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Chapter 1
Chapter One


 

The hum of the radio was being completely ignored as Alex drove
down a straight road towards his destination. The ocean was in the
distance and as he was driving down the hill it seemed to get
closer to him. Flying past the buildings by the roadside, he could
only think about what was coming and it was not going to be a good
experience. He had turned on the radio to try and distract him from
what he was about to do. It wasn’t working. The music had just
faded into background noise. He knew that this was going to be
difficult but he also knew that if he didn’t do it now than he
probably never would. And he couldn’t live with himself if he
didn’t give it a shot.

Alex was going to speak to Georgia Kelly to try to find her. He
hadn’t been to Georgia’s house in years but he didn’t have any
trouble finding it. It was as if he were there yesterday. He turned
right into a small lane. As he pulled up to find somewhere to park
on the side of the road he immediately turned the radio off. Norah
Jones, Come away with me had just begun to play. He didn’t need
that reminder. Not when he was going to do something this
important. Not today.

He parked by the small semi detached house he took a moment to
look at his reflection in the mirror. He wanted to look
presentable. His short blonde hair was tidy enough. He also noticed
that his blue eyes looked nervous. Alex took a deep breath and
rubbed a hand over his face. He got out of his small black car,
ducking so as not to hit his head. Really, I am too tall for this
tiny car, he thought as he stood up to his full six foot three inch
height.

Alex knew that Georgia was home because her black land rover was
in her driveway. He walked up to the door of number thirty two, the
one with the bright green front door and knocked. It felt like a
very long time before the door opened even though in reality it was
only a few seconds. Sure enough Georgia answered. She looked much
older was Alex’s first thought. She was a slender woman and her
hair was still blonde but had a few streaks of grey that had
changed from the last time he had seen her. She looked a little
dishevelled and her eyes widened in shock when she recognised who
was on her doorstep.

“Hello Alex”, she said warily. Slowly, very slowly she stepped
aside, allowing him to come in. “You should come in”, she said
quietly. Alex followed her through to her kitchen where she put the
kettle on, more out of habit than anything else. It was as if time
had stood still in this house. The kitchen was just as cluttered
and slightly cramped as it always had been whenever he had been
there in the previous years.

There were photographs of Charlie and her sister Robyn framed on
the wall as if on a timeline. They were the same photo’s that had
been there years ago, the last time he stood there. The progress of
time stopped around Charlie’s eighteenth birthday. Alex remembered
taking one himself. Charlie was alone in the picture and she was
unwrapping a Christmas present. Her face had always been able to
light up the room. It made him ache to remember the effect she had
had on him.

The house was just as he remembered it except for one thing. It
was so much more quiet than it should have been. It felt eerie. It
was a family home without the family, like a Victoria sponge with
no filling. It just wasn’t right.

“Is it still one sugar?” Georgia asked. Alex nodded mutely as
she stirred the tea. Everyone in Britain must think that a cup of
tea instantly solves your problems, he thought bitterly to himself.
He looked at one photo in particular as they sat down by the table,
each holding their tea. Charlie looked about sixteen. She had been
outside looking at a blue sky and she hadn’t been watching the
camera. She had been smiling at something over the photographers
shoulder. Her dark hair was framing her face perfectly. It reminded
him of the first time he had ever seen her. His family had just
moved down from Birmingham as his parents wanted a smaller area to
live in. Less of the big city so they had gone down to the south
coast and decided on Lyme Regis on the Jurassic coastline. He was
lost in his memory of his first day at Woodroffe Secondary
school.

At the time he had had no idea where he was going in the school
grounds so he went to the reception desk. He was given a timetable
and a map which he had been determined not to use, not needing an
excuse for the other kids to stare at him. It was embarrassing
enough being the new kid in town without making it worse. He walked
to where he thought his English class was going to be. Instead he
found himself in a deserted corridor. There were no rooms leading
off it and this was clearly not where he was meant to be. He turned
around to leave. Then he had noticed that the corridor wasn’t as
deserted as what he had first thought.

There was a girl leaning against the wall and looking out of the
only window. She hadn’t heard him and was simply staring
absent-mindedly. He slowly walked closer to her. He didn’t know why
but just followed his instincts. She had long dark hair, almost
black which was streaming down her back. She had very pale skin he
noticed and she still didn’t look up as Alex stepped closer. He
wanted to ask her which way was he meant to go for his English
lesson but he couldn’t quite bring himself to break that hypnotic
trance of hers.

Suddenly there was a bang around the corner and a few kids
laughing in the distance. This distracted her and she looked up and
caught his eye. After a moment of looking surprised she walked
slowly away from him. Not before he committed to memory the precise
shade of hazel that her eyes were as they shone in the daylight and
how beautiful her features were. That face was a face he would
never forget. She hadn’t said a word to him and the whole incident
probably lasted less than thirty seconds. It was enough to imprint
itself on his permanent memory. That memory was as clear for Alex
now as it had been when it happened. She was so stunningly
beautiful and always had been.

Drawing himself back to the present, Alex looked away from that
picture of Charlie. It was too painful. He took a sip of his tea
and burned his tongue in the process. Georgia didn’t seem to want
to break the silence first. Alex put his mug on the table.

“Where is she, Georgia?” He asked in a calm voice without
preamble. She didn’t say anything, just looked at him. “I need to
find her,” he added.

“When was the last time you heard from her?” Georgia asked,
genuinely interested.

“August eighteenth, more that two years ago,” he said without
having to think about it. “She told me she wanted to be left
alone.” He sighed trying not to think of that incident. It wasn’t a
pleasant memory and that day still haunted him almost every
day.

“I don’t know if she would want you to know where she is,”
Georgia said slowly. “My first concern will be what my daughter
wants, not what you want.”

“I respect that,” he said. “But I’m not giving up. I am going to
find her somehow. With or without your help.” Alex truly meant that
as well. Georgia took a long moment to think before she said
anything.

“I don’t know where she is.” As soon as Georgia said that he was
sure she was lying. “But I know where she used to be about six
weeks ago. She doesn’t keep in contact with me much.” He could see
that there was real pain behind those words. Georgia got up to look
for something. Alex was sitting there waiting impatiently. Soon
enough she came back with a scrap of paper with an address and a
phone number on it. It was a Cornwall address. As he stared at the
piece of paper he realised that she was speaking “…unlikely that
she will still be there. She likes to move around a lot.” Yes he
thought. He knew perfectly well how she loved to move. But he would
have to give it a try. He knew that he would most likely reach at
least twenty dead ends before he found her, but he was prepared for
that risk. He also knew that he would find her eventually and that
was the important thing.

Before he left Lyme Regis he wanted to see one more thing. He
got in his car and drove. It only took a minute but he knew what he
was looking for. Soon enough he stopped the car. He sat in the
middle of the road staring out of his windscreen. He had found what
he had been searching for. He didn’t need to get out of the car to
see it but he did anyway, leaving the engine running. Alex walked
to the tree he remembered so well.

It was still there. The carved heart with A.B. + C.K. trapped
forever inside. He gently ran his fingers over the indents in the
bark of the tree. He could remember the night when they carved this
together. How much had changed. It felt comforting that no matter
how far apart they may be, and no matter what happened between them
or didn’t happen, in this one, small place they were still
together, the way they should be. Captured and frozen in time. Moss
had started to grow in the indents. Alex quickly tried to remove it
but he didn’t have a penknife on him and his fingers couldn’t
manage it. He dropped his hand.

He would have stayed longer but he heard a car horn. He turned
his head and saw an angry driver parked behind Alex’s car, wanting
to move. Hurriedly Alex got back into his car and drove away. It
probably wasn’t doing him any good reliving the past anyway, he
thought ruefully. The past couldn’t be changed and he didn’t want
to poison the good memories either. But that didn’t stop him
wanting to look at their initials for much longer than he had
done.

All through the drive home pictures kept flicking before his
eyes. He knew he wasn’t paying as much attention to the road as he
should have been. Seeing Georgia after all these years brought back
so many things he thought he had forgotten. Or almost forgotten. Or
tried to forget. The look of Charlie’s face was stuck in his mind.
The look she had when she was concentrating. How she tilted her
head when she was amused. The way she looked at him when she had
been so scared. It all came rushing back to him and he couldn’t
stop it. The night they carved their initials together kept
replaying in his mind like a video on a repeating loop.

He parked his car in the same spot he had left it that morning
and rested his forehead on the steering wheel. He missed her so
much it hurt. But he was on the road to finding her. And that could
only be an improvement.



 

Later that evening in his flat in Dorchester he was trying to
work up the courage to dial the number Georgia Kelly had given him.
Alex stared around at the emptiness that had become his life. There
were a few beer bottles on a table with some empty crisp packets.
The floor was a mess with random debris everywhere. The TV still
had its red light on showing that it was on standby and the tiny
kitchen in the corner had dirty plates on every available surface.
He peered into his bedroom. That was a similar mess with an unmade
bed. He sat heavily down on his sofa looking at the scrap of paper.
It had many tiny creases in it already even though he had only been
given it about four hours ago.

He missed her more than he would have thought possible. He felt
like he was living an empty life. Simply going through the motions.
Existing, rather than actually living life. How did it all go so
wrong? He still loved Charlie just as much as he always had done.
Those photo’s in Georgia’s house had made him think about Charlie
even more than usual. He purposefully hadn’t looked at any pictures
of her since she had been gone because it was painful to remember
her. And it was all too easy to remember her. But now he had
started he couldn’t stop thinking about her. He fell asleep with
his mind still swimming. With images of her.










Chapter 2
Chapter Two


 

After he first saw her on that day at school he kept looking out
for her all the time. Around every corner and down every corridor
but he couldn‘t see her. It wasn’t until the end of the day that he
laid eyes on her again. She was walking out of the school down into
the town with her school bag slung over her shoulder. She seemed
lost in her own world. He ran after her without thinking. There
weren’t any of her friends around her.

“Hi,” he said quickly. She looked very surprised and arched her
eyebrows in confusion.

“Hello,” she replied almost warily. “You were the guy in the
corridor.” She wasn’t asking a question, simply making a statement.
“Are you new here?” she asked.

“Yes. I’m Alex Blake. I came down from Birmingham.” She raised
her eyebrows slightly again and ran a hand through her long dark
hair.

“You don’t have much of an accent,” she said as they carried on
walking. She didn’t look at him but focused on following her feet
down the hill.

“My parents liked to move around a lot. We didn’t tend to stay
in one place very long. As I’m heading towards exams though, I hope
we’ll stay put for a bit. My GCSE‘s took a hit because I was never
at the same school long enough.”

“I’m Charlie Kelly,” she said after a while. They were now quite
far away from the school walking down the hill into the main part
of town. They walked in silence for a while. Charlie didn’t seem to
mind it. However after five minutes of this she sighed, turned to
him, looked him straight in the eye and said in a calm and level
voice, “Why are you following me?”

“What?” Alex asked, caught of guard. He hadn’t expected her to
say much of anything. Now she had come out with that he didn’t know
what to say.

“Look, I know I’m slightly odd but you don’t have to follow the
loner out of school okay? I’m not some freak show for you to stare
and point at. I’m not pretty or clever. I’m not popular and I’m not
in with the teachers. I can in no way help you settle down in a new
school, okay? What do you want!”

Alex was a bit stunned by this outburst. “I was actually going to
ask for your number,” he said quietly. Charlie blushed
slightly.

“Oh, sorry,” she said quietly. When the red was fading from
Charlie’s cheeks he spoke again.

“So can I? Have your number?”

She stopped walking and looked at him. It was a long few seconds
before she answered and Alex felt that he was being studied.
“Alright then,” she said brightly. She opened her school bag and
ripped a piece of paper out of one of her books. She then wrote her
mobile phone number down and handed it over to him.

He looked down briefly at the graceful handwriting and then back
to her face. She really was beautiful and from her reaction earlier
she clearly didn’t think so. “I’ll call you later,” he said.
Charlie studied his face for a moment longer and then decided he
was sincere.

“Okay then. Bye,” she said and she quickly dashed around the
corner so quickly Alex was left reeling. He walked back the way he
had come with Charlie to get to his own house, thinking hard. She
obviously wasn’t very popular at school and she wasn’t used to
attention of any form. Was that through choice or because people
ignored her? Alex was still deep in thought when he walked into his
house using the side door. There were boxes everywhere and he
nearly tripped up in the kitchen because he hadn’t been
concentrating on where he was walking.

“Hi, I’m home!” Alex yelled into the empty house seeing if
anyone was around. It was quite a small house, they were relatively
well off but this was the first house they had ever bought. The
others had been rented. Alex’s father kept being relocated and he
sincerely wished that this would be the last time. It had been an
almost annual event, moving house. Every summer without fail,
another county, another town and another set of people he had to
get to know all over again.

He heard a movement upstairs and then his mothers light footsteps
coming downstairs. She bounded into the kitchen with so much
energy.

“How has your day been?” she asked quickly. Violet Blake was a
short woman with black hair rapidly turning grey. She was a bubbly
woman and Alex had a good relationship with her.

“Not bad,” Alex responded truthfully. His lessons hadn’t been
that bad but Charlie’s face was the image on his mind. “You seem
happy,” he said. His mother smiled.

“It’s lovely around here, Alex. Honestly. It’s been years since
I’ve seen a beach and now we live right next to one! I’ve been
chatting to my neighbours as well. You know what I get like with
gossip around.” She smiled again. Alex did indeed know how much his
mother enjoyed gossiping. She launched into a description of what
Mrs so and so was doing last week behind Mr so and so’s back and
Alex tuned out. It hadn’t taken her long to get to know the town
gossip.

Later he was in his room watching the clock as the slow seconds
ticked by. Really he should be unpacking. His room consisted of a
bed and loads of boxes and nothing else. He couldn’t focus on that
though. Instead he spent his time wondering what would be a
reasonable time lapse to call her.



Charlie walked into her house followed closely by her sister who
was a little over a year older than her. Robyn was very dark
skinned, the exact opposite to Charlie’s light complexion but they
had exactly the same tone coloured hair. Robyn was in the last year
of sixth form, studying for her A levels, one year above Charlie.
They got on very well together. Their mother wouldn’t be home yet
as she would still be working. Her job was working as a dentist
receptionist which by general consensus was the most boring job in
the world.

“What’s with you?” Robyn asked as Charlie put her bag on the
floor. Charlie felt a little… well she wasn’t quite sure how she
felt but clearly her sister had noticed something.

“Nothing,” Charlie said quickly. A shade too quickly. Robyn
folded her arms and glared at her.

“You’re reading to much into everything,” Charlie said. Before
she could reply, Charlie grabbed her bag and dashed up to her room
to avoid other awkward questions from her over observant
sister.

 She leant back against her bedroom door after she closed it.
Alex was good looking she thought, biting her lip while thinking it
through. That much must be said she thought half smiling to
herself. She threw her bag on her bed and smiled.

Lyme Regis was a nice place in the southwest of England. It was
all on a hill but there were beautiful views across the bay and
past the cobb. The cobb was a wall that extended from the beach out
into the ocean and you can stand on it. It gives an incredible view
but not for people who don’t like heights as the top of the wall
slopes in places.

Lyme could get very crowded in the summer with all the tourists.
That was how Alex and his family had found the seaside town in the
first place. Many years ago when they lived in Southampton for
nearly a year they had gone for a day trip somewhere and had found
this lively little place and Alex’s mother had fallen in love with
it. She had told them that this was the place that she would one
day live.

Even Alex had to admit that it was a very picturesque place to
spend ones days. The surrounding area was a lot of countryside and
back roads and winding lanes were very much common place. There
were probably a lot of secret areas just waiting to be discovered
in the depths of the fields and on the footpaths and on the
beaches.

Alex had gotten to the point where it didn’t bother him much
where they lived because as soon as he got used to it they usually
moved away again. He would love to stay put. Anywhere would do for
him.

When his father came in that night Alex tried to talk to him and
see if he was going to be relocated again in the near future.

“I need to be in one place, at one school for my exams.
Otherwise my lessons are going to be completely mixed up and I will
miss things. Again. Do you remember the mess my GCSE‘s turned
into?” he argued to his father who seemed to be listening tonight.
It was an argument Alex kept repeating.

“I don’t think your mother actually wants to move again either
but I can’t guarantee anything. You understand?” Alex nodded
pleased with the response. It could definitely have been much worse
where his father was concerned anyway.

Uplifted by this he went out for a walk. Or at least that was
what he told his parents. The darkness was creeping through the sky
as he went to sit on a public wooden bench. He got out his mobile
phone to call Charlie. She picked up after three rings.

“Hello?” came her voice.

“Hi, its Alex,” he said. He was surprised at how nervous he was.
“How are you?”

“Alright. Mr Taylor set me far too much work and I’m struggling
through it. I‘m about halfway there,” she grumbled.

“What’s he teach? English?” he asked.

“No he’s Biology. I hate him. I have so much to do that I’m
going to hit twenty five before finishing it. Anyway that’s enough
talk of my mountain of work,” Charlie said feeling uncomfortable
talking about herself, eve though it had only been a few seconds.
“How was your first day?”

“Fine,” he said quickly. “Do you want to see a film with me
tomorrow night?” Alex blurted out before he could change his mind
or loose his bottle. There was silence on the phone.

“Hello?” Alex asked.

“I’m still here,” Charlie said slowly. “Why do you want to go
with me?”

“Because I think you are very pretty and I want to get to know
you better,” he said thinking through every word carefully before
he said it. He didn’t think of her as merely pretty. He found her
very close to breathtaking.

“Okay then,” she said brightly when she had considered that. “Do
you want to meet me at the movie?”

 There was a small cinema in Lyme Regis at the top of the main
street. Everyone in town knew exactly where it was as you couldn’t
really miss it. Everyone in the surrounding towns knew where it was
as well.

“Yeah sure. Seven okay?” he asked. She agreed that that was fine
and a short while later they said goodbye. She was already looking
forward to tomorrow night.




Later that evening when Alex was having dinner with his parents
the subject of Charlie came up. Alex had stupidly told his parents
that he was going out with her the next night.

“You don’t waste any time do you?!” Craig said to his son,
looking up from his steak and kidney pie to focus on Alex. “You’ve
been at school for one day and you already have a date.”

“Yes,” said Alex not really feeling like getting into it with
his father.

“Leave the boy alone,” his mother said calmly, reaching for her
glass of orange juice.

“I’m just keeping an interest in what our son gets up to,
Violet,” he added and looked back to Alex.

“Remember Rochelle?” Alex’s parents exchanged dark looks and
Alex cut in before they could say anything else.

“I know it’s quite quick,” he said, (although he personally
didn’t see the problem with that.) “Just thought I’d tell you
that’s all. I’m not asking for your permission. Now if you’ll
excuse me.” Alex got up before anyone could stop him. Craig and
Violet heard him slam his bedroom door a few seconds later. They
continued their conversation with their voices low.

“He’s been at the school for a day, Vi. I think that sends out
the wrong message to people,” he said.

“Come on. The only people who will even notice or care will be
the other kids he goes to school with and they won’t care about how
it looks. At most it’ll be a topic of conversation for a day or two
before they all get wrapped up in their own tiny little lives and
childish dramas again,” she said.

“What about the girls parents? What will they think about him
after one day at school?” Craig said.

“What about them?” Violet said. “They will hardly realise
anything about him anyway.”

“Maybe,” he said as if he wasn’t entirely convinced.

“You could lighten up,” she said calmly. “Not everything is
about you, you know. Leave Alex to his own devices. It won’t
reflect badly on you.” Craig couldn’t think of anything to say to
this so he lapsed into silence as he sipped his glass of red
wine.



Alex woke very early in the morning. He glanced at his watch and
realised it was 5:30 in the morning. He had slept in his armchair
all night in his flat in Dorchester and he had a crick in his neck.
He was stretching slowly and realised his right arm was aching too.
He must have slept on that at a weird angle as well. He walked into
his tiny kitchen and put the kettle on for his morning cup of
tea.

He vaguely contemplated washing up as there were piles of dirty
crockery on every available surface but he decided he couldn’t be
bothered. Alex stared at the kettle, watching as the steam rose
from it. After all they had been through together he needed to find
her. Charlie was a fundamental part of him. All of his best
memories were with her. All of his worst memories were with her
too, he thought bitterly to himself.

He poured the water out of the kettle and left his tea to stew
for a couple of minutes, trying to build up the nerve to call that
number in Cornwall. He had a fairly good idea that Charlie wouldn’t
be there, but it was a start. Alex didn’t have to go to work this
week. He was receiving compassionate leave from his father, who had
recently taken over and ran the insurance company Alex worked
for.

Basically, he needed to snap himself out of his depression as
his father had put it. Alex had two weeks to pull himself together.
Two weeks to find her. He hoped that would be enough time.

Later that morning when he thought it wasn’t to early to call Alex
picked up his telephone and dialled that number running a hand
nervously through his hair. He waited, listening to the double ring
of the phone. He waited.










Chapter 3
Chapter Three


 

Charlie was waiting nervously outside the movie theatre. She
didn’t do this. She wasn’t the type of girl who went on dates. She
focused on her schoolwork and spent her free time listening to
music and watching DVD’s. She wasn’t the girl who did this. She was
so nervous. There was a car parked right next to her and she had a
last look at herself in the reflection coming off of the windows.
Her sleek black hair was behaving itself tonight, running smoothly
down her back. She didn’t tend to bother with that much makeup so
she looked quite fresh faced with her pale skin. Charlie had
decided to wear jeans and a pretty yellow top as she didn’t want to
look like she was trying too hard.

At that moment Alex came around the corner. He looked good, she
thought as she straightened up and tried to act as though she
hadn’t been using a parked car as a mirror.

“Hello,” he said as he came up next to her. “You look nice,” he
said. It was an understatement but he guessed from her reaction
when he asked for her number that she didn’t have a great deal of
self confidence. He didn’t want to push it. Charlie smiled a
dazzling smile at him and he felt his heart skip a beat. They both
went into the cinema a bit nervous.

Nearly two hours later they came out from the theatre talking quite
happily together. Charlie had been thoroughly enjoying herself and
so had Alex.

“That was a really good film,” Charlie said. “Do you want to go
down to the beach?”

“Yeah, sure,” Alex said after a slight hesitation. “Which way is
it?”

“Up through the gardens, you can walk through them to the
seafront,” Charlie said pointing the way. It was fully dark as they
walked to the beach but street lights glowed orange every few
meters. Alex put his arm around Charlie as they walked. She smiled
again. When they finished walking down a set of stone steps they
were looking at some vicious waves crashing in the distance. The
dark night looked glorious and the moonlight sparkled off of the
waves.

“I like it when its like this,” Charlie said eagerly looking
across the bay. They were the only people around, Alex noticed.
Charlie wasn’t paying him much attention as she watched the waves
crash onto the shore. It looked like a very vicious ocean, quickly
turning stormy. On impulse he bent towards her and lightly kissed
her. Charlie’s eyebrows flicked upwards in surprise in a way Alex
was learning to recognise. After a few seconds she responded to
him. When they broke apart Alex smiled. Charlie reached upwards to
kiss him again. Alex was very pleased by her reaction and tightened
his arms around her.

A strong wind buffeted them and Charlie stopped kissing him and
concentrated on trying to stay on her feet. They both decided that
it was getting too bad to sit and watch the waves as they both kept
feeling like they were going to fall over because of the
wind.

As they were walking back Charlie put her fingers to her lips as if
remembering their kiss. She didn’t seem to realise she was doing it
though.

“I’ve never done that before,” Charlie said suddenly, not
looking at him.

“What? Kiss someone?” Alex asked without thinking. Charlie
nodded. Alex could see even from the dim street lights that she was
blushing from what she had just admitted. He gave her hand a light
squeeze and they carried on walking in silence.



 

 

“Alex wants to find you. I didn’t know what to say to him,”
Georgia said apologetically into the phone, staring at the seat
Alex had been sitting in yesterday.

“What did you tell him?” Charlie asked urgently. She didn’t
always get on with her mother but she needed to know what she had
said.

“I lied,” Georgia said. “I told him I had no idea where you were
but…”

“But what,” said Charlie sharply.

“I gave him the phone number and the address of your old house
in Cornwall. He wasn’t going to leave unless I told him something.”
And I didn’t like him sitting in my house, she thought bitterly.
There was silence on the phone line.

“That’s fine,” Charlie said emotionlessly. “I have to go. Bye
mum.” Charlie hit the telephone back onto the receiver hard with
her heart racing rather faster than usual. She didn’t know what to
think. In the back of her head had always been the possibility that
he would look for her or that they would one day meet each other
again. Now that day looked to be fast approaching she didn’t know
if she wanted to be found or not.

She still loved him. That feeling had never gone away and deep
down she knew it never would. And she missed him. But there was a
reason he had broken up with her. She had got used to being on her
own. Once they had broken up neither of them could find a way back
to where they had been and situations changed. It would be very
good to see him though. She would like to know what had happened in
his life. But seeing him again, she didn’t know how she would feel,
seeing the man who had changed her life. The honest truth was she
didn’t know if she wanted to be found.



 

 

Charlie walked through her front door after her first date with
Alex. He watched her ginto her house after he had walked her home.
Charlie managed to avoid too many questions from her mother. She
flopped onto her bed and smiled. She reached for her mobile phone
which she had left at home during her date. Charlie switched it on
and was waiting for it to load up. When it finally did she looked
through her text messages. Chris had left her several text messages
saying that she had been quiet for a few days (which was true).

She texted him back saying she would be online in a minute for a
chat. As she was waiting for the computer to switch on she was
smiling. It had been a good day. She really liked Alex. More than
she had expected too. Dating was something other people did. Not
her and it surprised her how much she had enjoyed herself.

Charlie165: Hey what’s up?

Chris—8: Nothing much with me, What have you been doing?

Charlie165: School work, not a lot really. Why?

Chris—8: Well I hear that you and the new guy in town were going
out tonight

Chris—8: Hello?

Chris—8: Are you still there?

Charlie165: Yes I’m here

Chris—8: Well?

Charlie165: How the hell did you know about that?

Chris—8: I happened to see you with him when I went out with my
mum to get Chinese takeaway but that isn’t the point. Well?

Charlie165: I may have been on a date with him tonight

Chris—8: Come on! What happened.

Charlie165: It was good and I had a great time but that’s all
you’re going to get.

Chris—8: Okay I can take the hint. I’m going to sleep now

Charlie165: Fine, Goodnight!

Chris switched off his computer and was grinning. It was about
time Charlie had some fun. She always seemed so lonely at school.
Chris went to Colyton school which was, as Charlie put it, the
brainiacs school. Charlie never seemed to get on with anyone at
Woodroffe. He definitely thought that this was a good thing for
her.




The next morning Alex woke up really early. As soon as he woke
up he knew that he wouldn’t get back to sleep. Without really
knowing what he was doing he quickly got up, dressed and took a
walk. His feet carried him to Charlie’s house without even thinking
about it. He stood far enough away that he wouldn’t be seen from
inside the house, ignoring the fact that this was slightly
stalker-ish. He just stood and watched. A few minutes later he saw
some curtains be pushed open. Charlie was behind them but she
didn’t look near him at all. It looked like she was brushing her
hair using a mirror he couldn’t see.

Some time later he saw a boy walk up to Charlie’s house. He was
in a school uniform but it wasn’t the Woodroffe uniform. He knocked
once on the green door and went in the house without waiting for
anyone to answer. Alex couldn’t leave now. His heart was racing and
he stayed, watching and waiting. After what felt like an age
Charlie and two people walked out. A girl he didn’t recognise in
the Woodroffe uniform went racing ahead and Alex was pretty sure
that she was Charlie’s sister. There was something about her in her
attitude that was very similar to the way Charlie behaved.

The boy stayed chatting for a minute or two and then said goodbye.
He looked quite scrawny, small and he had dark hair. As he was
leaving Alex saw Charlie burst into a huge laugh. Alex smiled
briefly because it was a nice sound. His smile faded when he
remembered what had caused it.

Alex decided to walk and catch up to her. Woodroffe students from
all over their road were starting to file out now so it wouldn’t
look too suspicious. Slightly out of breath when he caught up to
her he said good morning.

“Hi,” Charlie said smiling slightly. “How have you been in the
last nine and a half hours?” Charlie added checking her watch.

“Good,” Alex replied. She clearly had no idea that he had seen
anything or the effect it had had on him. “Erm,” he said carefully.
“Who was that guy I saw you with before I caught up to you?” He had
hoped to sound casual but he knew that he hadn’t quite pulled it
off.

“Oh, that’s Chris,” she said as if it was obvious and that the
matter was settled with that small sentence.

“Oh,” Alex said. Charlie smiled slightly.

“You’re not jealous are you?” she teased.

“No,” Alex said straight away looking in her eyes. They both
knew he was lying. Charlie could feel the tension in the way he
held her eyes.

“Chris goes to Colyton, he lives a couple of houses down from me
and he has been my best friend for as long as I can remember. Is
that a better explanation?” Charlie added sarcastically.

Alex laughed slightly feeling much lighter about the whole thing.
“Thanks.” He felt a bit stupid for having brought it up at all but
at least he knew now.

“The other girl was my sister, Robyn. What were you doing
watching my house by the way?”

“I guessed that was your sister,” he said avoiding the question
she had asked. Charlie smiled as if she knew he was avoiding the
question but she didn’t ask again. It didn’t seem as if she really
minded either.



 

 

That memory was haunting him as Alex hung up the telephone in
his flat. No good. Charlie wasn’t at that phone number in Cornwall.
Apparently she left a couple of weeks ago. The woman who answered
the phone was very helpful though. She had given him Robyn’s
address. Charlie had given it to her in case of any post going
astray and Alex was very glad he had that. Apparently Charlie was
going to stay with her sister for a while who was in London. That
would be a long trip.

He thought about Chris and hated himself for doing it. Chris was
not a person whom he liked thinking about because it hurt too much.
That night… but he wouldn’t think about that. He never allowed
himself to think about that because it made him scream inside.

The next morning Alex drove very quickly to the train station to
go to London. He guessed that a phone conversation with Robyn,
Charlie’s sister wasn’t going to go well. She would most likely
slam the phone down before Alex got halfway into the conversation.
Alex was quite nervous. He knew where Robyn lived so that wasn’t
the problem. It was what he was going to say when he got there.
Would Charlie be there? The train journey was more than two and a
half hours so he had a long time to think about it.



 

 

That day at school Charlie and Alex had spent a lot of time
together. They were getting on really well. At lunch they sat
together and started talking about their futures and career
paths.

“I want to be a professional photographer,” she said when he
asked. “I think that is one of the most exciting things I could
ever do. To travel around in so many different places and to take
lovely photos. That would be the ultimate dream.” Her eyes were
sparkling with emotion and excitement as she was speaking. Charlie
held so much passion for photography, Alex could tell. He would
love to have a similar effect on her. Maybe one day he could be the
one to make her eyes dance and her face smile. “How about you?”

“Oh, I don’t really have a lot of choice. I’ll be getting a job
in my fathers insurance company after I get my A-levels. There
isn’t really anything else I want to do. I‘ve accepted that that is
where I am heading.”

“You could do anything you wanted though,” she told him. On an
impulse she reached towards him across the table and was about to
hold his hand when she remembered that she was at school in the
crowded lunch hall and she stopped. Alex seemed not to have noticed
anything.

“I’ve never thought about it much,” he admitted. “In our house
it was always just a given that I would go to work for him. My dad
doesn’t own the company but he is very high up in the
infrastructure of the business so he can pull some strings to get
me the job.” Alex sighed.

“I wanted to do my A-levels first though. That’s what we agreed.
My dad has worked all hours and all places for so many years but
I’m trying to convince him to stay here to finish my exams.” It
seemed as if he had been saying this a lot over the last couple of
days. To teachers, other students, everyone.

“That doesn’t exactly seem fair,” Charlie said. Alex
shrugged.

“I don’t have a passion like you do for photography though. Part
of me is glad that I don’t have to think about the future. It’s
mostly sorted out for me. Its easier that way.”

Charlie noticed that during lunch a few girls were watching her
more often than usual- usual being very little as she liked to be
ignored at school. Their eyes kept flicking from herself to Alex
and then away. The only thing she could assume was responsible for
this increased attention from every other day that she had ever
been at school was Alex sitting opposite her. She mentally had a
look at both of them sitting together.

Charlie had been with the same group of teenagers since she
started Woodroffe at eleven years old. Nobody really ever noticed
her and that was how she liked it. Then along comes this new boy
who looked, well, gorgeous, Charlie thought if she was being
honest. He had only been at school for a few days and was spending
quite a lot of time with her. Alex was tall, at least six foot,
blonde and he was the fittest guy who had come into Woodroffe in
quite a while. And for some reason that Charlie couldn’t understand
he was spending a lot of time with her.

Charlie mulled over this in her last lesson. Meanwhile Alex was
thinking about how beautiful Charlie was. She didn’t even seem to
realise it. Alex was in English and was daydreaming which wasn’t
the best idea when they were starting to read Macbeth. Alex hadn’t
done this before so he couldn’t even blag his way through and he
kept getting distracted. Not the best way to impress teachers in
his first week!



Chris met Charlie later that evening over at her house. She was in
her room editing photos on her laptop when he came in.

“Hi,” she said without looking away from the screen. “How was
your day?”

“Oh, the usual. How is your boyfriend?” he asked innocently. At
that Charlie tore her eyes away from the screen.

“Would you shut up!” she hissed. “He’s not my boyfriend.” She
waited until Chris stopped grinning and went back to concentrating
on the laptop saying nothing more.

“You like him, don’t you?” Chris asked quietly. Charlie said
nothing, trying to ignore him while cropping some pictures.

“Charlie you’re a terrible liar,” he said. That distracted her
enough to look around at him.

“What are you talking about?” she asked curiously.

“Whenever you think about him you blush,” he said quietly.
“You’ve got really pale skin and its painfully obvious. What’s his
name?”

Charlie blushed again and muttered, “Alex.” She felt oddly happy
just from saying his name. As if she was simply confirming his
existence in her life. Chris nodded.

“Put some music on will you?” Chris said and from that Charlie
assumed that the subject was over. She gratefully turned to her CD
player and turned it on full blast. She knew that Robyn would hate
it but she wouldn’t complain if Chris were here. Charlie and Chris
lapsed into a friendly silence while focusing on their individual
work. The way they had spent many afternoons throughout their
lives.




That weekend Alex went to Charlie’s house to see if she wanted
to go out and do something with him. When he knocked a woman
answered who he didn’t recognise. She wasn’t very tall and her
blonde hair was neatly tied up. She looked about thirty five to
forty-ish. Alex assumed this was Charlie’s mother. He foolishly had
expected Charlie to answer the door straight away and he was
struggling over what to say.

“Hi,” he settled on.

“Can I help you?” she asked politely.

“Yes. I’m a … friend of Charlie’s and I was wondering if she was
in,” Alex hoped she hadn’t noticed the pause in that sentence.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Alex Blake.”

“Come on in,” she said happily. She led him through to the
kitchen and he sat down tentatively. She yelled for Charlie
upstairs. Then she came and sat down opposite Alex.

“I’m Georgia,” she said happily. “Charlie’ll be down in a
minute.” Before either of them could say another word Charlie came
downstairs loudly and went into the kitchen.

“What is it?” she started to say but then she noticed Alex
sitting there. At this point Georgia tactfully left the room as her
daughter tried to gather her wits.

“Hi,” she said.

“Do you want to go out somewhere today?” he asked.

“Where?” Alex had hoped that she wouldn’t ask that because he
had no idea where to go because he hadn’t lived here for very long.
His aim in coming here had been to see her and anything else would
have been a bonus. Charlie seemed to guess the problem because she
smiled.

“I’ll tell you what,” she said briefly. “I was going to go out
today anyway and take my camera to get some more pictures from
around Charmouth way. it’s a village quite near to here. If its
okay, do you want to head out that way anyway?” Alex nodded and
smiled at her. Charlie shouted upstairs that she was going out.
Alex vaguely heard Georgia shout down okay as Charlie grabbed her
bag. They left the house and Charlie led the way to the bus stop.
They fell into easy conversation.

“I am learning to drive,” Charlie said. “I turned seventeen
right at the beginning of September but I’ll never be able to
afford a car. I want to learn just in case though.”

“I’ve never thought about it much. I’m not seventeen until June
so I’ve got plenty of time for all of that. What subjects are you
taking in school?”

“Art, Photography, Geography and Biology. I’ve every intention
of dropping Biology at the end of the year but I needed a fourth
option to fill the open slot. How about you?”

“English, Maths, Geography and Business Studies. Business
studies feels obligatory bearing in mind what the future holds for
me. I really like Maths. It just makes sense to me. I get things
really quickly in Maths.”

“Good for you,” Charlie said sarcastically. By this time the bus
stop was in sight and a bus was already stopped. “Come on!” Charlie
said and she dashed ahead to catch the bus. Alex ran after her.
When he caught up she had already purchased their tickets and was
heading towards the back of the bus. It was mid morning and the bus
wasn’t that full.

There was a set of four seats at the back of the bus with two
facing forward and two facing backward in a square. Charlie
immediately headed to those seats and sat in the one facing the
back of the bus. She put her feet up on the opposite chair. Alex
did the same but was facing forward so he could look at her. They
started off when they had both sat down.

“How far away is Charmouth?” he asked.

“Not far. Ten minutes by bus. Maybe fifteen,” she said.”

“Okay. Why do you want to go there?” he asked. Charlie looked
slightly put out. “Not that I mind,” he added quickly seeing her
face. “I don’t know a lot here and wondered why. That’s all.”

Charlie smiled tentatively. “It’s got a beach and there are some
nice footpaths off there. I need some more pictures basically,” she
finished. He smiled because he liked the way she said she “needed”
more pictures.

Alex spent the rest of the journey watching the road speed by
and glancing at Charlie from time to time. Soon enough they were
slowing down at the bus stop. Charlie leapt up and led the way.
Alex had no idea where he was going but followed Charlie. She went
down a lane and Alex was looking at a row of neat houses all in a
line together.

“Where are we going?” he asked.

“We’re heading towards the beach,” she said twirling a lock of
hair around her finger. “I know a short cut, that’s all.” She held
his hand and dashed ahead into a footpath that looked like a
tunnel. It had two very tall hedges on either side and was eerily
quiet. Alex looked around in silent wonder. Charlie was smiling
again.

“I know a lot of nice places like this around here,” she said.
Without knowing what was happening Alex felt Charlie kiss him. She
knew they wouldn’t be interrupted here and Alex responded eagerly,
putting his arms against the hedge so she couldn’t move away from
him. That was more than okay with her and she ran a hand through
his short blonde hair. They wasted a lot of time alone on that
footpath that morning.




An hour later they were sitting on the beach together. Charlie
was fiddling with her camera zooming in and out of certain waves
and other scenic images. Alex asked if he could have a look at the
pictures. Charlie hesitated and then handed over the camera slowly
after a few seconds. Her camera was her baby and it had taken a
long time to save enough money to buy it.

The camera was a huge black one. It looked like one of those
professional ones. And mega expensive. The digital screen on the
back was massive. It was easy to see the pictures without any
difficulty or blurring. Alex wasn’t sure what to expect but as he
started scrolling through the pictures he noticed that they were
good. They were very good. He was no expert but to him they looked
great.

“Charlie, these are really good,” he said without taking his
eyes off the camera.

“You don’t have to say that,” she said.

“No, I mean it,” he said handing her the camera back. She put it
in its case and zipped it up, staring at the ocean again. Almost
immediately she got the camera back out, almost as if she couldn’t
feel comfortable without it in her hands.

“What do you do with all the photos that you take?” he asked
her.

“Well, mostly I put them on my laptop. Its so expensive to print
them and I don’t have a job either. I do print the occasional ones
and stick them on my bedroom walls.”

“You’re walls must be covered,” he told her. Charlie said
nothing but grinned and looked at the cliffs through the lens of
her camera.

It was a very windy day, not quite stormy but heading that way.
Because of this there were very few other people around on the
beach and Charlie was pleased to have it to themselves. It was a
very nice afternoon.




Charlie and Alex said goodbye in Lyme later that evening. As
soon as Charlie got to her house her mum jumped out at her. “Who
was that?” she asked. “I’ve been wondering all day about him.” She
sounded more like a best friend than a mother at the moment.

“That’s Alex and I went to the cinema with him the other day,”
she said trying to keep it as short and sweet as possible. It
didn’t work.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” her mother asked. “You only said you
were going out with a friend.”

“Yeah well maybe I wanted to keep it to myself for a while,” she
said irritated without really knowing why.

“You really like him don’t you?” she asked. Charlie didn’t
answer but her mother carried on speaking. “My baby girl is growing
up!” Her mother tried to hug Charlie, but she dodged her mother and
raced up to her room. Thankfully Robyn wasn’t around at the moment
so Charlie didn’t have to answer anymore questions. She flopped
onto her bed and powered up her ipod. When she finally got some
action from it she put on Susie Suh and let the music flow through
her, staring at the ceiling. Yes, she did like him. Nothing else
would have made her bring him to one of her favourite haunts. He
was gorgeous. There was no other word for it. During the day she
had stared into his blue eyes longer than she should have. Charlie
sighed in happiness.

She turned the music up so Susie Suh’s wonderful voice and
perfect lyrics drowned out the rest of her thoughts.




Alex got home to parents who didn’t even realise he had been
gone for most of the day. His father had been online and on the
telephone sorting some insurance business out all day. His mother
had been introducing herself to some neighbours. So aka she spent
the entire day gossiping. When Alex came in she said she didn’t
even know he was out. She thought he was in his room doing some
studying. Regretfully this was what Alex now turned his attention
to. He had a mountain of Maths to get through.

After half an hour of staring at a blank page Alex realised he
wasn’t getting an awful lot done. He was thinking of Charlie. It
had been an amazing afternoon on the beach. The way he had felt
when she had kissed him was unreal. This couldn’t be normal
behaviour. After spending only a handful of hours with this girl he
shouldn’t be thinking of her so constantly. Understanding that
nothing was going to get done like this he got up and shoved a CD
into his CD player and Fall Out Boy came on loud enough to make his
thoughts of Charlie go away. Just about.










Chapter 4
Chapter Four


 

Charlie was still plugged in to her headphones laying on the bed
when Chris came around the corner. Her eyes were shut and he tapped
her shoulder. Charlie jumped up so fast that Chris had to jump
backwards so she wouldn’t hit him.

“Don’t do that to me!” she said trying to slow her heart rate
down. She switched her ipod off and glared at him. “What do you
want?”

“Where were you today?” he said sitting down on the bed. He
brushed a hand through his dark hair. When she didn’t reply he
added, “let me guess. Was it some six foot tall guy going by the
name of Alex?”

“Stop being so smug with yourself Chris,” she said. “Yes. I was
with Alex.” She couldn’t help but smile when she thought of
him.

“Oh, God you have got it bad girl,” he said making himself
comfortable on her bed. “What is so terribly fascinating about him
then?”

“I can’t talk about that with you!” she said.

“Why not?” he teased. “Am I that horrible that you couldn’t
possibly discuss this with me?”

“Could you shut up for a moment please?” she said throwing a
pillow at him. He chuckled lightly and ducked the pillow.

“Go on, what’s he got that I haven’t?”

“Don’t talk like that Chris,” she said exasperated. “You know
full well you’re like a brother to me. If you must know he is nice
to me, he’s gorgeous and…” Chris sniggered. “Okay you can get out
now. Goodbye, Charlie’s rest home is currently closed to the
public.” Charlie put her hands on Chris’s shoulders and pushed him
out of her door.

“All right! I’m gone!” Chris shouted as Charlie slammed her door
shut behind him and returned to her bed.

At that moment Robyn came bounding into her room. Her sister was
the most energetic person that Charlie had ever met. “What was all
that about?” she asked happily.

“Oh for God’s sake! This isn’t interviewing Charlie day.” Her
sister looked quite hurt at that and before Charlie could apologise
she left the room. Charlie felt slightly bad about that because it
wasn’t Robyn’s fault that both her mum and Chris had been giving
her a grilling about Alex. Charlie tended to be a private person
anyway and didn’t like people asking about her personal life at the
best of times. She would apologize to Robyn later.




On Monday at school Alex and Charlie couldn’t stop looking at
each other. Across the sixth form common room they both kept
catching each others eye. Every time they did Charlie blushed. She
hated how easy it was for her to blush. As Chris had pointed out,
it made it all too clear what she was thinking about for a lot of
the time. However Alex liked her blushing. It showed him that she
was thinking about him which he liked a lot. At the end of the day
they walked home together and both were slightly embarrassed in the
others company. They both felt that they had run out of topics to
discuss.

Alex couldn’t take the silence anymore. He turned around and
kissed her. Charlie’s eyebrows flicked upwards for a second or two
in surprise. After that she wrapped her arms around his back and
pulled him towards her. She also stood on tiptoes to try and get
closer to him, trying to even out their height difference. By this
time some school kids who had been following them walking to their
own homes stopped and were pointing and wolf whistling at them.
Neither of them cared very much. They were too involved with each
other to pay much attention to anyone else.

When they broke apart after several long minutes everyone
watching started to talk very loudly. Charlie and Alex walked off
quite quickly. Charlie hadn’t even noticed everyone stopping and
staring at them. As Charlie and Alex rounded a corner they both
burst out laughing and they couldn’t stop for a long time.




Over the last few days Alex had been looking closely at Charlie
and at himself comparing the two of them. He had been doing this
when he didn’t think Charlie had noticed. She was beautiful. Her
face lit up when she smiled and Alex was amazed that she had still
been single when he noticed her. Alex thought that every guy in the
school should have been after her. The fact that she didn’t seem to
realise her effect on him made him feel happy. The thought of Chris
still bothered him at times but he wasn’t dwelling on that very
much. Alex looked in the mirror and critically studied
himself.

He was over six foot tall and lanky. He had dirty blonde short hair
and blue eyes. To him Charlie seemed in every way to be the much
more attractive half of their relationship. The more he got to know
her the luckier he felt. She also was a really talented
photographer which was demonstrated to him later that week.

Alex walked home with her one evening after school and she asked
if he would like to go up to her room. Alex said he would. As soon
as he crossed the threshold he bumped into a girl who was slightly
taller than Charlie with the same shade hair and a mean look on her
face.

“Hello,” she said glumly.

“Hi,” Alex said slightly confused. Charlie silently motioned for
him to follow her upstairs. They got out of earshot and Alex asked,
“what’s up with her?”

“I’m not sure,” Charlie said sitting down on her bed sighing. “I
think she doesn’t understand why I like you so much.” She looked
down at that sentence which she hadn’t meant to say and it gave
Alex a chance to focus on her bedroom.

The walls were white and not very interesting but what was on
them took his breath away. The majority of the walls had been
covered with photographs of all shapes and sizes. The corners of
some of them had started to curl slightly and they caught the light
on their shiny surfaces.

“Do you mind if I take a look at these?” he asked. Charlie shook
her head and shrugged. Alex went closer to the walls and was
fascinated by all the different subjects and camera shots that had
been used.

“Charlie, these are really good.” Alex didn’t take his eyes off
of the photo’s. One particular one caught his eye. It was of a girl
sitting on a low wooden bridge and dipping her toes in the water.
The background was the new green of the Spring and it was a great
picture. Alex had a feeling the girl was Charlie but it was
impossible to tell because the subjects hair was covering her face.
It might have been her sister Robyn, but it was definitely one of
them.

“This is a nice one,” he said taking it down gently from the
wall. Charlie walked up behind him to see which photo he was
looking at.

“Great,” Charlie said sarcastically. “There are thousands of
pictures in this room and you manage to pick the only one I didn’t
actually take,” she said sitting back down. “I had the idea for the
image but I couldn’t get Robyn to pose in the way I wanted so I did
it instead. Someone had to take the photo and I couldn’t. Chris
took that one for me but never again.” Charlie smiled. “It was a
nightmare getting him to do what I wanted.”

“Yeah, well it was your idea,” Alex said trying to recover
himself. He pinned it back on the wall when Charlie spoke up.

“Keep it.” He looked at her. “Seriously. I didn’t take that so I
can’t use it in a portfolio anyway. Keep it.” Alex thought for a
minute and then agreed to take it.



 

In the present, Alex was re-examining all his memories with
Charlie as he thought of that photo. He knew he had it somewhere.
He rummaged through all the photos he had of her over the years,
ignoring the stabs of recognition that went through him as he
uncovered many different images. He didn’t want to uncover
different memories. He wanted to remember the first photo she had
given him. After an hour of searching he came to the conclusion
that it wasn’t in his flat.

It then came to him where it was. He had kept that photograph in
his car. When he broke up with her he had ripped it in quarters.
Alex had been incredibly angry and hurt but he could never bring
himself to throw the four pieces of the image away. Months later he
had stuck the pieces back together using tape and kept the photo in
the glove compartment of his car.

Barely stopping to lock his flat he rushed to his car. Alex
never used the glove compartment so it had been a safe place to put
a picture of Charlie that he didn’t want to see. He gently got the
photograph out and held it very lightly. As if scared to damage it
more than he already had.

The photo was completely ruined. Alex had torn straight through
Charlie in the picture and sticking it back together hadn’t really
helped put her back into focus. Alex felt a stab of fury through
him. Was the whole world set out against Charlie and him? Even a
random tear in a photograph and fate had made it ruin the whole
image. Alex punched the car window next to him. It made him feel
slightly better so he did it again. And again. He didn’t stop
hitting it until a crack in the window had spread so it almost
split the window in two. Breathing heavily he walked back into his
flat. Photograph held gently in his hand.



 

That night when Alex got home both of his parents were waiting
for him. Alex could tell that they wanted to talk to him about
something because they were never hovering when he came home. Alex
sat down in the empty kitchen chair and braced himself.

“What is it?” Craig sighed and he sat down.

“You’ve been spending a lot of time with that girl recently,” he
said. It wasn’t a question so Alex didn’t bother to answer.

His mother decided to chip in at this point. “What he meant to
say,” she said throwing her husband a reproachful look. “Was that
we would like to meet her soon. If you are going to keep spending
time with her, that is.”

Alex nodded. Privately he thought he wanted to spend as much
time with Charlie as possible and he couldn’t see that changing in
the near future. But that wasn’t going to be the problem.

“Fine, I’ll ask her if she wants to come over,” Alex agreed
reluctantly.

“For dinner one night please,” his father continued.

“Okay whatever. Are we done?” His father nodded and Alex swiftly
left and went to his bedroom closing the door quietly behind him.
Just what he had been dreading. He had gone out with a girl a few
times in Birmingham and when he had brought Rochelle home once they
had completely torn her apart. Interrogation was a close word for
what had happened. He had never heard from her again after she very
loudly dumped him in front of the majority of his class. Alex
wasn’t keen to relive that experience and Charlie meant more to him
than Rochelle ever had. He started up an MSN chat with her later in
the evening.




Charlie165:Hey!

Alexblake1: Hi. How are you?

Charlie165: Not much has changed in the last two hours so not
bad. What’s happened?

Alexblake1: Why do you think something’s happened?

Charlie165: Come on Alex. I know you. You don’t just start an
MSN chat for no reason. Tell me what’s going on

Alexblake1: My parents want to have you over and meet you.

Alexblake1: With dinner

Charlie165: Okay

Alexblake1: I don’t think they will be very nice though. Please
don’t take it personally.

Charlie165: You sound like you have had experience of this
before.

Alex didn’t type back straight away. While he spent several
minutes thinking or a response his mobile phone rang. He reached
for it and saw it was Charlie. He answered it.

“Did you just have to hear my voice?” he teased.

“Just say it,” Charlie said ignoring him. “What happened?”

“When I lived in Birmingham I went out with a girl a few times,”
he blurted out quickly so it wouldn’t hurt her as much. “Rochelle,
and my parents wanted to meet her. It was awful, they attacked her.
She was nearly in tears by the end of the evening and I don’t want
that to happen to you.” He took a breath. “You mean more to me,” he
said quietly.

“I’ll promise to be on my best behaviour,” she said choosing not
to comment on the last words he had said.

“I don’t think that will make much difference,” he said. “Its
more about them than you. Just don’t take too much offence at
anything that they might say. I don’t think like them.”

“God, it must have been bad,” she said trying not to laugh. “I
can have a thick skin when I need it,” she said.

“Okay,” Alex said smiling. That conversation could have gone
worse. “I’m going to hang up and keep chatting online okay?”

“Yes,” she said. Slowly both of them pushed the button that
would end the call. Charlie looked at her computer screen and saw
he had already typed a message




Alexblake1: Thanks for coming to the hell house!

Charlie165: It won’t be that bad

Alexblake1: If you say so.



Later Charlie signed off with

Charlie165: I’m tired and I’m going to sleep. Night xx

Alexblake1: Sweet Dreams x

Charlie165 has signed out.

 

“Goodnight Charlie Kelly,” Alex murmured to himself. It took a
long time for him to switch the computer off.




Charlie fell onto her bed exhausted. She was slightly nervous
about meeting his parents but she also felt that Alex might be
overreacting a little bit. But then again he knew them much better
than she did. Charlie had no experience meeting parents so she had
nothing to fear. No prior experiences were giving her warning
signs.

Charlie stared at her ceiling waiting for sleep to claim her.
Her thoughts slid to Alex as they always did when she had nothing
else to concentrate on. She always felt her heart rate speed up
when he looked at her with those incredibly intense blue eyes. The
way he looked at her tended to make her breathing speed up too. Not
including the way it felt when he kissed her. Charlie had never
thought anything could feel that good. Charlie herself could see
that she had started to fall for him big time. Her last thoughts
before sleep took her was that Alex had said she “meant more to
him.” It was a comforting thought that took her off to sleep.

 










Chapter 5
Chapter Five


 

The following Friday Alex was waiting in Georgia Kelly’s kitchen
waiting for Charlie to come downstairs and meet him. Charlie was
fiddling with her hair and was more nervous than she would admit to
Alex. Finally she put her hairbrush down and decided it would just
have to do because she couldn’t look at it anymore. She had worn
her only skirt as she didn’t think jeans would be right. It was a
knee length dark brown colour and she felt it suited her,
especially as it went with her dark hair quite well.

As she came downstairs Alex had to resist from saying “Wow.” He
had never seen her in a skirt before and it really changed the way
she looked. Charlie said a rushed goodbye to her mother and left
the house quickly. Alex and Charlie walked quite briskly down the
street. Charlie knew roughly where Alex lived even though she had
never been to his house. This was a result of living in Lyme for
all her life. You knew all the streets, lanes and houses around
you, whether you wanted to or not.

 When they were out of sight of the house Alex turned to
Charlie and kissed her without saying a word.

“What brought that on?” she asked slightly breathless when they
broke apart.

“You look gorgeous,” he said quietly and sincerely. “I’ve never
seen you in a skirt before.”

“That’s because I never wear one,” she said swiftly. They
carried on walking to Alex’s house. He led the way and they turned
left up to the driveway of a house. It was a medium sized house but
bigger than Charlie’s. It looked quite understated really, she
thought.

“Remember,” Alex said. “You said you have a thick skin. Please
use it.”

Charlie chuckled. “Do they really think I am that much of a bad
influence?”

“Its not about you,” Alex said firmly. He kissed her briefly
before turning to the door.

Alex opened it giving Charlie a smile as he did so. They went into
a hallway and Alex went to the living room with Charlie following
behind him. His mother was sitting on the sofa and she got up when
she saw Alex and Charlie. Alex made introductions.

“Mum, this is Charlie Kelly. Charlie this is my mother, Violet.”
Alex stepped back and waited for the grilling to start.

“Nice to meet you Mrs Blake,” Charlie said. She and Alex sat
down and Violet didn’t say anything. A nasty silence fell upon all
of them. At that moment Alex’s father came in and glanced around
the room. He spotted Charlie and smiled.

“Hello,” he said.

“Hi Mr Blake,” Charlie said.

“No, its Craig,” he said. Charlie smiled as he sat down. Violet
got up to check on the dinner and Craig led the other two through
to the dining room. It was a small room with a table set for four.
Alex and Charlie sat down next to each other and silence fell over
them again.

Violet came in the room with some plates and said, “dinner is
served.” She placed some salads in front of Alex and Charlie and
went back into the kitchen to get the other two. The second Violet
took her seat she began asking Charlie questions.

“How old are you?”

“I’m seventeen. My birthday is early in September,” she
said.

“What exam results did you get for your GCSE’s in August?”
Charlie quickly looked at Alex, a bit bemused. He didn’t look too
happy and he glared at both of his parents.

“Um… I got at least C’s in everything. English lit and language
were both B’s and I got an A in my Art.” As soon as she said that
she wished she hadn’t. Violet had raised her eyebrows as if she was
sneering and Craig snapped his mouth shut. Charlie could see Alex’s
mother thinking the word artist in a very negative way, almost as
if it wasn’t a proper subject.

“What A levels are you doing?” Craig asked in a slightly kinder
way than his wife.

“I’m doing Photography, Biology, Geography and Art,” Charlie
said and took a bite of salad. The questions carried on and on. It
took Charlie ages to eat anything because she kept having to speak
to answer their questions.

“How long have you lived in Lyme?

“Do you have any siblings?”

“What do you want to do with your life?”

“What do your parents do?” Charlie had been hoping that that
question was going to be avoided.

“My mother is a dentist receptionist,” she said simply.

“And your father?” At this Alex realised that he had never even
heard Charlie mention her father let alone seen him. He felt stupid
that he had never even bothered to ask Charlie about her father.
Charlie felt slightly uncomfortable as everyone in the room,
including Alex stared at her, waiting for her answer.

“I know almost nothing about him,” she said looking Violet
directly in the eye. “He was married to my mother but he was an
alcoholic. He left in a drunken haze when I was two years old
wrecking the house as he did so because he couldn’t take two
screaming toddlers. He never came back. He’s probably either dead
or in prison now.” Charlie didn’t feel anything about her father.
She rarely had. As far as she was concerned he never existed to
her.

“You never told me that,” Alex said softly looking at her,
completely ignoring his parents.

“It doesn’t matter to me,” she said calmly looking directly at
him. “It doesn’t make a difference at all to who I am.”

Alex felt very strange at this detached manner of Charlie’s. He
reached for her hand under the table. She took it quickly without
looking at him. Charlie squeezed his hand gently and let go. She
carried on eating her main course.

Violet looked a little impressed at the way Charlie had answered
the question about her father.

The questions kept coming but they weren’t as ferocious as they
had been and Charlie actually had the chance to eat something. She
kept her answers pleasant all through the evening.

Alex was very impressed by the way she was handling his parents. He
had guessed that she wouldn’t go off in a mood like Rochelle had
but this was definitely impressive.

By the time they had finished the meal, Violets questioning had
slowed down a bit and was almost nearing normal conversation. She
said a pleasant goodbye when Alex was going to take Charlie home
and added, “Call me Vi.” Charlie took that as what it was, a
compliment.

Alex gave her hand a squeeze. “You’re still talking to me
then?”

“I’ll think about it,” she said sarcastically. “You know I’m
perfectly able to walk home by myself.”

“I’m not letting you walk home alone at night,” Alex said
genuinely surprised. There could be a lot of dangers in the
darkness.

“I’ve been doing it for years,” she said. “Nothing happens
around here and crime is practically nonexistent anyway. You’re not
in Birmingham anymore.”

Alex smiled but stuck to his point. “You aren’t walking home on
your own. Not while I have anything to say about it. Why didn’t you
ever say anything about your father? You never even mentioned
him.”

“Because it isn’t important to me. He means nothing to me and he
never has. Never will.” Alex saw that she meant it. There was no
regret or sadness in her voice. Just a cool detachment. Alex had a
sudden irrational thought that he hoped Charlie would never speak
about him in this way. So… without emotion. She truly had no
feelings for this man at all.

“Thank you for sitting through that for me,” Alex said. Charlie
shrugged. They were quite close to her house now and Alex slowed
down. “I won’t come in. I’ve got to get home because my mum will be
waiting for me.”

“To discuss me,” Charlie said. Alex brushed her black hair away
from her face and looked deep in her dark eyes. He gave her one
last lingering kiss. As he pulled away from her she leant in
towards him, not wanting their kiss to end. She didn’t even realise
she was doing it.

“Goodnight Charlie,” he said and kissed her cheek. With one last
squeeze of her hand he walked off into the night.

Charlie felt unaccountably happy after a night of rapid
questioning and she went into her house with a large smile on her
face. She almost walked into Robyn.

“Oh, God,” she said with her hand on her heart. Her sister had
made her jump in surprise. “Don’t scare me like that!”

“How did your date go?” she asked unhappily.

“It went fine, what is with you? You’ve been unhappy for weeks!”
Charlie looked at her waiting for an answer.

“It isn’t fair,” she finally muttered.

“What?”

“You have been hanging out with Chris for years. He is easily
the most good looking guy around for miles and now a new guy moves
here who is also incredibly fit and you have him as well! It isn’t
fair.”

Charlie took a deep breath before answering. “I have never been
interested in Chris. He’s always been my friend and everyone always
assumes that I am going out with him. Now you! My own sister. I am
with Alex. That I’m not going to deny and never will as long as we
are together the way we are now. I’ve never been with Chris and I
never will. Anyway, even if I am going out with both of them,
practicing for my future bigamist days, what’s it got to do with
you?”

Robyn didn’t say anything. “You like one of them don’t you?”
Charlie asked. “Which one?”

“Goodnight Charlie,” she said and stalked up to her room.
Charlie felt the urge to laugh which she couldn’t explain, even to
herself. As Charlie got into bed she thought that she had made a
good impression on Alex’s parents. She kept reliving the last kiss
she and Alex had shared. They were the images that carried her off
to sleep.




Violet pounced on Alex when he got home. “I quite like her,” was
the first sentence she said. Alex was astounded. The verbal
sparring that had gone on between them after Rochelle had left the
house had lasted hours.

“Is that all you’re going to say?” he asked. His father was in
the room as well.

“Lovely girl,” he said. Craig was never as critical as Violet
anyway but this was high praise. “She really seemed to know what
she wanted to do with her life.” Alex could hear in his head the
end of that sentence (which is more than I can say for you).

“I liked how upfront she was,” his mother said. “No glossing
over her past. That was really nice.” Alex felt this was all too
good to be true so he left them to it and went upstairs to bed.
That had definitely gone better than planned. And better than he
ever could have hoped.




On Saturday morning Charlie had every intention of finishing her
conversation with Robyn. She peered around her sisters bedroom door
and saw that she was already up. After a quick look downstairs
Charlie saw that she wasn’t in the house. Clearly her sister didn’t
want their conversation finished. It was seven in the morning so
Robyn had to be avoiding her. Tough, Charlie thought stubbornly.
She knew where her sister would be. Unhappily Charlie looked
outside. It was chucking it down with rain and it was windy.
Charlie left a note for her mother explaining that she had gone for
a walk and grabbed her coat. She also noticed that Robyn hadn’t
bothered with a note at all and had just vanished into the
windswept town.

She was wet in seconds and knew her hair would take an age to
dry when she got back. Quickly she was off and headed towards the
beach. It took her about twenty minutes to get face to face with
her sister because the wind kept hitting her and making her lose
her footing. Robyn was sitting on the Cobb wall.

This was a wall that stretched into the ocean, protecting Lyme
harbour from the might of the ocean. It was a tourist attraction
but Robyn had always liked it. She found that sitting near the edge
was calming. Charlie felt exactly the opposite and that staring
down into the ocean caused a sense of worry rather than peace and
calmness but she had got some good photographs from doing it.

There were no other people on the Cobb as it was terrible
weather. It was probably dangerous to be on the wall in such high
winds but Charlie didn’t care. She was going to find Robyn. A few
sprays of water kept coming over the wall and soaking her. Charlie
continued to the end of the wall and saw Robyn sitting on the edge.
“Hi,” Robyn said without turning her head as Charlie stood behind
her. “I knew you’d find me here.” Robyn sighed as if it had been
completely inevitable and unavoidable.

“I may have been slightly insensitive last night,” Charlie
said.

“Were you?” Robyn said rhetorically. Charlie knew she’d be
soaked but she sat down next to her sister anyway.

“Who is it that you like?” Charlie asked more kindly than she
had the night before.

“Chris,” she said sighing. “I’ve liked him for ages but he never
notices me. He’s always around you. Now you’ve got Alex and I feel
a bit left out if I’m being honest. I’ve never been as comfortable
around boys as you are.”

“Oh Robyn,” Charlie said sadly, seeing the years of longing in
her sisters damp face. She put a reassuring arm around her sister.
“Do you want me to say anything to Chris?”

“No.” Robyn seemed so sure on that that Charlie didn’t even
bother arguing. They stayed on the Cobb watching the stormy waves
for a good deal longer saying nothing, staring at the waves.




They both got home later at about midday looking like drowned
rats. The second they walked through the door and the rain eased up
outside. Typical. Georgia looked at both of her daughters.

“Things may have changed since I was a kid,” she said ironically.
“But my ideal way to spend a Saturday morning wasn’t going out at
the crack of dawn into a rain storm.” Both Charlie and Robyn
started to take off their sodden clothing, dripping all over the
kitchen floor. “What were you thinking?”

“We just needed to go for a walk,” Charlie said trying not to
grin.

“Of course you did,” Georgia said, watching the water pour off
of her two daughters.




Two hours later after the whirring of hairdryers both girls were
dry again. The rain had started back up more ferocious than ever.
Charlie was trying hard not to think of Alex as she had a mountain
of work to go through. As it was raining Chris wouldn’t show up
today so she didn’t have to worry about that. She opened her
photography portfolio and started work. Over the Summer before she
had met Alex, she had Chris pose for some photo’s which she was now
flicking through. There were several ones of beaches and a few more
of fields in the surrounding country.

Charlie liked using Chris because he did exactly what he was
told when she knew how wanted something to look. It was a huge
advantage of using him. Subconsciously she was scanning him for
differences to how Alex looked. As she came to notice what she was
doing she put the photo’s away. This wasn’t going to help her get
anything else done. She slammed her door shut and concentrated on
her school work. It took a lot more energy than it should have
done.










Chapter 6
Chapter Six


 

Alex wasn’t going to call her. He wasn’t going to do it. Surely
he could survive twenty four hours without her. He had only known
her a month. Surely twenty four hours wasn’t going to be that
difficult to manage? But it was. Several times the phone was in his
hand and he had to force it back to his pocket. It was half to
prove it to himself that he could in fact manage without her.

He could and he did manage a day without her. But he missed her.
The sound of her voice was something he didn’t think he would miss
after only a month with her. But he did.



On Sunday both Chris and Alex were at Charlie’s door at the same
time. This led to an awkward moment. Chris had never met Alex and
Alex had only ever seen Chris once at a distance. Chris wasn’t as
tall as Alex so he had to look up slightly.

“Hi, I’m Alex,” he said calmly.

“I guessed,” Chris said lightly. “I’m Chris.” Both were sizing
the other up in silence. Chris seemed friendly enough, Alex
thought. Neither of them were in the habit of knocking for Charlie
so Alex tapped once on the door and went in the house first. There
wasn’t anyone around so Alex led the way to Charlie’s room. They
could hear Maroon 5 being blasted away behind her door.

Alex walked in and Charlie didn’t look up because she didn’t hear
the door open over the pounding music. Both boys looked at her.

“You know what,” Chris said quietly to Alex. “I’ll come back
later. If it comes up tell her I said hi.” Chris turned around and
left the way he had come. Alex felt very surprised by this act of
kindness and thought that he might be quite a nice person despite
his first impression. It seemed foreign to him that a teenage male
would not want Charlie for himself but this seemed to be the case
with Chris. Charlie had finally noticed someone had come in and
looked up from her computer turning the volume knob down as she
did.

“Hi!” she said and ran up to him. She wrapped her arms around
him and kissed him. She had missed him yesterday even though it was
only one day. Alex took one hand off her and swung the door shut.
He then focused on kissing Charlie. They were slowly walking
towards the bed and Charlie fell back onto it.

“Morning,” Alex said taking a breath.

“Good morning,” she said smiling back. He was lying on top of
her and he propped himself up by his arms so he wouldn’t squash
her. “I missed you yesterday,” she said turning red again. Alex
didn’t reply but kissed her jaw line and he started working his way
down to her neck. Charlie tightened her grip on his shoulders and
gasped a little. Encouraged, he continued what he was doing. Five
minutes later Charlie rolled away from him.

“What’s wrong?” Alex asked confused.

“Nothing. The opposite of nothing actually,” she said. “I just
can’t take any more. You’re going to make me go mad.” Surprisingly
Alex found he could understand this. He felt like he was going to
go insane around Charlie at times. Lying next to each other they
talked about their day yesterday.

“I actually got some work done without you around,” Charlie
said. “I thought I had forgotten how to do that.”

“Trust me, I know the feeling,” Alex said sincerely. “By the way
I met Chris outside your house today.”

“You weren’t mean were you?” she asked instantly.

“No,” he said. “I acted very nicely. He decided to leave us
alone for a while but he said to say hi.”

“That was really nice of him,” she said. Alex privately agreed.
At that moment her mobile phone buzzed. “I bet that’s him,” she
said.

“Yep,” she said scanning through the text message. “Good
morning. How’s your bf this morning? Did he mention me? Lol C”

“Umm. “Hi yes he did mention it. Go away for a while will you?
Please? Txt you later.” How does that sound?”

“Fine,” said Alex forgetting about Chris already. “What are we
going to do today?”




They had spent the majority of the day going through and sorting
out Charlie’s photographs in detail and Alex found it fascinating.
She said she had needed to do this for ages.

“Why have you used Chris so much in some photo’s?” Alex
asked.

“Because he does exactly what I tell him to,” she said
seriously. “I can be my bossiest self and he never takes it
personally. Its great.” She handed Alex a stack to start going
through and sorting.

“Could I ever pose for you?” he asked.

“No,” she said immediately. She had replied so quickly that she
elaborated. “I’m very, very picky when it comes to positions in
photo’s. I don’t want to be that nasty to you. I don’t mind being
like that with Chris but with you its different.”

“Oh,” Alex said. He could sort of understand where she was
coming from. “Hey, when was this picture taken?” Alex handed
Charlie a photo and she had a quick look at it. Then she had a
longer look at it.

“I’d forgotten about this,” she said slowly. In the picture
Robyn and Chris had been posing for her and they were really close
together. She had arranged it about a year ago. Robyn looked
blissfully happy in the photo and now Charlie could guess why.
Chris was just being Chris and they were on the beach. Charlie
reached for the pile it had come from and rifled through it. There
were several similar images including some close ups of them. They
looked like a genuine couple, which at the time was what she had
been aiming for. Charlie never could throw any photo’s away which
is why she still had them.

“I’ll be right back,” Charlie said to Alex and left her room to
go to Robyn’s. She waited outside and then knocked.

“Yep?” came her sisters voice from inside. Charlie opened the
door and found Robyn on her bed flicking through a magazine.

“Hi,” Charlie said.

“Hi. What do you want?” she asked looking up from her copy of
Vogue.

“What did I put you through?” Charlie asked handing her the
small stack of pictures. Robyn took the pile and saw what they were
quite quickly.

“It was hell,” she said calmly and simply, without looking up
from the pictures. “It was as if I was looking at someone and
something I could never have. The person who looked like me with
everything in her life completely the opposite to me. The alternate
universe version of me is having a lovely life right about
now.”

“Robyn, you should tell him,” she said.

“No,” Robyn said smiling still looking at the images. “I’d
rather he didn’t know.” She held out the photographs for Charlie to
take back. She was about to take them when she changed her
mind.

“Keep them,” she said. Robyn couldn’t say anything but continued
to look carefully through the stack. Charlie quietly closed the
door behind her. She walked back and saw Alex looking curiously at
her.

“I just had to talk to my sister for a minute.” Charlie
continued to go through the photographs but her heart wasn’t in it
anymore.

“Okay, what’s wrong?” Alex asked her twenty minutes after she
came back from seeing Robyn. Charlie sighed. Alex went over to her
dodging the photos strewn all over the floor and sat behind her. He
wrapped his arms around her waist and held her close to him. After
a while she relaxed.

“What is wrong?” Alex repeated.

“I realised that I didn’t exactly treat my sister in the best
possible way and I’ve just noticed what I did. I’m not very proud
of myself right now.” Charlie didn’t want to get into the details
for Robyn’s sake as well as her own but she thought that was a fair
comment.

“Whatever you did, You didn’t do it on purpose did you?”

“No,” Charlie said. “I didn’t even realise that I had done
anything wrong until, well, Friday night when I came home.” She
sighed. Alex brushed his hand through her hair and Charlie leant
back against his chest. He kissed the top of her head. Charlie
closed her eyes as he kept running his fingers through her
hair.

“Mmm, that feels good,” she said almost to herself. Alex smiled
and within ten minutes he saw that she had actually fallen asleep.
He kept holding her as he didn’t know if she would wake up if he
moved. Also it felt good to hold her like that.

Eventually he loosened his hold around her and tried to move
slowly away from her. He managed it after a five minute struggle.
She was still asleep and was leaning against the bed.

He glanced at her and started to tidy up the photographs. That
didn’t actually take too long and when he finished he sat in front
of Charlie and watched her sleep. She shifted slightly and her eyes
flickered.

“I’m going to go home,” Alex murmured to her. She nodded
sleepily. “Go back to sleep.”

“Okay,” she said and her eyes closed again. Alex softly kissed
her and he wrote a note to her in case she didn’t remember him
leaving.



Charlie

I don’t know if you’ll remember but you almost woke up and I
told you I was going home. I sorted out the pictures but you’ll
probably want to reorganise them anyway. I’ll see you
soon

Alex.




Alex put the note in Charlie’s sleeping hand and kissed her
cheek before leaving. He silently closed the door and left the way
he had come.

Charlie woke up about an hour later holding a very crumpled
piece of paper. It took a moment for her to get her bearings and
then she remembered how she had fallen asleep. She quickly read the
note and smiled.



 

 

And so life went on. Georgia liked Alex well enough but she
seemed to make sure she was always in the house when he was there
with Charlie. Chris kept coming over and Robyn never said anything.
Neither did Charlie. However Robyn spent a long time pouring her
heart over the photo’s Charlie had given her that day in October.
She longed to say something to him but was too scared. No one knew
except for Charlie and Robyn liked it kept that way.

Alex’s parents seemed to accept Charlie and they never tried to
persuade Alex to give her up. Alex knew it wouldn’t have worked
anyway. Chris had been a surprise to Alex. When Charlie first told
him about Chris he had worried that it would be a competition
between the two of them but it hadn’t turned out that way at all.
Chris was a nice guy and he made both Charlie and Alex laugh when
they were all together. Just the three of them.

Christmas snuck up on them as if it had arrived when nobody was
watching. Charlie was stuck for what to give Alex and she begged
Chris to help her one afternoon after school. He was lying on her
bed reading a book when she interrupted him.

“Please,” she said. “Give me an idea of what boys want. I
haven’t got a clue!” She did indeed look clueless.

“What does he like?”

“I know what shade of blue is his favourite colour and cricket
is his favourite sport but barring that I don’t really know,” she
said surprised.

“Charlie, you’re an artist,” Chris said sitting down. “You’re a
damn good one and a great photographer. Alex has been a big part of
your life for months now. I’d be very surprised if you didn’t have
at least a hundred photos of him and you together. Use your
initiative.”

As soon as Chris said that she got a great idea for a homemade
present for him and immediately got her box of pictures of her and
Alex that she had been carefully taking and keeping. She had been
storing them carefully under her bed.

“Glad I could be of help,” Chris said. He went back to reading
his book while Charlie got artistic.

“What have you got me for Christmas by the way?”

“Shut up Chris.”




Over the past week Charlie had been spending very little time
with Alex as she was working on a type of photo album for him. She
hoped he would like it. One day he came in unexpectedly.

“Wait!” Charlie yelled and slammed the door in his face. She shoved
the box she had been keeping the album in under her bed and had a
quick look around her room to check nothing else was out of
place.

“Can I come in yet?” he asked more than a little annoyed.
Charlie walked over to the door, opened it and kissed him. After a
moment of shock he kissed her back passionately.

“I’ll be glad when Christmas is over,” he said, crashing onto
Charlie’s bed.

“I’ve been working really hard on your present,” she said a bit
hurt by his comment lying next to him.

“I know because I never see you anymore,” he said tightening his
grip around her waist. “I miss you.”

“I know but look on the bright side,” she said turning around
and putting her hands on his chest. “It’s the 23rd today so there
is only one and a half days to go. Then I’m all yours for at least
a week before school starts back up.” She had meant that last part
jokingly but Alex looked at her very seriously.

“Mm. I’ll hold you to that,” he said. Charlie tried to think of
something to say but conversation was clearly the last thing on
Alex’s mind. He had kissed her collarbone and was moving onto her
throat. Suddenly Charlie was gasping for breath.

“I’ve missed you,” he murmured again.




On Christmas morning Charlie was comfortably asleep in bed when
a loud noise woke her up. Someone was throwing stones at her
window. She looked at her digital clock. It was seven thirty.
Without bothering to get up Charlie reached for her phone and speed
dialled Alex’s mobile number.

“What the hell are you playing at?” she asked angrily as he
picked up.

“Just get up and look out of your window,” he said.

“Oh Alex,“ Charlie muttered. “I’m exhausted and I’m not going to
move out of my bed for at least two hours,” she said. “I get the
luxury of a lay in on Christmas morning!”

“Trust me and do it.”

“Alex, I love you but I am tired and was looking forward to a
few more hours sleep so just tell me what I’m meant to be looking
at so I can slip back into unconsciousness.” There was silence on
the phone. “Alex? Are you still there?”

“Did you realise what you just said to me?”

Clearly this wasn’t going to be a quick conversation so Charlie
sunk back into her pillows stifling a yawn.

“What did I say?”

“You said that you loved me,” Alex said slowly but clearly
waiting for her to speak, his heart in his mouth.

Charlie didn’t remember saying that. But that didn’t mean that
she didn’t mean it. “Well its true,” she said sincerely. “I do love
you.”

“Get yourself out here now so I can kiss you,” Alex said.
Charlie put the phone down and grabbed her dressing gown. She
looked longingly at her bed but her mind was racing now that she
knew that her sleep was over for the day.

She went downstairs and saw Alex waiting for her outside her
front door with a huge grin on his face. Charlie barely registered
anything else apart from Alex. She didn’t notice that the light was
brighter than usual and everything had been blanketed in snow. She
didn’t even think about it being the first white Christmas she had
ever seen. She ran into Alex’s arms and kissed him quickly and
briefly.

“Well?” she said.

“I love you Charlie Kelly,” he said. She studied his face and
saw he was genuine.

“I love you Alex Blake.” He kissed her passionately. However in
seconds Charlie had started shivering.

“I’m going inside,” she said. “I’m freezing!” Alex chuckled and
they both went inside quickly. He shut the door and followed
Charlie up to her room. By the time Alex had closed her bedroom
door Charlie was already curled under her duvet cover.

“You really were asleep then?” he asked sitting at the bottom of
her bed.

“Uh huh,” she said yawning.

“Do you want your Christmas present or do you want to
sleep?”

“Seeing as I was so rudely woken up I guess you can make it up
to me with a present,” she said smiling. Alex obliged and handed
her a wrapped up box. Charlie slowly opened it and found a blank
cardboard box underneath the wrapping paper. She opened that as
well and inside was a Polaroid camera. It was bright red and there
were several packets of film for it. It was gorgeous and Charlie
loved it

“Alex its fabulous,” she said turning the camera over in her
hands. “I love it.”

“Its meant so that you can create pictures which are a bit more
fun. You can’t spend hours editing these on the computer,” he
smiled and then added, “unless you scan them first.”

“My present for you now seems horribly inadequate,” she said
still unable to take her eyes from the new camera. “I’ll get yours,
give me a minute.” Charlie got out of bed and crouched on the floor
reaching under her bed. She soon found it.

“Thank you,” he said as she handed it over. He was much quicker
at unwrapping it than she had been and he looked at the cover of
the photo album. It had a plain background and the only thing on
the cover was the lettering spelling out “To Alex, From Charlie.
X”

He carefully opened the cover and saw scrapbook type pages with
two or three images per page. The pictures were all of him and
Charlie together. They were lovely images and she had really taken
her time on the lay out of the pages. There were pictures from the
first time Charlie had taken Alex down the Cobb wall, ones of them
working together in her room and all the others that he could ever
remember her taking.

“Thank you,” he said truly touched. “Its perfect.”

“There are some blank pages at the back for photos yet to come.”
For some reason she found this a little embarrassing and blushed.
Alex gently put the photo album on the floor and kissed her.

“I love you,” he said relishing the words he had wanted to say
for quite a while now. “And I always will.”

“Don’t say that,” Charlie said putting her hand over his mouth.
“Please don’t. You don’t know what the future will bring and I
don’t want you to promise things that you can’t keep.”

“Who says I won’t keep it?” he asked.

“Alex you’re sixteen and I’m only a few months older. We have
maybe seventy years of life left. I don’t want you to say that.”
She sighed. “Because it would break my heart if I believed you and
it didn’t happen. Do you understand at all where I’m coming
from?”

Alex nodded. He knew exactly what she meant but he also knew that
he meant what he said.

“I’m going to close my eyes for a bit,” she said. Alex nodded
again and lay down beside her. However Charlie didn’t go back to
sleep. She stayed wide awake in Alex’s arms daydreaming of their
future together. Which was another reason she hadn’t wanted him to
mention forever. Charlie had tried very hard to keep that fantasy
locked away because it probably wasn’t going to happen. Now as Alex
had voiced it, it was all too easy to imagine all the things that
could happen between them over their lives. Alex meant so much to
her it was nearly painful to imagine them apart.

“You’ve made my mind race,” she told him. “Distract me.” Alex
needed no further invitation and kissed her.

Georgia walked into her youngest daughters room at this point.
She saw Charlie and Alex lying on her bed, lip locked and
horizontal. Georgia started to see red and cleared her throat very
loudly.

Charlie looked up and sat up quite quickly the second she saw her
mother. She turned red immediately. Alex was slightly slower and
only noticed that Georgia had come in the room when Charlie’s
attention stopped focusing on him.

“Good morning,” Georgia said thunderously. Alex turned away from
Charlie and he knew what Georgia was seeing. It didn’t look good.
Alex started to speak but he was cut off.

“I’d like to speak to Charlie on her own please,” Georgia said.
Charlie looked very worried. Alex got up to leave.

“I’ll call you later,” he murmured in Charlie’s ear and kissed
her cheek before quickly leaving. Georgia moved out of the
doorframe to let him pass. They both heard the door slam and
Charlie waited for her mothers anger to hit her.

“It’s not what you think,” Charlie said. “He’s only been here
for twenty minutes.” Georgia sat on the end of Charlie’s bed and
sighed.

“You’re seventeen,” her mother said. “And I wake up to find your
boyfriend in your room early on Christmas morning. What am I
supposed to think?”

“That he came over early as it is Christmas,” Charlie said
honestly. She didn’t think she was believed.

“Are you sleeping with him?” Charlie felt awful talking about
this with her mother but couldn’t see a way around it after she had
walked in like that.

“I’m not sleeping with him. No,” Charlie could almost hear the
not yet in her voice. She dearly hoped her mother couldn’t.

“Are you going to?”

“Mum! I really don’t want to talk about this with you. Please!”
Charlie said. “It’s not really any of your business.”

“Just please be careful,” Georgia said.

“Fine,” Charlie said. “Can we drop it now?” Georgia nodded and
got up to leave the room.

“Merry Christmas,” Georgia said before quietly closing the door.
Charlie lay back down in bed both her mind and her heart racing. It
had definitely been the most interesting and eventful Christmas
morning that she had ever had.

Her phone buzzed and she reached for it as fast as possible. A
text message had just come through.

“You’re not in trouble are you? Call when you get a chance. I
love you xx.” Charlie texted back and said, “I’m fine I’ll call you
later. I love you xxx.” Charlie quickly got dressed and headed
downstairs to the rest of her family, who she knew would be up.

Charlie was desperate for the present opening to be over so she
could go and find Alex and explain. When Robyn had finally finished
Charlie grabbed her jacket and her things together.

“Where are you going?” Georgia asked.

“Have you looked out the window? It’s a white Christmas and I’m
going to take some photo’s because it never snows here.” Robyn
squealed and immediately peered out the window, not having seen the
snow yet.

“She’s right!” With nothing further to stop her Charlie dashed
outside and put as much distance between her and her house as she
could before pulling her mobile phone out. There were kids all
around the street and Charlie went down a side lane to avoid the
snowballs that were being thrown everywhere. She dialled Alex’s
number and then immediately hung up. He was right behind her.
Charlie felt unaccountably relieved and ran up to him throwing her
arms around him.

“You okay?” he asked.

“I am now,” she said and kissed him briefly. “She didn’t give me
too much of a hard time. I think it’ll be alright.”

Alex looked into her eyes. “That was an interesting
morning.”

“Mm. How did you find me?” Charlie asked confused.

“I stayed outside your house until you came out. I thought it
was wiser to stay out of sight of your house.”

“You must be freezing!” Charlie said. He was wearing a coat but
he didn’t have any gloves or a scarf on. He shrugged. Charlie
pulled out her new Polaroid camera and aimed it at Alex. She
clicked the button before he could stop her. The camera whirred and
out popped a blank picture. Charlie waited for it to develop and
then pocketed it.

“Are you going to let me see that?” he asked her. Charlie shook
her head, smiling. Alex gently touched her face.

“I’m right. You are freezing!” Charlie said laughing.

“Mm,” Alex agreed not really caring at the moment.










Chapter 7
Chapter Seven


 

New years eve found Alex, Charlie, Chris, Robyn and every other
teenager and twenty something who lived in and around Lyme Regis on
the beach. Someone had rigged up a great sound system and the music
was very loud. Charlie was having a great time. Her whole world was
on this beach. Everyone who went to Woodroffe and everyone who
mattered to her. She had spent a large part of the night in Alex’s
arms.

Chris was chatting with a large group of people, telling jokes.
He always could fit in anywhere. Robyn was on her own and both Alex
and Charlie walked over to her.

“Are you alright?” Charlie asked her. Robyn nodded. The truth
was she didn’t really want to be here. Their mother had said that
Charlie could only go if Robyn went as well and kept an eye on her.
Charlie didn’t know that the reason Robyn had come was to keep tabs
on her. Robyn was meant to be watching her sister but she wasn’t
going to do it. Robyn was here so Charlie could go. Pure and
simple. She was doing it for her sister.

“I’m fine,” she said trying to smile but not quite managing it.
Alex had a thought and murmured it to Charlie. She nodded and
agreed that it was a good idea.

“Do you want to dance with me?” Alex asked Robyn. Her jaw
dropped.

“You’d much rather dance with Charlie,” she said looking at her
sister.

“Go on,” Charlie said. “I’m going to go and see Chris anyway.”
Charlie walked away to see Chris but not before squeezing Alex’s
hand in a silent goodbye.

Robyn and Alex walked over to where people had gathered to
dance. A slow song was playing. Alex loosely put his arms around
her waist and they started swaying slowly with the music.

“Why are you doing this?” Robyn asked.

“I thought we could have a conversation,” Alex said honestly.
“You could talk to him you know.”

“Who?” Robyn asked.

“Chris.”

“I can’t believe Charlie told you! I asked her not to say
anything to anyone!” Robyn felt absolutely mortified.

“Charlie didn’t tell me,” Alex said. “I know because whenever he
is around you can barely take your eyes off of him.” Sure enough
Robyn had found herself looking where Chris and now Charlie were
sitting. She fixed her eyes on Alex instead.

“If you notice it, then why can’t he?” she said bitterly. “It
isn’t fair. I always thought he was taken by Charlie and then you
came along and proved me wrong. It’s been too long now. Its too
late.”

“He probably has no idea that you like him.” Robyn couldn’t
think of anything to say for a moment.

“You don’t know how lucky you are with Charlie,” she said when
she got her voice back.

“You’re wrong there. I know just how lucky I am every time I
look at her.” Now Alex was the one who couldn’t resist from looking
at Charlie. She caught his eye and grinned at him in a way that
almost stopped his heart. She winked and turned back to the
conversation.

“Yes,” Robyn said. “She looks at you differently than everyone
else. She always did.”

“If you did tell Chris, what’ve you got to loose?” Robyn didn’t
answer because at that moment the song ended and they both left to
make room for other people. “Think about it,” Alex said while
leaving her to get to Charlie more quickly. Robyn watched Charlie’s
face as Alex came closer to her. It literally lit up. Anyone
watching could see… Robyn struggled to put a name to what she saw
between the two of them. Then it hit her. Love. Charlie’s face was
full of love for Alex. And in that moment of understanding, Robyn
had never felt so alone.




Charlie and Alex were sitting very close to each other with
Alex’s arms around her waist and they were listening to Chris
entertain the group of people around them. It was all so easy for
him. Charlie felt that she was rather too close to Alex than she
should have been in public like this but she was far too
comfortable to move or care. Under their breath they started a
conversation about Robyn.

“How is she?” Charlie whispered.

“I think she’s unhappy,” Alex murmured in her ear, his breath
making her hair flutter a little. When Charlie didn’t say anything
he added, “she’s pining after Chris.” Charlie fought to keep from
looking at him with difficulty.

“How did you know?”

“Because she looks at him in a similar way to how you look at
me,” Alex said. Charlie blushed and was grateful that it was dark
so no one would notice.

“What did you say to her?”

“I told her to think about saying something to him,” he
said.

“She won’t do anything you know,” Charlie said.

“Maybe.”

“That was a very nice thing you did for her. She’s never danced
with anyone before.”

“Have you?”

“No actually.” Alex nodded in the direction of the music.
Charlie beamed and they both hurried over and started
dancing.




“Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one!
Happy new year!” Alex leant to kiss Charlie. They broke apart
smiling.

“Happy new year,” she said quietly.

“Happy new year.” They sat down and watched the fireworks
exploding over Lyme Bay happy in each others arms.

“They were really good fireworks this year,” Charlie said
happily when they were over. The music had started back up but
Charlie, Alex and Robyn were heading home. They ended up outside
Robyn and Charlie’s house. Robyn walked inside saying, “I’ll leave
you two to say goodnight alone!”

“I want to do something,” Alex said and he held her hand tight
and ran off with Charlie trailing behind. Bewildered they stopped
after about five minutes and Alex smiled.

“Okay, What are we doing?” Alex pointed to a nearby tree.

“Yeah…?” Charlie said still not understanding. Alex pulled a
penknife from his back pocket and opened one of the knife
attachments. Charlie’s eyebrows raised in surprise. Alex walked
closer to the tree and started to carve an “A” on the tree.
Understanding of what he was doing flowed into her.

“Right!” Charlie said. She walked in front of the tree next to
him and watched him finish his “A.B”. He handed Charlie the knife
in silence when he finished. She started to carve C.K. underneath
Alex’s initials. It took her longer than it did him but she
finished eventually. Alex finished it off by doing a plus symbol in
between their initials and carving a heart around the whole thing.
They had both made sure that they had carved very deep and it
looked good as they stood back to have a look at it.

“You know that’s incredibly cheesy,” she said as they were
walking back to her house.

“I know, but it just had to be done,” Alex said grinning. He
tightened his hold on her hand. She caught his eye and smiled
back.

“Did you make a new years wish?” he asked.

“Its meant to be new years resolution not wish,” she said.

“Yeah well…” he didn’t finish the sentence and left it hanging.
She kissed him deeply before they came to her house.

“What’s that for?”

“Just because,” she said and dashed into her house before he
could call her back.




Alex walked into his house ten minutes later. His father was
still up waiting for him.

“Where’ve you been?” he asked fiercely.

“I’ve been to a new years party,” Alex said confused. His father
had known where he was going.

“Which ended at midnight.”

“No it didn’t,” Alex said flabbergasted. “Its still going on.
The party stopped temporarily at midnight for the fireworks. Then
we left as the music started back up. It takes twenty minutes to
walk up from the beach to here anyway and I had to drop Charlie
off, or would you prefer I left her alone on the dark street at
midnight?”

His father seemed to be struggling to find a way to argue with
that logic. “Are you sleeping with Charlie?” he asked bluntly. Alex
stared in amazement that he had the nerve to ask that.

“That’s none of your business,” Alex said meaning every
word.

“Just think about what you’re doing,” his father said. “If she
gets pregnant your future will be thrown away so easily.”

His father really didn’t have a clue how he felt for Charlie,
Alex thought. “No, I’m not sleeping with her,” Alex said very
quietly. Craig left the room as soon as he heard that leaving
Alex’s brain on overdrive. He wanted to sleep with her though. He
really wanted to. He didn’t want to mention it in case she hadn’t
even thought about it yet. She loved him and that was enough for
now.

Oddly enough as Charlie faded into sleep, she had been thinking
thoughts along a very similar line.




“Which stupid idiot thought it was a good idea to go back to
school on January the second?” Chris asked Charlie. They were both
sitting on Charlie’s bed after their first day back. Chris hadn’t
stopped drinking until about six o’clock in the morning on new
years day. He was still hung over.

“That’ll teach you,” Charlie said with no compassion.

“What time did you get home?” he asked Charlie.

“Maybe one o’clock in the morning,” she said. “Don’t worry,
you’re not the only one. Half of the sixth form at Woodroffe were
nursing sore heads.”

“They have my sympathies.”

“Are you going to do anything or just lie on my bed,” Charlie
asked while she started to type on her computer screen, doing her
homework for the day.

“No, I’m going to lie here and do absolutely nothing,” he said
and continued to do it. Half an hour later Alex walked in.

“Sh,” Charlie said quickly. She nodded over to Chris where he
had started to snore. Alex laughed.

“Entertaining new years was it?” Alex said and kissed Charlie’s
cheek in a greeting.

“Yes. I think he is regretting the amount of alcohol he drank.”
Charlie saved her work and turned around to give Alex a proper
kiss. “Hi.”

Alex kissed her neck and murmured, “how long until we can get
rid of him?” Charlie could hardly think straight.

“Come back in five minutes,” Charlie managed to say. Alex smiled
and he left. Charlie went over to Chris and gently shook him. He
eventually woke up.

“What is it,” he moaned.

“I think you should go home and sleep the rest of your alcohol
consumption off in your own bed,” she said kindly.

“Yeah okay.” Chris got up very gingerly and Charlie walked with
him slowly downstairs. He ended up walking home quite shakily but
at least going in the right direction. His house was only two doors
down anyway. Alex came into Charlie’s room a few minutes later
grinning.

“Where were we?” he asked. Without waiting for a reply he kissed
Charlie deeply. When he let her go she kissed his neck gently. That
sent shivers through Alex and he slowly pushed her over to her
bed.

“Oh, sorry.” Charlie glanced up, reluctantly and saw the back of
Robyn’s head and heard her bedroom door slam a second later.

“I’ve got to go and talk to her,” Charlie said with regret.

“Okay.” Alex grasped her hand and kissed it gently. He let go of
her and Charlie felt her arm swing back by her side. She paused
thinking for a second. Then she remembered what she was meant to be
doing. She quickly left the room and walked into her sisters
bedroom without knocking.

“Hi,” Charlie said and sat by her sister.

“What do you want?” Robyn said. Her voice was so expressionless
it was worrying.

“You know you could talk to Chris,” Charlie said.

“Oh. I see. You and Alex have been having a good gossip about me
have you!?”

“No Robyn. Everyone can see how unhappy you are. Mum puts it
down to teenage mood swings. I know better.”

“Can you shut up and leave me alone!” Robyn looked really angry.
“I don’t want your input in my life so go away and be quiet.”

“Fine!” Charlie said loudly. She walked back out the same way
she had come in. She sat down, now deflated next to Alex.

“She’d rather be angry at the world than actually tell Chris she
likes him.” Charlie ran both her hands through her hair angrily. “I
don’t understand her at all!” Alex moved to kiss her again but
Charlie moved away. “I’m not in the mood anymore.” Both of them
sighed.

“Why won’t she quit pining after him and say something!”

“I don’t know Charlie,” he said sitting down. “I don’t
know.”




A week later things changed. Robyn walked into Charlie’s room as
she was flicking through some photos. She put an envelope down next
to Charlie and waited for her to open it.

“What’s this?” she asked thumbing the contents of the
envelope.

“It’s two concert tickets to see Ronan Keating,” Robyn said
simply. “I bought them months ago and wanted to give them to mum
for her birthday. You know how she loves him.”

“Yeah,” Charlie said waiting for the penny to drop. She couldn’t
stand Ronan Keating herself but they were more than free to go
without her.

“Well, its in Cardiff. I have also booked a hotel for me and her
to stay in which means that next Friday, you’ll have the house to
yourself.” Charlie blushed when she realised what Robyn
meant.

“It’s to say sorry for being a bitch over the past few weeks. I
know I’ve been a pain. And I also know you‘re only trying to help,
even if its not what I want to hear.”

Charlie looked at Robyn and something that couldn’t be put into
words passed between them. “Thank you,” Charlie said and hugged her
sister.

“Have fun.” Charlie pointed her Polaroid camera at her sister
instead of saying goodbye. When the picture had developed she stuck
it up on her wall. It was quite a nice picture, Charlie thought as
she considered what Friday would mean for her.










Chapter 8
Chapter Eight


 

“No one’s going to be at home on Friday night,” Charlie said
quietly a few days later. They were in a corridor at school and
their morning break was coming to an end. “Robyn is taking my mum
to a concert and they‘re staying overnight.” Alex knew what she
meant, even if she wasn’t saying it directly.

“Do you want me to come over?” he asked gently. Charlie nodded
with her eyes sparkling. “Okay,” he said. At that moment the bell
rang. “I’ll see you later.” Alex kissed her quickly goodbye and
went off to his next lesson. Charlie was both excited and nervous.
She couldn’t wait for Friday to get here.




On Friday morning Georgia was surprised with the concert tickets
and the hotel reservations. “But that’s miles away. I’d love to go
but it’s a whole day trip. I can’t take today off of work! What
about school for you Robyn?”

“I booked the day off for you about a month ago. I’ve only got
one lesson today anyway. Come on! Live a little!” Georgia smiled.
She looked much younger in that moment and Charlie could appreciate
that she was only thirty nine, even though she had two daughters
who were practically adults.

“Pack!” Robyn said quickly. Georgia looked like she had made up
her mind and dashed upstairs. Both girls could hear things being
rummaged around in their mothers room.

“That went well!” Charlie said. Both girls started giggling and
Charlie left for school. There was no way Charlie was going to stay
so her mother could worry about her being in the house alone.
Something she clearly hadn’t thought of so far.

All throughout the day Charlie kept getting text messages from
both her mother and sister. It was clear they were both incredibly
excited. “So am I” thought Charlie.




That night she was waiting for Alex to arrive. She had
purposefully put on her nicest black lace underwear for the
occasion. She was feeling slightly nervous. Suddenly there was a
knock on the door and Alex peered around the door. “Hi,” he said
and shut the door behind him.

“Hi,” she said a little breathlessly. They were perhaps five
steps away from each other but neither closed the gap. Charlie
could feel the tension and electricity in the room. He walked
towards her slowly and put his arms around her. She smiled and
kissed him passionately. He put his arms around her neck as she
leaned in towards him. They were slowly walking towards her
bedroom. When they got there they over balanced and toppled over
onto the bed. Charlie started laughing. Alex watched her in silence
with a smile on his face. She looked so beautiful when she
laughed.

“What is it?” she asked concerned when she stopped laughing.

“Nothing. I was just thinking you are so beautiful,” Alex said.
Charlie couldn’t think of anything to say to this so she kept
quiet. Alex kissed her again. Then he slowly worked his way down
her neck. Charlie gasped slightly as he nibbled her gently. Alex
stopped because of her T-shirt which was in the way. He then went
down to her stomach and gently pushed the material up. While he was
doing this Charlie was grasping his hair. Her mind was filled
completely with him.

Alex kissed her stomach which was a gorgeous cream colour. They
both grabbed her shirt and took it off. He looked at her fabulous
body and felt a jolt go through him. She was breathtaking. He
quickly took his own shirt off and went back to kissing her lips
deeply. She ran her hands over every part of his body that she
could reach.

His hands went behind her and he tried to take off her bra.
After a few moments the clasp was undone and he threw that across
the room. They were both looking deep into each others eyes. His
hands went to her breasts while he kept his eyes on hers. She
gasped again when he moved to kiss her breasts. They both wanted
this time to last forever, and were going to do their utmost to see
that it happened that way.




Alex and Charlie were lying very close to each other under the
covers, wide awake. He was stroking her hair while she was curled
up against him. Neither of them were wearing anything at all.
Charlie was very happy. She turned so she could look at his
face.

“What are you thinking?” she asked quietly.

“How beautiful you are,” Alex said honestly. “How are you
feeling?”

“Fine,” she said. “Well, better than fine. Nearer… amazing.
You?”

“The same,” he said. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” she said and her eyes shut. He put one arm
around her waist to draw her nearer to him and she smiled. Alex
thought he could look at her smile for the rest of his life and he
would never tire of it…




At exactly the same time Robyn and Georgia were standing up
clapping hard as the concert ended. It had been very good and
Georgia, especially, had loved it. Back in their hotel room Georgia
asked Robyn, “Alex is over at our house tonight isn’t he?”

“I don’t know,” Robyn said. “But I would tend to agree with you.
Don’t worry about her.”

“I’m a mother. I always worry. About both my daughters,” Georgia
said. Going to sleep she thought that there was absolutely no point
worrying about her youngest daughter. She would almost certainly
have found an opportunity without this concert. She knew how
determined Charlie could get when she put her mind to something. It
had been an excellent concert though. Worrying was a useless
emotion anyway. Smiling she drifted off to sleep.




The next morning Charlie got out of bed when Alex was still
asleep. She quietly went to the bathroom to take a shower. She
hoped the noise wouldn’t wake him. When she switched the water on
she listened for a moment. She couldn’t hear him moving so she
carried on with her shower.

However Alex was waking up. For a second he wondered where he was
and then it dawned on him as the memories of last night came back
to him. He smiled with happiness and went to put his arm around
Charlie when he noticed she wasn’t there. Then he heard the shower
and thought he’d surprise her. He went to the bathroom and he was
reminded of how spectacular her body was. He slid open the shower
door and jumped in. He wrapped his arms around her and she shrieked
with surprise. They were both blissfully happy.




January was fading away fast and Georgia never mentioned her
evening away from home to Charlie. The new topic at school was the
forthcoming sixth form ball. It was all very exciting and the only
constant theme of conversation at school was anything involved with
the ball. Dresses, décor, who’s going with who. Alex didn’t ask
Charlie because it seemed unnecessary. They were going together and
it didn’t need to be spoken between them. Charlie didn’t wear
dresses very often. In fact rarely would be a better way to
describe it. Very rarely. She was getting a little nervous about
what she was going to wear.

Charlie and Chris were sitting in his room on one Friday night.
“What are you doing tomorrow?” he asked. “You’re avoiding talking
about it, I can tell.”

Charlie started flushing slightly. “Well, if you must know I’m
going to Exeter and shopping for my ball dress. There. I said
it.”

“What is wrong with that?” Chris asked confused.

“I feel like a bit of an impostor. When was the last time I wore
a dress?”

“If I remember rightly you were seven and going to your cousins
wedding.” Charlie looked at him and both of them burst out
laughing.”

“Well, you take my point,” Charlie said still grinning. “This
isn’t me and I still can’t believe I’m going. I’m a bit nervous
about what to wear.” They both were quiet for a moment.

“Who are you going shopping with?” he asked. Charlie shrugged.
“On your own? You can’t go shopping for your ball dress on your
own. That’s too sad. Do you want me to come with you?”

“That’s unexpected,” she said. “You don’t want to come shopping,
you’d be bored stiff.”

“Come on, Charlie. When was the last time we hung out together?
Here is the perfect excuse to have a nice day without you feeling
like you are missing out on time with Alex. You were gonna go on
your own anyway.”

“You promise you won’t get bored?” Charlie asked
sceptically.

“I promise.”

“You’re sure?” she asked.

Chris put a hand over her mouth. “I’m going with you.
Okay?”




The next day Charlie and Chris were getting off the train and
were having a wicked time. They were standing outside a dress shop.
“Okay so how long is this going to take?” Chris asked. “Ten
minutes, twenty minutes max?”

“Oh Chris. You’ve never seen girls shop have you?” Charlie shook
her head and dashed inside. “Its going to be at least an hour and I
want your opinions. As you’re here you need to make yourself
useful!”

Charlie spent the next ten minutes picking out loads of
different dresses to try on. She gave them over to Chris as she
picked out some more.

“I’m never going to offer to shop with you again,” Chris
muttered to himself with his arms weighed down with dresses.
Charlie chuckled.

“Right, I’m going to try them on and please be honest. I don’t
want to look awful because you didn’t open your mouth.” Once all
the dresses were hanging in the changing room Chris sat down
waiting outside. It had all seemed like such a good idea, going out
with Charlie today. He had missed hanging out with her. Alex seemed
really nice and Charlie was very happy but Chris only had a limited
amount of time with her because now she spent every free second
that she had with Alex.

At that moment Charlie came out in her first dress. It looked
amazing. Charlie didn’t seem too happy with it though. “If you
don’t like it, don’t have it,” he said simply.

“Hmm,” Charlie twisted her lip in the way that always made him
smile. “I’ll try on the next one.” And on it went. Dress after
dress. The penultimate one though was stunning. Charlie loved it
from the look on her face. It was a backless dress in black with a
dark sequin stitched onto it every few inches, giving it a
sparkling look. The black went with her hair perfectly and her pale
skin was a beautiful contrast of colour. It was simply a perfect
dress for her.

“That’s the one,” Chris said certainly. “You look absolutely
gorgeous.”

“Really?” she said smiling.

“You will be the prettiest girl at the ball. Alex won’t know
what’s hit him.” Charlie was very happy and she did another twirl.
She looked in the full length mirror once more. It was really
beautiful and the grin didn’t fade from her face even on the train
journey home.




Alex and Charlie had decided to meet at her house and walk up to
the school together as it wasn’t that far. Charlie had got all
dressed up and her mother said she looked perfect. She was waiting
anxiously for Alex to turn up. The dress had seemed like such a
good idea when she bought it but she was loosing a bit of
confidence now.

Finally there was a knock on the door. Charlie leapt out of her
chair like a spring and answered the door while Georgia was smiling
at her, remembering how it felt to be young and in love. Alex
walked in looking very attractive in a black suit.

“Hi,” he said. He took a look at Charlie and his jaw almost
dropped. Her hair was in gorgeous dark curls which he had never
seen on her before. Her hair had always been dead straight and the
change was surprising. Her black dress was stunning. It hugged her
figure in all the right places. He couldn’t believe how fabulous
she looked.

By the time he had composed himself Charlie had handed her
mother the camera and asked her to take a photo of the two of them.
As she turned around Alex saw the dress was backless and her pale
skin shone. Alex and Charlie both smiled as the camera clicked.
Charlie immediately asked for the camera back. She cast her
critical eye over the photo but it seemed to have passed the test.
Hiding a smile, Alex turned to leave.

When they had said goodbye to Georgia and were walking towards
the school an awkward silence fell over them. Charlie had brought a
dark wrap because it was cold outside. Alex put one arm around her.
She smiled at him.

“You look beautiful,” he said with feeling. Charlie smiled
again.

“Thanks. You don’t look at all bad yourself.” They both stopped
walking at the same time and Alex leant to kiss her. Alex put his
hand on her bare back. Her skin felt softer than it looked. Charlie
was finding it difficult to remember how to breathe properly. The
feel of Alex on her skin was staggering and reminded her of their
night together. She leant closer to him. Abruptly Charlie pulled
away from him. Alex looked confused.

“If we don’t stop now, we will never get to the ball,” Charlie
said explaining. Alex grinned. She was probably right. They
quickened their pace and soon enough they were in the school hall.
As soon as they were there she took off her wrap. Charlie noticed
that an awful lot of people were staring at her.

“Why are they all staring at me?” she whispered to Alex.

“They are wondering who you are,” he said simply. “No one in the
world has ever looked as gorgeous as you do now. They never noticed
you at school in your uniform. I can see that I’m going to have
competition now…” Charlie hit his arm playfully. They walked into
the hall and it had a black and white theme which Charlie hadn’t
realised before she bought her dress. Charlie felt a little self
conscious because with her white skin she matched the decorations
in a way no one else managed to do. Alex grabbed her waist and they
started to dance at the second that the music started playing. A
lot of people were still staring, but Charlie felt she didn’t care
as long as Alex kept holding her. With him there everything would
be fine.

Robyn was there but she had hidden herself in a corner watching
her sister. Charlie managed to get everyone transfixed within
seconds of her entrance. Robyn never had that power and she knew
she never would. Robyn was wearing a simple purple dress designed
to blend in with everyone else. And it was working perfectly.

When a faster song started more people danced so Charlie wasn’t
as conspicuous. A tall boy came up in front of Robyn and asked her
to dance. She said no immediately and thirty seconds later had
forgotten all about him. Robyn spent her ball thinking about Chris.
He wasn’t here because it wasn’t his school but Robyn couldn’t get
him out of her mind.




The end of the night was nearing and the only thing left was the
prize giving. Certain categories had been available to vote for at
school for a week. Things such as most likely to turn into a rock
star or be successful. First person to be a millionaire. And the
most exciting one of the night: Best couple.

The head of the sixth form presented that award and he stood on
the stage with the microphone. “And the best couple goes to… Poppy
and Luke! Two of the upper sixth formers walked to the stage,
holding hands. The girl had a smile plastered all over her face.
The guy however, looked like he wanted to be anywhere else in the
world rather than standing on that stage. At that moment a huge
shriek came from the back of the hall.

“What do you mean it doesn’t matter!” A girl with short blonde
hair was screaming at her partner who looked bewildered. “I wanted
to WIN!!!” Everyone stared at her and she didn’t seem to notice.
The blonde girl and her date continued to argue outside the hall.
It was clear that the girl had been dying to win the prize. As soon
as they walked outside half of the sixth form followed to try and
overhear. It turned out that wasn’t necessary at the volume she was
speaking.

“She’s really self centred isn’t she?” Charlie whispered to
Alex. He nodded but couldn’t take his eyes off of the arguing
couple.

Walking home Alex was privately quite shocked by the girls
behaviour. How could a stupid award be more important than her own
relationship?




“I would invite you in but mum is going to pounce on me to ask
how it all went,” Charlie said, standing on her doorstep smiling.
She had had a great time. Much better than she thought she would,
if she was being honest. After five minutes dancing with Alex she
had forgotten about how self conscious she had been in the dress
and started to enjoy herself.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Alex said. He gave her a lingering kiss
goodnight. He walked away and then turned back.

“I almost forgot,” he said.

“What?” Charlie said blankly.

“I love you.” Without waiting for her to speak he turned and
vanished into the night. Charlie smiled and went inside. As she had
predicted her mother was enthusiastically waiting to know every
detail. Charlie wearily recounted the evening. As she finished her
mother asked, “Where’s Robyn?”

“Oh, she isn’t home yet?” Charlie asked surprised. The ball had
most definitely finished. Charlie and Alex were one of the last
people to leave. Charlie gave Robyn’s mobile a ring when her mother
was out of earshot.

“Hello?” came a groggy reply.

“Robyn are you alright? It’s Charlie.”

“No. I feel like hell okay. I’ve had an awful night.” Charlie
was starting to worry now.

“Where are you?” Charlie said calmly.

“At peace.” Charlie tried to speak but the dialling tone played
in her ear. Charlie got to her room and stripped off her dress
quickly. She put some jeans, a T-shirt and a jacket on and slipped
out without attracting her mothers notice. Robyn was “at peace”
There was only one place that could mean.




Twenty minutes later Charlie was standing on the Cobb. She could
vaguely make out a figure seated at the end. She hurried there and
saw it was Robyn.

“What happened?” Charlie asked concerned.

“He… doesn’t care. I… it doesn’t matter.” The slur in Robyn’s
voice made it clear she had been drinking a lot. Charlie looked at
the frigid air for a second and then took off her jacket and put it
around Charlie. Robyn had been violently shivering, only wearing
her thin ball dress. Robyn stood up quickly but kept looking at the
ground.

“Explain what happened,” Charlie said kindly.

“After Alex said what he said… I’ve… I was thinking ‘bout
talking… telling Chris. Well tonight… I did.” She lapsed into
silence. Charlie, now knowing what Robyn was talking about could
guess that it hadn’t gone well.

“He… doesn’t care. Wants nothing to do with me. Great idea of
Alex’s! I hate him!” Robyn walked closer to the edge of the wall,
nearer the ocean. Charlie grabbed her arm quickly.

“Come on, get away from there,” she said sharply.

“My life’s not worth it sometimes. You know?”

“I think we should get you home,” Charlie said seriously. Robyn
was either too tired or too drunk to care and let Charlie drag her
home.

“He hates me…” was the last coherent words she muttered before
passing out.




Georgia jumped in surprise when Charlie and Robyn came across
the doorstep. As Charlie had guessed her mother hadn’t even noticed
that she had snuck out.

“What happened to her?” Georgia asked as she helped Charlie get
her up to bed, mirroring what Charlie had asked earlier.

“She’s been drinking,” Charlie edited.

“What happened to her dress?!” Charlie had a look at it. She
only just saw what her mother was seeing. There were salt water
stains over most of it. Charlie couldn’t think up an explanation to
that so she decided on a little of the truth.

“She went down to the beach. That’s where I found her.” True
enough. Charlie went to bed soon after. She needed to have a
conversation with Chris sooner rather than later. And he wasn’t
going to like it one little bit.




On Saturday morning Charlie was waiting outside Chris’s house.
She had rarely been here before as he had always come over to her
house. She took a deep breath and knocked. Chris’s mother
answered.

“Hello, can I speak to Chris please,” Charlie said politely.

“He’s not up yet,” she said.

Charlie looked at her watch. It was only eight in the
morning.

“I’ll wait,” Charlie said determined and almost pushed her way
past Chris‘s mother to get into the house. She knew that Chris’s
mother would be more likely to wake him up if Charlie was hovering
over her. Simply to get rid of her if nothing else. Sure enough,
after sitting in the kitchen for ten minutes Chris came downstairs
looking quite tired.

“Hi Charlie,” he said yawning. “What…?”

“We’re going for a walk,” Charlie said sharply. She put her
hands on Chris’s shoulders and pushed him out of the door. They
were walking quite quickly and when Charlie was sure she was out of
sight of his house she turned to Chris.

“What did you say to Robyn last night?!” Chris had wrapped his
arms around himself and he was shivering in the cold air.

“Nothing. She had been drinking and she wasn’t thinking
straight.”

“She’s so upset Chris.”

“She turned up on my doorstep last night and burst out that she
was in love with me.” Chris looked completely bewildered. Charlie
felt slightly sorry for him in spite of herself.

“What did you say?” Charlie asked calmer.

“I told her that I wasn’t really interested in her like that. I
said I wanted us to stay friends. I said I was sorry and I offered
to walk her home. She ran off and I think she’s angry with me.”

“Oh, Chris,” she said. “You were nice to her weren’t you?”

“Yeah, but she isn’t very happy with me.”

“No. I’m sorry I dragged you out of bed.” Charlie now felt
slightly guilty for immediately taking Robyn’s side without knowing
the facts.

“Right I’m going home, cos I’m cold!” Chris said loudly. “Come
and talk to me when I’m actually awake.” Charlie smiled knowing
that his grumbling wasn’t meant to be taken seriously and she
walked back home.










Chapter 9
Chapter Nine


 

Robyn spent the rest of the month very withdrawn. She didn’t
speak to Charlie about Chris and it was clear from her attitude
that Charlie wasn’t supposed to mention it again either. Charlie
didn’t and neither did Chris. The subject was never mentioned
between the three of them ever again.

Charlie realised one morning that her mother hadn’t noticed that
she had crept out of the house on the night of the ball. This led
her to something more important. Maybe she wouldn’t notice if Alex
crept in. It could be an incredibly stupid idea and devastating if
they got caught but the thought of the danger made it a little
exciting. Maybe…

Charlie ran this idea through with Alex on msn messenger as soon
as she could.




Charlie165: I’ve had a thought

Alexblake1: Yeah?

Charlie165: Last night I remembered that my mother didn’t notice
when I left to find Robyn after the ball.

Alexblake1: Yeah. And?

Charlie165: Maybe she wouldn’t notice if you came in and stayed
the night.

Alexblake1: That’s a risk.

Charlie165: I know but I miss you.

Alexblake1: I do too. If you’re sure we can get away with
it…

Charlie165: No I’m not sure. Not at all But we’re not going to
know until we try it.

Alexblake1: You’re very stubborn

Charlie165: You didn’t know that already?

Alexblake1: Ok. We’ll give it a shot. I’m going to go. I love
you

Charlie165: I love you too xx



Alexblake1 has signed off.




Alex and Charlie had decided to try a Friday night and see if it
could work. Georgia went food shopping early on Saturday mornings
so that would be a perfect time for Alex to leave. Charlie decided
to wait by the door while her mother watched the television so Alex
wouldn’t make too much noise.

So Friday came and Charlie waited for Alex by their door. Robyn
had locked herself away in her room anyway so she wouldn’t be any
trouble. Robyn always seemed to be in her room these days. Suddenly
Charlie saw a dark shadow through the pane of blurred glass on the
door. She silently opened it and saw Alex. She put a finger to her
lips and pointed him upstairs. He grinned and followed her
direction quietly. When he had got safely upstairs Charlie said
goodnight to her mother.

Georgia hadn’t noticed anything and it had gone like a dream. As
Charlie shut her door she fell into Alex’s arms. They lied down on
her bed and within a few seconds Charlie had drifted off to sleep.
Alex followed quite soon.

Charlie woke up and it took her a few seconds to remember what
had happened. When it came back to her she smiled. Alex and her
hadn’t had sex but it had been incredibly enjoyable to sleep with
her arms around him. It had been a great evening. Just to be that
close to him for so long felt amazing. It had most definitely been
worth the chance of being caught.

Charlie got up and had a quick investigation of the house. As
she had guessed her mother had gone out shopping. She probably
wouldn’t be too much longer so with regret Charlie woke Alex
up.

“When we have our own place we won’t have to do this,” Alex
grumbled. Charlie felt a small thrill run through her the way he
had said “our own place,” but she didn’t mention it to him.




February faded into March and quickly that too in turn faded
away. Alex and Charlie were getting closer to each other and were
more in love than ever. Almost every Friday night Alex and Charlie
spent the night together. They found it was a system that worked
very well for them and they both enjoyed spending more time
together. Alex’s parents didn’t notice either which was lucky.
Charlie got the feeling that they didn’t keep a close eye on their
son.

The Easter holidays were upon them. Charlie had some studying to
do for impending exams and she spent a lot of time with her camera
out and about. One evening she wanted to take pictures of the full
moon. It looked like a perfect night with only a little cloud which
would float across the moon in a picturesque way. She told her
mother that she might be awhile. Georgia said that wasn’t a problem
and Charlie walked down to the beach.

“Where’s Alex tonight then,” Georgia asked.

“Probably doing some school work,” Charlie guessed. They both
had mountains to get through and he was probably using the evening
apart to good use.

“So you aren’t off to meet him then.”

“No.” Charlie was being dead honest. After a moment her mother
seemed to accept that.

“Have a good photography session then.”

“Okay.” By the time Charlie had closed the door Georgia had
already got absorbed by the television again. It had been a long
day.

The bay in the moonlight looked spectacular. Charlie felt very
blessed to have picked this night for her photographing excursion.
An hour later with at least a hundred photo’s added to her
collection stored on her camera Charlie walked home very happy.
Life was good. She had never been happier.

Before Charlie knew what had happened her feet left the ground
and she felt a blow to her chest. Someone had knocked her over. She
struggled to get to her feet and then she froze. The moonlight had
caught the silver glint of a knife which was now held at her
throat. It dawned on her then, suddenly, that it hadn’t been an
accident. Someone had intentionally knocked her over and she was
being held at knife point. Fear gripped her and time seemed to move
extra slowly.

“Good Girl,” said a menacing voice from somewhere above
Charlie’s head. Charlie had never been so frightened in all her
life.




Charlie raced into her house and locked herself into the
bathroom straight away. Everyone else was asleep so she could have
some peace. She hopped into the shower and turned it onto the
hottest setting she could stand. Next she tried to wash away what
had happened. She scrubbed every inch of her skin until it glowed
red and looked raw. When she had finished that she got out and
leant against the sink for support.

Slowly she raised her head to look in the mirror. It took a lot
of effort to do it. When she had finally managed it she was
slightly relieved. She still looked normal. Or at least approaching
normality. Charlie felt extremely angry with… with that monster.
She couldn’t bring herself to think the word rapist…




Alex had come over to see Charlie at lunchtime. She hadn’t been
at school all day and she hadn’t replied to any of his calls or
texts either which was very odd. She always had before. Alex had
decided to skip lunch and his last lesson to check on her. Alex
knocked and tried to open the door. It was locked. This door was
never locked in the day, even when they were out. Dangerous but
Alex had noticed that not many people bothered in a sleepy little
town. They trusted too much. He knocked louder. Soon he heard her
voice, shaking slightly.

“Who is it?”

“Its Alex,” he said starting to worry now. He heard the click of
the door and quickly went in. Charlie locked the door behind him so
fast that he stared. He had hardly got through it when Charlie
slammed it. Then he saw how she was dressed and stared again. She
had on a shirt that would have been too big for him to wear and
some baggy jeans. She looked at the floor and walked back to her
room in silence.

He was disturbed by her behaviour. Charlie curled herself into a
ball on her bed and was struggling to talk in proper sentences.
Alex sat down beside her and stroked her hair. The reaction was
incredible. Charlie tensed every muscle in her body and started to
shake slightly. He immediately removed his hand, panicking.

“What is going on?” Alex asked much more calmly than he felt. He
was very worried by this. She had never been like this around him
before.

“I don’t want to tell you,” she said throwing her head down in
her hands and throwing her duvet over her.

“Okay but I think you should tell someone. You aren’t acting
normal, Charlie.” He waited. Eventually after an agonisingly long
moment she began to speak.

“I’m finding it… really hard to deal with at the moment. Please
don’t say anything until I’m finished. Last night I went down to
the bay to take some more pictures. Nothing groundbreaking. I do it
all the time.”

Alex waited for her to go on. He was sitting as close to her as
he could without actually touching her. He didn’t want Charlie to
jump out of her skin again.

“Then I was knocked off of my feet by a man and…” She lifted her
head so Alex could see her neck. There was a straight gash of a red
straight line across her throat which looked quite sore. She took a
deep breath and forced herself to go on. “He put a knife to my
throat and he…” Charlie felt she couldn’t go on.

“Did he hurt you?” Alex whispered feeling his heart breaking as
he asked. The seconds before she spoke were awful. Charlie returned
her face to her hands so she didn’t have to look at him when she
spoke. She would rather die than look at him. Her voice was
slightly muffled.

“He… raped me.” She burst into tears but that was nothing to how
Alex felt. It was as if the bottom had dropped out of his world.
Someone had done that to her. He could barely comprehend it. It
felt as if nothing could hurt him more than how he was feeling at
that moment. He was extremely angry. The fury was building inside
of him.

“Who? Who did this to you?” Alex asked in a hollow voice.

“I don’t know,” she said looking into her hands again. “It was
dark. I‘ll never know. Even if he stood outside my door I wouldn’t
recognise him.”

Charlie’s sobs were slowing down and her breathing was coming more
evenly.

“You’re not going to go to the police. Are you?” Alex said
quietly.

“What’s the point?” Charlie said quietly. “I wouldn’t be able to
recognise him again. Everyone would know what he had done to me. I
can’t deal with that. It’s so hard just to tell you. I haven’t told
anyone else and I don’t plan to.” Alex was so angry that they had
done this to her. Angry didn’t even cover how he felt. He was
incensed and his vision was becoming blurred with a red mist. He
wanted to hurt someone, something, just to make it all go away.

“Can you tell me how you feel?” Alex asked slowly. She paused
again. Before she spoke she looked at him for the first time since
she had told him about her attacker.

“I feel ashamed and really, really angry. But mostly, I feel
broken.” Alex swallowed to try and get rid of the lump in his
throat. It didn’t really work. He was trying to be strong for her.
It wasn’t going to help Charlie if he cried with her, which was
what he felt like doing.

“Is it okay if I touch you?” he asked. She took a deep breath
and nodded quickly. Slowly he reached out to put his hand against
her cheek. After the first touch when she tensed completely, she
began to relax.

“Do you want to talk about it?” he asked in a flat voice. He
didn’t want to hear it but she might need to tell someone.

“No. I never want to think about it again.” That was more than
enough for him to deal with.




Alex didn’t go back to school. He left Charlie just before Robyn
got home. He hated leaving her on her own but knew he had to do it
at some point. He walked around the corner, away from her house
with the green door that almost seemed to be staring at him. He ran
until he found a tree. He curled his right hand into a fist and hit
the tree hard. It felt good so he hit it again. Before he knew what
he was doing both his hands were pummelling into the trunk of the
tree. He stopped only when he didn’t have the energy to keep going
anymore.

He looked at his knuckles and could see the blood running freely
from them. He couldn’t feel the pain from them, and he couldn’t see
the tears that had silently fallen down his face.




Over the past few days Charlie had been very withdrawn and they
spent all of their spare time in her room together. Charlie wasn’t
saying anything so Alex stayed silent too. Alex assumed this was a
reaction after what had happened to her when she was attacked. She
didn’t want to leave the house at all anymore. Eventually Charlie
decided to speak to him. They were lying next to each other on her
bed.

“Are you…” Charlie’s voice faded away as she blushed.

“Go on,” Alex urged her, just wanting to hear her say
anything.

“You don’t touch me anymore. Not like you used to. Are you
disgusted by me?” Charlie couldn’t bear to look at him as she said
those words.

“Oh God Charlie!” Alex said. He held her chin and forced her to
look into his eyes. “Never, ever think that. Ever, for as long as
you live. I’m just trying to make things as easy for you as
possible.” He took a deep breath. “I thought it might help you if I
kept my distance a little bit. I don’t want you to remember those
awful things by anything that I do.” Charlie looked at him with a
tinge of sadness in her eyes.

“I’m scared,” she said quietly. “I’m so scared that I won’t be
able to feel the way you make me feel anymore.” She looked at him
determined not to cry. “I want you to hold me and say that
everything’s going to be alright. I want…” but she never finished
her sentence. Alex had gently kissed her. When they broke apart she
smiled. The first time she had smiled in what felt like years. She
leant forward to kiss him again. It turned into a more passionate
kiss than the first one. Alex was trying to be very careful for her
but after a moment or two he could tell that wasn’t what she
wanted. It wasn’t what she needed.

“That’s better,” she said as if to herself. She leant against
his chest as he stroked her hair absent-mindedly. He went to put
his hand on her waist. He would have done it without thinking
before she was attacked but now he hesitated. Charlie sighed
knowing what he was thinking and grabbed his hand. She put it on
her waist and covered it with her own hand so he couldn’t move
it.

“Are you sure about this?” he asked her.

“Yeah,” she said quickly. Slowly she put her hand under his
shirt and ran her fingers across his chest lightly. It felt good to
be moving past what had happened and on to something better.

“Tell me to stop whenever you need to,” he whispered to her.

“Alex, shut up,” Charlie said smiling.




Charlie woke up a little while later feeling more calm and
relaxed than she had in ages. Alex had his arm around her and she
could tell he was awake from the way he held himself. As soon as he
felt her wake he asked if she was alright.

“I am fine!” she said slightly frustrated. And it was true, she
was fine. They were both naked and wrapped in the quilt on
Charlie’s bed. Alex was worried about her. He didn’t know if that
was the right thing to have done at all. At that moment Charlie
curled up closer to him and kissed his chest lightly. That small
movement made him feel a lot better. She clearly wasn’t upset about
what had happened between them last night.

“Are you okay?” she asked after he was quiet for a minute or
two.

“Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?” Alex asked surprised. Charlie
shrugged. It took Charlie a minute but she realised that she felt
happy. Very happy. The painful memories were staring to fade. A
bit, a very little bit.

“I love you,” she said. He was so happy to hear her say that.
She hadn’t said that since she had been raped.

“I love you too.” Alex felt Charlie freeze for a moment.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” she said too quickly. She sat up and fiddled with her
hair. “I was thinking about…the attack.” Charlie swallowed and
stopped talking. She really didn’t want Alex to hear about what had
happened to her. He shouldn’t have to hear it, just the same as she
shouldn’t have had to live it. Alex gently stroked her back.
Charlie shivered pleasantly under his touch.

“Talk to me,” he said.

“It’s going to hurt like hell if I tell you what I’m thinking
about. I don’t want to hurt you.”

Alex took a deep breath before he spoke. “What happened?”

“I can’t tell you. I feel so ashamed and angry, if I’m being
honest. I feel very, very angry. I‘ve never wanted to kill anyone
before. But I do now.” Alex didn’t say anything and waited for her
to go on.

“I’m sorry Alex I can’t tell you. I just can’t.” Charlie shut
her eyes trying to block out those awful images without much
success. Alex wrapped his arms tight around her. She shrugged him
off because she couldn’t bear to be touched at that moment.

“I’m sorry,” Charlie said, crying again.

“Don’t you ever be sorry,” Alex said fiercely. “Not for this.”
Charlie took a breath and hugged him when she felt able to. They
both lay back down on the bed and Charlie managed to calm down
quite quickly.

“Thank you,” she murmured to Alex.

“For what?” he said into her hair.

“For being you.”




Recently Charlie hadn’t seen Chris that often. She was
frightened that if he saw her he would know something was wrong and
that was the last thing she wanted. Charlie didn’t want to relive
it again. It had been awful telling Alex and she had no intention
of ever telling anyone else. But she wasn’t allowed to forget it
quite that easily…

 











Chapter 10
Chapter Ten


 

“Come on Charlie. You have to talk to me,” Alex said. She turned
and looked at him. They were in a deserted corridor at school and
Alex had cornered her because she had been avoiding his calls for
the last few days. “You haven’t been right for about a week. What’s
wrong?”

Charlie took a deep breath before she said anything, knowing
that tears were about to fall down her cheeks. She was standing
very close to him. “I’m going to tell you something.” She took
another breath and reached to hold one of Alex’s hands.

“I’m pregnant.” There was complete and utter silence between the
two of them. Alex dropped her hand like a hot coal. Alex’s thoughts
were rushing around as if they were on high speed adrenaline.

“It’s not my baby,” Alex said quietly. “Is it?”

“Probably not. I don’t know. It might be yours” Her voice had
gone into a whisper. Alex could feel his eyes getting wet even as
he tried not to cry. It was so hard looking at Charlie’s beautiful
and hurt face. She was pregnant, most likely with a rapists child.
He couldn’t imagine anything worse. Slowly he drew her in so he
could give her a hug. When he had his arms around her she relaxed
slightly.

“I don’t know what to do,” she said almost desperately between
sobs. “I’m so scared.”

Alex let go of her and looked into her eyes. How could this be
happening. They were two teenagers who were trying to be together.
The world wasn’t meant to be this tough, not yet. “We’ll get
through this,” he told her. Charlie was slightly comforted by the
fact he had said “we.”

“Do you want to have an abortion?” Alex asked her.

“I don’t know,” Charlie said sniffing and trying to hold in the
tears. “If it definitely wasn’t yours I doubt I would think twice.
But it might be yours so I don’t know.”

“Forget about that,” he said. “If all that’s stopping you is the
thought that it might be mine you should get rid of it.” Alex
genuinely thought that. The torturous look on her face was enough
confirmation for him that if it definitely wasn’t his, she wouldn’t
even be having this conversation.

“Honestly, if you knew that it was my baby would you keep it?”
Alex asked. He waited with baited breath.

“I don’t know. I would talk to you about it and we’d decide
together, I guess. I never much thought about it as we always used
protection.”

“It’s not mine is it?” he repeated.

“What do I do?” She put her head in her hands and cried harder
than ever.

“No,” Alex said. “What do we do?”




Two weeks later Charlie seemed much happier and Alex couldn’t
understand why. He had a chance to talk to her in private when they
were walking home together.

“What are we going to do about your pregnancy?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she said quickly. “I… I’ve decided what I’m going to
do.” She didn’t look at him and she blushed. “It’s too late. I had
an abortion last week.”

“Charlie!” he said surprised. He stopped walking and waited
until she looked directly at him.

“I’m not sorry,” she said when she finally met his eyes. “I
couldn’t bear it. It was just too much for me.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked.

“Because I didn’t want to think that it might be yours. I didn’t
want you to tell me it was a mistake because I’d have still done it
and I‘d have only felt so worse.” When Charlie stopped speaking she
looked at the floor again. Alex wrapped her in a tight hug. She
didn’t cry. She simply felt relieved that this could finally be put
in her past. She never wanted to think of it again. In fact she
would take never having to think at all over going through
something like this again.




Robyn barged into Charlie’s room late one night. “What’s going
on?” she asked. “You and Alex seem so serious recently. I want to
know what’s up. Are you pregnant?!”

Charlie’s face must have given her away because Robyn’s mouth
fell open and she sat down on Charlie’s bed.

“Oh Charlie what are you gonna do?” Robyn said without waiting
for confirmation

“It’s done,” Charlie said trying her hardest not to look at her
sister. “I’m not pregnant…anymore.”

“You had an abortion!” Robyn looked appalled and Charlie tried
not to feel incredibly guilty and failed in the process. Deep down
she felt abortion was wrong but it hadn’t stopped her doing it
anyway. “What did Alex say? He didn’t talk you into it did he?”

“Well, it isn’t like that. Alex…” Charlie couldn’t say the rest
of the sentence because Robyn cut her off.

“So it’s his fault!” Charlie was too tired to argue and let
Robyn ramble on and on. Robyn spent so much of her time angry that
she went on for ages. All her anger over Chris, Alex telling her
that she should talk to Chris and it completely falling apart came
out. Charlie had a fairly good idea that little of this had
anything to do with her and just let her sister vent. She felt too
mentally tired to argue anyway.

When Robyn had finished she slammed Charlie’s door shut. Charlie
felt emotionally drained. After that Robyn and Charlie were never
the same again. Robyn was very angry with the world and she wanted
to forget everyone around her. Charlie never forgave her sister for
the things she said after Charlie had been through such an ordeal.
Both girls never saw eye to eye again. And their relationship
changed forever.




April passed into May and exam season started. All of the
teenagers in Lyme were busy studying for their exams. Alex was
determined to pass this set well as his GCSE’s hadn’t gone smoothly
with three different schools in that year. Charlie focused on her
art and her photo’s more than ever. After the events of the last
month her melancholy and slight depression had done wonders for her
artwork. It had so much more expression and depth to it. Alex
wasn’t an expert but even he could see a vast improvement. It was
purely astonishing. Of course, he would give her newfound talent
back in a heartbeat if it could erase what she had been
through.

Chris and Robyn were barely speaking. Actually Robyn wasn’t
speaking to anyone much. Chris had come over to hang out with
Charlie and she had eventually returned to her normal behaviour
with him. Chris made her feel fun and happy in a way that Alex
rarely did. Charlie was deeply in love with him and hated time
spent away from him but because Chris didn’t know everything that
had happened to her he didn’t treat her like she might break at any
given second. Alex did on occasion and all it did was remind her of
things she wanted to forget.

Robyn knew something had changed with Charlie because she used
to like spending time alone. Now she hated it. Alex was always
around and sometimes much, to Robyn’s displeasure Chris.

The weekend before the first exams saw Alex, Charlie and Chris
gathered in her bedroom with dozens of textbooks thrown over every
surface of the room. They were firing random questions at each
other and barely waiting for the answers before moving on. Charlie
went downstairs and came up five minutes later with a tray of Coca
Cola’s and snacks. It vanished in sixty seconds. They had all
decided to have a break without actually saying it.

“I’m going to fail,” Chris said. He didn’t sound upset, he
seemed more resigned.

"You aren’t going to fail,” Charlie said with conviction and a
small sigh. She knew him far too well to believe him. He had been
convinced he was going to fail his exams for the entire time he had
been at secondary school. Alex looked like he wanted to bang his
head against a brick wall.

“You alright?” Charlie asked Alex. He nodded.

“I can’t wait until the next thirteen days are over,” he
said.

“Same here.” Charlie and Chris said at exactly the same moment.
All three laughed. Chris got up to turn the CD player on. In the
process his hand accidentally brushed Charlie’s back. She froze for
a moment and Alex, seeing what happened squeezed her hand gently.
Chris hadn’t noticed and by the time he pressed play on the music
Charlie had relaxed again. Fall out boy started playing really
loudly. They all got involved in the music and let the tension of
revision and exams float away.




“Thank you very much. Okay. Goodbye.” Charlie put the phone down
and had a moment of shock. The letter fell from her hands to the
floor as if in slow motion but she didn’t pick it up. She couldn’t
believe it. No. It couldn’t be happening to her. Things like this
didn’t happen to her. She needed to have a serious conversation
with Alex.




It was over, Charlie thought. Exams were over. Charlie now
turned her mind over to the more serious issue of what she was
going to say to Alex. First things first though. She went into the
office of the sixth form common room to talk to the head of the
school. This was an important conversation which she was not going
to avoid.

“Hi Charlie,” Mr Thomas said. He always was easy going. “Exams
go well?”

“Yeah fine thanks,” she said brushing this aside. “I don’t know
who to tell first, but I won’t be coming back to Woodroffe school
next year.” The smile on Mr Thomas’s face fell off straight
away.

“Why? Don’t worry if your exams didn’t go well, you can always
retake them.”

“Its got nothing to do with exams.” Charlie said honestly. She
held out the letter that had come through the post three days
before and she handed it to her teacher. He quickly read it. Then
he read it again.

“Does this say what I think it says?” he asked scanning it a
third time.

“Yes.” Charlie beamed at him. She couldn’t help it.

“You’re sure about this?”

“No, not at all. I’ve never been less sure. I have to do it
though. I can’t say no.” Mr Thomas looked at her.

“Of course you can’t. I’ll sort out all the paper work don’t
worry about that.”

“Thank you.”

Charlie got up to leave and she was by the door. “Charlie?” She
turned around. “Let us know what you get up to.”

“I will.” Charlie smiled and nearly skipped her way out of the
school. She would never set foot in that school again. Her heart
had never felt lighter.




It was a quiet Sunday morning and Charlie and Alex were lying on
Alex’s bed. They had the house to themselves as his parents had
gone away for the weekend. It had been a good couple of days for
them.

Alex woke up and found Charlie was already up. She had turned
the radio on and was finishing her cereal. She smiled her dazzling
smile when she saw he was awake. He really could look at her all
day. Charlie put the bowl down on the floor and got back in bed
next to him.

“Morning,” she whispered in his ear.

“Mmm,” he replied as she kissed his face. After a minute of this
he rolled on top of her and kissed her deeply. When he released her
she wriggled to get out from under him.

“I want to talk to you for a minute,” she said. Alex leant on
his arm to concentrate on what she was saying.

“Okay I’m listening.” At that moment Norah Jones came on the
radio. Charlie smiled as she recognised the opening bars to Come
away with me. How appropriate.

“I’m leaving. I can’t stay in Lyme anymore.” Alex was beyond
shocked.

“But.. What about us?”

“I want you to come with me. I’ve been thinking about this for a
while. I can’t stay here.”

“Where will you go? How long have you been thinking about
leaving?”

“Since the day I found out a rapist had got me pregnant. Every
time I walk outside in this town part of my mind thinks of what
happened and I don’t want to remember it. Lyme holds painful
memories for me, Alex.” Before he could say anything Charlie
continued. “I have been sending off photographs to several
companies and a medium standing photographic firm loves my work.
They would employ me and I would travel the entire country taking
pictures and I’d be sending them back to the company. They love my
pictures so much they’re willing to pay for you to come as well,
which I bargained pretty hard for and came with a reduction in pay
rate. I was hoping you would come with me.”

“Don’t leave, please. My family spent so many years looking for
somewhere to call home. I finally found it. Its here with you.”
Charlie took a deep breath. This wasn’t going as well as she had
hoped.

“I’m not breaking up with you Alex. I need to leave. It isn’t
getting any better. I didn’t want to bring this up with you but I
see him a lot. My attacker. Things around Lyme remind me and I
can’t stay here.”

Alex was devastated. Charlie was going to leave. “I can’t come
with you. I’m sorry but I can’t. I have one year of school left. So
do you actually.”

“I’ve talked to Mr Thomas and he’s fine with me leaving the
school a year early. It’s a really good job and I can’t turn it
down.”

“Of course you can’t,” he said smiling. “I know that. I can’t
come with you though.” Charlie nodded.

“I expected that,” she said honestly. “I just hoped. God did I
hope,“ she added to herself. “Its going to kill me to leave you.”
She put her arms tighter around him.

“When are you going to go?” Alex asked. Charlie swallowed.

“June 20th,” Charlie said dreading that moment already.

“That’s so soon!” Alex said harshly. Charlie nodded. She needed
to go for this photographic job. She couldn’t stay here for Alex
and always wonder what could have been. What her career would have
been if she had taken this chance.

“I need to do this,” she said. Alex nodded. He was going to lose
her and he couldn’t stop it. “I don’t want to lose you,” she said
sincerely.

 “You won’t,” he said kissing the top of her head. “Ever.”

 

Georgia was cooking lunch in the kitchen when Charlie walked in.
“I have to talk to you.”

“Okay,” she said not taking her eyes off of the rice.

“I’m not going back to school,” Charlie said. That got her
mothers attention.

“Why!” Georgia asked. “You aren’t running off with Alex are
you?” Charlie felt a pang of sadness as that was exactly what she
wanted.

“No, actually Alex and I are engaged, I’m pregnant and we have a
house that we’re going to move into in the next week and we plan to
get married before the baby arrives.” Her mother looked like she
was having a psychotic episode.

“I’m kidding,” Charlie said and waited for her mother to come
back down to earth. Georgia took the rice off the cooker and sat
down with Charlie at the kitchen table.

“So why aren’t you going back to school?”

“Because I have a job offer. An amazing job. Photography.
They’re going to pay for me to shoot pictures all around the United
Kingdom and I’m itching to go. There’s just one teensy
problem.”

“Alex can’t come?” Georgia asked.

“No he can’t but that wasn’t what I meant. I’m still seventeen
so for three months I’m going to need your permission so I can go
on the best adventure I could ever imagine.”

“What does it involve?” she asked slightly warily.

 “They give me some equipment and a really small salary to go
travelling. I don’t pay for any flights, accommodation or food.
They get control of the photos I take. I’m not going to waste it
though. I’m going to take my camera and get some photo’s that are
mine alone while I’m away. If you say no I’ll have to ask them to
wait until September. But I will be going. No matter what you tell
me.”

Georgia thought for a moment. It meant her house would be empty
from September as Robyn was leaving for university this year as
well. If Charlie would leave anyway there wasn’t going to be any
harm in letting her go three months early. Plus if she didn’t give
her permission Charlie would probably never forgive her. The look
on her daughters face showed how excited she was.

“Okay, what do I have to sign?”

“You mean it?”

“Yeah. Get me the form.” Charlie squealed and raced upstairs so
fast that Georgia hardly saw her leave.

“Thank you, thank you, thank you!” Charlie was so happy.




“Okay, so why did you want to go out today?” Chris asked. They
had gone out all day on Saturday. They had been ten pin bowling and
were now sitting down and waiting for their food in quite a cheap
restaurant.

“Well, I have something to tell you,” she said curling a strand
of hair around her finger nervously.

“Get on with it then,” Chris said smiling in his easygoing way.
He wasn’t making this any easier for her.

“I’m leaving,” she said. At that point their lunch was placed in
front of them. The waitress walked off looking confused at the way
Chris’s jaw had just dropped.

“You can’t. What about school? Your whole life is here. How
can…” Chris went on but Charlie stopped listening and helped
herself to a few chips while Chris talked himself out.

“Are you finished?” He didn’t answer. “Good. A photography firm
has offered me an amazing job. I will be going up and down the
country, seeing the most incredible landscapes and views and being
paid to take photos of them. I’m not going to say no. It’s too good
to refuse and I’m so excited!”

Charlie was positively beaming Chris thought. He hadn’t seen her
this excited in a long time. She was right.

“It’s a job that’s made for you.” Chris could see that just from
her smiling face. He knew she would love it.

“When are you leaving?”

Charlie looked at her plate and dipped a chip in her ketchup.
“Soon.” She eventually looked at him. He was waiting for her to
carry on. “June the twentieth.”

“That’s ten days away!” Charlie nodded. Two emotions were
fighting inside of her. She couldn’t wait to go and she was so
excited. On the other hand she was going to leave everyone she
cared about. Everything she had ever known. And she knew she would
miss everyone so much.

“That’s why you wanted to spend the whole day with me isn’t it,”
Chris said. Charlie nodded again. She smiled and at the same time
tears were filling her eyes.

“I’m going to really miss you,” she said. Chris looked her in
the eye. He felt the years of their friendship between them.
Ignoring the fact they were in a crowded restaurant Chris got up
and gave Charlie a hug. When he let her go she noticed everyone was
staring at them. They silently agreed to leave and they left some
money on the table along with most of their food.

“You’ll keep in touch won’t you?” he said worried.

“Of course I will,” she said. “Trust me it’ll be like I was
never gone.” They both knew that was a lie but they agreed.

On the bus journey home Chris kept an arm around her. He didn’t
even realise what he was doing until Charlie pointed it out.

“I’m not dying,” she said sharply. “I will be coming home quite
a bit.”

“Yeah and when you do all your time will be spent with
Alex.”

“No I won’t,” she said. “I will be with you as well. I promise.”
He took a moment to look at her and saw that she was deadly
serious.

“Okay.”










Chapter 11
Chapter Eleven


 

The time before Charlie was due to leave fell away very quickly.
All of a sudden she was packing her bags and leaving the next day.
Alex didn’t want to let her out of his sight because he had limited
time left with her. Charlie was trying to zip up her suitcase up
when she was lifted off her feet. Alex had his arms around her
waist and had carried her to the bed.

“I’m really going to miss you,” he said quietly. He kissed her
collarbone and ran his hands over every part of her he could reach.
She wriggled trying to get up.

“It’s nine o’clock in the morning and its my last day at home,”
she said. “I’m not going to spend all day in bed with you. I have
things I need to do.”

Alex kissed her neck ignoring what she had said. After a few
seconds of this Charlie forgot what she had said as well. She moved
and kissed him passionately.

“That’s really not fair,” she said quickly. He grinned and
kissed her again. Charlie felt like she was loosing sense of
reality. She put her hands on Alex’s back and pressed him to
her.

“What happened to things you needed to do?” Alex teased.

“They’ll still be there in an hour,” she said quietly.

“That‘s a great way to go through life,” Alex said and returned
to kissing her. He put his hands on her waist and slid them up
under her T-shirt. She sighed and held him close to her. After a
few more seconds she rolled away from him.

“Stop Alex,” she said and got up off of the bed. “I’m serious I
can’t spend all day horizontal with you.” Alex grinned.

“Surely its not that bad.” Charlie picked up a cushion and threw
it at him trying to stop laughing.

“I want to go around town and visit everywhere that I won’t see
for a while.”

“Do you want to go on your own?” Alex asked. He prayed she
didn’t but he wouldn’t ask to go with her if that’s what she
wanted.

“No, if you want to come, I’d like that.” She said it with a
smile and he could tell that she meant it.

“Okay.” Alex and Charlie left the house hand in hand and walked
into town. They went to the beach and walked the Cobb. It was a
gorgeous day. Blue skies and a dazzling sun. It was perfect for
Charlie’s last day at home. They went to the arcade and had fun
frittering away all their pennies.

“No we’re going on this machine,” Charlie said moving around to
the one that took her fancy.

“Okay, why?”

“Trust me, I know this machine is more likely to pay out.” Alex
walked behind Charlie and looked over her head at the machine.

“When you say pay out, you mean get a cheap key ring of a monkey
that probably cost 2p to make.”

“Yes.” Charlie carried on slowly putting her money in. The key
ring got closer to the edge and was wobbling and then…

“Yes!” With a small bang the key ring hit the tray at the
bottom. Charlie was so pleased it was quite funny to watch. She got
her small ring of keys out of her pocket and added it on. She
smiled and looked at him. They carried on walking around Lyme for
most of the day.




They had planned that Alex would stay at Charlie’s house tonight
and none of their parents were going to get in the way of that.
Charlie thought that Georgia probably knew but she didn’t say
anything.

“Wait for me at home,” Charlie told Alex. “I have to say a
really hard goodbye.” Alex understood that she meant Chris and he
left her to it. Charlie took a moment and knocked on the door.
Chris answered with his easy going smile still fixed on his
face.

“I wondered when you’d show your face,” he said. Charlie smiled
in a way that didn’t quite meet her eyes.

“You know I’ll miss you,” she said simply.

“Yeah. I do know.” No more words were needed between the two of
them. Charlie threw her arms around Chris trying not to cry.

“You’ll end up ruling the world,” he whispered into her hair.
She chuckled.

“I’m going to say goodbye today because I’ve got too many people
who I’m gonna miss.”

“So basically, I’m today and Alex is tomorrow.” Charlie was
about to tell him off but could see he understood exactly where she
was coming from. Surprisingly she saw tears glistening in his
eyes.

“Don’t,” she said. “You’ll set me off and I’ve been trying so
hard to hold it together all day.

“Goodbye Charlie.” They were both smiling through the tears that
fell down their faces.

“I’ll be back. I promise,” she said. Chris gave her one last
hug.

“Go and say goodbye to the man who loves you,” he said. Charlie
nodded and slowly turned away from Chris, not knowing when she
would see him again.




She got home and curled up on her bed trying to stop the
tears.

“This is great,” Alex said sarcastically. “I try to keep you
from crying all day long, you spend twenty minutes with Chris on
your own and you’re in a state.”

Charlie chuckled weakly. “I know.” She did manage to stop crying
after a while. Alex put his arms around her. During the day he had
tried to block out the pain that would hit him tomorrow as he saw
her train leave. He knew that would be so hard to watch.

Charlie abruptly got up and moved her chair so it blocked the
door of her bedroom. No one could get in. She walked over to the
bed and sat down next to Alex.

“I don’t want to be interrupted tonight,” she said simply. In
that moment Alex looked at Charlie and saw the spark in her eye. He
knew exactly what she meant and wanted. There was no better way to
say goodbye. He closed his eyes and kissed her. She put her hands
up to his face and tried to memorise everything about him. Who knew
how long it would be before they were together again.

She quickly took his shirt off and threw it on the floor. He
unzipped her jeans and slowly pulled them away too. He bent and
held her foot. Alex kissed the soles of her feet and moved his
hands softly on her skin. He inched his way excruciatingly slowly
up her legs and Charlie couldn’t help but gasp as his hands kept
moving higher and higher on her legs.

“Kiss me,” Charlie begged. Alex moved to her lips and kissed her
gently. She grabbed his shoulders and dug her fingernails into him
to press him closer. He stopped and looked deep in her eyes.

“I love you.”




The next morning Charlie was wide awake. Alex had his arms
tightly around her and he hadn’t woken up yet. She turned around to
face him trying not to move the bed too much so he wouldn’t wake.
She managed it and stared at his face. She longed to touch his face
with her fingertips but worried that it would wake him up. Charlie
spent a long time studying his face. Eventually she couldn’t stop
from touching him and placed her fingers on his cheek. In his sleep
he smiled. It faded from his face almost immediately but it had
definitely been there.

How could she leave him? But she knew she would because her
dream was only a train journey away. Charlie lifted Alex’s arm off
of her and got up. She slipped on a dressing gown and went
downstairs. She got some cereal out and was munching away,
listening to the radio when Alex came tearing downstairs. Charlie
swallowed her cereal and watched him in amazement. He was breathing
really heavily and he was only wearing his jeans.

“I woke up and thought you had already left.” Charlie now
understood why he looked so upset.

“Go upstairs and get dressed,” Charlie said. “I promise I won’t
go anywhere and I’ll be up in a minute.” She was slightly worried
if either Robyn or her mother saw Alex half dressed like
that.

She followed Alex a minute or two later. Charlie slowly got herself
together and had both her suitcase and a rucksack ready to go.

“Don’t leave,” Alex said after she had put her things in her
mothers car. “I know you’re going to but I thought I would say it
anyway. I don’t want you to go.” Charlie smiled and put her arms
around his neck.

“I love you,” she said and kissed him.

“Clearly I’m interrupting,” Georgia said coming out of the house
with her car keys. Charlie and Alex broke apart and she started
blushing. All three of them got in the car with Charlie sitting in
the front seat. They got to Axminster station in plenty of time.
Georgia gave her daughter a huge hug.

“You’re going to call all the time. Yes?” Charlie nodded
slightly confused.

“Aren’t you saying goodbye on the platform?”

“I would but I think someone behind me wants to say goodbye as
well. I don’t want to be in the way.” Charlie was touched by
this.

“I love you mum.” Charlie hugged her mother tightly, then got
out of the car and opened the car boot. Alex helped her with her
case and they slowly walked onto the platform. They had thirteen
minutes until the train came in.

Charlie kissed his cheek. “Happy Birthday by the way.”

“I didn’t think you’d remember,” he said surprised and pleased.
She opened her rucksack and pulled out a card. She gave it to
him.

“Open it when I’m gone,” she said. He put the card down on the
nearby seat and kissed her. He couldn’t bear to close his eyes so
he didn’t. He just watched her. Soaking up every second of her.
They didn’t stop kissing each other until the bell rang to tell
them the train was coming. Charlie looked around when it rang. The
panic was now clear in Charlie’s eyes.

“You want to do this,” Alex reminded her.

“I know,” Charlie said unaware that tears were pouring down her
face. “I can’t believe that I’m leaving you. What am I
thinking?”

“You’re going to leave and have a wonderful time. You’re going
to do your passion and be paid for it. You’re going to have the
time of your life.” Charlie smiled while crying. The train came
around the corner at that moment.

“I love you,” Charlie said.

“I love you too,” Alex said. “Call me when you get to Waterloo.”
Charlie nodded.

“Of course I will,” she promised. The doors on the train hissed
open. Charlie hauled her suitcase and got onto the train. She gave
Alex’s hand one last squeeze and raced to get to the window. Her
tears were falling but she couldn’t take her eyes off of Alex. The
whistle blew and the train slowly pulled away. Charlie mouthed I
love you and Alex felt his heart stop but he smiled at her anyway.
All too soon the train rounded the corner and was out of sight.

Charlie felt devastated. She knew that it would hurt to leave
Alex but she hadn’t expected it to hurt quite that much. She sat
down and tried to stop crying before she got into London. That
shouldn’t be too difficult as it was a three hour journey.




Alex got a lift home from Georgia and thanked her. Alex went
home and he opened his birthday card from Charlie. Inside there
wasn’t any of those pre-printed notes inside that he hated. Instead
Charlie had filled the card with her handwriting. He started to
read:



Alex, I’m so sorry that I’m not there for your seventeenth
birthday. I must be crazy! You’re birthday present is hidden under
your bed but don’t look for it until I’m finished! I love you. I’m
leaving for me. It has nothing to do with you. I’m going to miss
you everyday. If you don’t call me then I’ll be really upset! I’m
going to have a great time but I know I’ll miss you every second of
every day. I hope you like your prezzie!!

I love you, Charlie. xxx




He immediately dived under the bed and saw a box that he hadn’t
noticed before. He pulled it up and dived into it. There were
several envelopes. He opened the first one and saw what it was. A
voucher for a driving lesson. He checked the others and there were
loads of vouchers. Alex had been desperate to learn to drive as
driving + car = freedom. This was such a nice gift from her.

Alex went downstairs quite depressed soon after that.

“So you’ve had a lay in now exams are over have you?” his father
said. Alex didn’t bother to correct him. He wouldn’t have
understood anyway. He looked at the clock and saw it said eleven in
the morning.

“Happy Birthday,” his mother said and handed him a box. Alex
undid the wrapping paper and opened it. A car key shone back at
him. Perfect, Alex thought. Now he really could get away. Away from
it all. He walked outside and saw a great car. It wasn’t a second
hand type one that everyone else got when they turned seventeen. It
was a brand new black shiny car. Quite small but Alex loved it.
Simply it was perfect.

“Thank you,” he told his parents and he went to sit in it. It
suited him perfectly.




Charlie had managed to stop crying. She got off the train at the
manically busy London station. As she had been told there was a
woman waiting for her. She had known what platform Charlie got off
the train on and held a piece of card with “Charlie Kelly” written
on it.

“Hi,” Charlie said dragging her case behind her.

“You’re Charlie Kelly?” the woman asked. She had her hair in a
tight bun and it was blonde but fading to grey. She had a pleasant
face and had a small smile on her face.

“Yeah,” Charlie said holding her hand out.

“Rachel West,” the woman said. “Your new boss.” Rachel acted
serious but the effect was ruined by her smiling face. “I must say
we love you already.” Charlie smiled thinking of the people who
truly did love her that she had left at home.

“Right, we’ll go to my photo studio and take it from there
okay?”

“Yeah sure.” Charlie wheeled her suitcase behind her and left
Waterloo behind her.




Alex spent the summer holidays taking as many driving lessons as
he could fit in. In between that he called Charlie. As predicted
she was having the time of her life. She emailed him with some
photo’s occasionally and he could see why she had been offered the
job. She took pictures in a way no one else could quite manage.

Alex had stuck a Polaroid picture of him and Charlie in his car.
He always looked at that before driving off (with L plates stuck on
of course!) Charlie always sounded like she was having fun whenever
she called. And she did call quite a lot which pleased Alex
greatly.

Robyn had gone to Southampton university in late September which
left Georgia with an empty house. Chris had gone back to Colyton to
finish his last year of school work. He planned to go to Nottingham
university after school. His parents were already looking at flats
for him as Chris could be slightly spoiled at times. He usually
hated it but in this instance it would be giving him just what he
wanted.

However Alex wasn’t back at Woodroffe. Like Charlie, he was
never going to set foot in the school again. He had asked his
father to hurry up being given a job. It was one of the best things
he had ever done. After he passed his driving test he went up to
Dorchester to move into his new flat. It came with the company job
and had the result of having a much lower pay packet. So by
September Alex was working and living in Dorchester. He had his
drivers licence and spent his spare time missing Charlie like mad.
At work he was little more than the tea boy but he enjoyed a type a
freedom he had never had before.

“Hi Charlie,” Alex said one Friday morning on the phone.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “Did I wake you?”

“No,” he lied. “Where are you waking up this morning?”

“I’m in the Shetland Islands and it is so beautiful. I’ve
actually emailed you some pictures I shot the other day in
Scotland. Look I can’t talk long but I just wanted to say hi.” At
that moment Alex had a knock on the door.

“What was that?” Charlie asked.

“Nothing that can’t wait. I’ll talk to you later then if you’re
busy.”

“Thanks I just wanted to say a quick hello,” Charlie said. Alex got
out of bed and opened the door.

He dropped the phone in shock. Charlie was standing there
looking more gorgeous than he had remembered. He pulled her into a
hug that was so tight she couldn’t breath for a few moments.

“What the hell are you doing here?” he demanded. He didn’t wait
for an answer but kissed her hard. She wrapped both her arms and
legs around Alex and he carried her towards the bedroom barely
pausing to swing the door shut. They couldn’t let each other
go.

When they were in the bedroom Alex put Charlie down on the bed
and stared at her. How he had forgotten over the past few months.
Her body was better by far than in his dreams. He lay over her and
kissed her neck like this was the first time he had seen her like
this. Alex had only been wearing boxer shorts when he woke up and
Charlie was very pleased. She touched every part of his body she
could reach. Alex had moved away from her neck and kissed the top
of her breasts.

“Oh!” Charlie said completely lost in her feelings. She had
really missed him. 




Charlie found her voice about an hour later. She felt unable to
let Alex go so she had her arms tightly around him. “I’ve missed
you,” Charlie said.

“How long are you here for?”

“The weekend. You have three days with me and I leave at the
crack of dawn on Monday.” She looked at him and smiled. “You should
go to work though.”

“You want me to leave?” that hurt Alex a lot.

“No,” she said holding him tighter to illustrate her point. “I’m
going to have to visit my family and Chris. Chris won’t be at
school anyway. I called him to tell him I was coming.”

Alex thought for a moment. “Okay then.” He got up and pulled
some clothes on. He handed her a tiny box, about the size of an
engagement ring box. “I’ve had this for ages to give to you.”
Charlie quickly opened it and found a key.

“It’s for my flat,” he explained.

“Thank you,” Charlie said. She was still in bed when he told her
it was time to go. “I love you,” she told him. Alex walked over and
kissed her thoroughly. “I love you too. I’ll see you later?”

“Yes,” Charlie said certainly. When Alex shut the door Charlie
laid back with the biggest smile she had ever had on her face. She
picked up her mobile phone and set the alarm for an hour and a
half’s time. She had had no sleep at all the night before because
she had been travelling all night. She had wanted to be here when
Alex woke up and it had worked like a dream. Very soon she slept
like a log.




Ten thirty in the morning came far too soon. However she quickly
got dressed and left the flat. She walked to the bus stop. It was
already a gorgeous day. And hot. Charlie was exceptionally glad she
had left her jacket at home. At Alex’s home, she edited in her
mind. Shockingly the bus turned up on time. Charlie paid her fare
and sat on a window seat near the back with her feet up. This
reminded her of the first weekend she had gone out with Alex to
Charmouth. Smiling she plugged her earphones in and blasted her
music. She couldn’t stop smiling.




“Happy Birthday Charlie.” She had ended up on her doorstep and
her mother gave her a hug.

“Thank you.”

“Come in,” her mother said. It felt very odd to be invited into
her own house but she followed anyway.

“Where’s Robyn?”

“She’s gone to Uni,” Georgia said. “Southampton.”

“Oh, Yeah.” Charlie had completely forgotten about the fact her
sister wouldn’t be here. “Doesn’t term start in October?”

“It does but I think she wants to get away from here,” Georgia
said harshly. “She keeps going to and fro from here to Southampton.
I hardly ever see her.” Charlie felt a fresh wave of resentment
towards her sister but said nothing. It wasn’t her place to
criticise, not now she didn’t live here.

“Have you had a good time going around the country?” her mother
asked boiling the kettle.

“Its been wonderful,” Charlie said honestly. “It’s more than I
thought it would be.”

“Here you go,” her mother said and handed her a bottle of
Champagne with a gold ribbon on it.

“You’re first legal drink.” Charlie smiled appreciating the
irony.

“Eighteen and loving life,” Charlie said smiling.

“What did Alex get you?” Charlie blushed.

“He doesn’t know its my birthday. Either that or he’s forgotten.
We weren’t together this time last year. He hadn’t moved here yet.
It doesn’t matter anyway.” At that moment there was a knock on the
door. Charlie went to open it and found Chris there. She gave him a
massive hug.

“I’ve missed you!” she said smiling. “Come in” He followed and
they all sat down in the living room. Chris had two wrapped up
parcels for Charlie. She opened the first one and discovered a mug.
Chris laughed as she read the slogan which was rude. “Chris what
were you thinking?”

“I know,” he said smiling too. “But I also got this for you.”
Chris got a box out from a cupboard. Charlie opened it slowly and
saw two champagne glasses in a box. They were engraved, one with
Alex and one with Charlie.

“Oh Chris, they’re beautiful!” For some unexplained reason
Charlie felt herself welling up.

“If that’s how you’re going to react, I’ll take them back!”

“Thank you Chris,” she said ignoring that comment. Charlie,
Chris and Georgia whiled away most of the afternoon in a pleasant
way, enjoying each others company. It felt good to be back with her
family.

 

When Charlie left for the day, Chris and Georgia were left
standing in the hall together.

“That was nice to have her back for a day,” Georgia said.

“It was. I miss her,” Chris said. He looked at Georgia and saw
tears in her eyes. Chris put his arms around Georgia as she started
to cry. “She isn’t dying. You know what she’s like, she’ll be
fine.”

“I know, I just miss her so much. My house is empty now. I
didn’t think I’d have two daughters grown up and gone before I’d
reached forty.”

“Some people would be thrilled that their children are living
their own lives,” Chris said.

“I am pleased for them, but I miss both of them so much at
times,” Georgia said. Chris looked directly at her and saw
something else in her eyes. Without even thinking about it Chris
leaned towards her and pressed his lips to hers. He felt incredibly
stupid straight away.

“Sorry,” he said and moved to leave. Georgia held fast to
Chris’s arm to stop him. Very slowly Chris turned around to face
her. Georgia leant towards him and kissed him back. Chris’s brain
had stopped working. He couldn’t be doing this. It was wrong. But
that didn’t stop him. He put one hand in her hair and undid the
ponytail. Her blonde hair fell in a sheet down her back. He
couldn’t help but place his hand on her back. He knew he shouldn’t
be doing this. That thought only held place in his mind for a
second and it was replaced by something more.




“I need to make a call,” Georgia said quickly. She rushed out of
bed appalled by what she had done. She had just slept with a
seventeen year old boy, her daughters best friend.

“You should go,” she told Chris who already had his jeans back
on.

“I’m sorry,” he said pulling his T-shirt back on.

“Just don’t,” she said. “I don’t need to hear that.” Georgia put
her head in her hands and she started shaking. Chris slowly put his
arms around her. Against her will that calmed her down.

“Go and make your phone call,” he said. “We’ll talk when you’ve
finished.” She took his advice. Georgia went to the phone and
dialled Alex’s mobile number. Earlier she had managed to sneak
Charlie’s mobile away from her for five minutes to get the number
and she was grateful she had.

“Hi Alex, it’s Georgia Kelly, Charlie’s mum,” she said trying to
stay calm.

“Oh. Hi. Is Charlie alright?” He sounded so concerned that
Georgia felt he really did care for her, despite their
separation.

“Yes she’s fine. She seemed to think that you didn’t know what
day it is today.”

“It’s a Friday what’s the big deal.” So Charlie had been
right.

“Today is Charlie’s eighteenth birthday. I’m assuming that you
didn’t know?”

“No I didn’t. Thank you for telling me. I have to go.” Georgia
smiled to herself as Alex hung up. She would get a proper birthday
present tonight. She was one hundred percent sure of that. The
smile faded from her face when she remembered Chris.

Georgia went back into her bedroom and stood in front of Chris
now fully dressed.

“That shouldn’t have happened,” Georgia said. Chris didn’t deny
it. It shouldn’t. Chris moved a few steps closer to her.

“Don’t do this,” she said.

“What?” Chris asked lifting a lock of her hair away from her
face. Georgia couldn’t look away from his eyes.

“You don’t want to do this,” she said. However her emotions were
arguing with logic.

“No. I think I do.” Chris held her tightly again. She had the
chance to pull away but she didn’t. He kissed her neck lightly.

“This is insane,” she said.

“Yes,” he agreed. “But who’s gonna know?”










Chapter 12
Chapter Twelve


 

Charlie unlocked Alex’s door later that evening. She thought it
was impossible for anyone to feel as happy as she had in the last
twenty four hours. Her jaw dropped when she saw how different his
flat looked. There were candles lit everywhere and white rose
petals leading to the bedroom. Charlie put her gifts down by the
door and stared around in amazement. It looked so beautiful.

“Oh my God,” Charlie breathed. Her eyes were feasting on
everything in the room. She turned around and noticed that on the
back of the door and saw a gold eighteen printed there. Alex came
out of nowhere and wrapped his arms around her waist.

“Happy Birthday,” he whispered into her ear.

“Who told you!” Alex didn’t say a word. “My mother did. Didn’t
she?”

“Yeah.”

“Alex, this is gorgeous.” She sat down on the sofa and noticed a
present wrapped up for her. “You didn’t have to do this for
me.”

“Of course I did,” he said sitting next to her. “Anyway you
might not like it yet. You haven’t opened it.”

Following the prompt Charlie unwrapped it and opened the box.
Inside was a gorgeous necklace. It was silver and had a small
diamond hanging from it.

“That’s not a real diamond,” she said. He didn’t answer. “Is
it?”

“Yes it is.”

“No Alex. I can’t take that from you. Its far too expensive,”
she said. She was absolutely convinced he shouldn’t be spending
that type of money on her. She put the lid back on and handed the
box back to Alex. He wouldn’t take it.

“Charlie, I bought that for you. I’m not taking it back.” He
opened the box and undid the clasp. He put it around her neck and
did the clasp up very quickly.

“Alex. No… ”

“Charlie. It’s your eighteenth birthday. I am giving this to
you. Don’t argue with me because you‘ll lose.” Charlie looked down
at the diamond. It was beautiful and she didn’t really want to give
it back.

“Thank you.”




“No! Get off of me!” Charlie screamed in her sleep. Alex didn’t
let go of her and held her as she slept.

“Sh Charlie. You’re ok. You’re safe.” At that point she woke up
abruptly, ran off and Alex heard the bathroom door locking. He was
perplexed about what had just happened.

Charlie looked in the mirror trying very hard to calm down. She
was very shaky and she turned the cold tap on and washed her face
slowly. When she had finished she looked again in the mirror. Her
heart had stopped racing quite as fast and the shaking was
subsiding slightly. Charlie knew Alex would be outside the door
waiting for her to come out and braced herself for what was
coming.

She unlocked the door and was very surprised that he wasn’t
there. Instead he had put her jeans and T-shirt outside the door.
Feeling unbelievably grateful she quickly got dressed and then went
to the bedroom. Alex was sitting on the bed and he looked very
concerned for her with no other emotion on his face. “Are you
alright?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. “I’m sorry. I‘m so sorry.” She sat down on the
bed next to him.

“What happened?” Alex asked. Charlie knew exactly what had set
her off like that but she didn’t want to say. Alex asked her
again.

“Last night when we were… together you put your hands on my
shoulders very tightly,” she said. Alex didn’t understand the
significance of that so Charlie went on. “When I was raped the man
put his hands on my shoulders and he never moved them. He pressed
down very hard. I was dreaming and it all came flooding back to me.
I couldn’t take it.”

Alex felt mortified at what he had done. He didn’t realise she
still thought about that and he hadn’t realised that something so
simple could set her off. Bring all those memories back. They were
both in silence when something occurred to Alex.

“Do you think about it often?”

“Some days are better than others,” she said slowly. “I can go
several days without thinking of it once. But it does come back.
The longer that goes by the less the memories haunt me but they are
still there. That flashback was a very vivid one. I haven’t had an
image like that before.”

Alex felt sick. He could never comprehend what she had been
through. He never would. He felt such rage to that monster who had
done this. “I won’t do that again to you,” Alex said lowly. “I
swear.”

“I feel terrible,” she said honestly. “I’m sorry I went off like
that.” Alex put his arms loosely around her, giving her space to
move if she needed to. She didn’t. Charlie sighed and held him
closer to her. She went to sleep still in her jeans and T-shirt
quickly. Alex didn’t have that luxury. He felt dreadful. There
simply wasn’t another way to describe it. He couldn’t help it. He
cried as quietly as possible, but he simply couldn’t stop the tears
from falling.




Charlie woke up as bright and chipper as ever the next morning.
Alex still felt awful but as she seemed to have let it go he didn’t
want to remind her of it.

“Alex stop worrying,” Charlie said.

“You didn’t even look at me, how do you know I’m worrying.”

“I don’t need to look at you. You’ve been quiet all morning.
Please forget last night. I don’t want it to change things.”

“How can’t it?” Alex said sadly.

“Oh for God’s sake Alex!” Charlie sat down on the sofa
exasperated. “It happened. I can’t change it. Don’t let it ruin
what we have.”

“The fact that you think of it every few days is hard to deal
with,” he said honestly sitting next to her.

“Look, if either of us let it ruin anything then that monster
wins,” Charlie said firmly. “And I am not going to let him win. It
was a bad night. That’s all. I rarely see it as vividly as I did
then.”

“Okay.” Alex kissed her hand and gave her a smile. But it still
hurt.




Later that morning Charlie was facing the wall with her hair in
a long messy ponytail down her back. She had her earphones in and
was wearing a baggy old shirt of Alex’s with jeans, painting the
wall white when Alex came in. He took a moment to look at her.
Because her shirt was so loose he could see her neck and the start
of her back as well as one bra strap. He put his shopping bags down
and silently walked up behind her. He thought he would listen to
what she said earlier in the morning.

Charlie didn’t loose her focus from painting the wall. She hadn’t
even heard him come in. Alex was right behind her and wrapped his
arms around her waist and gently kissed her neck. Charlie squealed
in surprise and dropped the paintbrush which left a huge white
streak on her jeans.

“Alex!” she said teasingly. “You made me jump.”

“I can’t help it that you look so gorgeous now can I?” Charlie
felt glad that he was being playful again. Normal.

After a slow kiss Charlie looked at her jeans. “Look what you’ve
done!” she said. On impulse Alex grabbed the paintbrush and threw
it at her. She squealed again.

“Right,” she said getting ready for action. She loaded up the
paintbrush and threw it back. Within seconds both of them were
completely splattered in white paint. When five minutes of this had
gone by Alex couldn’t stop laughing, hiding behind a paint sheet
covered table and Charlie’s hair looked very Dalmatian like.

“Truce?” she asked tentatively.

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“Okay,” Alex said. He got out from behind the table and got
nearer to Charlie. The smiles were fading from both of their faces
now, being replaced by something else.

Alex kissed Charlie quickly. It was a very intense embrace.
Charlie put her hands behind his head to pull him closer to her.
Alex started to unbutton her shirt. Charlie jumped slightly because
his hands were colder than she had expected. Charlie opened her
eyes and looked at Alex for a moment. She leant back from him and
smiled. He put his hand up to her face and stroked her skin.

“I love you,” he said. Charlie felt extremely pleased to hear
that

“I love you,” she said. Alex took a moment to simply stare at
her. He then leapt at her and put both hands around her face and
kissed her. Charlie soon jumped up and went into the bathroom.

“Oh God!” She looked at her hair in the mirror as Alex followed
her. It looked more white than black.

“Why were you painting my walls anyway?” Alex asked.

“Because I wanted to stick some of my photo’s up. So you’d
remember me when I’m not here. It’ll be like its my wall. Clearly
you haven’t touched it. Anyway, I have to wash my hair.” With no
self consciousness whatsoever she stripped off quickly and jumped
in the shower. Alex was left staring at a pile of her clothes and
he had never felt better. A slow smile spread out on his face and
he left Charlie to it.




The rest of their weekend passed far too quickly for both of
them. Charlie did indeed put loads of photos up on the wall and
Alex loved it. It was perfect. On Sunday night Charlie got out the
champagne her mother had given her out of the fridge and the
glasses Chris had given her. She went back to the bedroom and
opened the champagne. Alex and Charlie spent the whole evening
talking about how different their lives had become from the people
they were back in June.

“Well, Rachel is really nice but I don’t see her that often,”
Charlie said about her boss, taking a sip of champagne. “All she
does is email me with the information about where I’m going to stay
and which train station or airport has my tickets reserved. Also
she emails me if any of my work has sold, leaving out what it sold
for obviously. She seems to like my work though.”

“Who wouldn’t?”

“Well, I do get lonely at times and sad because… well because of
you if I’m being bluntly honest. But I love it. I’m off to Cornwall
tomorrow. Some lovely coastal pictures.”

“You have quite a few of those,” Alex said. He was right. As she
lived in Lyme Regis growing up she did have plenty of beach
pictures. Charlie rolled her eyes.

“What about you? How is work going?” she asked.

“Oh I hate it,” he said cheerfully. “But it has given me more
freedom than I could have believed possible so I love what its
given me already. Eventually when I get older or they start to take
me seriously I’ll be given some proper jobs rather than just “run
this to Pete will you?””

“It’ll happen for you,” Charlie said surely. “I know it
will.”

“I don’t care. Not really,” he said. They both stayed talking
late into the night. Neither of them wanted to sleep because they
knew that Charlie would be leaving very early and if they were
asleep they would miss precious time together.




In the morning Charlie woke up very early. She got dressed
silently and decided not to wake Alex. She didn’t want another
desperate parting like they had in June. She ripped a page out of
her journal and wrote:



Dear Alex,

I really didn’t want to wake you but I’ll probably be on a
train when you read this. I didn’t want to go through what we both
went through in June. It’s better that I leave like this. I don’t
want to cry after this incredible weekend when I’ve been so happy.
I hope you’ll be happy when you wake up. Call me if you like but
another goodbye was just too hard for me to do again. The first one
still hurts a bit. I love you

Charlie xxx




She silently left Alex’s flat and locked the door behind her,
barely shedding a tear as she went.




Alex woke up about half an hour after Charlie had left to find
her note. He picked up his phone still half asleep and dialled her
number.

“I knew you’d call,” she said smugly.

“Where are you?” Alex asked getting up.

“I’ve just got on a train,” she said quickly. “I’m thundering
off to Penzance as we speak.”

“Why didn’t you wake me?”

“Because its too hard.” Neither of them spoke. Alex understood
what she meant. Alex spent minutes listening to the repetitive
sound of the train travelling on the track.

“I love you,” he said.

“I know. I love you too,” she replied. “Bye.” Alex put his phone
down on the bed and got up. He pinned the note she had written to
him next to all her photos on the wall. Charlie’s wall.

Charlie was sitting on the train going farther away from Alex.
She kept touching the diamond hanging around her neck. She didn’t
even notice what she was doing.




The last vestiges of Summer in September faded away and was
replaced by the bitter chill of Autumn and that faded into the hard
frosts of winter. The trees were bare and Alex was still working
for his father in the insurance company. He got a few more
responsibilities at work now. Every now and then he got given the
responsibility of typing and sending some letters out and making
some calls. It was getting better than being just the tea boy.
Robyn didn’t go home again. She was having a much happier life away
from home. And never intended to go back to the pain that Chris had
caused her.

Chris and Georgia continued their affair and Chris was right. No
one knew about them. No one had found out and that was how both of
them liked it. Georgia wasn’t sure this was the best thing to be
doing but it had gone too far. She couldn’t leave Chris now because
she had feelings for him. In a way she wished she hadn’t. It made
everything much more complicated now she was in a relationship she
could tell no one about.

Charlie had the time of her life. One evening in late November
she called Alex so excited that Alex could hardly hear her.

“Oh my God! I can’t believe it. What on earth am I going to
do?”

“Slow down Charlie,” Alex said bewildered. “What’s going
on?”

“Rachel has given me a weeks trip to Lapland! I’m so excited my
mind won’t stop going round and round.

“When are you leaving?”

“December 21st,” Charlie said coming back down to earth. “I’ll
be gone over Christmas.”

“Oh.” Alex couldn’t think of anything else to say. Charlie
wouldn’t be here for Christmas. Alex felt extremely let down.

“I know I was going to come home for Christmas but I can’t say
no. It’s such a good opportunity, even though the pictures won’t be
released until next year, I need the atmosphere.”

“I miss you.”

“I know,” she said. “I miss you too. Can you imagine how many
decent photo’s I’ll get from a week long trip like that? I wouldn’t
want to miss it.” Alex heard a knock through the telephone.

“Oh, I’ve got to go,” she said.

“Okay, I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

“Yeah. Bye.” Beep. Alex still kept the phone up to his ear.

“I love you too,” he said. He was heard by nobody.




Alex had been looking forward to Christmas so much. September
was so long ago and he needed to see her again. Hopefully she would
be back for new years but Alex wasn’t counting on it. He missed her
so much it was a constant ache in the back of his mind. And on most
days it got sucked to the front of his mind. Christmas was a very
lonely affair for Alex. He didn’t want to go and spend it with his
parents, even though he did visit a couple of times over the
Christmas week.

On Christmas day Alex called Charlie. She never answered. So
either she had forgotten her phone or… Alex didn’t like to think of
the or option. It brought horrible images to mind such as the fact
that she didn’t want to speak to him or even worse, that she could
be with someone else. That really hurt, even though he had
absolutely no proof at all.

At midnight Alex’s phone rang. Even half asleep he raced for it
thinking “Charlie.”

“Charlie!” he said as soon as he answered.

“I’m so sorry, the battery on my mobile died and I didn’t notice
until this evening. I’m so sorry,” she said again.

“That’s alright,” he said even though it wasn’t.

“Merry Christmas Alex,” she said.

“Yeah, Merry Christmas, or boxing day,” he said glancing at the
clock. “Are you going to be home for new year?”

“Yes, I should be and I can’t wait to see you. I really miss
you.” Charlie said. Alex could almost feel the relief coming out of
him. She was still there. She was still the Charlie that he knew
and loved.

“I love you,” he told her.

“I love you too and I really do miss you. I’ll be with you soon.
I promise. I’m going to let you go to sleep now. I’m sure I woke
you up.”

“Okay. Goodnight.” Alex went to sleep much happier than he had
been.




She didn’t make it home for new years. Later on January the
first he called her again. Her flight had been delayed and she had
just managed to get back in the country. She was at Rachel West’s
photo studio in London having a look at photos. Surprise
surprise.

They were both sitting on a sofa, just more than a hundred miles
sitting between both of them. They were on the phone to each other
and neither of them were speaking. They were just listening to each
other breathe.

“I need to see you,” Alex said finally.

“I can’t leave here. Its my dream job. You know how much it
means to me,” Charlie was running her hair around her finger while
thinking. “I do miss you and its hard being away from you.”

“I know you love your job and I know how much it means to you
but I feel like I’m losing you Charlie,” Alex said. “I need to see
you.”

“I can’t leave. If you really feel that way then…”

“Then what,” Alex said.

“Maybe we should end it,” Charlie whispered.

“No,” Alex said. “You don’t mean that. You can’t.” His whole
world seemed to have stopped.

“I do mean it. I can’t be with you right now and clearly its not
good enough for you.” Charlie started crying even though she was
desperate not to.

“That isn’t what I meant,” Alex said straight away. “I love you.
I don’t want this to be over.”

“I’m sorry,” she said

“No Charlie wait!” but it was too late. She had put the phone
down and Charlie had burst into tears. That was it. It was over.
Her relationship with the man who knew everything about her was
over. In one quick phone call.

Alex tried to call Charlie back straight away but it kept
clicking through to her answer phone. She didn’t just do that. It
couldn’t be over. Alex put his face in his hands. No, it couldn’t
be. It just couldn’t. But it was.










Chapter 13
Chapter Thirteen


 

The next afternoon Alex spent his time staring at the wall that
Charlie had made up, watching time go away. He had tried calling
Charlie but he never got through. In twenty four hours their
relationship had fallen apart and he would never see her again.
That really hurt. The door opened and Alex couldn’t even be
bothered to turn his head.

“I’m so sorry.” The sound of her voice magnetically drew his
attention. Charlie was standing in the door with a suitcase. Alex
got up and stood right in front of her. Charlie’s eyes were puffy
and her normally pale skin had gone red and blotchy. She couldn’t
even look at him, she kept looking at the floor. “I didn’t mean it.
I’ve spent all morning crying.”

Alex held her chin and made her look at him. They held each
others eyes for a long moment with an indescribable tension between
them. Neither of them could look away. Alex couldn’t help himself,
he kissed her so quickly she couldn’t back away. After a second
Charlie kissed him back intensely.

“I’m so sorry,” Charlie repeated. “I don’t know what came over
me. I must be mad. I…” Alex kissed her again.

“I see you have your suitcase,” Alex said. “Are you
staying?”

“No, I’m not.” Alex’s face fell and he went back to sit on the
sofa. Charlie joined him and pulled something out of her back
pocket and passed it to Alex. It was an around the world ticket. He
looked at Charlie again.

“I told my boss I was quitting this morning and instead she gave
me that because we both know that I am damn good at my job.” Alex
felt the world fall away for the second time in twenty four hours.
Charlie went to her pocket again and passed the second item to Alex
again.

“And because she knows how miserable I’ve been without you, she
gave me two tickets. One’s for you. I want you to come with me.”
Neither of them spoke as Alex processed this.

“I can’t take this anymore,” Alex said and turned towards
Charlie and kissed her. He hadn’t seen her in months and he had
really missed her. He put one hand on her waist and slipped it
under her T-shirt. Her skin felt so good. Much better than he
remembered.

Charlie took off her T-shirt as quickly as she could and undid
his shirt. When she ran her hand over his chest. She was surprised
because he was different from the last time she touched him. She
slowed and opened her eyes.

“What’s wrong?” Alex asked watching her.

“Nothing. You’re much more…” she struggled to find a way to
phrase what she was thinking. “…muscular than you were last time we
were together.” Charlie blushed feeling silly saying it, but it was
true. Now she paused to look over his body, it was obvious. When
she walked in she had only looked at his face. He had filled out
considerably and he was no longer the boy for her. He had turned
into the man for her.

“Mm.” Charlie didn’t even realise she had spoke out loud until
Alex chuckled. Soon the laughter died away and was replaced by an
intense, knee weakening passion.




They didn’t move off of the sofa for at least an hour, Charlie
wrapped safely in his arms. “I’m so sorry for saying that we should
end it,” she said for the twentieth time.

“Charlie shut up,” Alex said quickly. “I don’t want to think
about that.” He sighed and held her closely. “I never want to lose
you.” Charlie got up and slipped Alex’s shirt on. It looked
insanely good on her and made Alex want to take it straight back
off. She picked up the plane tickets and sat back down next to
Alex.

“Do you want to come with me?” she asked.

“If I said no would you stay here?” Charlie looked so hurt that
he immediately wished he had kept his mouth shut.

“No, I wouldn’t,” she said. “But I wouldn’t be stupid enough to
try to end things between us again.”

“Yes,” he said.

“Yes what?” she asked.

“I’ll come with you,” he said looking her in the eye. “I love
you. Going around the world, what c…” he never finished. Charlie
kissed him.

“You mean that?” she said her eyes glistening.

“Of course I do.” Charlie got up and started gathering her
clothes together and getting dressed.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m going home,” she said simply. “I have things to pick up and
if we’re going I have so much to do and people to say goodbye to.
We’re leaving tomorrow morning.” Alex glanced at the tickets and
saw she was right. Charlie looked about ready to leave and she
picked up Alex’s shirt almost longingly.

“Can I keep this?” she whispered to him.

“Sure, why?”

“Because its how I remembered us when I wasn’t here with you,”
she said simply. Alex nodded because he understood. She slipped in
on over her top and kissed him goodbye.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” she promised.




By the time Charlie got home it was pitch dark and she looked at
her house. All the lights were off but her mother’s car was in the
drive so she must have already gone to bed. Charlie got out of her
tin pot rented car and locked it heading towards the house. Then
she remembered that her house keys were sitting on Alex’s kitchen
table. Charlie hoped it would be unlocked because she didn’t want
to drive all the way back to Dorchester just to pick up her house
key. She quietly turned the doorknob. She was in luck. It opened
easily. Relieved she went to her old room to go to sleep.

Quietly she got changed out of her clothes and got into bed setting
her phone alarm for the morning. She was exhausted and thought she
would pack in the morning. Five minutes later Charlie heard a
noise. She listened hard and decided she was imagining it. A little
while later she heard a slightly louder noise. Curious she got out
of bed, not bothering to get her dressing gown, just wearing her
underwear. She went down the hall and was surprised to see that her
mothers light was on from the slice of light under the door.
Charlie knocked once and opened the door. Her jaw dropped when she
saw what was going on.

Her mother was in bed with someone. The man turned his face
around to Charlie. It wasn’t just any someone. It was Chris.
Charlie backed out of the room quickly and slammed the door shut.
She raced downstairs and sat down at the kitchen table. Her mind
was struggling to take this in. Her mother and her best friend were
sleeping together. Her breathing was coming fast and shallow as she
simply couldn’t understand this.

At that moment Charlie heard footsteps enter the kitchen. She
didn’t turn around and kept her eyes shut. Chris put his hand on
her shoulder. Charlie jumped up and looked at him. He was in boxer
shorts and nothing else which didn’t exactly help Charlie to forget
the images running through her head.

“What the hell are you doing?!” she demanded, loosing her
temper. “I come home and find you and… What’s wrong with you? There
are some lines you just don’t cross and sleeping with your best
friends mother is definitely one of them! This is just sick and
wrong and… How could you? Oh my God!”

Chris stayed quite calm. “Are you finished?” Charlie was still
angry but wanted to hear what he was going to say.

“For the moment,” she said.

“I’m not going to say I’m sorry for sleeping with her because
I’m not. I am sorry that you found out like this,” he said
sincerely. Chris sat down quite close to her

“How long?” she asked curtly.

“Does that matter?”

“To me, yes it does. You’ve been lying to me and I want to know
how long for.”

Chris sighed. “About four months,” he said and watched for a
reaction. There wasn’t really one. “It’s not as bad as you think
Charlie. And I know that you are leaving with Alex.” Charlie stared
at him.

“How did you know that? Anyway what’s that got to do with
anything?!” Charlie demanded.

“I know because why else are you here? I thought it would
probably come to this one day. You leaving with Alex. Your second
question. Going with Alex has nothing to do with our relationship,
mine and Georgia’s except for the fact that if you hadn’t walked in
you would probably never have known,” Chris said quietly. “You only
came back here for one man,” he said calmly. “And as much as I
would like to flatter myself, I know it wasn’t me.”

“You always did know too much about me,” she said trying not to
smile.

“Before you met him you were fine,” he continued. “But now that
you have met him and you have been with him, you aren’t complete
without him anymore. You aren’t you anymore.”

“Stop trying to make this about me. I’m still furious at you!”
Both of them laughed and then the silence spread between them.
Charlie never had been able to stay mad at him for too long. “I’m
going to have to say goodbye to you, Chris. Because I don’t think
I’ll be coming back.”

“Of course you won’t.” Both of them had tears glinting in their
eyes. Charlie reached for him and gave him a tight hug, ignoring
both of their state of undress.

“Be happy,” he whispered to her. “You’ve spent so long miserable
without him, promise me that you’ll be happy.” Charlie nodded.
“Whenever I think of you, I’ll see you smiling.” Chris let go of
Charlie so he could look at her face but he still had an arm around
her.

Charlie let the tears fall. “Please call me. I’ll miss you.”
Chris laughed.

“I bet Alex will love that,” he said sarcastically brushing the
hair away from her face.

“I don’t care you were here first,” she said finally letting him
go. “You know I love you,” she said in a very plain way.

“Yeah. I love you too,” he said. Somehow the fact that Chris had
been sleeping with Georgia seemed to fade away. Both Charlie and
Chris went upstairs. Charlie couldn’t stop crying but she had
recovered somewhat from the shock of what she had seen.

Someone who hadn’t recovered was looking through Charlie’s
kitchen window. Alex had followed Charlie home when he realised she
had left her keys. He walked to Charlie’s door but before he got
there the scene in the kitchen caught his eye. Charlie looked
great. She was wearing her gorgeous underwear which he had last
seen a few hours ago on his bedroom floor. Alex’s then saw Chris,
who was only wearing his boxer shorts.

No, he couldn’t be seeing this. It couldn’t be real. As if to
confirm his suspicions. Chris wrapped his arms around Charlie the
way Alex had a thousand times. The way Alex didn’t even have to
think about to relive the memories. Now Alex had a proper look he
saw that Charlie had tears running down her cheeks. Chris put his
hand through her hair. Alex kept watching until they both went
upstairs. Together.

Alex’s knees gave out. He collapsed on the ground. Now he
understood why Charlie had wanted to go home tonight. Not to pack
at all, but to be with Chris. They were sleeping together right
now. Alex couldn’t bear it. The thought of Charlie with anyone else
was horrendous. But behind a brick wall, feet away from him she was
with him. She was naked and… He couldn’t even finish the sentence
in his mind.

Alex didn’t bother to drive back home that night. He spent all
night in the car wide awake listening to the radio torturing
himself over what to do. Chris didn’t leave the house all night and
somehow that made it more real.

One thing was for sure. He wouldn’t go on that aeroplane with
her tomorrow. He couldn’t. Alex tried to shut his eyes to get some
sleep in the car. All he could see was Chris’s hands all over
Charlie. And worse. Much worse

In the morning Alex had decided what he needed to do after
spending the whole night awake. He knew that this was going to be
the hardest thing he would ever have to do. But that wasn’t going
to stop him from doing it. The image of Charlie and Chris together
was burning him alive. He knocked on Charlie’s door and waited for
her to answer. When she did she looked so happy that Alex couldn’t
believe he wouldn’t see her smile or hear her laugh after today. He
leant away from her when she tried to kiss him.

“I need to talk to you,” he said, dreading what he knew was
coming.

“Okay?” Charlie looked confused and followed him to his car.
“Actually I’d rather you just spit it out now. What is it?”

“I’ve been thinking this is a bad idea,” he started.

“What is?”

“Us going away together. I think we should end it.” Alex dreaded
looking at her but knew he couldn’t avoid it. Her eyes were shocked
and starting to fill with tears.

“Why?” she asked. No way was Alex going to answer that one. He
had made that decision overnight.

“I think its best,” he said.

“No way is it best!” she said starting to get angry. “I need to
be with you Alex. I just realised it a bit later than you.
Everything was fine yesterday. We were so happy. Why are you doing
this?”

“Please stop crying,” Alex asked. She left her tears unchecked
down her face and stared at him lost for words. Alex remembered
just how her skin felt as it caught the sunlight. It didn’t
help.

“You don’t truly believe this,” she said. “I know you better
than you know yourself. I know this isn’t real.”

“Charlie don’t,” he begged, trying not to cry himself. “Its
over.”

“No,” she said. “It won’t be over until I’m dead and buried. I
will always love you.”

“You told me off for saying that on our first Christmas last
year, remember?” he said. “You told me not to say it because no one
knew what the future would hold.”

“I know I remember,” she said. “I was wrong, I know I’ll always
love you. What can I say to make you stay with me and come with me
on that flight? I’ll do anything.”

“There is nothing left to say, Charlie. Its over. Have a good
trip.” Alex knew that was lame but he couldn’t think of anything
else. Charlie put her hands on his shoulders to stop him from
walking away.

“Look at me, Alex.” She waited until he did. “How can you walk
away from us!? After everything we have been through to get here.”
He said nothing. Trying to stop his heart from breaking. “I’m going
to go, cos I have a plane to catch and now an empty seat next to me
to remind me that you broke up with me all the way to Australia.”
She still had both plane tickets in her pocket. She got one out and
pressed it into Alex’s chest.

“Take it,” she said. “I know you’ll change your mind. I just
hope its in time.” Alex still wouldn’t take the ticket. Charlie
opened his car door and threw it at the passenger seat. “You’re an
idiot. And you still have my heart. Breaking up with me will never
change that.” She turned away more angry and heartbroken than she
had ever been in her life. She knew one day he would realise what a
massive mistake he had made on this freezing cold January day. But
she wasn’t going to try and persuade him. Her heart was too broken
and fragile.

Alex sat in his car feeling the world stop. He would never hold
her again, never comfort her and never hear her voice again. He
knew that this way was better than her changing her mind when Chris
came back to her in her thoughts. If she had ended up regretting
leaving with Alex, that would have been the worst possible way
their romance could end. And those images of them hugging each
other in their underwear was extremely hard to erase from his
mind.

He had taken her choice away from her. He loved Charlie more
than life and that was the most painful thing he had ever done. He
loved her enough to give her up, if that was what she wanted but it
hurt so bad. It was almost more painful than the day she had told
him she’d been raped. Almost. And deep in the bottom of his heart,
a part of him knew he had just made the biggest mistake of his
life.










Chapter 14
Chapter Fourteen


 

Georgia had insisted on driving Charlie to the airport. Charlie
could hardly string two words together.

“Are you sure you want to go?” Georgia asked for the hundredth
time.

“Umm. Yeah.,” she said staring out of the windscreen. “There
isn’t anything here for me anymore.”

“About Chris…”

“No!” Charlie said. “I really don’t want to know. The less said
the better.”

“I want a phone call when you land okay?” Georgia said. “I just
need to know you’re okay.”

“Whatever.” Charlie really didn’t want to argue. “Can you drop
me off here,” she said.

“Don’t you want me to come inside with you?”

“No. I’d rather be on my own,” Charlie said honestly. Georgia
respected her daughters choice. She had no idea what had happened
between her daughter and Alex but she knew Charlie was still hoping
Alex would show up.




“This is the last call for flight 374,” came across the airports
PA system. Charlie looked in her hand at her ticket. It was
hopeless. He wasn’t going to show. How could he just leave her like
that? It was incomprehensible. She quickly rushed to get on the
aeroplane on time. If he was going to be a jerk there was no way
she was going to miss her flight for him.




Charlie spent the entire flight crying or staring at the empty
seat next to her. He never showed up. Everyone around her on the
aeroplane must have thought she was mad. On top of her normal
clothes she wore Alex’s shirt. It still smelled of him. She kept it
by her to remind her that she had tried to be with him and that it
hadn’t all been fantasy. He had loved her once even if he didn’t
now. That thought brought a fresh wave of tears.

Halfway through the never ending flight an old woman sat next to
Charlie. “Are you alright?” she asked.

Charlie tried to say she was fine but she couldn’t manage it.
Instead she burst into tears again as another thought of Alex
entered her head. “I don’t know how to live without him,” she said
trying not to be melodramatic and failing.

“If it’s meant to be, he’ll come and find you,” the old woman
said trying to comfort her.

“I don’t understand why he left in the first place. We’re
completely in love and he just gives up on us.” Charlie didn’t
really know what she was saying but she felt like she had been
dealt an unfair hand in life. “He’s the perfect one for me, now
hundreds of miles away.”

“I’m sorry,” the other woman said. She put a hand on Charlie’s
shoulder which seemed oddly comforting to her.




Charlie got off of the aeroplane and reached for her phone as
soon as possible. She dialled Alex’s number. He didn’t pick up. She
kept redialling it as often as she could. She knew he would get
annoyed and eventually answer it to simply stop the phone from
ringing. She counted how long it took. The fourteenth time he
picked it up.

“Alex, why?”

“Charlie don’t make this harder than it is,” he said. Charlie
could hear his voice cracking slightly.

“It can’t be harder than this,” she said. “Why weren’t you
sitting on the plane next to me. Why?” Charlie asked angrily.

“It doesn’t matter. Please stop calling. Its so difficult to
hear your voice,” Alex was being honest but it still hurt. Part of
him craved to hear nothing but her voice for a long time.

“You don’t want me to call? Fine I won’t. But I still love you
and I want you to remember that. For as long as it takes for you to
come to your stupid senses Alexander David Blake.” This would have
worked better if she hadn’t burst into tears, ruining the angry
effect she wanted.

“Goodbye Charlie,” he breathed out shakily.

“Goodbye Alex.” neither of them put the phone down. They didn’t
want to admit it was over. So they both kept the connection open.
Until Charlie couldn’t bear it anymore and pressed the red button
on her phone. Alex was left hearing the dialling tone, tears
falling down his face.

That night he had a dream. Charlie was still with him. She was
wearing Alex’s shirt and looked so sexy. She walked over to him
smiling. She kissed him over and over again. Charlie ran her hand
across his chest and then kissed where her hand had travelled. Alex
stroked her hair and she sighed in the way he loved to hear. He
pulled his shirt off of her and had her lying naked right next to
him.

At that point he woke up. Alex smiled at the vivid dream and put
his arm around Charlie. Then he remembered that she wasn’t there.
He remembered he would never kiss Charlie again, would never feel
her hair and would probably never even see her again. And then he
remembered Chris, the reason she wasn’t there. Those thoughts
brought reality crashing down on him.




After that Charlie didn’t call Alex again. She hated him for
giving up on them and she loved him more than life at the same
time. Charlie sent him postcards for four months after she left. On
every one she wrote nothing more and nothing less than I love you.
She never got a reply. Not that she expected one.

The years rolled away from them. Charlie came back to England
one June day. She had the most amazing trip and had done a good job
of burying Alex in her mind. She never let herself think about him
because it hurt so much. Charlie had made a decision. She was going
to leave Rachel’s photography business and go somewhere more
stable. At least for a while. She needed to have somewhere that she
could call home. Even if it wasn’t really her home.




“I’m not surprised,” Rachel said when Charlie told her the
decision she had come to.

“You’re amazingly talented and I didn’t think you’d stay here
forever. I can give you a glowing reference and point you in the
right direction. I have lots of contacts in the business. Where do
you want to go to?”

“Um, not the south west,” was all Charlie could think to say.
She sat down in the photo studio and looked at her boss. “I must
say you’re taking this better than I thought.

“Yeah well, I knew you’d want to stop travelling eventually but
I need someone to be travelling for me,” Rachel said rifling
through a folder for a list of people. “You’re more talented than
me, if I’m being honest.” Rachel smiled at the bemused look on
Charlie’s face.

“Here you go.” Rachel handed Charlie a piece of paper. “That’s
Keith Andrews number for his studio. He’s a great guy and you’ll
get to do whatever you want there. I’ll give you a beaming
reference he’ll have no choice but to hire you. Plus your portfolio
is amazing.”

“I thought you were keeping all my photo’s to sell,” Charlie
asked. “I no longer have the rights to them. That was part of the
contract I signed.” Charlie felt very confused. Rachel sat down
next to Charlie with an A4 size folder.

“What kind of harsh bitch do you think I am?” Rachel said and
laughed. “I kept a few photo’s back for you, as a present when you
left me. I knew you would one day.” She handed Charlie the folder
and she opened it. They were her photo’s. There were a few from
everywhere she had visited while working for Rachel. Granted she
had taken hundreds but these were good ones.

“Thank you Rachel,” she said unable to take her eyes off of her
photo’s. She closed the folder and the last one caught her eye. It
showed the cliffs of Lyme Regis with the sun rising over them. The
sky was blue and everything was perfect in the image. Charlie could
only think one thing. Alex. The stab of pain it caused her told her
that she had never got over him. Not even close. She touched the
photo gently knowing that that was the place where she had fallen
in love. The place that had taken her soul and captured her
heart.

“I take it that’s an important photo,” Rachel said watching what
Charlie was doing. Charlie nodded.

 “Have you got a envelope?”

Later that day Charlie went to a post office and stood outside
for a while making her mind up. Resolved she walked in and sent the
letter.



 

Alex opened it a few days later. It was an A4 padded envelope.
Inside was a beautiful colour picture of Lyme cliffs. Alex sighed
and stared at it. Only one person could have taken that photo. He
turned it over and saw that Charlie had written on the back.

 

Alex,

I love you and I always will. But I’m giving up on ever hearing
from you again. You’ve had so long and done nothing. It hurts like
hell when I think of you because I know what we had was real. I’m
not travelling around anymore but don’t look for me. Don’t call me,
I’m going to change my number so I won’t be there. But I will
always remember.



 All my Love, always. Charlie




Alex ran his hand over where she had signed her name the same
way he used to touch her. He moved to the wall Charlie had painted
all that time ago and stuck it in the middle with the photographic
side showing. He hadn’t changed a thing to that wall, except stick
all of her postcards up when they came. It was too hard to call her
so like an idiot he had done nothing. He still loved her more each
day. Not being with her didn’t lessen that fact.




“You’re back?” Chris stood at the door of his flat looking at
Charlie.

“Yes.”

“Good, I’ve missed you,” Chris said and hugged her. They walked
in and sat down together.

“How are you?” Chris asked.

“I’m okay,” Charlie said. It was nearly true. Thinking about
Alex didn’t make her cry anymore but it did make her hurt. She had
resolved not to think about Alex too much.

“Have you heard from Alex?” Chris asked testing Charlie’s new
theory.

“No. I’ve sent him loads of postcards and I sent him a photo but
I never heard anything back from him. I’m changing my phone
number.”

Chris raised his eyebrows at her. “I don’t want to be tempted to
call him. I’ve made up my mind that I will give up trying to
contact him. I don’t want to give in.”

“Okay,” Chris said sensing the subject should be dropped. “How
was Spain?”




Charlie was as good as her word. She changed her number and
destroyed her old SIM card so she couldn’t change her mind. She
never tried to call Alex again and she didn’t write or email him.
She tried to move on. When she came back from her world travels she
took off her diamond necklace. She put it in a box and locked it
away along with her heart. Charlie moved around different
photography firms and she never stayed in one place for very long.
She stayed in contact with Chris and her mother even when she was
on the move.

Alex stayed heartbroken for years. He rose up higher in his job,
being given his own office. They wanted him to move out of his flat
so they could give it to a new worker. Alex flatly refused. He said
he was happy where he was. The truth was he spent a lot of his time
looking at Charlie’s wall and regretting what had happened between
them. He also knew that if she came back and wanted to talk to him
that the flat would be where she would look for him.

Three years after he had last seen her, he wished he could have
that day back. To change it. It had taken him a long time to accept
that he had made a mistake. But it was now too late. He didn’t know
how to contact her and he never would. Until one day he unlocked
his door and found Charlie there waiting for him. His heart
stopped. He must be dreaming. She wasn’t really here…




Earlier that day Charlie had gone around to see Chris to have a
chat. They were relaxing on the sofa. Charlie knew she had to tell
him about the attack. Ever since she had gotten over it and moved
past it, it didn’t feel right to be hiding something from her best
friend. It was as if something was fighting to get out of her.
Every time recently they had been around each other Charlie had
felt that the fact she was hiding something was coming between
them. She had to tell him.

“I’ve got something to tell you,” she said seriously. Chris
immediately caught her tone and switched the TV off.

“What is it?” he asked sensing something very bad was
coming.

“Please let me finish before you say anything,” she said.
Charlie waited until he nodded.

“Do you remember there was a time when I was with Alex for a lot
of the time?”

“You were never away from him,” Chris said.

“Yeah, well after the spring just before my exams I was with him
a lot because I was getting over something. I didn’t want to tell
anyone so I kept it to myself for a while. You will only be the
second person I’ve told but I don’t want to keep anything from
you.”

“Okay,” Chris said worrying like mad now.

“I was raped during the Easter holidays.”

“Oh God Charlie!” Chris started. “Who? Not Alex?”

“No don’t be stupid,” she said quickly. “No, I don’t know who it
was. It was dark and I am never going to know who did it. I don’t
know. Anyway I ended up pregnant. I didn’t keep the baby though. I
couldn’t.”

“Are you okay?” he asked appalled.

“I am now. Now I don’t think about it all the time, it’s much
better. I don’t focus on that, which I did for so long. I just
needed to tell you. I didn’t want to tell anyone at the time. I
felt horrible. Alex really helped me through that.”

“Is that why he left you?”

“God no. That happened way before he left me.”

“Then why did he leave you,” Chris asked slowly.

Charlie paused. “I don’t know,” she realised. “He wouldn’t tell me
and after that day I never asked him again.” Charlie marvelled at
the thought that had never occurred to her. She jumped up from the
sofa and went to the door.

“Where are you going?” Chris said surprised.

“I’m going to ask him,” Charlie said without turning around.

“Now!?”

“Yes now.” Charlie had put on her jacket and was halfway out of
the door.

“No you don’t,” he said calmly. “You have just dropped a
bombshell on me and now you’re leaving to go and see Alex? At least
let me come with you.”

“Fine,” Charlie said quickly. Anything that would make her get
there quicker.




When they got to Alex’s flat Charlie knew he wouldn’t be in,
he’d be at work. She said as much to Chris.

“What are you going to do?” he asked in the passenger seat.

“I’m going to go up and wait for him,” she said simply.

“How?”

“He gave me a key years ago for his flat,” she said blushing and
looking at her hands. “I keep it with me all the time. I could
never bring myself to take it off my key ring.” Charlie held up the
key and Chris also saw a cheap monkey key ring that looked like an
arcade prize. At that Chris got a small taste of just how much she
needed and missed Alex.

“Go on. I’ll wait here,” he said.

“I might be a while,” she said.

“I’ll be here.” Charlie opened the car door and went to the all
too familiar flat that haunted both her dreams and her
nightmares.

When she unlocked the door her first thought was that it hadn’t
changed at all. It looked almost identical to the last time she had
seen it, if a little faded. The photograph of Lyme that she had
sent three years ago was a new addition. It had been put in the
centre of the wall that Charlie had decorated. So much else had
changed since she had last stood here that it brought a lump to her
throat. She waited.




Alex walked into his flat and his attention immediately focused
on Charlie. She was standing very near the door, near him. Seeing
her unexpectedly was like a shock to the system. She looked good.
More than good if he was being honest. He tried hard to refrain
from touching her and settled for walking a step closer to her and
swinging the door of his flat shut.

“What are you doing here?” Alex asked hollowly.

“Chris said something to me today and it got me thinking that I
didn’t actually have an answer to what he wanted to know.” Alex
hated the casual way she had mentioned Chris’s name. So she still
saw him did she? He hated the way that simple admission made him
feel, even after so much time.

“Which is…” Alex asked, his heart beating faster than usual due
to Charlie’s unexpected appearance.

“Why did you leave me? That morning when we were going to go
away together. Why did you leave?” Charlie sounded genuinely
confused.

“Why do you want to know?” Alex asked. “Why does it even
matter?”

“Because at the time I was too heartbroken to think about it too
much,” she said sitting down on the sofa. And today I realised that
I never had an answer. It was like you gave up on us on the spur of
the moment and you changed your mind.” Alex sighed and went to sit
down next to her.

“I saw you,” Alex said. He couldn’t look away from her. “The
night before we were going away. I saw you with him in the kitchen
and neither of you were wearing very much,” he said
diplomatically.

“I went home unexpectedly. Chris was there at the time and… he’s
my best friend,” Charlie said simply.

“You didn’t have to sleep with him though,” Alex said trying
very hard not to think about it too much.

“I never slept with him,” she said almost horrified. The thought
of sleeping with him was awful. He was like a brother to her. She
would have never cheated on Alex with anyone. “I’d never do that to
us. How could you think that of me Alex?”

“I…” Alex was almost speechless. “It looked like…”

“He was with my mother,” Charlie said quietly. “It had been
going on for a while, I think, and I sort of walked in on them. I
thought the house was empty so I got into bed. I heard something
upstairs so I went and had a look. And I found them. I had a big
argument with Chris which wasn’t nice. My mother was getting
dressed upstairs. I was saying goodbye because he knew that going
away with you meant that I wouldn’t be coming back home. That’s
probably when you saw us.”

Alex couldn’t say anything to that.

“You never told me that was why you left. It was all so sudden,”
Charlie said. “I didn’t even know you had seen me. You didn’t trust
me enough? Was that it? Were you spying on me?”

Charlie was slipping away from him. He could feel it. “No,
Charlie. You left your house keys at my flat and I drove over to
give them to you when I realised. I saw you with him and thought
you were torn between the two of us. I didn’t want you to regret
going away with me because that, I couldn’t live with. I was
confused. I didn’t want to hear you say that you were going to pick
him. That you were going away with him and I would never see you
again. That I would never kiss you again. It was too much so I
thought it would be better if you were, well, free.”

“You never had any reason to be jealous of Chris,” she said.
“Ever. And all this time you thought I had cheated on you. That I
was even able to cheat on you with how my heart always ached for
you. That hurts, Alex.” He could feel her closing herself away
again. “I love Chris as a brother. Not as a soul mate. Not in the
way I loved you.” Charlie took a couple of steps away from him and
Alex started to panic with the way she had used the past tense.

“No, don’t go,” Alex said. He walked towards her and wrapped his
arms around her. She closed her eyes for a second before
straightening up. “When will I see you again?”

She shook her head, sending her hair flying. Alex put his hand
on her hair and slowly moved his hand down her back. Alex felt time
stop as she pulled away from him. “I need to think about it. I
don’t know. Let me ask you something.” Alex nodded. “Could you have
cheated on me?” Alex didn’t speak because they both knew the
answer.

“Wait!” Alex grabbed her arm and pulled her towards him. He
kissed her very softly. She responded almost immediately. After a
long minute she broke apart from him.

“I’m going to go,” she said.

“But I love you,” Alex said without thinking.

“I know you do,” she said. “But I need to think and it doesn’t
really change anything. You probably won’t see me for a while.” Her
eyes were watering as she said this. Alex grabbed her hand quite
tightly.

“Let me go Alex,” she said calmly.

“I will when you say it,” he said.

“Don’t do this. This wasn’t what I came here for. I wanted to
know why. I didn’t come here to get you back,” she said. “My life
is going down its own route now. It isn’t tied with yours anymore.”
And that stung, even though it was true.

“Say it.”

She looked directly into his eyes knowing what he wanted from
her. “I love you. But I’m still leaving.” Charlie raced to the door
and she didn’t look back.

That was the last time Alex had seen her. He had never thought
of looking for her until last week. And now he desperately wanted
to find her and he couldn’t. He needed her and if he ever found
her, this time he wasn’t going to let her go. Not now he knew what
life was without her.










Chapter 15
Chapter Fifteen


 

Alex was now twenty three and he had relived his life with
Charlie on the long train journey. Robyn had finished University
and lived in London. She worked in a huge office block in the city.
Alex wasn’t exactly sure what she did but that wasn’t important. He
had chosen to visit her on a Saturday because she would most likely
be home.

Eventually, bracing himself he was standing outside Robyn’s
flat. He knew that Robyn was in because he could hear her but he
was not looking forward to this conversation. Robyn hated him
because she blamed Alex for the bad things that had happened to
Charlie over the years. Alex knew that she didn’t trust his
judgement after the Chris debacle either. Taking in a deep breath
Alex knocked on the door. He heard someone moving inside and he had
half hoped that no one would be in even though he knew that was
cowardly. Alex heard the door being unlocked and braced himself for
it.

Robyn opened the door and stood in her doorframe glaring at
Alex. She had changed was his first thought. Her hair that mirrored
Charlie’s so well had been dyed almost blonde. Alex felt a pang as
if it was really Charlie in front of him that had changed. Before
Robyn could slam the door shut Alex put his foot in the way. Robyn
didn’t realise this and tried to smash the door. That hurt Alex’s
foot but he didn’t budge.

“I’m not going away Robyn,” he said calmly. “I need to know
where she is and I am not going to stop looking for her.” Robyn
still didn’t say a word. “Come on, let me in. Both people were
glaring at each other neither wanting to be the first one to back
down.

Finally Robyn pushed the door aside and reluctantly let him in.
Alex went through the door into a quite clean and tidy flat. He sat
down without being asked on an empty chair while waiting for Robyn
to calm down a touch.

“What do you want?” she finally asked, sitting down.

“I want to know where Charlie is,” Alex said simply.

“What makes you think I’m going to tell you,” Robyn said.

“I don’t want to make her unhappy,” Alex said. “I… well honestly
I miss her. And I need to talk to her. That’s all I want.”

“You won’t make her happy,” Robyn said with certainty.

“Why?”

“I know, Alex,” she said very smugly.

“What are you talking about?” Alex was getting irritated and he
had promised himself that he wouldn’t do that.

“I know she had an abortion because of you!”

“It wasn’t my fault,” Alex said to Robyn. “She never even told
me until after it was too late.” This was a memory Alex didn’t like
reliving and it was far too easy to see the memory of her face when
she told him she was pregnant.

“She would never have had an abortion if left to her own
devices,” Robyn pressed, convinced she was right. “She did tell you
she was pregnant?”

“Yes she did,” Alex’s voice had gone very quiet. “I didn’t know
she was having an abortion. She told me later. She told me after.”
Alex wasn’t going to tell her the reason why though, that was none
of her business. If Charlie wanted Robyn to know about the rapist,
she would already know so he kept his mouth shut.

“I don’t believe you,” Robyn said.

“Well that isn’t really the issue here is it?” Alex argued. “I
need to find her. Please help me.” Alex sounded desperate even to
his own ears and he hated that but Robyn seemed to be finally
thinking about helping.

“I know how important you were to her even if I don’t like you,”
she said quietly. “I don’t like you but she works at Jones
Photographers in Newcastle. This is the number.” Robyn went to her
address book and ruffled through the pages until she had the
number. She copied it out and gave it to Alex.

“Now, get out of my flat. And never turn up in my life again.”
Robyn looked like she was deadly serious. Alex hurriedly left. He
had a number for where she worked. He could be very close to
hearing her voice again. The thought was a sustaining one and it
calmed him down on his way back to Waterloo station. He had known
that it wasn’t going to be a pleasant experience and he wanted to
forget it as soon as possible.




Alex opened his mobile phone and dialled the number waiting for
it to click through.

“Good Afternoon, Jones Photographers, how may I help you,” a
male voice said.

“Yes, hello. My name is Alex Blake. Can I speak to Charlie Kelly
please?”

“Yeah sure, hold on a minute,” the voice said. Alex could hear
muffled sounds in the background but nothing specific. She was so
close to him.

“I’m sorry, she’s not available at the moment,” the voice said.
“Can I take a message?”

“Um. No thank you. No message.” Alex shut his phone. Charlie
definitely worked there otherwise the guy would have said that he
didn’t know who Charlie was. It was also very unlikely it was a
different Charlie Kelly. So either she was genuinely busy and
couldn’t get to the phone or else she had heard it was Alex and had
chosen to ignore him. Neither option made Alex feel any
better.




John put the telephone back on the receiver and looked around
the photography studio. Charlie had had her long black hair cut
off. It was now in a crop style and at the moment she was adjusting
the focus on a camera and trying to get a wailing two year old
child to smile which wasn’t proving easy. When she had finally
managed it and said goodbye to the group of customers she asked
John who was on the phone earlier.

“Oh, I don’t know,” John said. “He didn’t leave a name. He said
he would call later.” At that moment the phone rang again and
Charlie reached for it. John was hoping he wouldn’t get caught out
in the lie he had just told. He was relieved when Charlie started
flicking through the diary.

“Is the thirteenth a good day for you?” she asked. John watched
as she took details for the appointment. He had been in love with
her since he set eyes on her two months ago. He knew that she had
someone in her past because she had spoken to him about it in vague
terms. When she was in thought he could also see that something
haunted her in her eyes. She didn’t know that he watched her that
carefully and he was sure that Charlie didn’t know how he felt
towards her.

“Okay we’ll see you then. Bye.” Charlie put the phone down and
looked at John. “Anything wrong?” she asked.

“No,” he said smiling. He felt slightly uneasy.




Alex called the photographers phone number again the next day.
John answered again.

“Is Charlie Kelly there?” Alex asked.

“No she’s not. She has gone out for lunch, can I take a
message?”

“Yes,” Alex said immediately. He had thought about this
overnight and he had decided exactly what he would say. “Can you
tell her that Alex called and that he misses her and he really
wants to talk to her.” There was a pause on the phone.

“Yeah, I’ll tell her.”

“Thank you,” Alex said.




A few hours later Alex’s mobile phone rung. He glanced at the
number and noticed that it was the Jones photography. He hurried to
answer the phone.

“Charlie!?”

“Um no. I gave her your message but she doesn’t want to talk to
you.” He sounded very uncomfortable. “I tried to get her to call
you but she just didn’t want to.” Alex didn’t say anything.

“I’m sorry.” He really did sound apologetic.

“That’s okay. It’s not your fault. What’s your name by the
way?”

“John Turner,” he said.

“Thanks anyway.” So that’s it then Alex thought. She didn’t want
to talk to him. At the end of the day he had always believed that
if he could just speak to her everything would be alright. They
would be together and it would be like it was again. It was over.
He had never felt so desolate.




“Right. That’s me done,” Charlie said grabbing her jacket. “I am
going home to put my feet up and I don’t intend on moving all
weekend. I’m going to open a bottle of wine and watch all the
rubbish reality TV that I can get my hands on. The X factor,
Strictly come dancing, you name it.” She caught sight of John’s
face and stopped her monologue.

“What is it?” John moved very fast and tried to kiss her.
Charlie backed away quickly.

“Don’t do that, John!” she said loudly. John now felt terribly
guilty and it showed.

“What is it?” Charlie repeated in a harsher tone.

“You’re going to hate me when I tell you,” John said.

“Just spit it out,” she said and grabbed a chair to sit
down.

“Someone called Alex called looking for you.” The look on
Charlie’s face when he said that simple sentence made him feel a
lot worse.

“What did he want? What did you tell him? Did he want to speak
to me? Where was he? How is he?” She spoke so fast the words were
tripping over each other.

“Slow down. He said that he missed you and wanted to speak to
you. I told him that… That you didn’t want to speak to him.”

“What!” Charlie jumped up from her chair. “Why on earth would
you do that? What the hell is wrong with you?!”

  “I’m in love with you,” he said simply.

“Oh.” Charlie paused. “I’m going to go.”

“Please don’t leave like this,” John said. “I don’t want you to
go.”

“I’m going to meet Alex. I can’t believe you did this to me.”
Charlie was speaking calmly even though her insides were writhing.
“I’m sorry John but I quit.” Before he could say anything to that
she left and shut the door quietly behind her. He had well and
truly blown it.




Charlie sped faster than was wise in her small car to get to
Dorchester. She would have to drive for the majority of the night
but she wasn’t going to slow down. Being so close to hearing his
voice put everything into perspective. She needed him. To hear his
voice again was one of the best things she could imagine at the
moment. In retrospect when she had heard that he was looking for
her, she had always assumed he would find her and now she realised
subconsciously she had been looking forward to it. She needed him
in her life.

When John told her he had ruined his attempt at contacting her,
her illusions fell crashing down. She was going to get there. She
had to. Charlie hoped she wouldn’t be pulled over for speeding but
she didn’t slow down.




Alex went for a drive. She didn’t want to speak to him. There
was nothing that he could do. Alex needed to clear his head. He
couldn’t spend the rest of the night staring at the wall of
photographs. He drove until he had no idea where he was. He turned
the engine off and let the silence swallow him.

The next morning when he woke up, Alex thought he was calm
enough to go home. He had a vague idea where he was in the cold
light of day and he went home. He was only about thirty minutes
away from his flat even though it had taken him hours to get there
the previous night. He must have got there in a very round about
way.

Later he parked outside his flat and went upstairs thinking hard
about how empty his life had now become. He always believed that
there was going to be hope for him and Charlie. Now it had simply
gone out.

He went up the stairs to his flat trying hard not to think about
her and failing miserably. Alex unlocked the door and stared at the
inside of his flat. Charlie was staring back at him. Without
thinking about it he crossed the room and wrapped his arms around
her tightly. After a moment he let her go as quickly as he had
grasped her and ran his hands over her face, tracing every inch of
her skin.

“John never told me that you called,” Charlie explained quickly.
“I didn’t know.” Suddenly all the emotion was building inside her
and she couldn’t stop the tears from overflowing. Alex’s eyes kept
going over her again and again as if to make sure that she was
real. She was wearing a white vest top and jeans. Her hair had been
completely cut off and it made her look older. She was slightly
thinner than the last time he had seen her and more beautiful than
ever.

“Please tell me you aren’t going to leave me to go and pursue
photography again,” he asked trying to keep from begging her.

“I quit,” she answered. “I realised as soon as John told me that
he lied to you that I never should have left you that day two years
ago. When you told me what you thought had happened between me and
Chris. And I also knew that I never stopped loving you.”

Alex had no words left and instead kissed her lightly. It
immediately turned into a much more passionate kiss and neither of
them could let go of the other. When Charlie finally broke apart to
get some air back into her lungs Alex was smiling.

“I’ve missed that,” he said as if to himself. He ran a hand
through her shorter hair. It felt so different it was hard to take
in. “It took so much to find you,” he said. Charlie looked
confused

“What are you talking about?” she asked. “Go on Google and type
in Charlie Kelly.”

“What?” Alex had no idea what she was talking about.

“I’ve become quite a successful photographer and I’d be more than
slightly surprised if nothing pops up about me on a Google search.
Did you not know that?”

“No,” he said. “That would have made life much easier. I visited
your mother called your old address in Cornwall and visited your
sister Robyn before I could get someone to tell me where you were
and I called the studio.”

“Oh Alex,” she said trying not to cry. She leant her face on his
chest and Alex breathed in her half forgotten scent. It brought
some wonderful memories back to him.

“I love you,” he said.

“I love you too,” she replied. Neither of them knew how long
they stayed there with their arms around each other but nothing had
ever felt so right for both of them. At some point Charlie gave an
involuntary yawn. Alex glanced at his watch. It was eleven thirty
in the morning.

“How come you’re so tired?” he asked.

“I was exhausted yesterday afternoon at work and I drove most of
the night to get here from Newcastle. I’m shattered,” she said
honestly.

“Go to sleep,” he said quietly. Alex led the way to the only bed
in the flat and Charlie looked longingly at it. “I’ll still be here
when you wake up,” he promised.

“Okay.” Charlie curled up on the bed and in thirty seconds she
was asleep. Alex felt complete with her there. After watching her
until he had had his fill he grabbed his laptop and powered it up.
When it was ready to go he powered up the internet and went to
Google. He typed Charlie Kelly photo into the search engine and
pressed enter.

It suggested him going on image search so Alex followed the
link. Hundreds of results came up. There were fabulous images. When
he had spent a long time looking at these he went to wikipedia and
typed the same thing. An article came up about her professional
life. It was quite stunning what she had managed to achieve in
their six years since school. She was only twenty four and there
were so many good things associated with her name.

Something jumped out at him on the screen. “…including the
photographic images used on Beyonce’s third solo album.” Not a bad
connection to have made then!

Alex saw Charlie stirring and went into the tiny kitchen, making
beans on toast for two. He knew that she would wake up soon. When
the microwave pinged Charlie had come into the kitchen looking much
more well rested.

“Hi,” she said and kissed him. “Oh toast, great I’m starving,”
she added. They ate their lunch quickly. When they had finished
Alex brought up the subject of what he had found out.

“So, Beyonce’s album art?” he asked.

“You’ve looked me up on the internet,” she said, half flattered.
“Was I interesting?”

“You’re always interesting,” he said pushing that aside for the
moment. “Did you really do Beyonce’s pictures?”

Charlie nodded. “She was a bit of a diva but she was okay. I got
the job by accident really. At the studio’s I worked at one of the
photographers couldn’t be found. Eventually someone called in and
said he had actually died but Beyonce wasn’t going to rearrange her
schedule for something as minor as a death.” Charlie raised her
eyebrows and Alex could almost feel himself falling for her all
over again. “They needed a decent quick replacement without
upsetting anyone from Beyonce’s crew and representation. I sort of
fell into it really. I was the only one who was free”

“Only you, Charlie, could fall into photographing Beyonce,” he
said simply.

“You’re probably right,” she said grinning. “Anyway I’m going
back to bed.”

“You’ve just woken up,” he said slightly disappointed.

“Yeah, well I wasn’t planning on sleeping,” she said blushing
slightly. “Do you want to join me?” Alex didn’t need asking twice.
Both of them had huge grins on their faces as Charlie swung the
bedroom door shut behind them.

 













Chapter 16
Epilogue


 

Charlie and Alex stayed closed away from the world for at least
a week. The day soon came when they needed to get back to their
lives. Charlie never went back to work for John but she did keep in
contact with him. In time she realised that he had never meant to
hurt her.

Charlie started her own photography business based in Dorset and
she was very successful. She loved her work and she did it for many
years.

Alex quit his job at his father’s company and joined Charlie. At
first they travelled around the world together, Charlie taking
photos to sell at a later date while Alex enjoyed the change of
scenery. They had many enjoyable trips to far flung places around
the world.




It was the day before they were due to fly back to England from
Australia. They had one more day of holiday and both of them wanted
to relax without anything to do. Charlie wanted to see Ayres rock
one more time so they were both standing at a distance from the
huge red object. Charlie reached for her camera out of long
habit.

“You promised you wouldn’t take any more pictures on holiday,”
Alex gently reminded her. Charlie changed the angle of the camera
and focused it at Alex. She took a picture of him and poked her
tongue out playfully.

“Right I’m confiscating your camera,” he said decisively and
tried to grab it off of her. Charlie squealed and they fought over
it. When Charlie had finally got it back Alex said, “well at least
let me see what pictures you’ve taken.”

“Fine,” she said. Charlie got the large digital screen up and
scrolled through the pictures quite fast. “Hang on a minute,” she
said going back through the images. “There’s something wrong here.”
She stopped when she came to the offending image. It had a black
backdrop and there was of a small open box with a diamond ring
inside it. Charlie was confused and turned around to look at Alex
when she realised that he wasn’t standing behind her anymore. He
was on one knee and he was holding the same small box.

“Will you marry me?” Alex said smiling. Charlie was completely
stunned. She didn’t say anything and took the box slowly. The ring
was gorgeous. She put it on her finger straight away and let it
catch the light, trying to blink away the tears.

“Yes, of course I will,” she said beaming. Alex leapt at her and
kissed her passionately. On the aeroplane back home both of them
were still smiling massively and Charlie couldn’t let go of Alex‘s
hand. They were looking forward to the rest of their lives
together.



THE END










Chapter 17
Author's Note




Authors note: The places mentioned in this novel are all real
places. Lyme Regis was my local town with the harbour and beach.
The cobb wall is real and has been there since the 1300s and
probably before. Woodroffe school is the place I went to school for
seven years. The ball described happens exactly like that every
February without fail. Not everyone looks as good as Charlie did
though! Charmouth is where my part time job was, when I was in
school. Axminster, where Charlie catches the train which takes her
to London is our only local train station. Dorchester, where Alex
worked is my local big town, forty minutes away from me. This was
the world I grew up in and I had a fabulous time here! It made my
life what it is today. It made me see the magic and wonder of the
world for much longer than most children. The story is fictional
but I hope that it caught just a little bit of the magic and
splendour that can be found in the southwest of England, this
wonderful part of the world. The places here have one word to
describe them. For me, its simple. Home.



If you have any opinions, comments, criticisms or want to talk to
me about anything, email me at hannah_337@hotmail.com or
louisa_rowe@hotmail.co.uk, either is good. I reply to every one
sent, and thank you so much for reading my fiction. LR xxx
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