Me’, a popular
song off their first album – Terrible Racket. I’d watched as Cat had
chatted easily with the interviewer. He was charming and articulate, and I
could see again why so many women loved him. “You okay?” Eddy asked me,
clasping my hand as the DJ segued to another track while we prepared for the
next song. I couldn’t even form any words. I could feel the band looking at me
nervously as Cat manoeuvred me into position in front of the microphone. I hadn’t
warmed up vocally at all. I’d barely made a peep since we’d arrived. I had no
idea if I would make a single note when the song started.


“So,” I heard the DJ say as the record
finished. “We’re getting loads of love for you guys via text and email. They’re
loving ‘Sicken Me’. Selma in Bury says ‘love these guys, sounding good today’,
and Arthur says he saw you in Manchester and you’re awesome live. I can vouch
for that. But now you’re going to sing something new for us, is that right?”
she asked Cat.


“Yeah, it’s a bit slower than our normal
tracks, and I’ve invited a friend of mine, Delilah, to help us out. It’s called
‘Eternity’. I hope you like it.” 


I heard the opening bars of the song start,
and I nearly ran. I wanted to, but Cat tapped my leg and mouthed ‘look at me’,
so I did. I stared into his big blue eyes and felt peace for the first time
that day. And then he started to sing. His voice was so beautiful, and as he
sang to me I was mesmerised all over again. When the part came for my harmony I
couldn’t have stopped myself from joining in if I’d wanted to. Everything
vanished around us and I saw no one else in the room, only him. We sang as if
every word had meaning for us – which they did. 


As the final bars faded away the room broke
into cheers, and I blushed as Cat beamed at me with pride. “Oh my god, the texts
just blew up,” the DJ gushed. “There’s an amazing reaction to that song. People
want to know when they can get hold of it.”


“You can download it today,” Cat informed
her, ever the professional, as I sat there dumbstruck once more. I had done it,
I had sung live with him on the radio. And people had liked it. As the DJ
played another song and the guys got ready to do their cover, I moved back to
my seat beside Eddy. But this time people kept coming up to me, telling me how
much they’d enjoyed the performance and what an amazing voice I had. I smiled
and thanked them, feeling awkward given all the attention. It was only when the
record finished that I got a break from all the people.


Then the boys started singing their cover,
and suddenly I was the focus of scrutiny all over again, but for different
reasons. I should have guessed when Cat said the cover was a surprise that he
was up to mischief. As the opening bars started I realised what he had done. It
was ‘Hey There Delilah’ by the Plain White T’s. As he sang ‘Oh, it’s what you
do to me’, he looked directly at me. “I guess the cat’s out the bag now, then,
quite literally,” Eddy said, laughing quietly as people looked over at me. Cat
had managed to do the musical equivalent of peeing on my leg, so now everyone
knew we were a thing. The fact that the notorious womaniser from Cold Comfort
was lavishing attention on a single woman – well, that was not going to
pass by unnoticed. I felt a shiver of fear as I worried what the consequences
of him outing us would be. 











Chapter 20


The time immediately after the radio show
was a complete whirlwind. When we emerged from the building the crowd had quadrupled
in size. This time Cat insisted on holding my hand as we walked back to the
waiting car. I kept my head down after a couple of the girls threw hateful
looks in my direction, Cat on the other hand smiled and waved like the visiting
rock royalty he was. “I love you, Cat, fuck me,” I heard several women scream,
ignoring my presence by his side entirely. The paparazzi were also now out in
force, taking pictures of the both of us. “How long have you been with Delilah,
Cat?” they asked. It sounded so odd to hear them talking about me, and using my
name, as if they knew me. “What attracted you to her first, Cat? That sweet
body or her crazy good voice?” another questioned. Cat’s hand tightened on mine
at that.


We ignored everyone, saying nothing, just
ploughing forward with the help of a couple of the band’s security team, until
finally we reached the car. Cat opened the door, and I climbed in with him hot
on my heels. “Fuck, that was crazy,” he said, but I could tell from his level
of excitement that he loved it all. “You did amazing, baby.” He pulled me
against him as the car moved swiftly away.


“You helped me,” I admitted. “I thought I
wouldn’t be able to do it, but you got me to focus on you, and then it was easy
to sing. I didn’t think about anyone else but you.” He kissed me softly. “Why
did we leave without the others?”


“It was getting too crazy. Wayne thought it
would be better to get us out of there quickly. He got another car for the rest
of them. We’ll meet them at Matt’s.”


“Are we going back to Cambridgeshire
tonight?” I asked hopefully.


“Not sure,” he answered somewhat evasively
as he fiddled with his phone. “Wow, they loved that performance. It’s already
gone viral. We’re trending, babe.”


“You’re trending. I’m just the backing
vocalist.”


“You’re more than a backing vocalist, love.
I think we’ve got a hit on our hands. I’m going to be busy finishing the rest
of that album, because the label’s going to want it out as soon as we can get
it done. Then we’ll be on our American tour.” The realities of living with a
rock star hit home hard.


“You’ll be on tour. I’ll be at university
finishing my degree,” I reminded him. He looked at me as if I had just stepped
out of a spaceship.


“We’ll need you to perform that song on
tour with us,” he said. “You’ll be on tour too.”


“Well, maybe I can come for some of it,
particularly if it runs over the holidays. But I need to get my degree. It’s what
I’ve been working so hard for. What my Mama used all her savings on.”


“Well, let’s see how things pan out, shall
we?” was all he said before kissing me. It was more than the kisses of gentle
reassurance he’d given earlier. This was a kiss that acted as a precursor to
more. By the time he took his mouth from mine my mind was on needing him inside
me as soon as we could make it happen. His fingers dropped between my legs and
slithered under my lacy thong, finding me already wet and wanting. “What do you
need, Delilah,” he breathed into my neck.


“You,” I gasped as he started to play with
me.


When the car pulled up we practically
sprinted inside the house, ignoring the press that had beaten us there. We
headed straight to the room we had been given the night before and within
minutes Cat had ripped off my knickers and opened his jeans to reveal his
massive erection. He fumbled in his pocket until he found a condom, rapidly
opening the wrapper and rolling it into place before lifting me up again, back
against the wall, his hands holding my thighs, and lowering me onto him. My
legs wrapped around his waist as soon as he was inside me, my arms holding
tight around his neck. Then he started to thrust, gravity creating extra
friction as he hit me in all the right places. A picture bounced from the wall
and landed on the floor, glass shattering, but we barely paused, too caught up
in our drive for satisfaction. Finally it was too much, and I slid into my
orgasm with relief, hearing him follow shortly after. 


Exhausted after all the exertion he turned
us around and we slid to the floor, a sweaty heap. “Mind the glass,” I reminded
him from my position on his lap, giggling at the thought of us needing to go to
hospital to get glass taken out of his butt. 


“I’ve wanted to do that all day,” he
groaned. “You looked so hot today, and then when you sang…”


“Thank you again for helping me through my
nerves,” I said, kissing him.


“You’ve got nothing to be nervous about. You’re
what they call a natural… and you’re all mine,” he said, heaving both himself
and me off the floor and chucking me onto the bed, where he proceeded to show
me what he’d been thinking about all day.


*


When we finally emerged, the room
downstairs was heaving with people. “Finally,” Wayne complained when we walked
in. “I thought you were going to take all fucking day about it.”


“Good idea,” Cat said, spinning around and
pretending to walk back out the door.


“Cat, seriously, mate, don’t do this to me.
You’ve lit the fucking touch paper with that performance earlier. People want
to see you.”


He rolled his eyes. “Okay, so what are we
talking about?”


“The label’s speculating you’ll be a chart
entry by tomorrow.”


“After one day? We’ve only played it once.”


“But it’s already been picked up
everywhere. I’ve been contacted by Falk’s Talks, the BBC chat show, to see if
you can be available tomorrow night. The chart results will be out just before
the show. It could be a good fit. I’m thinking we’re talking maybe a number one
by a week tomorrow, judging by the buzz.” He looked at me. “People want to know
more about you too. Who you are, where you came from, how you two met. I’m
thinking maybe a newspaper article.”


“I don’t really want to.”


“What? Why not?” Wayne looked completely
bemused that anyone would turn down the chance to be in a paper. “What about a
glossy mag, then? You could get dressed up in some posh frocks and stuff. Girls
like that, don’t they?”


“Some girls,” I muttered. “Not me, though. Why
do I have to do anything? Can’t they just look at Cat and the band?” Cat looked
at me fondly.


“Look, sweetie,” Wayne said in his most
patronising tone. “You have a choice; either you release information to the
press to satisfy their need to know more about you, or they’ll start digging
and either print what they dig up or make up something more interesting. I’m
betting like most of us you’d rather they leave some stuff alone. People will
start crawling out the woodwork claiming they know you. All the kids you went
to school with, whoever popped your cherry… you get the idea?”


“Shut up, Wayne,” Cat growled. “You’re
frightening her.”


“Yeah, well, she needs to grow some balls. You
two started this shit. Now we need to make sure we grow roses from it.”


“I’ll do a magazine. Let me know if any are
interested and I’ll choose,” I decided. I didn’t particularly like him, but his
advice made sense, and I didn’t want them crawling around Mama. I needed to
call her.


The conversation rolled on, and I sat
listening as they talked about all the offers that had already come in for
performances. When they started talking about interest in the US I slipped out
the room. It was all a bit overwhelming. I sat on my bed and called Mama, and she
answered on the first ring. “Oh, honey, I hoped you’d call. I saw you on the
computer singing your song. You sounded so beautiful.”


“Oh, Mama, I wish you could have been
there. I was so scared, but Cat helped me through.”


“Is Cat the boy you sang with?”


“Yeah, he is. We’re kind of seeing each
other.”


“And is he good to you?” I loved that she
was more interested about vetting my potential boyfriend than she was about the
fact we had been trending on Twitter.


“He’s been so kind to me. I really like
him,” I admitted.


“Well, he’s very handsome. You make sure he
stays being kind to you, or he’ll have me to deal with,” she said in a mock
stern voice.


“I’ll tell him. I wish I could see you,” I
said, my voice small now.


“I miss you too, baby. You’ll have to make
that rock star boyfriend perform that song with you for me sometime soon.”


“He will. I’ll tell him. He has a house in
Cambridgeshire...” 


She cut me off. “Don’t tell me. Hardy has
been here. He was angry about your photo. He went to that house, and they
wouldn’t let him see you. That made him even madder. He’s watching me to see if
I can get to you. It’s better if he thinks I can’t.”


“You can watch us on Falk’s Talks tomorrow
night,” I told her. “We’ll be singing the song on there. I’ll blow you a kiss.”


“I’ll be watching, honey. You make sure you
take care, and tell that Cat to look after my baby.”


“I’ll tell him, Mama. I miss you… I love
you.”


“I love you too, darling. So much.” We
parted then, the goodbyes hurting more than ever. I needed something familiar
at this time of momentous upheaval. I resented Hardy and his father even more
for taking that away from me.


“Baby, you okay?” Cat asked from the
doorway, before coming in and sitting down beside me on the bed. “Was that your
Mama?”


“Yeah. She watched us. She liked it.” 


“Of course she liked it. She has a very
talented daughter.”


“She thought you were handsome. Told me to
tell you to be good to me or you’d have her to deal with.” He smiled at that.


“Oh, I’ll be good to you. You know I will,”
he said suggestively, waggling his eyebrows, which made me laugh and pulled me
out the dip I’d been in. “The guys think we should go out and celebrate a bit. You
up for that?”


“What were they thinking? Is Eddy going?”


“Yeah, Eddy’s going. Dinner, then probably a
club. You up for it?”


“Yeah,” I said slowly, “I suppose. I can’t
wear this, though. I’ve had it on all day, and I sweated when I was nervous
earlier, so it stinks. I’ve only got some shorts with me otherwise. I didn’t
think we’d be down here long, so I didn’t bring much. Will that be okay? Or
maybe I should stay here and you should go out with the band.”


“Firstly, I’m not going out without you. Secondly,
you’ll look great whatever you put on – I couldn’t care less what you
wear. Thirdly, the club will be hot anyway. It’s a warm night, so shorts will
be great.”


“You don’t think I’ll be underdressed?”


“Delilah, most of the girls don’t wear much
more than their bras and knickers in the clubs. There’s not a chance you’ll be
underdressed,” he insisted. “You have a shower and get yourself ready, then I’ll
call the cars,” he said, pulling on a clean t-shirt from out of his bag. It was
so much easier for boys. 


Thirty minutes later I had showered and
applied a little make-up, just some lip gloss and mascara. My shorts were at
least comfortable. I’d paired them with some cute trainers and a floaty white
halterneck top that meant I had to go bra-less again, but I looked okay. I’d
left my hair down, just plaiting the top so it formed a band and held some of
the hair off my face, which would hopefully keep me cool in the club. I was
getting excited about being able to dance with Cat later.


I walked into the basement room, and the
group went silent. It seemed to happen a lot. I immediately felt anxious that I
was underdressed and started fiddling with the hem of my top. “Is this okay?” I
asked Eddy, trusting he would tell me the truth.


“Delilah, you look stunning. Absolutely
gorgeous. You really have no idea,” he said with a laugh. I looked at Cat for
confirmation, but he seemed uncomfortable.


“Don’t you like it? I don’t have much else
with me that isn’t dirty,” I said nervously.


“Do you have any longer shorts?” he asked,
which made the rest of the group burst out laughing.


“No…”


“Delilah, you look stunning,” Eddy butted
in. “He’s being an ass because he hates that everywhere you go tonight men are
going to be looking at you. Particularly your legs, which look frankly awesome
in those shorts.”


“Is that the reason?” I asked Cat. 


He looked down at my legs again and nodded.
“I might lose it,” he admitted. 


Finally I relaxed a bit and smiled. “You’re
the only one I wrap them round,” I whispered in his ear.


“Fuck, baby, now I don’t want to go out at
all,” he moaned.


“Get a couple of these down you and you’ll
soon change your mind,” Henry said, laughing and handing Cat a mirror with a
couple of lines of coke on it and a rolled-up bank note. Cat quickly snorted a
line, and then offered the other one to me. When I shook my head he did the second.
I tried to quell the feeling of disquiet that simmered within me at the sight
of him so casually snorting cocaine. I knew he was around it all the time, but I
hadn’t seen him do any before.


“Let’s go then,” Henry said, jumping up. “Time
to party.” And the next thing I knew I was being herded out the house with
everyone else and into the waiting cars.











Chapter 21


Dinner was a bit of a waste of time. The
band had all been doing cocaine, so none of them had any sort of appetite by
the time our meal was served. Similarly, I was feeling off-kilter after seeing
this new side of Cat, which had killed my appetite too. Only Eddy remained
unaffected. Where drink was concerned, though, the band had no issues. They
started with champagne to celebrate the single and had rapidly moved on to
whiskey. I’d had a couple of glasses but then slowed up my drinking; however, Cat
seemed to be consuming enough for the pair of us. As a group we were loud, and
I cringed as people stared disapprovingly across the restaurant at the cause of
all the racket.


When we finally stood to head for the club
I was relieved. Cat immediately looped his arm round my shoulders and pulled me
into his side as we walked outside. But when we reached the pavement the cars
had been forced to circle the block again to avoid causing traffic problems. By
the time they returned we had acquired a large group of fans who had started to
become overexcited at being so near their idols and were jostling against us to
get even closer. I was gradually pushed aside as the women tried to get closer
to Cat. I watched, standing quietly beside Eddy at the back of the crowd, as Cat
lapped up the attention. 


When two of the women managed to persuade
someone they should join us in our car I started to get annoyed. I didn’t
begrudge them trying their luck with rock stars, but they were meant to be with
Henry and Dougie. Instead, as soon as they stepped in, they made it very clear
it was Cat they wanted. Henry and Dougie seemed completely unconcerned that the
women they were groping were making eyes at another man. 


Henry got the coke out again and they all
did some more, including the women, by which time everyone was talking complete
shit. They made poor company. “You’re so freaking beautiful,” Cat told me for
about the seventh time, before he started to talk about the beautiful album he
wanted to write with me. It was the usual bullshit of those high on drugs,
caught up in the momentum of their high, planning big, only to forget
everything the next day. I hated his glassy expression and the lack of his
usual intellectual sharpness. I just wanted to go home.


We reached the club, W1A, piled out the car
and went straight inside. The two hangers-on each grabbed one of Cat’s arms and
escorted him into the club while I hung back. He was too blitzed to notice or
care by this point, unused to the expectations of a girlfriend. Anger rose
within me. I nearly turned on my heel and went home, but then I thought ‘sod
it, two can play at this game’. Instead I lifted my head and marched into the
club with Matt and Eddy, ignoring the photographers who were snapping photos as
we walked past.


Inside I ignored the others as they all
headed for the VIP area. I knew what they’d be doing, sitting round a table,
drinking and allowing groupies to hang all over them, letting them offer sexual
favours which they may or may not choose to accept. Instead I headed for the
dance floor, found myself a corner and started to dance. The music was great. I
danced away the jealous bile that sizzled within me at the thought of what
those women would be trying to do to Cat. I didn’t think he’d actually fuck
someone else, but just the fact he’d let them paw him like that irritated me. And
then there were the drugs. I didn’t like the person he was when he took them. I
needed to think about what that meant for the future of our relationship. It
was still early days, but I knew I couldn’t share him. I just didn’t know if he
could commit to one woman.


The tracks flowed from one to another, and
then one of my favourite Daft Punk tunes came on, and I forgot about Cat and
just enjoyed dancing to it. I could feel there were men looking at me, but I
ignored everyone, deliberately not allowing anyone to catch my eye, moving to
the music and singing along. When arms went around my waist I prepared to lash
out until I recognised the familiar grip of Cat’s arms and the scent of him
wrapped itself comfortingly around me. Instead I allowed myself to be pulled
back against his chest.


“I couldn’t find you,” he whispered in my
ear. “I didn’t like it.”


“You seemed to have enough on your hands,”
I said waspishly, even as I let him grasp my hips and grind against my buttocks.
He pressed his face into my neck and breathed me in.


“I was surrounded by all the same old shit
again, but without you… without your light… I can’t…” He struggled to express
himself, his brain still full of chemicals.


“I was here. I am here,” I assured him. “If
you need me, I’m here,” I promised, a little rashly given how dark my thoughts
had been. “But don’t expect me to stand and watch other women fawn over you. I
don’t like it. I’m not a doormat.” 


He led me to the side of the room, away
from the crowds that were forming around him, opening a door marked ‘Private’
that revealed an unlit corridor beyond and pulling me into the darkness. The
only light as the door closed was a faint red glow in the distance from what
looked like a fire exit sign. The sudden drop in noise engulfed me,
disorientating my senses and leaving my ears ringing.


“I don’t even notice them doing it most of the
time,” he said, spinning me so I faced him. “I’m numb to it. I hadn’t felt
anything for anyone for a long time until you walked into my life. You really
have no idea how different you are… and I can’t lose that… I can’t lose you.”
He ran his hand through his hair, the coke making him even more agitated than
usual. “I’m going to fuck up, I know I am. I’m selfish and thoughtless, and I’m
going to hurt you at some point, but I can’t lose you. Promise I won’t lose
you.”


“I promised someone before, and they hurt
me so badly. They let me down. It nearly destroyed me. I… I don’t know if I can
promise that, because I don’t want to be hurt like that again. I need to know I
can trust you, and I don’t know that I can yet.” 


“But you have to…” he cried out, kissing me
fiercely until my body betrayed me and I returned the kiss. “I’ll prove it to
you,” he promised, his expression full of fervour. I wanted to believe him, but
the sheen in his eyes made me doubt him still. He was full of never-never
promises, fuelled by cocaine and about as reliable as a chocolate fireguard. But
he was here with me now. He had looked for me until he found me, despite all
the other distractions on offer. That had to count for something.


“Can we go home?” I asked, feeling a wave
of exhaustion. All the emotion of the day had finally caught up with me.


“Just one dance first? I haven’t had a
chance to dance with you yet. I want the world to see you in my arms and know
you’re mine.”


“I’m not sure the world is very bothered
about what I do.”


“I think you’d be surprised,” he said with
a smile, leading me back through the door and into the club. The sound hit like
a wall, and the heat followed a second after. The beat of the music was fast,
but Cat just led me into the middle of the floor, ignoring all the calls of his
name from every side. He placed my arms around his neck and his own around my
waist as we moved to the music. He pressed a kiss to my forehead. When I looked
up at him he pressed a second to my lips. And then we were kissing again, and
nothing else mattered.


One song passed, maybe two. “Get a room,”
someone shouted from the side as Cat began to run his hands all over me. I
pulled away embarrassed as Cat scowled at the guy. 


“Let’s go home,” he whispered, and I
nodded, glad to be leaving. We had another big day coming up with the T.V.
performance. I just wanted to be in bed, in his arms, and forget about the
things that had been worrying me.


“Do we need to say goodbye to anyone?”


“No, I’ll let security tell them where we
are. Let’s go.” I let him lead me across the room, back out the doors and
towards the waiting car. I ignored all the phones and cameras directed at us,
hoping that I didn’t look too sweaty, praying the photos would not be too
horrible. I couldn’t expect to hang out with Cat and not get some attention
too.


“Delilah,” a voice called, “can I have your
autograph?” It was a girl’s voice, one lone voice in the midst of all the shouts
for Cat. He heard it too and stopped, looking for whoever had called. 


She was about my age. I smiled at her as
Cat led me over. “Did you call for Delilah?” he asked. She blushed, and I
sympathised – his beautiful face addled my brain too.


“Yeah. I saw the Live Lounge recording. I
think she’s amazing, and her voice is so beautiful… when I saw on Twitter you
guys were here I came down. I didn’t mean to be a nuisance.”


“You’re not a nuisance,” he reassured her. “You
have good taste.” He pulled a Sharpie out his jacket pocket. “What have you got
for her to sign?”


“Do you mind taking a photo of me with
her?” she asked, blushing even more. He laughed, tucking the pen away again.


“Hand me the phone,” he said. About thirty
people handed phones out to him, but he took only the girl’s. “Get next to her,
Delilah,” he instructed. I did as I was told and moved beside her, putting an
arm around her shoulders while Cat took about three photos of us.


“Thank you so much,” the girl said
excitedly as Cat handed her phone back. She never once asked for a photo of
him.


I laughed. “Thank you for being the first
person to know my name.”


“I’m your first fan!” she gushed, clearly
delighted. “I’ll send you the photos. What’s your Twitter handle?”


“Um, I don’t have one. Sorry.”


“Send them to mine,” Cat interrupted. “@coldcomfortcat.
I’ll see she gets them. I’ll see she gets a Twitter account too, and then you
can be her first follower.”


“I will,” the girl promised. “Thank you so
much,” she said to me, as if I had done something incredible. It was all
slightly disconcerting. 


We said our goodbyes and Cat finally led me
over to the car, ignoring all his own fans. I collapsed into the back seat and
started to laugh. “That was surreal. I can’t believe she’d come all that way
just to stand there and wait to see me.”


“Get used to it,” Cat said with a smile. “She’s
the first of many.”


“I doubt it, but that was fun anyway. What
are you doing?” I asked, as he fiddled about with his phone.


“Making you a Twitter account. Here, put in
a password and email address,” he said, handing his phone to me. I put my
details in and handed it back to him. “What do you want your handle to be?” he
asked.


“My name?”


“Oh, that’s boring. We need something clever.
I know…” He tapped away.


“What are you doing?” 


He held his phone up and snapped a photo. “There
you go. That can be your profile picture for now.”


“What’s my Twitter name, Cat?”


“@mymymydelilah.” He snorted with laughter
at his own joke.


“Seriously?”


“Seriously. I think it’s perfect. Right,
she’s already sent them to me. I’ll reply to her and tag you in it too…” He
paused while he fiddled with his phone. “Great, you have your first follower…
Oh, now you’ve got ten,” he said with a laugh, delighted with himself. “Let’s
see how many you have by tomorrow after this.” He tapped something into his
phone again.


“Let me see,” I demanded.


“No, you can look when we get home.” He
pulled his phone out of my reach and tucked it into his inside pocket. “Now,
where were we?” he asked, pulling me onto his lap. I willingly clambered onto
him, enjoying the return to our bubble of solitude, even though I knew it would
not last long.


That night, when we got back to Matt’s,
with the cocaine faded from his system, he made gentle love to me. The
intensity of his gaze as he pushed inside deeper than ever made my throat
thicken with emotion. He cried my name as he came, a raw, almost desperate
sound, before collapsing on top of me. My own body, replete with the pleasure
he’d already given me, pulsed around him as we remained tight within each other’s
arms, unwilling to move any further apart.


I woke to a crushing sensation in my leg. Cat
was still on top of me, at least his lower half was. I pulled away, feeling a
wet, sticky substance on my legs, gasping when I realised what it was. He’d fallen
asleep inside me and must have pulled out in his sleep, leaving the condom where
it was. I reached down, relieved to find it relatively easily. From the
position it seemed unlikely to have spilled inside me, but it was a close call.
I needed to get some more reliable contraception fast. I tried to slide out of
the bed but Cat instantly woke and caught me, blinking at me with bleary eyes.


“Where are you going?” He looked at his
watch. “It’s still early. We don’t have to get up yet.”


“Shower. I’m sticky. You fell asleep with
the condom on last night. I think it’s okay, but I want to wash the stickiness
away.” 


His eyes widened and then flared with
something else. He rolled me onto my back, reaching to feel between my legs. He
groaned. “Fuck, that’s the fucking hottest thing ever feeling that all over
you.” His fingers played with me gently before easing inside me. “I want to
come inside you. I want to mark you as mine.” I could feel his erection like
steel beside me.


“It’s too risky. I need to sort some contraception
out first.”


“I’d take care of you, baby,” he said,
moving over me, kissing my nipples and then teasing them with his teeth. I
moaned, unable to stop myself responding to him. I could feel him nudging
against my entrance. My body was so wet for him he slipped a centimetre or two
inside, and the sensation was exquisite. I longed to push him inside me, to
feel him fully seated within me. Another centimetre in – he was moving so
slowly, almost sex by stealth. Then my brain realised what I was doing, what we
were risking.


“No,” I yelped. “I’m not ready to have a
baby. We’re not ready to have a baby.” In one swift movement I pulled away from
him, regretting the feel of him slipping out as I pushed him off me. I slid in
an uncoordinated move from the bed and ran into the bathroom, locking the door
behind me. I slid to the floor, breathing heavily, with my back against the
door. I couldn’t believe what I’d almost let him do.


“Delilah,” I heard him call through the
door. I couldn’t speak to him yet. “Delilah, I’m so sorry. That was stupid of
me. I shouldn’t have pushed you. You just make me crazy horny, and the thought
of being bare inside you was irresistible.” I could imagine him sweeping his
hands through his hair. “I know we’re not ready to make a baby. I just loved
the thought of being that close to you. Being the first to… And one day…. One
day we will do that together. When you’re ready, not before.” He sounded so
sincere that my panic subsided slightly. I was putty in his hands. “Have your
shower, baby. I’ll make you some breakfast and bring it back up.” I heard him
move away from the door, and then the sound of the bedroom door opening and
closing. I breathed out heavily, relieved to have avoided potential disaster. I
still needed to see a doctor and get on some reliable contraception soon,
though. I didn’t think I’d be able to refuse him again.


*


“Hey!” Eddy said, when I finally emerged
from the bedroom, having been fed beyond comfort by Cat. We’d had sex again,
using a condom this time, and it had been wonderful as usual, but I knew he
still wanted more. “You made the papers. You look freaking amazing,” he said, laughing.
“They’re all trying to find out more about you, though. You need to do that
article this weekend if you want to keep them off your back. I was thinking
about it – what about one of the Saturday glossy newspaper magazines? That
might work, don’t you think?”


“Yeah, maybe,” I said, peering down at the
open pages in front of him. The pictures were surprisingly nice. There were a
couple of me walking in with Matt and Eddy, then one of me dancing, with my
head thrown back and a massive smile on my face – I hadn’t even noticed
anyone taking photos then – then finally one of me leaving with Cat. “What
are they saying?” 


“That you’re his love interest,” he said,
nodding towards Cat. Cat smiled, clearly pleased at the news. “That you are a
singer with an album expected to be released soon…” 


I raised an eyebrow at that. “News to me.”


“And that you’re freaking gorgeous. They
even did a piece on how to get your look.” That made me snort with laughter.


“What, the ‘no other clean clothes’ look? What
a joke. Speaking of which, anyone know what I’m going to wear for the T.V.
thing tonight? I seriously have nothing left. And I know when girls normally
say that they have a wardrobe full of clothes, but in this instance it’s
absolutely true. I brought one dress and my shorts with me, plus the jeans I’m
wearing now, all of which I’ve worn already. I thought we were going to be back
in Cambridge before now. All my stuff is there.”


“I’ll buy you something,” Cat instantly
offered.


“I can buy my own clothes,” I insisted. “I
just need someone to take me to the shops.”


“I’ll take you, of course,” he said,
clearly irritated by my stubbornness. The thought of trying to navigate the
shops with the sort of attention Cat would draw was not appealing. Eddy saw my
panicked look and immediately interceded.


“Cat, if you go it will be chaos. Let me
take her. I’ve barely had a moment with my best friend since you realised how
awesome she is. I can take her in, help her buy something gorgeous to wear
later and get to spend some time with my bestie too. What time will you need us
to be back?”


Cat looked annoyed but couldn’t argue with
the sense in what Eddy had suggested. If he went out with me, it would be
mayhem wherever we went. “Maybe you and I can go out at the weekend?” I said,
trying to placate him. “I’d like that.” 


Cat’s face softened as he looked at me. “Yeah,
I’d like that too.” He smiled, and it lit up his face. “Have a think about what
you want to do.”


“Punting in Cambridge,” I said immediately.


“Punting? Really?”


“Yeah, I’ve always wanted to have a go in a
punt but never got the chance. Then maybe a pub lunch?”


“It sounds good. It’s a date.”


“Good,” I said with a big grin. I was
looking forward to it.


“So, when do you need us back?” Eddy asked
again, eager to be off.


“Cars are picking us up at three from
here,” Cat said, scanning an email from Wayne.


“Three?” I said, surprised. “I thought it
was an evening show.”


“It is, but they pre-record it a couple of
hours before it’s shown, and we need to rehearse before we record it.” It was
all so alien to me. I nodded and let Eddy herd me towards the door.


“Look after her,” Cat said sternly to Eddy.
“Get cabs to and from the shops, and don’t hang about too long. Her picture is
out there now, so she may get some hassle.” He turned to me. “Any problems,
come straight home and we’ll get a dress brought to you.”


“A dress brought to me,” I said with a
laugh. “Who do you think I am?”


“My girl,” he said simply, kissing me
softly. My heart melted again. He really was very sweet sometimes.











Chapter 22


We’d been shopping for about twenty minutes
when I began to notice people staring at me. There was a girl and a couple of
guys who I’d now seen three times. It seemed wherever I went in the shop they
followed. When the girl got her phone out to film me, I was shocked. When she
picked up the same dress I had looked at, I was even more astonished. Unfortunately
Eddy’s poor sight meant he didn’t notice a thing going on around us and was busily
discussing the dresses he thought would suit me and would also look good on
camera.


“Eddy,” I hissed, when they moved closer to
listen to our conversation, “we’re being followed.”


“Are we?” he said, looking surprised. He
peered through his glasses at the group I pointed at, who were now trying to
look inconspicuous by a rail of coats. “Are you sure?”


“Yes, I’m sure. They’ve been following us
round the shop for the last twenty minutes, looking at all the same things and
trying to listen to our conversation.”


“Ooh, you’ll probably get into Heat at this
rate,” he said, laughing.


“It’s a bit weird, though, don’t you
think?”


“Um, people have been staring at famous
people since Jesus’ time. If you’re going to date a rock star, I think it comes
with the territory.”


“But I’m not famous.”


“Not yet, but you have the smell of fame
about you. People want a bit of your magic. Anyway, you’re going to be on T.V.
tonight, and in a magazine probably at the weekend.”


“This is crazy. The whole world has gone
crazy.”


“No, what would be crazy is not buying a
dress and getting the hell out of here before the crowd of onlookers gets any
bigger.” I looked over – another couple had joined the first few. I nodded
at him, and we began rifling through the rails with increased fervour. “Eureka!”
Eddy finally cried. He held out a pair of skinny leather trousers and a
metallic silver sleeveless top. I loved it, although the thought of trying to
get into the trousers frightened me. 


“I love the look,” I admitted. “Are you
sure it won’t be a bit much? The trousers won’t forgive anything.”


“Delilah, with you there is nothing to
forgive. You have legs to die for. Now get into the changing room and try it
on,” he said, pushing me towards the doorway.


It took me about five minutes to pull the
trousers on. At least the top was easy. I slid the curtain open and called
Eddy. He looked at me critically before letting a big smile take over. “With a
pair of heels and a black bra, I reckon you’ll be a rock chick knockout
tonight. Cat will die when he sees it.”


“Die in a good way?” I worried out loud.


“Yeah, kind of. Sort of. Well, he might not
let you speak to anyone else while you’re wearing it. Anyone male, that is.” He
snorted at the prospect of a jealous Cat.


“I think you’re being silly. Cat has
beautiful women hanging off him all the time. This is nothing,” I said, looking
at myself in the mirror. “Everything is covered up. It’s quite decent, really.”


“You have no idea what you look like,” Eddy
sniggered. “With that smoky eye look we did before…” He trailed off as he
caught sight of a couple of the people that had been following me earlier. They
had their phones out and were trying to film me. “Really?” Eddy said, turning
to face them fully now. “You think filming someone you don’t know in a changing
room is cool? I think you’ll find the police think otherwise.” Eddy was
shouting now, making more people look over to see what was happening. Staff
scurried towards us. I slid back into the changing room while Eddy explained
what was going on and who I was. I could hear the excited murmuring when I
finally emerged in my own clothes.


The crowd had now swollen to ten. Staff
ushered me towards the till, and Eddy grabbed some killer heels in my size as
we passed the stand. All the while the manager beside me was apologising loudly
for the fuss – worsening the situation she was apologising for by
announcing my presence to the remaining shoppers who hadn’t yet noticed me. More
than fifteen people were staring by the time I’d finally paid for everything. I
could hear Cat’s name being whispered a lot. 


Eddy and I hurried towards the exit, heads
down, scanning the road for a taxi when we hit the pavement. The flash of a
camera startled me. It seemed someone had told the press I was here. For the
life of me I couldn’t fathom why they were even interested.


“Can you see a taxi?” I asked Eddy.


“No, I can’t see past these people,” he
said. He tried to escort me through the crowd, but they just seemed to move
with us. I was beginning to feel a bit overwhelmed. I felt cornered.


“Do you want me to call someone for you,
love?” a voice called from behind. Judging by the beautiful arrangements on
display in the window and the buckets of cut flowers, it was a florist’s. The
lady who had spoken was wearing an apron with the name of the shop emblazoned
on the top.


“Oh god, yes, please,” I said as she held
the door open for us. We gratefully followed her inside, doubly relieved when she
locked the door as soon as we were both through. “I’m so sorry about all this.
I have no idea why they’re all here.”


She looked at me more closely. “You were in
the paper, weren’t you? With that rock star?” I nodded. “Well, I’d say that’s
the reason, wouldn’t you? You’re living the dream in their eyes.” She nodded towards
the people peering through the window. “Most of them probably don’t even know
who they’re meant to be looking at. They’re just afraid in case they miss
something,” she said with a laugh. “Anyway, who can I call?”


“A taxi?” I said, looking at Eddy for
confirmation.


“I think we’re past the taxi stage. We need
some security for you. I’ll call Cat and he’ll get a car here,” Eddy promised. I
listened as he made the call, noting how he winced after explaining the
situation to Cat. I had a feeling Cat had torn a strip off him. “He wants to
speak to you,” Eddy said, handing me the phone. “Car’s on the way,” he told the
florist. 


“Hi,” I whispered down the phone to Cat.


“You okay, babe?” he asked. “Did anyone
hurt you?”


“No. It just got silly. There were a few
people in the shop, and then the crowd just grew. I think they thought you
might be with me,” I said with a small laugh.


“Did you get what you needed?”


“Yeah, we got some trousers and a top.” I
heard Eddy snigger at my description.


“That’s good. I’m sorry your time with Eddy
got spoiled, but I think you need to come back now. I need you here safe before
I lose it.”


“I’m safe now,” I promised him. “This
lovely lady in Amber’s Florists helped us….” I looked helplessly at her, not
knowing her name. 


“Amber,” she mouthed at me, her eyes
twinkling.


“Amber,” I told him, blushing at my
stupidity. “She closed her shop for us and everything. I feel so bad.”


“I’ll make it up to her,” he reassured me.


“Thank you. That would be good. Oh, I think
the car might be here already,” I said, looking up as a big black Mercedes
pulled up. “Was it a Mercedes they sent?” I heard Cat asking the same question
to someone in the room with him.


“No, an Audi SUV. That’s not our car, so stay
where you are.” 


The crowd were diverted by the appearance
of the expensive-looking car, turning to look at it and trying to peer through
the darkened windows. They were clearly hoping Cat was about to make an
appearance.


“Is that for us?” Eddy asked, squinting
towards it. 


“No, Cat said they sent an Audi.”


“Well, who is it, then?”


“There’s the Audi,” I said, to both Cat and
Eddy at the same time as it swept in behind the Mercedes. Its doors opened
immediately and I recognised one of Cat’s security men as he walked swiftly
towards us. 


“Alright, Delilah?” he asked as soon as
Amber let him in. “Eddy?” We both nodded. A second man had the car door open
and ready for us. The whole scene seemed completely ludicrous.


“Thank you so much for everything. I really
appreciate it,” I told Amber. “I’m so sorry for causing all this fuss.”


“Don’t you worry yourself about it. It’s no
bother at all. I didn’t like to see you being overwhelmed like that, and I was
happy to help. You’ll have done wonders for my reputation,” she said, laughing.
“Now get yourself home to your man. He must be worried.”


“I am,” I heard Cat say through the phone I
still had pressed to my ear. “Stay on the line until you’re in the car,” he
insisted when I suggested I should disconnect.


“When you’re ready,” our escort told us. 


I took a deep breath. “Okay, now,” I said,
steeling myself for the noise. The presence of security made all the difference
as we were led towards the car.


“You okay?” Cat asked through the phone.


“Yeah, fine. Nearly there,” I assured him. As
we approached the two parked vehicles, the door of the Mercedes swung open and
a familiar figure stepped out in front of me. I gasped and stood frozen as Eddy
and the security guy tried to keep me moving forward.


“What’s the matter? What’s happening?” I
heard Cat say.


I just stared at the man in front of me. 


“Hello, Delilah,” he finally said.


“Hardy,” I breathed, to everyone and no
one.


“Get the fuck out of there, Delilah,” Cat
screamed down the phone at me. I looked down at my hand which had dropped to my
waist, the phone still held within it. His shout was loud enough that Eddy and
the security guy must have heard him.


“We need to talk,” Hardy said quietly,
ignoring everything going on around us, his eyes never leaving mine. He looked
the same, just a little older. The same warm chocolate brown gaze that I had
thought I knew stayed fixed upon me. The security guy’s phone rang and I heard
him answer, his eyes flicking to Hardy before his face hardened.


“Out of the way, sir,” he said, pushing
Hardy aside roughly before virtually picking me up and throwing me into the
back of the SUV. In seconds Eddy was scrambling in beside me and the doors were
closed. Moments after, we were pulling away. My head swivelled. Hardy was
standing on the pavement looking after us, stock still like a statue in the
midst of the mass of people teeming all around him. I watched until he became a
speck in the distance and finally disappeared from sight before I turned back
to Eddy.


“So, that was Hardy, was it?”


“Yeah, that was Hardy.”


“Not bad-looking, is he? Any chance he’s
gay?”


“I don’t think so, but who knows?” I said
with a smile, appreciating the way Eddy managed to diffuse some of the tension.


“I’m not sure Cat would like him,” Eddy said.



I grimaced. “You think?”


“Just a guess. He looked like a fairly
normal outstandingly handsome guy.”


“That’s what I always thought. Appearances
can be deceiving.”


“I guess so. And I guess he found you.”


“It was always only a matter of time,
especially with all the press interest we’ve had. I wasn’t expecting it today,
though.”


“How do you feel after seeing him?”


“I don’t know. Shocked, scared… a little
sad. Does that make me sound mad after what he and his family did?”


“Not at all. You had strong feelings for
him. He was your first love – I think it’s understandable. I’m not sure he’ll
want to hear that, though,” he said, nodding towards Cat who was standing on
the doorstep, ignoring a crowd of groupies who were clamouring at him from
beyond a couple of security guys. As the car pulled up he ran to my door,
opened it and pulled me straight into his arms.


“Fucking hell, Delilah, are you okay? Did
he hurt you?”


“No, I’m fine. He didn’t do anything. He
just said he wanted to talk. That’s all.” Cat was already marching me back
inside the house.


“I’m fine too, Cat, thanks for asking,”
Eddy called from behind us. “I’ve got your shopping, Delilah,” he shouted as
Cat swept me up the stairs.


“Really, I’m fine,” I tried to reassure
him, but he didn’t stop until we were in the bedroom. He closed the door and
then hugged me really tight.


“I can’t let you out my sight,” he breathed
into my neck. “I should have known better.”


“That’s silly. We both have to live our own
lives. You couldn’t have known he would turn up, or that anyone would be at all
interested in my shopping trip.”


“I should have known people would be
interested in you because of your association with me. I should have taken
better care of you.”


“You have taken wonderful care of me, I
promise. We’ll know to be more careful in the future until the attention chills
out a bit.”


“He won’t get near you again.”


“Cat…”


“I’m serious. He won’t get near you again. If
he tries I’ll get a restraining order like I said before. He needs to get the
message, fast.”


“He’s rich. The rules don’t apply to him
like they do to regular people.”


“I’m richer.”


“Seriously, what can he do? I’m with you
now,” I said, stroking his face with the tips of my fingers. He closed his eyes
and pressed his cheek into my palm. I could see he was genuinely upset by all
this. When his eyes opened he fixed me with his intense blue gaze.


“He missed his chance with you, Delilah,
more fool him. I don’t intend to make the same mistake. Now get yourself naked
and let me remind you of one of the many reasons we’re good together.”


*


“You need to let her have a shower. The
cars will be here in twenty minutes,” Eddy bellowed through the door. Cat
grumbled from beside me.


“Do we have to go?” I asked. I really didn’t
know if I wanted any more exposure if my first experiences were anything to go
by. Besides, I was happy where we were. Cat had spent the last two hours sexing
me boneless.


“It’s the job. We just have to suck it up,
smile and sing. It’ll be over before you know it. Anyway, I like singing that
song with you.”


“I like singing it with you too. I could
just do without all the rest of it.”


“Yeah, well, that horse has already
bolted.” He stood and pulled me upright. “Come shower with me, unless you want
to go to the show smelling of sex. I think it’s kind of hot, but others might
not see it that way.”


“Don’t be gross.” I giggled, squealing as
he slapped my behind.


We were late leaving in the end. Clutching
a bag containing my change of clothes and some make-up, I was a nervous wreck
by the time we reached the studio, despite Eddy’s best efforts to keep me calm.
The guys spent the bulk of the time after we arrived setting up and doing a
sound check while I watched, only stepping in to help them get the levels right
on my own mic. I envied them their busyness, while I just sat chewing my
fingernails. I hated the feel of eyes on me – it was starting to make me
paranoid. Then, after they’d finally got everything as they wanted it, we still
had a couple of hours to kill before the show was recorded in front of the live
audience. 


Security was much more obvious than before,
which was getting up the other band members’ noses as they struggled to get to
some of their groupie admirers – their go-to time-wasting occupation I was
quickly learning. The girls were not held back for long, though, the dressing
room becoming fuller than felt comfortable as each of the band soon gained a
female appendage. There was an extra who made it clear she was there just in
case Cat tired of me. One of the regulars. I was beginning to recognise the usual
girls who turned up at everything the boys did everywhere they did it, although
I wondered continually how the hell they supported themselves. She was casting
daggers in my direction every chance she got. It got old quick. Eventually I
excused myself as the entertainment started to become a little more adult, and
went to find myself a quieter room to get ready in.


About half an hour before the show was due
to start I had changed and finished having my make-up done. Professional make-up
artists had been a revelation. When I walked back into our dressing room having
had my hair done – the lady had plaited it around the front, which I
thought made me look like an extra from ‘Frozen’ but was still kind of sweet –
I removed the robe that had been protecting my outfit from getting anything on
it. Cat’s eyes ran down the length of me, his expression heated, and I watched
him swallow. “Fucking hell, Delilah, you’re going to kill me if you keep doing
this.”


The rest of the band were silent behind him,
until Henry piped up; “You are a lucky fucker.” His eyes were running over me
much like Cat’s had, the girl astride his lap forgotten. 


“Eyes off,” Cat growled. “Babe, have you
got any different trousers? When you said you had trousers and a top, I
thought…” He trailed off.


“Don’t you like it?” I asked, my confidence
dipping.


“You look like a freaking supermodel,
Delilah. That’s the only problem,” Matt supplied helpfully, shrugging his own
clingon off as he stood and came over to give me a kiss on the cheek. I smiled
gratefully at him and took a couple of steps towards Cat.


“Do you like what you see?” I asked him. 


He swallowed again. “So fucking much.” His
voice was a whisper, the words just for me.


“Good, well, that’s all that matters.” I
smiled at him and kissed him lightly on the lips, being careful not to spoil my
lipstick. 


A knock at the door announced that it was
time for us to go and sit in the waiting area with the other guests on the
show. The girls were herded out of the backstage area, the band making vague
promises about seeing them soon, as we were led in a different direction. 


In the waiting area there was a comedian I’d
always liked to watch and a big Hollywood movie star Mama had always had a
thing for, who I knew was going to be accompanied by the co-star of his new
film, an up-and-coming talent if the papers were to be believed. The
conversation was polite, but given that Cat had positioned me beside him at the
far end of the row of seats, making it difficult for me to speak to anyone at
all, I mostly sat there in silence, my nerves escalating with every passing
minute. When the other actor finally arrived he ignored the unfriendly glare
Cat was giving him and instead plonked himself down beside me at the end of the
row, sticking out his hand with a friendly smile on his handsome face.


“Hi. I’m Richard.”


I smiled back. “Delilah.”


“Are you singing with Cold Comfort
tonight?”


“Yeah.” I smiled over at Cat, who was now scowling
at Richard from his seat beside me. I elbowed him. “I heard your new film is
amazing,” I said, trying to make conversation and looking for anything to say
that would distract from the daggers Cat was currently throwing in his
direction.


“Really?” Richard asked, seeming genuinely
unsure of himself.


“Really. From real people, not the ones who
get paid to blow smoke up your arse.” My nerves and worry about Cat clearly meant
my verbal filter had been temporarily removed. Fortunately my honesty made Richard
laugh loudly. I blushed. I think I heard Cat actually growl at that point.


“Thank you. My Mum liked it, but then I
think that was because Arthur was in it,” he said, nodding towards the older
actor who was chatting at the other end with the comedian and Matt.


“My Mama adores him too. She’ll die when
she finds out I was on the same show as him.” I laughed at the thought.


“I swear, he has more groupies than Cold
Comfort… or maybe not,” he joked, before calling over to the older actor. “Arthur,
do me a favour and give this lovely lady your autograph. I hoped to impress
her, but it seems an autograph from you for her Mother would be more welcome
than anything I could offer.” 


Arthur laughed, clearly delighted by the
continued appreciation of his fans. He took time to check the spelling of Mama’s
name and wrote her a lovely message. By the time he’d finished they were giving
a five-minute warning for the first guests.


Arthur and Richard were the main focus for
the show, so they went out first. “Break a leg,” Richard whispered to me as he
stood to go, giving me a wink. Once they’d gone, the room was a much quieter
place as we all waited for our turn. Cat sat in brooding silence, seemingly
refusing to make any conversation with me despite my best efforts. Instead I
focused on the small monitor that showed us what was happening on the stage.


The format of the show involved regular
cutaways to those of us still sitting behind the scenes, so we were on
continual edge in case they suddenly turned the cameras on us, but the
presenter was masterful, quickly putting the guests at ease with his funny
witticisms. Unfortunately Cat looked to be in a hideous mood every time the
camera found him, which was often. A couple of times the presenter made jokes
about his ill humour, which just made matters worse. 


“Chill the fuck out,” Henry hissed over at
him at one point, when he’d scowled at something the presenter said. “What the
hell’s gotten into you?” His eyes flickered over at me.


“Keep your eyes to yourself,” Cat growled
immediately.


“Cat,” I said, frustrated by his insane
jealousy, “you need to calm down. You’re acting like a crazy man.” I grabbed
his t-shirt and pulled him towards me, kissing him ferociously until finally I
felt him relax into me. It was only when the voice of the assistant broke into
the room, telling us we needed to get into our places, that we broke apart,
both breathing heavily.


“Thank you,” he said, pressing his head
against mine, “I needed that.” He took hold of my hand as we stood and walked together
onto the stage. His presence was comforting and familiar, but despite the
earlier rehearsal I felt my mouth go dry as I took in the stage and lights. We took
our places, still in darkness, while the guests on the couch continued to chat.
I perched on my stool opposite Cat, and he reached over and gave my leg a
squeeze.


“Sing to me again,” he whispered, just as
the presenter introduced us and the lights suddenly blazed to life. For a
moment I was blinded, unable to see anything but the band on stage with me. It
was a relief. Then the music began and Cat started singing. Just like before,
when it came to my part I couldn’t have stopped myself from joining him. Our
voices blended, his words enriched by the emotions I saw in his eyes. The
lights meant I could see little but what was in front of me, but his gaze held
me transfixed anyway.


I was disappointed when the song came to its
finish. I wanted to carry on; I loved the feeling of the performance, using my
voice as my instrument. As the final chord faded, the crowd exploded into
rapturous applause, jolting me back into reality. I remembered where I was and
what I had just accomplished. I peered into the darkness to see people were on
their feet. Behind us I could hear the presenter raving about the song as he
brought the show to a close. But no one was looking at him – they were all
staring at us. Wanting more. It was euphoric.


The band formed a line and pulled me into
the middle to take a bow, big smiles on all our faces as we bent at the waist. It
was as I rose that I saw him, and then only because we had moved to the very
front of the stage, beyond the spotlights. He was sitting front and centre, right
in my direct line of view, his eyes fixed upon me. Hardy. 











Chapter 23


He was motionless in the midst of all the
applause. Our eyes met, and I was immediately frozen. Cat felt the change,
looking at me to see what was wrong and then following my gaze into the audience.
It wasn’t hard for him to find Hardy. He must have guessed who it was from my
reaction. I felt the tension shiver through his body, and then he grabbed me
and kissed me, the audience whooping with delight at being part of this overt
display of emotion from the notorious womaniser. 


When he finally released me I immediately
looked back at Hardy, whose expression was terrifying. This time he was focused
on Cat and not me. Cat smiled, having achieved the effect he was after, then
waved at the crowd one last time before grabbing my hand again and leading me
off the stage.


He was completely casual and normal until
we walked out of line of the camera. Then he sprang into action. “Get some
fucking security here now,” he bellowed. “Wayne, get my fucking lawyer on the
line.” Everyone stared at him as he walked like a steam train through all the
people who were waiting to congratulate us, pulling me along in his wake, his
grip like iron around my wrist.


“Delilah, that was incredible,” Richard
gushed, trotting along beside me.


“Not now, dickhead. I’m not in the mood,”
Cat said in a voice like ice. Richard raised his hands in mock surrender, and I
mouthed an apology as Cat dragged me into our changing room. The girls from
earlier were back. God only knew what they’d had to do to talk their way in. “Get
the fuck out, now,” he bellowed. They scattered.


“Cat, what the fuck is going on? Why are
you being more of an arse than usual? It went well! They loved it,” Matt said. The
others were hovering behind him, expressions ranging from completely confused
to pissed off. 


“Delilah’s ex was in the audience. The guy
is stalking her. I need to get her away from here now, and I need to get a
restraining order placed on him.”


“When do you guys want to do the VIP meet-and-greets?”
one of the stage assistants interrupted, having totally missed the tense
atmosphere in the room. I froze again. I had no doubt Hardy would be among the
VIPs.


“No fucking way,” Cat hissed, his chest
puffing out. “We’re leaving.”


“You can’t leave,” the assistant squealed. “They
want to meet the band. It was in your contract.”


Matt stepped in smoothly. “And they will
meet the band. Well, three quarters of it. Cat, you take Delilah and go back to
the house. We’ll deal with this.” Cat nodded at him.


“But one of them wants to meet her
particularly,” the girl whined, agitated now.


“I don’t think that was in any contract we
signed,” Matt replied. It wouldn’t have been – there had been little
interest in me initially. “Delilah has another commitment to attend to, so she
needs to leave now. If you introduce me to the gentleman concerned, I’ll make
sure he understands the situation.”


“Thanks, man,” Cat said, giving him a one-armed
hug before grabbing hold of my hand again and pulling me towards the door. “We’ll
be in Cambridgeshire,” he said as we left, a couple of burly security men
immediately falling in and closing ranks around us as we were hurried towards
the car. 


Less than ten minutes after finishing our
performance we were on the road and heading out of London. I had nothing with
me, none of my clothes or my make-up – for what that was worth. I hadn’t
even said goodbye to Eddy, who had been sitting in the audience for the
performance. Instead I was inside a silent car with a brooding Cat beside me. His
phone rang, and I listened to his terse end of the conversation with a sinking
heart.


“I want a restraining order placed on a man
called Hardy Somerville.”…. “What do you mean?”… “He’s stalking her! Isn’t that
enough?”… “No… No…. No, not yet, that’s what we’re trying to prevent.”… “Look,
this is fucking ridiculous. Are you seriously telling me that unless he hurts
her in some way or criminally damages something, there’s nothing we can do
about him?”… “I want you to find a way. He’s hurting her emotionally if not
physically, and he shouldn’t be allowed to harass her.”… “No, he was in the
audience.”… “Look, I don’t fucking care. You work for me, so find a way to get
him away from us or I’ll find someone else who can help me.” Cat threw the
phone across the car, the screen smashing when it hit the window.


“It can’t be done?” I asked quietly when I
thought he’d calmed down sufficiently to have a conversation about it.


“Not unless your relationship was violent
previously and the police knew about it, or unless he hurts you now or commits
criminal damage or some other minor disorder. Otherwise we have nothing. It’s a
fucking disgrace.”


“I don’t think he’d hurt me.” I hesitated
as I thought about it. “Physically, I mean.”


“He’s not going to get a chance
regardless,” Cat fumed. “He can fuck right back off to wherever he came from. Fucking
loser. Who does he think he is?”


“The Somervilles are quite an influential
family…”


“Maybe so, but I’m not without a bit of
influence myself.” He simmered in silence for a while until finally he said;
“By the way, baby, you were outstanding tonight. Your voice was crazy good. Seriously
amazing.”


“I love singing with you,” I said,
snuggling down into his side as he wrapped his arms around me while the car
sped us up the M11. 


“I love doing everything with you,” he
replied, kissing the top of my head gently. I leant back to look at him, and he
kissed me on the lips.


That night, when we finally reached the
house, there was a reverence to his touch I hadn’t felt before as he made love
to me, and the guards around my heart crumbled just a little more.


*


When I woke I was alone in the bed. The
room was dark and it was raining heavily, judging by the noise against the
windowpane. I showered and then hunted for the bag of things I had left behind.
I looked in my old room first but eventually found them hanging inside Cat’s
wardrobe. The sight of my things hanging beside his choked me up a little.


Pulling on some jeans and a sweater I
padded downstairs, finding the whole band minus Matt, along with Wayne and Eddy,
all gathered in the kitchen. “Wow, I really slept late,” I commented, nodding
at Henry who was notorious for sleeping most of the day away if he didn’t have
to work. He smiled, but it was empty.


“You okay, babe?” Cat asked, moving to my
side and pulling me in for a kiss.


“I’m good, why? What’s happened?” The
others looked at each other, all waiting for someone to speak first. Wayne
cleared his throat.


“So, they want to do a spread all about you
this weekend for the Saturday Mail,” he said, looking directly at me. “It’ll be
a full feature with photos, great for your exposure if that’s what you’re after.”


“Not really, but I’ll do it if it helps
you,” I said, looking at Cat. He nodded.


“Then we have requests for you guys to sing
on just about every show that has a band slot, plus a few that don’t. The
single is at number one already. You actually broke a record for the most downloads
in a single day. My phone’s been blowing off the hook since you performed last
night. There’s a lot of interest in you particularly, Delilah. You probably
need to get yourself your own manager…” He trailed off.


“She doesn’t need a manager. She’ll stick
with us. We’ll take care of her,” Cat said.


“But what about if she wants to pursue her
own solo career? She needs someone looking out for her interests.”


“I said, she’ll stay with us,” he insisted,
ignoring the looks from the other band members. I squirmed with discomfort. “We’ll
need her to perform the single on our tour anyway,” he continued.


“We could always get a guest vocalist,”
Wayne suggested. The look Cat threw at him would have turned lesser men to
stone. I actually felt sorry for him.


“It might be an idea,” I tried to step in, “for
when I have to go back to uni.” The band were nodding in agreement.


“Let me make one thing clear. If Delilah is
not singing it, then I don’t sing it. Simple. So if you want the song on our
next tour, whenever we finish the album, then I suggest we find a way to
persuade Delilah she wants to stick around with us.”


At that point the door opened and Matt
walked in with a strap on his wrist and a black eye. “What happened to you?” I
exclaimed. No one else looked surprised at his appearance. 


Matt looked at Cat, who sighed. “After we
left, Matt and the guys did the meet-and-greet. That fucking loser was being
pushy, wanting to come backstage to see if you were there. He wouldn’t take no
for an answer when Matt said you’d left. Matt set him straight.”


“Oh my god, you had an actual fight with
him? Are you okay? Is he okay?”


“I’m fine,” Matt said quickly. “Just a
sprain and a black eye. Nothing serious. His ribs will be painful today, but he’ll
live.”


“Why do you even care?” Cat asked
pointedly.


“Because I hate the thought of anyone getting
hurt because of me. Nothing more.” That wasn’t the complete truth, I realised.
I hated the thought that Hardy had been hurt in a fight. It upset me more than
it should have under the circumstances. “I’m sorry,” I said to Matt. He nodded.


“No worries. He was quite persistent, so I’m
not sure we’ve seen the last of him yet, but he’ll get the message eventually,”
he promised. “The VIP tour got a little more than they bargained for. The press
will likely catch wind of something, so you’ll need to be on your toes for the
feature this weekend.” I nodded, realising I had one day to catch my breath and
then I’d be thrown to the wolves again.


Eddy walked over and gave me a hug. “You
okay with all of this?” he asked me, his big eyes blinking through his lenses. “Do
you want to go home?”


“I think we should go over to the States,”
Cat suddenly threw out. He looked at Wayne. “Didn’t you say they were
clamouring for a release over there? I say we give it to them. We’ve had lots
of exposure from the stuff we did at Radio 1 and Falk’s Talks, and we’re
already getting loads of playtime everywhere. Let’s go and blow the States
apart. We can finish the new album while we’re at it. I’ve got the rest of the
songs down. Then we’ll be over there ready for the tour in October, all nicely
acclimatised.” He looked at the rest of the band, who just shrugged. I was
beginning to realise they tended to do whatever Cat wanted for a quiet life.


“I can’t go to America,” I said.


“Why not?” Cat blinked at me.


“Because I have to go back to school at the
end of September. I have a degree to finish.” 


Cat laughed, which irritated me. “Do you
really think you’ll be going back to student land? Seriously? And who do you
think is going to make sure you don’t get mobbed every time you step out the
door? Who’s going to keep your stalker ex-boyfriend away?”


“Hello,” Eddy said, waving his arms at him.
The band all laughed, which just pissed Eddy off. I glared at them.


“Look, Cat’s idea is not all bad,” Wayne
interrupted. “It would be good to capitalise on all the interest in you while
you’re hot. It’ll be a while until the new album is out, but a quick circuit
with this single could be great to freshen up the interest for the album. We
have a month until your course starts again?” he asked, looking at Eddy and me.
We both nodded. “Well then, we’ll do a month-long circuit, with appearances on as
many media outlets as we can. It should be enough time. Then you can decide
what you’re doing after that if you’re still a thing,” Wayne said, looking doubtfully
at Cat. “It gets you away from stalker boy and makes me money. It’s all good,”
he finished with a laugh. Even I could see it was a good compromise.


“Eddy can come too?” I asked no one in
particular.


“If you want to, little brother?” Matt said
immediately.


“I want to make sure she’s okay after you
lot have finished with her,” Eddy said, scowling at Cat. Cat returned the look.
“I’ll be there to take you home, D,” Eddy said to me.


“Stay out from under my feet, Eddy,” Cat
warned. “I love you like a brother, but I’ll trample you if you get in my way.”


“Calm it down, guys,” Matt said, ever the
peacemaker, as Dougie just sat there in silence. “We have a free day for once. What
are your plans?” he asked Cat.


Cat looked at me and grinned. “I have a
date with a punt.”











Chapter 24


Although we had prepared for the worst, the
weather chose to be kind to us. By lunchtime, as the car pulled into the bus
stop beside the river, the sun was emerging from behind the clouds. I felt the
mood between Cat and me similarly lift.


He manned the pole, wearing some glasses
and a baseball cap in the hopes that no one would recognise him, while I
hunkered down in the punt on the cushions that had thoughtfully been provided
by the owner, along with a bottle of champagne and a full picnic. It had been
decided it wasn’t a good idea for us to eat in any pubs given the attention we
were likely to get, so a picnic was the compromise.


After some terrifying early wobbles, when I
remembered I couldn’t swim and had visions of us capsizing and me sinking to
the bottom of the river Cam, despite Cat’s assurances he’d save me no matter
what, Cat proved remarkably adept at punting. There was a memorable moment when
the pole got stuck while we merrily sailed on, forcing us to wait until someone
in a passing rowing boat agreed to help us out and return our pole. Their faces
on recognising Cat as the stranded person were priceless. We laughed a lot. And
in between I spent my time admiring the flex of his biceps as he pushed us gently
along, my fear of water fading, dwarfed by the warm glow that seemed to have
occupied a place in my chest.


We drifted past the ancient College
buildings, coming to rest against a bank adjacent to a field occupied only by
cows, where Cat secured the punt with a rope to a nearby tree trunk. Then he
opened the picnic, popping the cork on the champagne and pouring us both a
glass before lying back down next to me on the cushions while we nibbled at the
food. It was completely idyllic, and I told him so.


“Good. I’m trying, but I’m not sure I’m any
good at all this,” he admitted.


“Good at all what?”


“Romancing you, being a good boyfriend.” I
felt my insides turn to mush at his words.


“Oh, I’d say you’re better than you think,”
I told him, putting my plate aside before leaning in for a kiss. 


We lay there for more than an hour, kissing
and touching, and with every passing minute my heart melted a little more. It
was some of the most innocent and yet erotic time we’d ever spent in each other’s
company, and I was grateful to him for giving it to me.


“I don’t want you to leave me,” he said as
I basked in the sun and the warmth of his arms.


I turned to look up at him. “I’m not
leaving you. I’m right here.”


“But for how long? If you go back to
college and I go off on tour, then what?”


“I don’t know,” I admitted. I didn’t fancy
our chances with a long-distance relationship knowing what the groupies were
like around him. I knew my jealousy would likely kill anything good between us
even if he didn’t stray. Not to mention his jealousy about, well, everything.


“Could you defer?” he asked. “Wait until I
can take a longer break between albums and then finish your course? It would
mean we could stay together. I’ve only just found you, and I don’t want to lose
you – you mean too much to me already. I’d rather walk away from all this –
give it up.”


“You don’t mean that,” I insisted. He loved
what he did – he loved being a rock star.


“If it means not losing you, I would. I’m
serious, Delilah. I want to make this work between us. I know you’re still
young and this has only been a month or so, but I can wait until you’re ready. I
want it all with you.” I felt my eyes widen as the meaning behind his words
settled. Then he kissed me, and every objection about how this was moving too
fast, how we didn’t really know one another well enough to be sure of anything,
how he was important to me already but I didn’t know where it would lead… All
of that went unsaid with the touch of his lips against mine. I finally pulled
away and looked at him, the intensity of his gaze telling me in that moment he believed
every word he’d said. In that moment…. And that was what worried me. And yet it
still amazed me that for some reason this beautiful, talented, angry,
passionate man had selected me as his partner. I felt overwhelmed by the
realisation.


“We’ll go to America,” I promised in a
moment of uncharacteristic spontaneity. “Then after that we’ll see.” He couldn’t
hide his immediate disappointment, his eyes dipping down, but I placed my
finger beneath his chin and lifted his face back up towards mine. “I want this
to work between us too,” I promised him, glad to see the hope rekindled when he
looked at me again. “I want to find a way to make us work together. For the
long term.” He kissed me again then. It seemed he had enough for now.


When we returned to the house it was with
lighter hearts. It seemed the rest of the band had appreciated a day of rest
too, given the easy banter that jockeyed round the group as we shared a meal
together around the large kitchen table. The evening that followed was spent in
the studio while the guys put one of the new tracks together for the album. I
was happy in the corner playing cards with Eddy, feeling the brush of Cat’s
gaze as it touched upon me regularly.


“Hey, have you checked Twitter?” Cat asked
during one of their breaks. He had a smug look on his face.


“No, should I?”


“Yeah, I think maybe you should.” 


I opened the app on my phone and gasped
with surprise when I saw I had over one hundred thousand followers already.


“That’s crazy,” I said, laughing loudly. “I
haven’t even tweeted anything.” I took a quick photo of the band rehearsing and
put it up there with #menatwork underneath it. In two minutes it had been liked
over five hundred times. After five minutes it was over a thousand. “I don’t
understand this stuff,” I muttered, reading through some of the replies. There
was a lot of love for our performance on the show the night before. A similar
number were haters, though, mainly girls and mainly thanks to the kiss Cat had
given me. I skimmed over the more vitriolic comments and the ones that were
downright scary.


“Don’t read them,” Eddy warned. “They
nearly drove Matt mad to begin with. We live in a world of keyboard warriors,
who can say what they want with no retribution. Ground yourself in the people
around you – only their opinion matters, and we all think you’re Mary
Poppins.”


“Mary Poppins?”


“Practically perfect in every way.”


“Damn right,” Cat agreed, coming up behind
me and leaning on my shoulders. “You could at least follow me, though.”


“I’d follow you anywhere,” I purred. 


His expression changed, and heat came off
him in waves. “Rehearsal’s over for the night,” he barked at the rest of the
band. “I’ll see you back in here at ten tomorrow. In the meantime make the most
of your evening – I certainly intend to.” He grinned, grabbing my hand and
leading me out the room, back to his bedroom where I stayed – as a very
willing prisoner – for the rest of the night.


*


The boys were all in the studio, while I
waited in the music room with Eddy for the arrival of the photographer and the
accompanying journalist. Wayne had said they had some clothes they wanted me to
consider wearing for the shoot, and that if I did I might be paid for my
effort. I felt uncomfortable being paid for wearing clothes, but I couldn’t
deny that the thought of being able to send some money back to Mama was an
incentive. I figured even if they turned up with bin liners I’d probably be
willing to put them on if it meant I could get Mama away from the Somervilles
sooner.


I sat basking in a pool of sunlight as Eddy
played his violin composition. The music drifted over me, ethereal and dreamy. It
really was a stunning piece, making me reflect on the time I had spent earlier that
day with Cat. “I don’t want to know what you’re thinking about, or should I say
who,” Eddy said, as he finished his piece. “You look like the cat that got the
cream… or Cat got his cream,” he sniggered.


“Eddy!” I giggled in mock indignation, just
as there was a knock on the door. 


Dave, the head security guy, stuck his head
into the room. “Delilah, they’re here. They’re just scoping some locations
outside for the pictures if you wanted to come out and say hi?”


“Sure,” I agreed easily, slipping on my
flip-flops and following him outside to where a man and two women were waiting
beside Cat’s swimming pool.


“We thought we might take some pictures of
you in the swimming pool,” one of the women enthused. “We’ve brought some
amazing bathing costumes after Wayne mentioned Cat had a pool here. The light
would be perfect. Oh, I’m Catherine, and this is David, your photographer, and
finally Steph,” she said, pointing at the youngest of the three. “She can do
your make-up if you want her to.”


“Delilah. Umm, I’d prefer not to do the
pool if you don’t mind. I can’t swim,” I admitted, embarrassed that the first
thing they knew about me, apart from my name, was my lack of any water-based
skill. I felt the need to show at least a little willingness. “I could dangle
my legs over the side, though, if that helps?”


Catherine looked at me thoughtfully. “Tell
me a bit about yourself, Delilah. What is ‘Delilah’ all about?” She put my name
in irritating quote marks, seemingly encouraging me to talk about myself in the
third person. I worried the interview was going to be a painful experience. 


“I’m just an ordinary girl from
Cambridgeshire, that’s about it,” I admitted with a smile. I figured it was
better she understood my ordinariness sooner rather than later.


“Oh, you live near here, then?”


“Used to. Not too far.”


“Is that how you met Cat?”


“No, I met Cat through Matt’s brother, Eddy,”
I said, pointing towards my friend. “We’re at university together, studying
music. We became close friends – then he invited me to spend the summer
with him and his brother’s band.” I smiled over at him, and he grinned back at
me.


“Spend the summer with the hottest rock
band on the planet at the moment… huh, that must have been a hard decision,”
she said with a laugh.


“Oh, I didn’t know who his brother was at
the time. I was just grateful he was willing to let me come and be a hanger-on.
I had no idea Matt was his brother.”


“Seriously?” She sounded incredulous.


“Seriously,” Eddy interrupted. “It was me
who insisted she come.”


“Huh,” Catherine said, looking at me with
her head on one side, as if I genuinely confused her in some way. “So, anyway,
how did you get involved in the single? Why did Cat choose you?”


“I helped him write it, and then after we
sang it together he thought I should keep singing it with him.”


“You co-wrote the song?” Again there was a
note of surprise.


“Yeah. He’d already started it, and I
helped him tweak it a bit.” I got the feeling she’d had me down as a pretty
face and not much more.


“So have you written anything else?”


“A few things. I’ve only started recently. Before
that I always played covers. Cat’s Steinway helped to inspire me.” I laughed.


“So we can expect an album of your own at
some point soon?” She seemed more comfortable with this topic, as if she was
relieved to be back on familiar conversational ground.


“Oh, I doubt it,” I said, pausing to think
about her question. “I have to compose for my college course, and I’m happy to do
it – to be honest I think now I’ve done it once, I’d just write for the
pleasure of it – but I thought I might teach music when I finish my degree.
Or maybe do a Post Graduate Certificate in Education. You know, do it properly.”
She stared at me, eyes unblinking, as if I were completely alien to her.


“So you’re not promoting anything yourself?
Why are you even doing this interview?”


“Because I was told it would help Cat and
the band. It will help their single. And Cold Comfort’s manager said I should. Plus
he said if I wear the clothes you’ve brought with you you’d pay me.”


“Ah, so you’re after some money to pay off your
student debts?”


“No, it’s not for me. I thought it would
help my Mama.” A startled laugh erupted from the photographer behind us, who’d
been unobtrusively taking photos as we talked. The journalist looked over her
shoulder and frowned at him.


“Let’s get this interview done, then,” she
said. “Then we can have a look at these clothes and see if there are any you
wouldn’t mind wearing.” 


We talked for about an hour. After the
initial awkwardness we both relaxed into it, and I found she was more
thoughtful than it had first seemed. Her natural cynicism of my motives faded
as we sought to understand each other better. The story of a normal girl with a
love of music, mostly self-taught, who fell across the chance to make music
with one of the biggest bands around at the moment, before falling in love (her
words) with their notorious womaniser of a lead singer made a story she thought
her readers would like. I seriously doubted it, but when she spoke about it she
made the situation sound more glamorous and exciting than my recollection of
events.


When the interview was completed to her
satisfaction we looked at the clothes. I shunned anything I considered too
revealing, opting for a pleated skirt and a simple sheer t-shirt for my first
outfit, and a pair of black high-waisted trousers with a sleeveless roll-neck
top, also in black, for my second. My make-up was simple and fresh, so I was reasonably
happy by the time we were ready.


The photographer asked me not to pose, just
to chat with him as he directed me what to do. Then I put the trousers on and
we went inside to the music room because they thought that was where I would be
most comfortable. I hoped Cat wouldn’t mind someone taking pictures in his
home.


“Play something for us?” Catherine asked. “Something
of yours?” I thought for a moment and then played the music to the song I’d
written, not willing to share the words yet even though they asked. The music
flowed through me, and I closed my eyes, lost as always in the pleasure of
playing. Then they had me do the same with a guitar, while the photographer
moved around me taking photos. When they said they had what they needed, I was
shocked.


“Really? I feel like I hardly did
anything.”


“You’re a natural,” David told me with a
smile. “The camera loves you. You have the look of a young Elizabeth Taylor. Has
anyone told you that before?”


“My Mama said it, but she’s always been a
little biased where I was concerned.” I smiled.


“Well, if you decide the music isn’t
working out, you could always model. I’d love to take some more pictures of
you.”


“I’ll think about it,” I said with a laugh,
“but I’m not sure I care about clothes enough.”


“You have the sort of body that rocks
anything you put on, and you don’t have to care about the clothes. You just
have to wear them. Anyway, if you change your mind, here’s my card.”


“Everything okay in here?” Cat asked,
making us all turn to where he stood watching from the doorway. I hadn’t heard
him come in. He was scowling, first at David and then at the card in my hand. Catherine
and Steph both immediately sat up straighter as he walked into the room, their chests
pushed out and stomachs sucked in, preening themselves. He completely ignored
them and walked straight over to kiss me.


“We’re done, apparently. I hope you didn’t
mind us using your music room?”


“You can do what you like, sweetheart,” he
said, pressing another kiss to my forehead. “Did you get what you needed?” he
asked Catherine as he wrapped me in his arms.


“We did. You’re a lucky man, Mr Colton. She’s
quite something.”


“That she is,” he agreed, grinning down at
me. “Well, if you’re okay, I’d better get back to the boys. I just wanted to
check.”


“I’m fine.” I smiled, touched by his
concern. He pressed a parting final kiss to my forehead before turning to go.
We all couldn’t help but watch him exit, transfixed by the sight of his tight
muscular body as he loped across the room, one hundred percent alpha male. I
thought I saw the women gasp for air after he finally left the room. 


“Can I make any of you a cup of tea before
you go?” I asked once they seemed able to focus on something other than Cat. Catherine
blinked at me for a moment, as if trying to remember where she was. I could
sympathise; he had that effect on me too. 


“That’s sweet of you,” she finally managed
to gather her wits to say, “but we need to get back to London. I want to get
this written up as soon as possible whilst it’s fresh in my mind, so I’ll pass for
now, thanks. Maybe next time?” I laughed, and when she asked why, I explained
it was funny they even thought there would ever need to be a next time. “Oh, I
think we’ll be meeting again,” she said with confidence. This time she was the
one who laughed.


Eddy and I walked them to their car, where
Catherine surprised me with a hug before she opened the door and got in. “See
you soon,” she said again, and I smiled. Then she started the engine and pulled
slowly away. 


They’d only just driven out of sight when a
post van turned into the driveway, driving quickly towards us and stopping feet
away from where we were standing. A security man intercepted the driver as he
got out, pausing to sign for something before taking hold of the small envelope
and walking over to us.


“A recorded delivery letter for you, Ms
Thomas.”


“Call me Delilah, please,” I said with a
smile, taking it from him. I looked down at the plain white envelope. The
address looked to have been a computer-generated label, and there were no other
identifying features except for a postal mark which told us nothing other than that
the origin had been local. I slid my finger under the flap and tore it open,
pulling the single piece of high-quality note paper out from inside the
envelope, quickly scanning the first line: 


Delilah, I never properly understood the
concept of ‘sweet sorrow’ until I saw you again yesterday.











Chapter 25


The words swam in front of me on the page
as my eyes blurred with tears. I quickly blinked to clear them and started
reading once again as the voice inside my head screamed at me to tear the
letter up, that I was mad to allow Hardy back into my life in any way.


Delilah, I never properly understood the
concept of ‘sweet sorrow’ until I saw you again yesterday. That you could appear
still more beautiful than the last time we were together is unfathomable, and
yet you did. You are. You take my breath away. 


Seeing you but not holding you or
touching you was agony – my cross to bear, I fear. I’ve made mistakes, it’s
true; not sharing what I knew of the nature of the relationship your mother had
with my father was one. Trusting people I thought were friends was another. But
believe me when I say my mistakes were not as dark as they were painted to you.



Allow me to speak with you. You name the
time, the place, whatever it takes to have the opportunity to put things right
between us. All I ask is for a chance.


Yours always,


Hardy


He had written his number below, assuming
correctly that I had changed my phone. What he didn’t know was that I knew his
number by heart, having spent all those months staring at his details, willing
him to call me or text me. Most of the time he hadn’t. 


My eyes blurred again, and this time the
tears fell, hitting the page and washing his words into swirling patterns of
blue.


“Delilah, what is it?” Eddy asked,
concerned. “Who’s it from?”


“Hardy.”


“What has that bastard said now?” he
growled. I handed him the page, then turned and walked back into the house. When
I glanced back Eddy was peering down at it, his face fixed in a scowl as he
tried to read the handwriting, its small cursive script difficult for his
damaged eyes to see. 


I ducked in through the doorway and walked
towards the kettle, defaulting to the most reliable method I knew to comfort
myself – having a cup of tea. What most concerned me was that part of me
was undeniably attracted to the idea of hearing what he had to say. That he
still held that sort of sway over my feelings was disconcerting. I pushed tears
angrily from my cheeks, determined not to allow him any control over my life
any longer. He had caused me enough hurt in the brief time he’d known me. I’d
moved on, and he needed to accept that. Seeing him would not help anyone, least
of all me.


“You’re not thinking about going to see him,
are you?” Eddy asked as he stepped into the room, blinking rapidly from the
contrast of light in the dim interior, his eyes wide like saucers as he stared
at me.


“Eddy…” I started and then stopped,
wondering how to put my anger over Hardy’s intrusion into my life once again into
words. He immediately misunderstood my hesitation, jumping to conclusions.


“You can’t let him hurt you again. He’s not
good for you.” 


I started to cry, putting my hand up to
halt him and explain. “I…” I started again.


“What the hell?” Cat said, walking into the
kitchen and taking one look at my wet cheeks before jumping to his own
conclusions and scowling at Eddy.


“It’s not what you think,” I said quickly.


“I think I heard him say ‘he’s not good for
you’,” he said, pulling me into his arms as he glared at Eddy over my shoulder.


“He did, but he wasn’t talking about you. He
was talking about Hardy. I got a letter from him just now.”


“What the fuck? I’m going to kill the
fucker. Show me,” he demanded, pulling away from me and looking between the two
of us. I nodded at Eddy, and he pulled the page from his pocket. Cat snatched
it from him, frowning as he scanned the words. By the time he reached the
bottom his face was like a storm cloud. He tore the page in half, and then in half
again, continuing until it was in small pieces. Then he very deliberately
walked over to the bin and dropped what remained of it inside.


“That fucker is taking up too much of our
time right now. He needs to get over himself, fast, or he’s going to get
himself in trouble. Wayne!” He didn’t bother to open the door but just assumed
his voice would travel. It did.


“Yeah?” Wayne responded, poking his head
round the door.


“Get the flights booked. We leave for the
States tomorrow,” Cat informed him without even looking at me. “New York to
begin with. Don’t book anything for the first couple of days – I want to
do some sightseeing with my girl – but then after that get us booked up to
perform wherever you think best.”


Wayne nodded, clearly delighted with this
turn of events. He spun on his heel before pausing with his hand on the handle.
“Who’s going with?”


“The band, Delilah…” He looked over at Eddy.
“You wanna come, mate?”


Eddy looked at me questioningly, and I
nodded. I needed him there. “Yeah, count me in,” he said, smiling at me. 


“Okay then,” Cat said, looking pleased with
himself. “Let’s get packing. Tell the others, will you, Ed?” With that he
grabbed my hand and pulled me back to our room. 


I was worried when he said nothing to me
about Hardy’s letter. Every time I broached the subject he cut me off or kissed
me. He seemed determined to pretend it had never happened. The only sign he was
in any way upset by it was later on when he tore a strip off the security guy
who had taken the letter from the postman and given it to me. The guy looked
gutted by the time Cat had finished with him. I wanted to intervene on his
behalf but as I stepped forward Matt placed a hand on my shoulder and told me
to ‘leave it’. I did, but it didn’t stop me feeling bad. It wasn’t the poor man’s
fault.


That evening the party started late, but it
was hard-core. I had been preparing to go to bed after an evening of packing
and then composing in the music room, when Henry and Dougie arrived home with a
crowd of hangers-on. They were mostly women and looked pleased as punch to be
inside the Cold Comfort estate. They wore short skirts and tight tops pulled
low to reveal – on the whole – enhanced breasts. Their hair was
heavily lacquered and their make-up layered on thickly, creating an almost
grotesque modern version of an Elizabethan woman. I found myself staring on
more than one occasion, only to meet a defiant pout in return.


The cocaine came out and Cat dived in, more
heavily than I’d seen him partake before. Again I was offered, and again I
declined, choosing to stick to my beer instead. As the minutes slipped by, the
rate of consumption increased and the inhibitions proportionately decreased. The
laughter felt forced, almost hysterical, the conversation irrelevant and
meaningless as they all spoke across one another, no one listening as their
minds darted between topics. I found it exhausting and depressing.


Cat remained beside me on the sofa, but
another girl positioned herself on his other side. I saw him look at her and
smile. His expression was glazed and unseeing, but it was all the encouragement
she needed. She smiled triumphantly at me over his head, placing a hand onto
his thigh. When he did nothing to remove it I’d had enough. I stood and slipped
quietly from the room. Only Eddy noticed my departure and called out a
goodnight as the door closed behind me.


I deliberated when I reached the top of the
stairs which room I should sleep in. I had been with Cat in his room for the
majority of my stay, but given the likely outcome with the girl I didn’t want
to cause a scene if they arrived together. My heart broke a little at the
prospect, but I promised myself I’d confront him about it in the morning when
he’d be able to focus on what I was saying. I tightened the guards around my
heart and hauled myself back off to my old room. I had just snuggled down under
the duvet, wearing the band t-shirt Cat had lent me, when I heard my name being
bellowed in the corridor outside. I didn’t respond.


“What are you doing in here?” Cat demanded
as soon as he burst through the door a couple of minutes later.


“I didn’t know if you had other plans for
tonight,” I replied, sitting up and jutting my chin out defiantly. “You seemed
happy to let that girl touch you up, and I’m not into threesomes.”


“Stop being a silly bitch and get yourself
into my bed. She was just a stupid slut. She means nothing to me. She was
giving Henry a blowjob by the time I left.”


“She means something to me.” I pulled the
duvet back up to my chin and lay down, ignoring him, only to feel it being
ripped from me a moment later.


“No fucking way. You sleep with me, end
of,” he said, yanking me from the bed and slinging me over his shoulder as he
stormed out of the room and down the corridor.


“Put me down,” I screeched.


“I will,” he promised, depositing me
heavily on his bed. His eyes looked wild as he stared down at me. “You’re mine,
Delilah. You sleep with me,” he said again, before climbing in behind me and
pulling my hips against him so I could feel his erection. I protested, but it
was half-hearted. I found myself grinding against him as his hand came up
around my body and fastened onto my breast under the t-shirt, teasing the
nipple until I groaned. My head fell back against him as he ran the same hand
down my abdomen and between my legs. He paused to play with me and then before
I realised what he was doing he had slipped his hand under my knickers and swiftly
inserted his finger inside me. I groaned again. A second finger quickly
followed, and then a third as his movements became fast and needy.


As the sensations began to build he
suddenly stopped and flipped me onto my stomach. I protested again, but he just
lifted my hips and forced my legs wider apart with his knee as he fumbled with
his belt and jeans. I heard the crinkle of a condom wrapper and the snap of latex,
and a moment later he had ripped off my knickers and was pushing hard inside
me. It was swift and unyielding. He grasped my hips and began to pound into me
with long, fast strokes. With each thrust he pressed against the same spot
inside he’d reached with his fingers, and my pleasure quickly built back up. This
time he continued, pushing me far beyond, until my orgasm overwhelmed me. Even
as I pulsed around him, my body weakened and trembling, he never slowed,
continuing to hold my hips as he fucked me hard.


As my senses returned and he continued on
in his unchanging rhythm I realised this was how he fucked his groupies. This
was fast, meaningless fucking, designed to get him off – cocaine allowing –
with the minimum of emotional connection. I tried to pull away but he held me
firm, widening my legs as he pushed further into me, rotating his hips until I
felt him at my very core. 


Determined to reclaim this act, to separate
it from what he’d done with hundreds of girls before me, I pushed myself up
until I was sitting on his lap as he kneeled behind still deep within me. I
grasped his hands in mine, running them over my body until finally he groaned
as my head fell back against him and his hands began running over me on their
own.


“Fuck, Delilah,” he moaned into my hair,
“You feel so fucking amazing.” I grabbed his hand again, this time bringing it
low to where we were joined.


“I’m yours,” I told him as we both felt the
connection, “and you’re mine.” He moaned his agreement as I ground onto him and
felt him swell within me. When we came, we came together.











Chapter 26


I woke to gentle kisses all over my face. Blinking,
I slowly opened my eyes and smiled up into Cat’s eager blue gaze. “God, you’re
so beautiful, Delilah,” he told me, kissing me more deeply this time. My Cat
was back, the kind, gentle version I liked so much. I shuddered as I remembered
moments from the version I’d seen the night before.


“What’s the matter?” he asked.


“Nothing.”


“Don’t do that. Don’t close me out. Tell
me.”


“I don’t want to start the day off badly.”
He scowled at me until I caved and gave him what he wanted. 


“Yesterday. After you read the letter, I
felt like you withdrew from me emotionally. You wouldn’t talk about it, even
when I tried to.”


“There was nothing to say. He’s trying to
stir things between us. If we do this, then we’re letting him win.”


“But then you got fucked up on coke. It
clearly did affect you if you needed to escape from reality like that.”


“So I did some coke. It’s no big deal.”


“It changed you, and not in a good way. The
combination of the two things… your emotional withdrawal and then the coke… well,
I didn’t like it very much.” He pulled away and leant on one elbow, looking down
at me.


“It’s just a bit of fun. Just recreational.
Don’t make it into something bigger. The two weren’t related. I just wanted to
blow off some steam. I don’t have a problem with it.”


“I didn’t say you did, but you’re different
when you’re on it. More distant, harder… I don’t like that version of you as
much as this one. I can’t talk to that Cat. When you came to bed I felt like I
could have been anyone. It’s the first time I’ve ever felt like that with you.”


“Jesus, Delilah, don’t blow this up into
something more than it is.”


“I’m not… you asked. I’m just telling you
how I felt last night.”


“Yeah,” he said, running his hand through
his hair. “Look, I’m sorry if I was an ass. I’ve been single for a long time. I’m
still learning how to have a steady girl in my life. I fucked up.”


“You didn’t fuck up. Not really. You just
closed down on me, and I didn’t like it. But just so you know, the coke and the
groupies that seem to sit alongside it… well, that could become a problem in
the future. I already said I won’t share you. Not with other women and not with
cocaine.”


“I don’t want anyone but you, babe. There’s
not a single one of them that’s a patch on you. And as for the charlie… pah.” He
made a dismissive gesture with his hand before catching sight of the time on his
watch. “Fuck, we only have an hour until the car arrives to take us to the
airport. You packed?” I nodded. I didn’t have much in the first place, although
my little bag was being stretched at the seams with all my recent purchases. “Good,
you use the shower first while I close up my bags.”


The conversation was clearly closed as far
as he was concerned, but the uneasy sensation continued to niggle at me as I
showered and dressed. It was made worse when Henry started to mouth off about
what he was looking forward to doing – mainly girls and coke – when
he got to America. “You going to look up Tiff when you get to L.A.?” he asked
Cat. 


“What the fuck, man?” Cat said, his eyes
darting towards me. “What do you think?” I knew Henry was deliberately trying
to stir trouble between us, but it still rankled.


“I think she’s fucking smoking hot, man,
that’s what I think.”


“Well, if you think that, then have at her,
with my blessing. Personally I have everything I want right here,” he said,
pulling me into his side for a hug before bending to pick up my bags and
loading them into the back of the car. He held the door open for me to get in, then
returned for his own bags.


“Fuck, man, you’ve become a dull fuck since
you met Delilah,” Henry said over his shoulder to Cat as he climbed in behind me.
I groaned at the prospect of his continued agitating for the entire drive to
Stanstead Airport. “What’s the matter, D, you not digging me?” he said, running
his eyes over my body in a way that made me feel unclean. “Cos that’s a shame
when I’m digging you. Cat and I normally share our women. What do you say,
babe? You up for it?”


“Get the fuck out this car,” Cat said
quietly. The controlled quietness was almost more terrifying than if he’d
shouted the words.


“Chill out, man. I was just teasing.”


“It wasn’t funny. She’s not like the
others. Get into another fucking car before I lose it and do something we’ll
all regret.”


“What the fuck, man?” Henry was indignant
now, clearly surprised by his buddy’s lack of humour. “What the fuck happened
to ‘bros before hos’? You’re losing it over this girl, man, and it’s not
healthy.” 


“What’s not healthy is what you’re doing. What
I was doing before Delilah. I couldn’t see it either at the time, but believe
me, man, this is way better.”


“Yeah, whatever. I’m fucking sick of this
domestic shit anyway,” he said, climbing back out the car and into one of the
other two waiting behind. It left Cat and me alone.


“Sorry about that,” he said, running his
hand through his hair.


“Don’t stress it. I know what he’s like. Don’t
fall out because of me – I have no desire to be known as the Yoko Ono of
Cold Comfort.”


“No one disrespects you like that,” he
said, looking at me intently as the car pulled out of the driveway and we sped
along the country lanes.


“You’re the only one that has the power to
hurt me,” I admitted. “The rest of them – it’s just words. I’ve put up
with verbal shit my entire life, and I’m still standing. It’s when the people
you love hurt you that it can be hard to recover.”


“Never going to happen,” he promised, but I
felt less confident, especially after last night. I was getting in deep with
this guy. In my experience that was a fast track to pain. “You love me, eh?” He
gave me a small smile.


“I didn’t mean… I mean….” I blushed.


“It’s okay, I know it’s too soon. It’s
still good to know you care.”


*


The airport was quiet, with a distinct
absence of photographers, thanks to the spontaneous nature of our trip. We
passed a comfortable flight, sleeping most of the way and watching films the
rest, and arrived as fresh as it was possible to in New York, by which time
word of our trip had spread thanks to the wonders of Twitter and Facebook. 


Cat waved at the fans that had gathered at
the barriers as we walked through, and then we were rushed towards some waiting
cars and driven to our hotel, just off Central Park. The city was busier than
anything I’d seen to date, the sound of passing fire engine horns sending me
nearly through the roof at three in the morning that first night. 


As promised we had two clear days for
sightseeing around New York, and Cat made the most of them, showing me the Manhattan
landmarks. Wearing a hat and glasses he passed relatively unnoticed in most of
the places we visited, only causing excitement at the music bars we went to in
the evenings. 


The single was due for release across the
US the following day, and Wayne had scheduled us in for a full day of
publicity. It also coincided with the advance copy of the publication of the
article about me that was due out over the weekend back in the UK. The day –
or night, however you looked at it – started with Cat doing a radio interview
for the chart people back in the UK. It was half four in the morning in the US,
a brutal start to what would be a long day. On the plus side they informed him
the single had indeed taken the number one spot, having broken the record for
the most downloads in a day or week. It was a good start. By six in the morning
Wayne had forwarded me a link to the article, and I opened it as Cat peered
over my shoulder. ‘A Star is Born’ the headline read, above a picture of
me sitting at Cat’s piano, my eyes closed, head to one side with my hair
falling around me as I played. Even I could see it was a lovely picture. I read
the article with some trepidation:


It’s not often in this world of
entertainment and celebrity, where spin is often extolled over substance and
much is made of what is actually very little, that you meet someone who reminds
you what it is to possess pure, beautiful, unadulterated talent. Delilah Thomas
is the first to cross my path in a long time. Her old-school Hollywood beauty,
reminiscent of a young Elizabeth Taylor, combines with a natural gift in music –
proficient at both the piano and guitar – to form one of the most
spellbinding individuals it has ever been my pleasure to meet.


But it’s her voice that first brought
her to our attention. That and her relationship with the notorious womaniser
Cat Colton, lead singer of Cold Comfort. Delilah is currently riding high in
the charts as a featured artist on the band’s most recent single release, ‘Eternity’.
Her vocal purity and strength combine with a distinctive tone all her own that
enhances the rasp of Colton’s voice. I predict a run in the charts to rival
Legend and Adele. Deservedly so – it’s a beautiful track. 


It’s hard not to assume anyone in
possession of that degree of beauty and talent would be ugly inside, tainted by
the attention and adulation such a combination would naturally attract. After
all, that’s been my experience with more celebrities than I care to mention. Delilah
is the exception to the rule. Exceptional indeed. I found her to be the rarest
of all celebrities; talented, beautiful and nice. Co-writer of ‘Eternity’ and a
gifted composer in her own right if the sample song she played for us is
anything to go by, she captivates when she plays. It is easy to see why Colton
is so enthralled by her. Humble and kind, she gave her fee for this article to her
Mama, despite having student debts to pay, participating in the feature only because
she’d been told it would help the band.


Delilah Thomas is so much more than a
featured artist. The Tiffany Diamond in a sea of Diamonique, she stands out,
completely unaware of the raw talent she possesses. Colton may wish to keep her
as his own for now – I can understand why – but believe me when I say
that this lady is a star destined for the very top. He’d better hold on tight.


The article was accompanied by a number of
other photos, all very natural. Even I had to admit David had done a good job
of making me relax. The article itself was somewhat overwhelming, my only
initial thought that I needed to send it to my Mama. She’d like to see it, and
she’d definitely want one of the pictures.


“I think she liked you,” Cat said with a
wry smile.


“She was very kind to say such nice things.
I’m a bit overwhelmed.”


“She saw what I did, what everyone will see
soon.” His hand swept through his hair.


“I’m sorry,” I said.


“Why are you sorry?”


“You seem upset. I didn’t want to upset
you.”


“You haven’t upset me. I’m glad they all
like you… It’s just…”


“Just what?”


“Nothing. It’s nothing,” he said, hugging
me tight. 


Hammering on our door announced the arrival
of cars to take us to the first of five bookings for the day. We were starting
early with a breakfast T.V. show, and then visiting three radio stations across
the state before finishing with an evening talk show, much like the one we’d
done in the UK.


A stylist had been tasked with outfitting
me for the performances. When I’d suggested I could wear the same outfit for
the duration of the day, she’d just laughed. When she eventually realised I was
serious, she looked at me as if I was something out of ‘Ripley’s Believe It or Not!’
freak show.


The performance at the first show went
well, despite the early hour. The single was well received and the interview
ran smoothly. I was somewhat disconcerted during the first radio interview by the
amount of the questions the presenters sent my way; they focused initially on
my relationship with Cat but then turned to my plans for a forthcoming album. I
tried to politely evade the more intrusive questions, blushing instead which
seemed to amuse them, and made it clear my main focus for the next few months
was to secure my degree and that I hadn’t thought beyond that point. I assured
them I wanted to support the band with any performances of the single whenever
I was able. 


The second and third interviews followed a
similar pattern. The band had started to tease me about being on the ‘Delilah
show’. Cat laughed along, but I could tell it bothered him. 


“Can’t you calm it down a bit?” he said,
taking in my outfit for the final performance. We’d planned to only perform the
single, but a guest had dropped out so Cat had been drafted in for an interview
too. He’d seemed on edge since we’d arrived at the studio. I suspected he’d had
some coke.


I looked down at what I was wearing; a
modest kilt miniskirt, paired with a black vest top, tights and biker boots. I
looked like a rock chick, especially with the silver bangles that adorned my
arms. It was one of my favourite looks so far.


“You don’t like it?” I couldn’t hide the
hurt in my voice.


“I like it fine… just… don’t you think the
top could be a bit more covered up?”


“It’s a vest top. It’s hardly indecent.”


“It’s a bit clingy.”


“Don’t listen to him, D,” Eddy said, coming
up behind me. “You look freaking amazing as you are.” Cat huffed and walked
off, while I just watched, Eddy standing quietly beside me.


“Why’s he mad?” I asked no one in
particular, just voicing the question that had been running through my mind all
afternoon.


“He’s not good at sharing the limelight, I
think,” Eddy suggested.


“I’m not trying to steal his thunder.”


“I know. He does too, deep down. You can’t
help yourself. You’re just too good to hide, and people want to know more about
you. These guys have been interviewed so much, and you’re new and exciting. He’s
struggling to adjust. He’ll get there, though, eventually.”


“Thank god you’re here,” I said, hugging
him as we heard the five-minute call go out for Cat’s interview. The band
huddled round the monitor in our changing room as Cat walked out onto the stage
and shook hands with the host.


At first the interview seemed fine, but
once they started talking about the single Cat began to sound surly. The
questions focused on me – where he’d met me, how incredible my voice was,
what plans the band had to feature me on any other tracks. When he was asked
how he’d managed to persuade me to go out with him, and they showed a picture
of me from the UK magazine article, Cat looked openly pissed.


“Fuck,” I heard Matt mutter.


“Well, you know I have a way with the
women,” Cat retorted with a smug, unpleasant expression on his face.


“So then she’s just one of the many, Cat? We
all know the source of your name,” the interviewer sniggered.


“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” he said
with swagger. I felt bile rise in my stomach. It didn’t matter that I knew it wasn’t
true. He’d hurt me – on live T.V.


“He doesn’t mean it, Delilah,” Matt said,
coming over to hug me.


“’Bout fucking time,” Henry muttered. “The
Cat’s back at last. Let the party get fucking started.”


The call came for us to set up on stage. I
walked out, deliberately avoiding any eye contact with Cat, who was still
chatting with the host. When his interview came to a close he walked over to
applause from the audience and took his position on the stool beside me. I
turned to face the lights, closing my eyes as the familiar opening refrain
started.


For the first time since we’d started
singing together the song felt clumsy. Cat was off. It wasn’t anything the
majority of the audience would notice, but I did, and so did the band. I tried
to compensate in my own parts – my voice strong and sure – but it
still didn’t make up for what was lacking. The connection was gone.


We finished to a standing ovation and the
usual effusive praise from the presenter, but this time it all felt false to
me. I walked quickly off stage as soon as we were able and returned to the
dressing room.


“What the fuck was that about?” Cat
shouted, storming in behind me.


“I’m sorry?” 


“Your fucking performance out there. All
the showing off, the vocal trickery – were you trying to make me look
bad?”


“Oh, I think you did that all by yourself,”
I said, grabbing my bag. I had no clue where I was planning to go, just that I
needed to get away from Cat.


“What is your problem?” he demanded.


“Right now you’re my problem,” I told him
honestly. “You’re behaving like an arse towards me. I’m not sure why, but I do
know I don’t like it.” With that I slung my bag over my shoulder and marched
past him. The others were standing in the hallway, clearly unwilling to walk in
while we’d been shouting at each other. I grabbed Eddy’s hand as I passed him,
and he tripped along beside me as I headed towards the exit. 


“Delilah Thomas?” an American accent
called. “Delilah? Can I have a moment?”


I slowed, looking towards the portly middle-aged
man who had called out to me. “Can I help you?” I asked, my innate politeness,
a legacy from my Mama, insisting I not ignore him.


“I thought you were astonishing,” he began.



I sighed, in no mood for someone blowing
smoke up my arse. “You’re very kind,” I began, starting to walk off again.


“Really,” he said, one hand on my arm. “I’m
not a fan… well, I am, but not like you think. I’m a manager. I manage a few
acts, and I know from Wayne you don’t have representation at the moment. Here’s
my card. Look me up. The simple fact is I want to manage you, and I know I can
make amazing things happen for you. I know you know nothing about me, but if
you want to find out more I can give you some people’s names and contact
details. Just… think about it before you say no,” he said, as he felt me
withdraw. I looked down at the card he’d placed in my hand and slipped it in my
pocket before nodding at him, and then grabbed Eddy’s hand again and marched
out the building. 











Chapter 27


I slept in the same bed as Eddy that night.
The band had gone straight out to the clubs after the performance, while Eddy
and I had chosen a quiet meal instead. When we got back it was quiet, and we’d
settled in to watch a movie, until the whole band decided to descend on Cat’s
and my suite, groupies in tow. I’d taken one look at the women hanging off Cat
and left the room with Eddy. I was seriously considering changing my plans and
catching a flight back to the UK.


“What about that guy?” Eddy asked as we lay
side by side on his bed. “Who was he? Have you looked him up yet?”


“No. Why on earth do I need a manager?”


“Uh, der!” Eddy said with a laugh. “Have
you seen that article about you?” The article had been published a couple of
hours earlier, and I’d already been inundated since with messages via Wayne for
more interview requests. Mama had been in tears when she’d read it, and I’d had
to spend a large portion of dinner calming her down she was so excited.


“It’s not real. They don’t even know me. I
think you’ll find they say that sort of thing about lots of people who come to
nothing.”


“Bullshit. She rarely says anything nice
about anyone. You can run, Delilah, but you can’t hide. You need to consider
your options. Wayne won’t look out for you – he only cares about Cold
Comfort. You need to find someone whose priority is you.”


“I would if I were going to become a full-time
singer, but I’m not. I’m going to teach music after I finish my degree. I’m
going to give other kids who can’t afford it the help they need to learn how
wonderful music can be.”


“That’s very commendable, but it’s still
good to understand your options. Maybe you could do both? After all, how are
you going to feed yourself while you give all those free lessons?” He had a
point. I handed him the card, and he Googled the name on his iPad.


“Holy moly,” he breathed after a couple of
minutes of scanning pages. “Do you know who you were freaking talking to? Only
Bill Morrison.”


“Who?”


“Oh my god, Delilah.” He started to list
the names of some of my favourite singers over recent times. There weren’t
loads, and the acts were mostly slightly older, but what there was was quality.
“I thought he’d retired. I can’t believe he wants to work with you.”


“The fact remains I’m not sure if I’m cut
out for this business,” I said, as the sounds of female shrieks echoed from my
suite down the hallway.


“You don’t have to act like them,” Eddy
said dismissively. “Cat’s being an ass. He’ll be creeping along the corridor
before you know it, trying to find you.”


“That’s just it. I don’t want to keep going
through this cycle of trusting him only for him to let me down like that. He
practically said I was just one of his harem. I have more self-respect than to let
anyone treat me like that. I didn’t let Hardy, and I won’t let Cat. I deserve
better.” I paused, looking at him. “God, Eddy, I wish you were straight.”


“I’m a hard act to follow, it’s true,” he
said sagely, which made me laugh.


“See, even when my supposed boyfriend is
doing god knows what, with god knows who in the room next door, you can still
make me laugh. That’s a wonderful gift,” I said, hugging him.


“My pleasure, anytime,” he said, stroking
my hair as I lay with my head on his chest.


*


We must have both fallen asleep because the
next thing I knew the bedroom door flew open, hitting the wall with a loud
crash and Cat was shouting at me. “What the fuck’s going on here?”


I sat up in shock, Eddy a moment behind me,
my eyes bleary. I peered at the time on the clock. 


“It’s four a.m., Cat,” I moaned, collapsing
back down onto the bed. “Go to bed.”


“I asked what the fuck is going on. You
fucking her, Eddy?” That got me pissed. I sat up again, taking in his
appearance this time. His hair was wild, as if unknown fingernails had been
raking through it, and his eyes were bloodshot and glassy. He was wired to the
max.


“What’s going on is two friends making do
with the available sleeping arrangements because there was a party going on in
the other person’s room. I wanted to get some sleep. Eddy’s my friend. My
homosexual friend. Now stop behaving like a dick and leave us alone. I warned
you how I felt about all this,” I said, pointing at his state of undress. “Maybe
you can use the time alone to reflect on your own behaviour this evening,” I
commented, noting the lipstick on his collar. 


“Get the fuck into my bed, Delilah,” Cat
demanded.


“No. I don’t like you very much right now. I
would suggest you back the fuck off and leave me alone, unless you want me to
get on the first available flight back to the UK.” He stood there for a moment
or two, his eyes blazing and nostrils flaring, but I stared right back at him.


“Fuck!” he exclaimed finally, slamming the
door behind him as he left.


For a long time we were quiet, with just
the sound of my breathing breaking the silence as I lay there digesting what
had just happened. My breathing became more ragged and then finally the tears
started to fall, as Eddy pulled me into his arms. “Oh, baby girl, you’re okay,”
he told me as he hugged me. “You’re strong. I wish you didn’t have to be. You
shouldn’t have to be. The guy’s an ass. He doesn’t deserve you if he’s going to
behave like that. Let’s just get this trip finished and then we can go home and
forget all about the lousy band.” I nodded, liking the thought of returning to
the normality of our life in Brighton, as he held me and stroked my hair. We
stayed that way for a long time until finally I fell back to sleep.


*


The next day the band was far more subdued.
Mainly because they were all seriously hung over. We performed at a number of
places – thankfully the buzz around the single was just as positive here
as it had been in the UK. Cat gave me some space, but I could feel his eyes upon
me throughout the day. I ignored him, unwilling to ask what had gone on the
night before.


Things were still strained by the time we
walked into our hotel in L.A. later that night. My body clock was now
completely shot, and I had no idea what day it was, let alone what time. All I
knew was it was dark and I desperately wanted to sleep. When I asked for my own
room Cat started to protest, but I stopped him dead with one look. The red-haired
Jessica Rabbit lookalike that bounded up to him while we were waiting for the
lifts didn’t help either.


“Cat, honey, I’m so happy you’re here,” she
cooed, planting a big kiss on his lips. The band members’ heads swivelled
towards me. 


I wanted to poke her eyes out, but instead
I gave a brusque, “Excuse me,” as I shouldered my way past into the lift. Cat
pulled away from her and made to step in with me, but I just glowered at him.


“Delilah,” he started. I raised a single
eyebrow as the doors slid closed between us, my mood turning to black by the
time I’d dragged my bag up to the bedroom door. Cat arrived moments later,
before I’d even located my key, panting.


“Delilah,” he managed between gasps of
breath.


“Fuck,” I exclaimed as the contents of my
bag spilled out across the hallway. I knelt down and began to shovel everything
back in.


“Your language is worse since you met me,”
he observed. 


“You think?”


“Yeah,” he said with a sad smile. “Can I
come in?” he asked when I finally located the key – in my pocket – and
opened the door. I hesitated. “I thought we’d have the chance to talk tonight,
then you asked for your own room. We need to talk…” He trailed off.


“What about Jessica?”


“Jessica?” he asked, confused.


“The redhead.”


“Oh, you mean Tiff?” I nodded. “I left her
with Henry.”


“Lucky Henry… She seemed like a close
friend.” 


He grimaced. “She’s nothing. Just an old
hookup.” He winced when he realised that didn’t make it sound any better. “Look,
I’m out of my depth here,” he said, hand raking through his hair as his
agitation took hold. I sighed, tired of all the tension.


“It’s fine, Cat,” I said. “Get an early
night. We have another long day tomorrow, and I’m dog tired. I need some sleep
right now.”


“Have dinner with me tomorrow after we
finish, then?”


“I don’t know,” I prevaricated, but his
expression was so doleful I didn’t have the heart to say no. “Okay, but if you’re
an ass during the day I reserve the right to cancel.”


“You can indeed,” he promised. “I won’t be
an ass. I’ll behave myself. I’ll show you I’m worth the effort. I know how it
looked the other night, but I didn’t sleep with any of them.”


“It wasn’t the sleeping I was worried
about.”


“You know what I mean. I just needed you to
know that. We’ll talk at dinner tomorrow. Sleep well, baby,” he said. Then he
gave me a kiss that made my knees tremble and left.


I closed the door and threw myself onto the
bed, exhausted by the work, the travel and the emotional roller coaster I’d
been on for the last few weeks. The phone rang, and it was Eddy, just checking
I was okay after Cat’s visit. “How did you know he wasn’t still here?” I asked.


“I thought you’d make him work harder than
that, and quite right too,” he said, laughing. “Are you alright? Did he upset
you?”


“I’m fine. He was okay. I told him I was
tired and that we’d have dinner after work tomorrow. How did the lovely Tiff
take his disappearance?”


“She had a face like a cat’s arse. Well, at
least that’s what it would have looked like if she’d not had so much filler
pumped into her lips. She made do with Henry, who seemed delighted.”


“They’re made for each other, I should
think.”


“Well, you get some sleep, sweetpea. I’ll
see you at breakfast.”


We made arrangements to meet, and then I
dragged myself into the shower before finally collapsing into the bed. I must
have slept for nearly five hours when my body suddenly decided it was time to
wake up. The dark skies outside the window told me I still had hours to go, so
I lay there for nearly an hour trying to coax my body to sleep some more before
finally giving up. Alone with my guitar for the first time in weeks I composed
some new tunes, scribbling down lyrics in my little notebook as they came to
me. By the time the hour arrived to meet Eddy I had two new songs down.


With another full day of work scheduled
ahead of us, it was only the fact that we all knew the load lightened
afterwards, with a marginally less full-on work schedule for the rest of the
week, that kept us all focused. The single was reportedly doing well in the
charts on both sides of the Atlantic now, so the band planned to spend the next
few days working on their new album and preparing for their forthcoming
American tour, while in between we hopped around the US doing T.V. appearances.
It was a relief for me to have a bit of a break on the cards.


“Delilah,” Wayne said, approaching from the
corner of the room where he’d been huddled on his telephone. “Have you got
yourself a manager yet?”


“No, I didn’t think I’d need one.”


“Well, you might want to reconsider. These
are all requests you’ve received,” he said, handing me a sheet of paper with an
outline of activities people wanted me to get involved in and when. They varied
from newspaper and magazine features to bookings to sing. There was even a
request for me to appear on a T.V. game show.


“They all for you?” Eddy asked, scanning
the list. “Wow, some of these are crazy good,” he said, pointing at the names
of the magazines that were interested. 


“I don’t mean to be rude,” Wayne
interrupted our perusal of the list, “but I can’t continue to field everything
for you and do what the boys need me to as well. I’m going to drop something at
some point. I can recommend some people if you like?” 


“Yeah, I’ll think about it,” I said,
thinking about Bill Morrison again. I needed to make a decision about whether
this was what I wanted to do. Then there was the fact Eddy and I were due back
at college in a few weeks. 


Wayne walked off while I continued to scan
down the events, stopping when I saw a charity request. They wanted me to sing
for a children’s cancer unit at Palmer General Hospital. “I want to do this
one,” I said, pointing it out to Eddy. “Do you think Cat will do it with me? We
could just take the guitars.”


“Probably. He’s fairly desperate to get
back in your good books.” Cat chose that exact moment to walk into the
breakfast hall and made an immediate beeline for me. Women at every table
lifted their heads like meerkats as he made his way over. 


“What have you got there?” he asked,
nodding towards the papers I still held, having grabbed a plate of eggs and
bacon on his way past before sitting down without asking.


“Wayne gave them to me. They’re appearance
requests.”


“Isn’t he managing them for you?”


“He’s too busy to do both you and me. Anyway,
it’s all part of the decisions I need to make.”


“What decisions?”


“Whether I need to get my own manager,
whether I go back to college, whether I even want to sing as a profession. You
know life, the universe, and everything.” I paused. “Hey, I would ask one
favour, though. There’s a request in here to sing at a children’s cancer ward. I’d
like to do it. Will you sing with me? We can do the single.”


“When is it?”


I scanned the page for the details.
“Tomorrow afternoon.”


“That’s the first free time we’ll have had
in days,” he protested. “Can’t they rearrange?”


“These are kids with cancer. Time is not
their friend.”


“Okay, well, I’ll do my best… for you,” he
said with a grin. “Make sure Wayne knows and schedules in a car.” I quickly
used the contact details on the page to confirm our availability with the
hospital, who were delighted, and then scurried straight over to Wayne and
filled him in. He just scowled when he heard what I’d agreed to, especially
when he heard I’d roped Cat in too.


“Most acts would cut off their right arms
to have a tenth of those appearances and bookings, and you choose to do the one
that pays you zilch?” I shrugged and said nothing. There was no way Wayne and I
were ever going to agree on the subject.


*


The morning had passed relatively
peacefully after the chaos of the last few days. By ten minutes before I’d
arranged to meet Cat, I was dressed in my skinny jeans and the black vest top I
liked so much. It was casual, but that was the way I preferred it. I finished the
look off with biker boots and a heavy belt, congratulating myself that I’d got
the rock chick look down. It helped I had a wardrobe full of new clothes to
pick from now.


I’d arranged to meet Cat in the lobby, and
when I walked out of the elevator he was already surrounded by fans and the
predictable groupies. He must have been looking out for me because moments
after he pushed his way through the crowd and headed over to me. He was in a
Nirvana t-shirt and some faded blue jeans that clung to his legs in all the
right places. “You look amazing,” he said when he reached me, bending down to
give me a knee-trembling kiss. I swear I heard the collective female population
groan at the sight, but I didn’t care. He took my hand and led me out to a
waiting car.


“Where are we going?”


“Just a little place on the coast I know. It’s
quiet and beautiful. We can talk there.” I nodded and let him guide me into the
car. I spent the journey in silence, content with him holding my hand as the
driver sped up the coastline, away from the city lights, until we reached a
small Italian restaurant situated high in the hills, with a beautiful view
overlooking the ocean. 


He led me inside where we were met by an
Italian man, clearly the owner, who seemed delighted to see Cat again. We were
quickly seated in a private area, away from the prying eyes of the other
diners, where Cat ordered a bottle of red wine and some appetisers while we
both perused the menu. “You’ve been here before,” I observed.


“Yeah, I like it here. The food is simple
but good, and I like the owner. His son is a friend of mine. He plays for
another band.” I was relieved it wasn’t his favourite date night venue, making
me just the latest in a long stream of women in his life.


When the waiter returned we ordered
delicious-sounding plates of pasta, while Cat poured the wine. I helped myself
to a breadstick, nibbling on the end, while I waited for us to be left alone again.
Finally, we had the space to ourselves. Cat sat back in his chair, cradling his
wine glass as he looked at me. “I’ve missed you.”


“I’ve missed you too.”


“I’m sorry, Delilah. I keep doing it –
keep risking what we have for… nothing. I hate myself afterwards.”


“What made you so angry that day?”


“I don’t know.”


“I think you do,” I called him out, taking
a big gulp of my wine for courage. 


He paused before answering. “I think I was
jealous. You were getting so much attention. Every interview turned into a
discussion about you, I couldn’t handle it. Then in the interview when he
suggested I was wrapped around your finger – I just felt pissed off. I’m
sorry, I shouldn’t have said what I did. I didn’t mean it.”


“You hurt me.”


“I know. I’m sorry.”


“Why can’t you handle me getting
attention?”


“I think you’re going to leave me. Won’t
need me anymore.”


“Why would I not need you? I’m far more
likely to leave you if you act like a womanising arsehole. Did you fuck any of
them?”


“No. No, I wouldn’t do that to you.”


“Did you do anything else with anyone that
I should know about?” He hesitated, and my heart broke a little. I felt tears
pool in my eyes.


“I kissed a couple of girls. That’s it. I
stopped it from going any further because they meant nothing. You’re everything
to me.”


“So because you were jealous of me getting
some attention you went and got off with other women to punish me.” 


He nodded, looking miserable. “I told you I
would fuck up. I don’t know how to control this relationship.”


“Maybe stop trying to control it and start
talking to me. Start telling me what you need from me to feel secure, to not
need to go off like that with other women. Start respecting me. I don’t know if
I can handle this if you can’t find a different way to let me know you’re
unhappy with a situation. It was kissing this time, but what will it be next
time you don’t like something I do? A quick blowjob, a fuck? I’m not a mug.” 


“I’m struggling with you becoming a
celebrity. I want to keep you to myself.”


“I never asked for any of this. I didn’t
want fame. You put me in this position.”


“That article, it just knocked me sideways.
Everything I saw in you was right there. For everyone else to see. All the
potential laid out across the page, and I felt like you were slipping away from
me.”


“You pushed me more like,” I responded,
indignant now. “I wanted nothing more than to finish my degree and become a
music teacher. I still want that. I did the interview for you, because Wayne
said it was good for the single, good for the band. The promotion work, the appearances,
all for you, because it would help Cold Comfort. I didn’t want or need any of
it. And then you have the gall to get pissed with me because people praised me
instead of you? I think that’s fairly pathetic. You went and copped off with
other women just to hurt me because I’d done well? That’s low. How would you
feel if I had done the same?”


“Devastated,” he whispered. “God, Delilah,
I’m so sorry. It was only a kiss. It meant nothing. It was just the cocaine.”


“The cocaine is a problem too.” I held up
my hand as he started to protest. “It’s just recreational,” I said, stealing
his line before he could say it. “I know. I’ve heard you say it enough. Tell me,
though, how often were you doing it before I arrived on the scene? Every weekend?
Every other day? Every night? Be honest with yourself, does that sound
recreational to you? It’s moved beyond that. Henry does a line before every
appearance now.” His brow furrowed. “If it’s not already a problem it’s going
to be soon. I don’t like the man you become when you take it. I don’t want a
relationship with that man.” Cat deflated in front of me.


“But I do want a relationship with this
man,” I said, reaching out to take hold of his hand. “I want to go back to the
UK and finish college, and I want us to try and make this work. I don’t need
the limelight. If giving it up means not losing you, then it’s a sacrifice I’d
willingly make. If it makes you that unhappy, then I’d do that for you… for us.
But it’s conditional.” He looked up at me, hope visible for the first time in
our conversation. “No other women and no cocaine.”


He let out a long breath. “I can try,” he
promised. “For you I will try.”


I nodded as the waiter brought our plates
in and placed them down in front of us. It felt like a fresh start. I just
prayed I wasn’t getting my hopes up only to have them dashed again.











Chapter 28


Our first test arrived the very next
morning when my UK article got picked up in some of the US press. The paparazzi
were all over us during our early appearance that day, attention fixed
primarily on me, and I could feel Cat becoming more and more tense as the
morning went on. 


After lunch the band retreated to the
studio to work on their album, while Eddy and I tried to dodge the press. We’d attempted
to do the tourist thing and take a trip round Hollywood, but the press had
other ideas, and in the end we’d called it a day and headed back to the hotel.


By quarter past three I was standing in the
hospital reception with my guitar. The staff were delighted I’d accepted the
request to sing for the kids. I spent more than an hour just meeting some of
them, the heartbreakingly visible impact of their illness on their small bodies
humbling me and making me thank god for the health I’d been blessed with. They
were so happy to meet me, and I felt the least I could do was make the
experience one to remember.


By half past four there was still no sign
of Cat, and people were starting to get fidgety. Some of the press had got wind
of where I was, and the hospital had given permission for one of them to come
inside. “What made you decide to do this, Delilah?” he asked.


“I was honoured to be asked. If the kids
thought it would brighten their day for me to sing, then I was happy to do it.”



“Where’s Cat? I thought he was coming too.”


“So did I,” I admitted. “He must have been
held up at the studio.”


“Yeah, I’ve heard what Cold Comfort are
like when they get in the studio.” He snorted. 


“We need to start the rounds soon,” the
nurse who’d shown me around said, shifting uncomfortably at needing to rush me.


“Sure,” I said, feeling equally awkward. “Well,
if you don’t mind it being just me then I’m happy to start.” Everyone nodded. I
quickly got my guitar out of the case and sat down on the stool to tune it,
trying to control my shaking hands. A small expectant crowd had gathered, and I
scanned the faces, hoping to see Cat amongst them. I didn’t. But I did see
Hardy. He was near the back, his eyes fixed on me.


“If you’re ready, then,” the nurse said,
and I realised with some embarrassment I’d been staring at him for the last
five minutes. He smiled and nodded encouragingly, and I looked down at my
guitar, trying to decide what to play.


“Um,” I began hesitantly, then another look
at Hardy made my mind up for me. “So most of you know the single I did with
Cold Comfort, ‘Eternity’, but that’s a duet, so I can’t sing that right now
because Cat’s not here. If you don’t mind I’d like to sing one of my own. It’s
something I wrote when I was going through a hard time. I hope you like it. It’s
called ‘One Small Step’.” With that I played my song, for the first time
singing the words I’d written so long ago. Singing them to Hardy.


I’m sorry, it’s too hard for me to stay

Heard you went with that other girl, so there’s nothing left for us to say

I’m sorry, I’m too selfish to just wait

And hope that maybe you’ll wake up and believe in our fate 


My voice was strong and confident as I sang
the words. It was liberating, and as I sang the final refrain I sought Hardy out
and sang directly to him:


So I took a step, and then one more

I reached for the strength and I found the door

Because one small step away from you

Was one small step towards him too. 


I finished, feeling triumphant. It was
emancipating to finally tell him how I’d felt all those months ago. All those
times I’d been unable to sing the lyrics I realised now had been because I’d
been waiting for this moment. The moment when I could tell him to his face.


The applause when it came actually startled
me. Suddenly I was thrust back into the moment, aware of the sea of faces
smiling and clapping and looking at me with delight. I lost count of the people
who congratulated me on the performance, as the photographer clicked away
beside me.


“Who was it, Delilah?” a reporter asked. “Who
broke your heart?” I swung my head to find one of the paparazzi beside me.


“Excuse me,” I said, pushing to get through
the crowd.


“Was it Cat?”


“What? No!”


“Then how does it feel to have it happening
again?” he called. “He’s with Tiff Johnson now when he’s meant to be here with
you. Have you seen the pictures on Twitter? How does that make you feel?” At
the words my face crumbled, my vision blurred and I felt lost and alone in a sea
of strangers. I pushed blindly forward as the photographer snapped his pictures
all the while. Panic rose in me, until a strong arm wrapped around my shoulders
and steered me forward. I pressed my head into the shoulder of my saviour until
I heard a door close, the noise suddenly diminished, and finally we were alone.
I looked up and was enveloped by Hardy’s warm chocolate gaze. Watching warily as
he wiped the tears from my cheeks with the pad of his thumb, I used the moments
to store the small changes that had occurred in the time since we’d last been
together like this. Small lines around his forehead and spidering around his
eyes. 


“What are you doing here?” I finally asked.


“My family, my mother, donated this children’s
wing to the hospital. I was the one who suggested you might be willing to do
this.”


“You arranged this? You set me up because
you wanted to see me? You exploited sick kids just to get some time with me?”


“No, I took a chance that the big-hearted
girl I knew would be willing to give her time for nothing to a bunch of sick
kids who may not have much longer on this earth. I did it for them, but I won’t
deny I hoped to see you too.”


“Well, now you have. Did you like the song?
I wrote it just for you.”


“The song was beautiful, but it’s one of
the saddest I think I’ve ever heard. I think it actually broke my heart.”


“I know the feeling,” I said, sobbing. He
pulled me into his arms and hugged me, and I let him until my sobs had calmed,
my breathing approaching something resembling normal again. Then I pulled back
and looked at him. “I shouldn’t be here… with you.”


“Look, have a coffee with me. Just one
coffee. Let me talk to you for ten minutes. Nothing else; coffee and a
conversation. Please, Delilah.” There was a note of desperation in his voice. I
hesitated, then looked at my phone – there were no messages from Cat. I
opened my Twitter app and sure enough in Cat’s feed there were pictures of the
band mid-party in the studio. I recognised all the signs. Tiff was virtually in
Cat’s lap in most of the pictures. His eyes were glazed. Less than twelve hours
after promising me he’d try, he’d fallen off the wagon. And with her too.


I sent him a text; All deals are off. Hope
she/it was worth it. Then I turned off my phone and swivelled to look at
Hardy. “Coffee, that’s all. You’ve got ten minutes.” His face lit up.


He led me out the office we’d been hiding
in, the crowd having finally dispersed, and then down some stairs until we
arrived in a car park. His car was a black Audi R8. “You got your trust fund,
then?”


“I got what I was entitled to. For putting
up with that bastard as my father, and surviving despite an almost continually
absent mother. Since then I’ve nearly trebled it,” he said as he opened the
door and waited for me to climb in.


“So soon… How?” I asked, curious.


“I’m a venture capitalist. I invest in
other people’s ideas, help them make their dreams a reality. Turns out I’m
rather good at spotting potential. Well, you should know. You were my first.”


“You didn’t make any money out of me,” I
scoffed as he sped out of the car park.


“No, but I saw the potential, bought you
the guitar.” He grinned at me. “The rest, as they say, is history.” I turned to
look out the window, noting the shops and many coffee shops we had already
passed.


“Where are we going? You’re passing all the
coffee shops.”


“There’s a place I like up in the Hills. I
wanted to show it to you. They do the best coffee I’ve ever had.”


“The Hills? That’s hardly a ten-minute
coffee. You’re pushing your luck.”


“I know. I’m sorry. I promise it will be
worth it.” I sat back in the seat and watched the scenery as we drove. “You
were amazing earlier,” Hardy suddenly said. “Your voice is even better than I
remember it, and that song. God, I don’t have words…”


“Thank you. I’ve never performed it before.
You inspired me.”


“I’m so sorry you were ever made to feel
like that. … I’m sorry I made you feel like that.” He turned the car into a
driveway, pulling through some immense wrought iron gates. 


“What is this place? A hotel?” I asked as
we pulled up in front of a massive house.


“A house. My house.” My head swivelled to
look at him.


“Your house? What the hell, Hardy! Take me
home right now.”


“I will,” he soothed, “I promise. It’ll
just be coffee – good coffee – and then I’ll take you home. If we’d
gone anywhere public we’d have been disturbed. You’re too well known right now.
I imagine after today’s shenanigans you’re all over the entertainment news. I’ve
waited so long to talk to you I didn’t want anyone to disturb us. I’m sorry, I
was being selfish. I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said, putting his hands out
as I leaned my back against the door, trying to move as far away from him as I
was able. “Just coffee, I promise.” I looked at him and saw nothing that led me
to believe he was lying, then wondered if that was what all murder victims
thought as they wandered into the murderer’s lair.


“You are scaring me,” I admitted.


“Call your friend – Eddy, is it? Tell
him where you are. I’ll give you the address.”


“Okay,” I nodded slowly. I switched my
phone on, ignoring the texts and missed calls from Cat that started to flood my
phone, and called Eddy.


“Delilah, oh my god where are you? I saw
the footage from the hospital… are you okay? Where are you?”


“I’m with a friend. I’m going to have
coffee, but I’m going to give you the address so you don’t worry about me.” I
didn’t add it was so that I didn’t worry about me either.


“What friend? What’s the address?” I
repeated the details after Hardy said them to me and could hear Eddy scribbling
them down. “Who is it, Delilah? Cat’s been going out his mind. He lost it after
he got your text.”


“Well, he should have done what he said he
would, then, shouldn’t he? Maybe he should have spent a bit more time with me
and a little less with Tiff Johnson. I’ll be back in about an hour,” I
promised. “Just don’t give the address to Cat. Promise me,” I added when Eddy
was initially silent.


“I promise,” he breathed. “Are you with
him? Is he here? Are you really okay?” he asked, sounding worried now.


“I’m okay. I’ll be back in an hour. I love
you.”


“I love you too, D. Look after yourself.”


“I will,” I promised.


I disconnected the phone and then turned
back to look at Hardy. “You’d better get going. You’re on the clock.” He leaped
out of the car and ran round to my door.


“Walk round the side there,” he said,
pointing at the side of the building. “There’s a patio with an amazing view. Make
yourself comfortable while I organise the coffee.” He sprinted off indoors,
while I made my way to where he’d pointed. As I rounded the corner I literally
gasped at the view. An infinity pool led away to the rolling hills beyond.


I was still standing staring at the
spectacle in front of me when Hardy emerged with a tray of coffee. “Do you like
it?” he asked, placing the tray on the patio table and coming to stand beside
me.


“How could I not? It’s incredible.”


“Good.” He looked pleased with himself. “Still
milk no sugar?” he asked, pouring us each a cup of filter coffee.


“Yes, thank you.” I sat down opposite,
taking my cup when he passed it to me. “So, you wanted to talk?”


“I wanted to explain. I’ve planned for so
long what I would say when I had a chance, but now you’re here, in front of me,
I find myself oddly speechless.”


“Well, we can just drink our coffee. There’s
not much to say, really. Your father bought and paid for my mother. You wanted
to do the same for me. In the meantime, while I was waiting for you, you were
off doing whatever with Clarissa…” I trailed off.


“Is that what he told you?” He looked angry
now. “He paid for your mother’s favours, that much is certainly true. I tried
to persuade her once, after you and I got together that first time, to leave
him… to take you away. But she wouldn’t. I even offered to repay her debts to
him, but she said she didn’t want to be beholden to yet another man, or let you
get caught up in what she thought of as her mess.” That sounded like my Mama. “But
I never, never suggested I would use you that way. Jesus, Delilah, how could
you think that of me?”


“Your father said it outright. Suggested he
might renege on the deal and keep me for himself because he liked the look of
me. Mama was scared for me, and that’s why I ran. I couldn’t risk it – I
didn’t know what to believe.” 


“I swear to you, Delilah, on my life, on my
mother’s life, I wanted nothing more than to love you.”


“Love me? What about Clarissa? And whoever
else. All those times you couldn’t come to the UK for the summer, but you could
hang out with her… and the others. I remember the sorts of things people got up
to at those parties. You asked me to wait for you, and I did. Turned out waiting
was a one-way thing.”


“Delilah, if I could change anything it
would be some of those choices I made then. I was so stupid. Young and stupid. I
risked the one thing I really cared about for some instant gratification. I won’t
make excuses for what I did, but I never had full intercourse with another
woman in the time we were together. In my head that meant I was faithful to
you.”


“Not in mine,” I said, letting him see
exactly how hurt I was.


“I realise that now. Jesus, I wish I could
change things. When I got back and you’d left… I… Jesus, I thought I would
never be able to breathe again. I spent weeks looking for you.”


“Weeks?”


“I found you quite quickly. I was very
determined.”


“But you didn’t contact me until recently? Why?”


“I wanted to make sure you were okay. I
nearly stepped in when you struggled to find somewhere to live, but then you
met Eddy and I could see you were okay… happy. I thought you deserved some time
to heal. I would have left you alone for longer, but then I saw you with him,
and I couldn’t let that happen.” He took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Delilah,
but he’s not good enough for you. He’s a serial womaniser and does drugs. You
deserve so much more.”


“Pot meet kettle. I hardly think you’re in
a position to judge the quality of my relationship based on those criteria. I’d
like you to take me home, please,” I said, draining my cup. He was right. It
was good coffee.


“Of course.” He stood and escorted me back
to the car, holding the door until I was seated. I pulled out my phone. There
were another seven missed calls that had come in during the time I’d had the coffee,
plus a text. All from Cat. I opened the text. You’re with him at his house? Seriously?
What the fuck? I closed the phone, feeling my heart thump in my chest. 


“Everything okay?” Hardy asked, looking
over at me, concerned.


“No, not really,” I said with a sigh.


“If you need me, Delilah, you know I’m here,
right? I mean I know we aren’t together right now, but I’ve never stopped
loving you. I’ve loved you since I was ten. I can’t see that ever changing.”


“I love you too,” I said, acknowledging the
feelings my heart still held. “But I don’t trust you any more. You hurt me too
much. The lies damaged whatever we had, and I can’t see a way past that.”


“I know… I know,” he whispered. He looked
devastated and stayed that way for the duration of the journey. We didn’t speak
again. There was nothing much left to say.


He pulled into the hotel and stopped in
front of the doors, jumping out to run round and open my own door. “Who’s the
guy, Delilah?” a photographer asked, getting right in our faces. Hardy moved in
front of me and ploughed a path forward until we were inside the hotel.


“Thank you,” I said, turning to face him.


“Anytime, Delilah. Whatever you need. Just
… anything.” He leant forward and kissed me gently on the forehead. I turned
quickly and fled towards the lifts before my traitorous heart could make me do
something I’d regret. I knew he’d stood and watched me until the doors on the
elevator closed behind me. I couldn’t look at him again. 


Part of me wanted to run back to my room
and hide like the proverbial ostrich, but I knew that would only delay the
inevitable. It was time to bite the bullet and face Cat. I headed straight for
his suite, knocking sharply on the door until someone opened it. It was Henry,
looking smug. “Look who it is,” he said with a grin. “He’s in there,” he said,
nodding towards the bedroom. I marched past him and opened the door.


Cat was reclining on the bed naked. Tiff
was between his legs giving him head, equally naked. He barely looked up as I
walked in. I picked up the nearest thing to hand and threw it at them. It was
one of his size-eleven boots, and it got their attention. “Delilah,” Cat said,
jumping up, oblivious to his nakedness. “You’re here. They said you went to
him, but you’re here… you came back to me.” He pushed Tiff away from him when
she tried to grab hold of his arm. She was pissed at first, scowling up at me
from where she reclined on the bed, before purring to Cat;


“Baby, come back to bed and fuck me again. I
need more of your loving.” 


I felt my heart splinter for the second
time in my life. “Was it all bullshit, Cat? Everything you said?” I asked, hurt
and disappointed with the speed at which he’d fallen back into this life. He
stood in front of me, still naked, trying to pull me into his arms. “You have
to be joking!” I screamed, upset turning to anger. “You think I’d want you
after this?” I said, pointing at the state of him, and her. “I want no part of
this. I might not have much, but I have enough pride to not allow anyone to
treat me like this. I believed you when you said you wanted to make this work. I
believed you really cared about me. And you do this to me? Enough. I’ve had
enough.” I spun on my heel and careened into Henry.


“Leaving already?” He laughed in my face.


“You’re toxic,” I hissed at him. “You have
lost the ability to care about anything but yourself. Someone once dared to
hurt you, so now you can’t stand to see anyone else happy, and when you do see
it you have to destroy it, just to make sure they feel as shit as you do. Well,
congratulations. Job done. The trouble is you’re going to grow old alone, Henry.
All of this…,” I said, pointing around me at the suite, “it doesn’t last. There’ll
be another band that everyone loves more than you at some point soon, and you’ll
fade into being just another has-been rock star. And then all you’ll have left
is a world of people who only want to be with you for your money, or what they
think you can do for them. Users. No one will actually care about you. Because
no one would want to care about what you’ve become – the piece of shit you
are now. And that’s bad enough, but do you know what’s worse?” He blinked at me
as if to say something, but I carried on before he could answer. “Not happy just
to destroy your own life, you have to bring him down with you,” I said,
pointing at Cat over my shoulder. “Destroy him with your drugs, so you can reduce
him to the same level of pond scum you aspire to be. Well, I hope you’re happy.
You have to carry that on your conscience, and I hope it keeps you awake at
night as he slowly destroys himself because of you. ” I slow-clapped him. “Good
job,” I said. “I hope you both rot in this self-inflicted hell you’ve created.”
Then I walked past his silent form and slammed the door behind me.


I made it back to my room, somehow found my
key, and walked inside. Eddy was there. Eddy had always been there for me ever
since I’d met him. Loyal, supportive. My only friend. And as always I collapsed
into his waiting arms. “I want to go home,” I cried.









Epilogue


3 months later


The fallout from my hospital trip had been
horrific. I’d been bombarded by press, in part because a YouTube video of me
singing had been posted and had already been viewed nearly a million times. Then
after that they hounded me because news had leaked about my fight with Cat at
the hotel. Tiff had made the most of her fifteen minutes of fame, participating
in a full newspaper spread, complete with pictures of her in her underwear,
where she described at length how I had walked in on her and Cat in flagrante. She
conveniently left out the part about the drugs. 


I hadn’t spoken to Cat in person since that
day, although the papers had been filled since with stories about the stream of
women he was connected to – and the drugs he was accused of habitually
using now. He was painted as flaky and unreliable, a junkie. The most awkward
point had been when I’d received a call a few days after things had unravelled,
telling me we needed to make a video for the single. I’d flat-out refused to
participate at first, but then was reminded that I was contractually obliged. In
the end we’d got around any difficulties by filming Cat and me in different
locations, on different balconies in different parts of the world, singing to
one another while apart. It worked with the lyrics of the song, and the
finished piece was heartbreakingly lovely.


A few weeks ago the shit seemed to have hit
the fan, and after a particularly vivid run of stories that I couldn’t seem to
help myself reading about, describing a man who’d gone completely off the
rails, rumours of overdose and hospital, I’d read that he’d admitted himself to
a rehab unit. But it was hard to know what was fact and what was fiction.


Eddy and I had returned almost immediately to
Brighton. How I would have coped without him I had no idea in retrospect. I may
have been physically present, but emotionally I was lost. When I walked into our
apartment that day I felt safe for the first time in what felt like an age. The
feeling was so overwhelming I burst into tears. Eddy had, as ever, held me and
comforted me. He had been my rock at a time when I was completely at sea
emotionally. Even a visit from my Mama hadn’t mended my heart completely.


In the meantime I hadn’t heard anything
from Hardy, but I knew he was there, watching. I sensed him sometimes. I think
Eddy thought I was going mad, or having a breakdown of some sort, but I knew Hardy
was waiting for me to call him, looking out for me. There were days I came
really close to calling, but something always stopped me.


My return to college, much anticipated as a
way to move on with my life, was a bit of a disaster in the end. When I turned
up on the first day of term I was met with a bank of press. They followed me
around the campus, taking photos, interviewing people who claimed to know me
and trying to get into lectures. Photos of me appeared everywhere. If it wasn’t
the paparazzi taking pictures, it was students who then sold them to the
tabloids. I felt like a goldfish. It reached a real low when Robbie sold his
story about the time we’d spent together. If it hadn’t been so embarrassing
seeing it all splashed over the papers like a bad romance novel – the events
certainly bore no resemblance to reality – it would have been funny. 


Eventually the college called me in and
said that my presence was too disruptive and that they needed to consider the
needs of all their students. They asked me to take a sabbatical. I think the dean
and I both knew I wouldn’t be going back. So I watched my dreams crumble. On
the very same day when I arrived back at the apartment my first royalty check
for the single was waiting for me. The song had been number one in forty-two
countries and was still in the top ten in the UK and the US. Judging by the number
of zeros on the cheque I was going to be okay financially for a while.


That was how I’d reached this point, in the
apartment with Eddy, holding the business card from Bill Morrison. Since I’d left
university I’d locked myself away and used my time to immerse myself in music –
just like I had when I was little and teaching myself to play guitar. This time
I was composing. Some good must have come out of everything I had experienced,
because at my last count I figured I had at least an album’s worth of songs now.
Possibly two. I just couldn’t seem to decide if I should make the call to Morrison
or not.


“What have you got to lose?” Eddy asked
from his place beside me. He’d sacrificed a lot to be my friend. He barely saw
or spoke to Matt now, still too angry at how complicit he had been in the
events that had led up to the end. He described him as an enabler. I felt bad
about that, promising myself that one day soon I’d mend that bridge for him. From
where I was sitting Matt wasn’t the bad guy. He just got caught up in the
crossfire.


“Fuck it,” I said, pressing the numbers
into my phone and then listening as it started to ring. A man’s voice answered
after only a couple of seconds.


“Bill Morrison.”


“Mr Morrison, I’m not sure if you remember
me. You gave me your card a while back.”


“Delilah? Is that you?”


“Yes, it is,” I said, surprised at the
instant recognition. “Um, I wondered if you would be free to have a coffee
sometime. I’ve written some tracks for an album I was thinking about putting
together, and I wanted to get an opinion on them before I recorded anything. Um…
You mentioned you might be interested in being my manager…” I trailed off,
uncertain what to say next.


“Yes to the coffee, and yes to being your
manager. Yes, Delilah. I’m delighted. I was praying you’d call me when you were
ready. I’m genuinely sorry for everything you’ve been put through. I think you’ve
been amazingly dignified about it all.”


“Thank you,” I whispered, tears
threatening.


“I’m going to help you, Delilah. We’re
going to do it your way, with authenticity, so you can feel proud of what you’ve
achieved, but I have to warn you… I am going to make you a star, because you
deserve it. I saw the YouTube video of that single you performed at the
hospital. Amazing. If any of the rest are half as good as that, well…” He
continued on for another ten minutes, insisting we meet as soon as it was
physically possible so we could start putting plans into place. 


I put my thumb up to Eddy, my eyes full of
tears as I listened to Bill tell me what he was going to do for my career and
felt the bud of excitement grow within me. Eddy smiled and reached for my hand,
squeezing it. With him by my side I could do it.


I was going to be okay. For now.


The End


















 


Author’s Note


As ever my stories have only reached this
stage because of the people that have helped and cheered me on from the
sidelines. It is time to say thank you.


It has been a tough year. My dad was
diagnosed and subsequently died of cancer. It makes you appreciate how short
life is, how brief a time we all get on this earth, and why we should spend it
with the people we love, doing the things we enjoy. Writing is one such
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So my first thank you is to my dad. For
making me always feel loved, and supporting every choice I ever made –
good and bad. I’ve always known he had my back. I miss him.


Secondly my family, who similarly have
supported all the life changes I have made and assured me we’d get by. Or at
least be poor and happy. 


Sharon – always my first reader. You
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Katie – my editor and friend. On
different continents, but always there with support and love and prayer. Thank
you for your understanding when months would pass with no word from me. You
take what I write and make it better. I really couldn’t do this without
you – or not in a way that anyone would want to read. 


All the ladies on my Facebook page –
the fact you are still interested in reading what I put out amazes me, and
spurs me on to want to do more. Your words of support, comfort and
encouragement are so greatly appreciated. Thank you.


Finally, Nik at BookBeaver for my lovely
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Remember, life is short. Be happy x
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