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    I hold it true, whate’er befall;


    I feel it, when I sorrow most;


    ‘Tis better to have loved and lost


    Than never to have loved at all.


    


    Alfred Lord Tennyson


    


    


    i carry your heart with me (i carry it in


    my heart) i am never without it (anywhere


    i go you go, my dear; and whatever is done


    by only me is your doing, my darling)


    i fear


    no fate (for you are my fate, my sweet) i want


    no world (for beautiful you are my world, my true)


    and it’s you are whatever a moon has always meant


    and whatever a sun will always sing is you


    


    here is the deepest secret nobody knows


    (here is the root of the root and the bud of the bud


    and the sky of the sky of a tree called life; which grows


    higher than soul can hope or mind can hide)


    and this is the wonder that’s keeping the stars apart


    


    i carry your heart (i carry it in my heart)


    


    e.e. cummings


    


    

  


  
    29th February


    


    The 29th of February, the day I was born.


    When I wake up on this day, I’m in a different city, with a different life and no memory of the lives I had before this one. Today is the tenth time this has happened to me. The tenth time I’ve had to figure out where the hell I am. The tenth time I’ve had to try and work out who the hell I am. This is the tenth alteration of the person I am. Each of us has had different lives, different backgrounds and different families. But there’s always been one constant.


    Him.


    He’s the reason I keep doing this. He’s the reason I spend four years searching. If I’m lucky, I’ll get the trigger and find him quickly and we can spend those four years together before I disappear again. If I’m not, we might get a year, a month, or even just a day. Once we got nothing, but that was a choice.


    And every time it happens, he patiently waits for me. He says that every time I come back to him, it’s like falling in love with me all over again. I say that every time I come back, I fall even more in love with him than before.


    It scares me that one day I won't be able to find him at all, because when that day comes, I'm not sure I'll want to keep going. He is my strength, my protector, my one and only constant.


    I love him.


    He loves me.


    But every four years, I lose myself.


    And every four years, I have to find him.


    This is our story.


    

  


  
    29th February 1980


    Four years old


    


    The sun shines into my room and today I turn four years old.


    


    This is the first time I have woken up and remembered my name.


    Eva.


    Well, Evie sounds better right now.


    


    “Hi,” the boy says to me.


    “Hello,” I answer back.


    “What’s your name?”


    I push up on my toes as I get to say it out loud for the first time. “Evie Roberts.”


    The boy looks back at me, but he doesn’t move. Even though I’m on my toes, he’s still taller than me. He looks strong and fierce, but I’m not afraid of him. He looks like he could protect me and for some reason, right now, he’s acting like he would.


    “Hi, Evie Roberts,” he says and straightaway, I like the way my name sounds when he says it. It sounds better than when I say it; even though today is the first time either of us is saying it.


    “Who are you?” I ask him.


    “Ben,” he answers. “Ben Foster.”


    “Hi, Ben Foster,” I say, smiling at him. He has nice eyes, this boy.


    He smiles back at me and somehow, something changes. A memory returns, or forms, I don’t quite know yet.


    Well, this is interesting.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    15th September 1981


    Five years old


    


    “Want me to walk you to school?” Ben Foster says to me as I walk out of the front door and find him waiting on the path in front of my house.


    “How do you know we go to the same school?” I ask him, fiddling with my new school bag.


    Ben smiles at me and I like it, it’s like warm sunshine. “My mum told me you were starting there today. I’ll walk you.”


    “My mum’s going to,” I say, jumping down the front steps as our front door re-opens and my mum, a woman who once upon a time I didn’t recognise, walks out.


    “Oh, hi, Ben,” she says to him.


    “Hi, Mrs Roberts,” Ben answers back and I wonder if he finds her as nice as I do.


    “Are you on your way to school?” my mum asks Ben.


    Ben smiles at her and she smiles back. I watch them both.


    “Yep, I am. I thought I’d walk Evie, if that’s okay?”


    My mum is still smiling and I can’t help but wonder what she’s thinking. “How old are you, Ben?” she asks him.


    I’ve been wanting to know that too. I figured he was older than me, not just because he’s taller. All boys are taller; it’s just how it works. But more because of the way he acts. He’s confident, sure, and he knows his way around the neighbourhood.


    When I first met him, he took me around our street. Not far, just up and down it, but he pointed out every single one of our neighbours. Told me something about each of them, who to avoid, who had the scary dog, who would give you a sweets at Halloween. He knew them all and they all knew him.


    “I’m six, I’ll be seven in November, Mrs Roberts,” he says. “I’m nearly two years older than Evie.”


    I can’t help but smile.


    My mum can’t either and I’m pretty sure, like me, she’s completely fallen under Ben’s spell now. It’s really not surprising; Ben Foster is kinda magical like that.


    I glance at her, standing on the front step, looking first at Ben and then at our school, which is only at the end of the street. You can see it from our house. Even my mum doesn’t need to walk me; she could stand at the front door and watch me the whole way, from our gate to the school gate. But I get the feeling she’s doing this for Ben. She’s acting as though this is a big deal when really, it isn’t. But she’s doing this because Ben is. Because Ben’s acting like it’s the most important thing he’s ever going to do.


    When I turn to look at him, I can see the serious look on his face. I have to bite my lip to stop myself from laughing now. When I turn to face my mum again, I see she’s trying to do the same thing. It makes me love her.


    “And you’ll keep an eye on her?” my mum asks, trying not to laugh. She’s acting like a kid now and it’s funny. “Because Evie’s only five, she’s a lot younger than you.”


    I’m not really, I want to say, but I don’t because Ben doesn’t give me a chance.


    “I promise to look after her,” he suddenly says with the utmost sincerity.


    “You swear?” my mum asks and she’s not even bothering to hide her laughter now.


    But I’m not smiling anymore, because Ben is looking right at me now. He’s looking at me as he says his next words and even though they are meant for my mum, I feel like he’s speaking directly to me. Only to me.


    “I promise I will always look after her.”


    And somehow, I know he always will.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    12th August 1982


    Six years old


    


    “Evie, what’s wrong?”


    I’m sitting under the tree in our front yard on the verge of crying. It’s stupid and I know it, but I can’t help it.


    “Evie?” he says, his voice quiet as he sits down beside me.


    I know who it is before I even look up. And when I finally do, I can see the worry on his face. I try smiling at him, but I don’t know if it works.


    “My cat,” I eventually say, and even I can hear how pathetic I sound.


    “Your cat?” Ben asks.


    I nod, the tears starting to fall now. I duck my head, embarrassed, but Ben reaches out with his hand and tilts my face up so he can look at me. His face is blurry but I can still see his concern. With his fingers under my chin, he gently brushes my first tears away with his thumb. It makes my cheeks warm.


    “My cat,” I confirm, swallowing hard.


    “What about him?” Ben asks. “Is he lost?” I shake my head. I know exactly where he is; I just can’t get to him. “Not lost,” Ben says. “So what’s wrong?”


    I feel stupid for saying it, but I do anyway. “He’s stuck up the tree,” I say, my fingers pointing to the branches above me. “And he won’t come down.”


    My cat meows right on cue, as if to let me know, just in case there was some confusion over where he was exactly.


    “Oh, I see,” Ben says, smiling now.


    Then he tucks some of my hair behind my ear before standing up. I watch as he smiles at me again and rolls up his sleeves. Then he glances up the tree, as if he’s working out the best way to do this. He looks very determined and it’s kinda cute, if I was noticing that. Ben glances back at me, flashes me another smile and gives me a wink that makes my heart flutter and then he’s off. He leverages his foot into the trunk near where I’m sitting and pulls himself up.


    “What are you doing?” I ask, standing up as he starts climbing the tree as though he does it every day. I wipe my butt with my hands, brushing away the dirt.


    Ben pauses, both his feet off the ground now, his hands clinging to branches high above. “I’m getting your cat, Evie,” he says, laughter in his voice as he starts climbing again.


    I can’t help but smile now, because somehow, I know he will.


    

  


  
    



    


    28th February 1984


    Seven years old


    


    “Happy birthday, Evie,” Ben says, handing me a small box wrapped in silver paper. This is the first party I’ve ever had for my birthday.


    I smile as I take it from his hands and gently shake it to see if I can work out what’s inside. “Thank you, Ben,” I say.


    Ben smiles back at me and for just a second, it feels like no one else exists as we stand smiling at each other at my front door. But then my mum ushers Ben inside and we join everyone else.


    “You’re the only boy,” I tell him, putting his present with the others. It’s the smallest one here, but I know that doesn’t mean anything. “I hope you don’t mind,” I say.


    Ben is still smiling at me and I don’t quite know what that means. “No, I don’t mind, Evie,” he says to me. “I’m here for you anyway.”


    


    Ben flops down beside me in the snow. It’s been falling heavily for several hours now and it’s already quite thick. We are making snow angels in my front yard. All of my other friends have gone home, but not Ben. He’s still here; he’s been here all day. I don’t ever want him to leave.


    “What do you think you’ll get for your birthday tomorrow, Evie?” he asks me. It was only when I was opening my birthday presents that Ben found out today isn’t actually my real birthday.


    A new life.


    The thought flashes quickly through my head, but I don’t know what it means or where it comes from, so I ignore it. Instead I answer, “I don’t know,” as I flap my arms and legs to make the angel.


    “I’ve got something else for you,” Ben says, moving his arms and legs at the same time.


    “You already gave me a present,” I tell him, smiling as my hand goes to the necklace I’m now wearing. When I opened Ben’s present earlier today, hidden inside the box was a beautiful silver necklace, a tiny silver ‘e’ hanging from the chain. It couldn’t be more perfect.


    “I know,” Ben says. “But I decided you should get another one for tomorrow. For your real birthday.”


    “You did?” I ask, wondering how he’s possibly gotten me something else when he’s only just found out that tomorrow is the day I was really born.


    “Yeah,” he says, rolling onto his side so he’s looking down at me. “I did.”


    “You don’t need to give me anything else,” I tell him, sitting up. My butt feels wet and I know I should go inside and get dry, but for some reason I don’t want to leave Ben.


    Something feels funny today, kind of off. I’m not quite sure how to describe it or even when I really noticed it, but it feels weird. It’s like when I’m watching a scary TV show and I know something really bad is coming. I want to turn away, but as nervous as I am, I can’t, and the only thing to do is to keep watching and wait for it to happen.


    I think I first noticed it when I was blowing out the candles on my cake. Ben was standing behind all of my friends, watching me, and when he smiled at me and took a step closer, it hit me. After that, when I started paying more attention, I noticed it more. How it got stronger as the day went on, but how it feels strongest of all when I’m around Ben. It almost feels like this is the last time I’m going to see him, as though after today, I’ll somehow lose him.


    The scary part is, I don’t know how to stop it. I don’t know how to stop myself from feeling this way. I don’t want to lose him; he’s my friend. And I have no idea how I am supposed to find him again if I do. I don’t know what any of this means.


    “I know, but I want to,” he says, sitting up beside me. “And hey, it’s kinda lucky you get to be born on this day, isn’t it?” Ben is playing with the snow, and I imagine his butt is wet just like mine. I’m guessing his hands must be freezing too, because he isn’t wearing any gloves.


    “Lucky, why do you say that?” I ask.


    Ben stops and turns to face me. “Because you get to be born on a day that’s special. A day that doesn’t come around very often,” he says, his face serious. “Your birthday, Evie, has it’s very own time.”


    Right as Ben says those words, something happens. I’m no longer feeling cold, or distracted by this feeling, or scared of losing him. If anything, I’m feeling the complete opposite, as though this is something I should be paying attention to.


    I can see my breath, which is puffs of white air between us, but I can’t feel anything. Either my butt and my whole body are completely numb or Ben has made me forget about everything. Everything. Except for his words.


    “It’s extra time that no one else gets,” he says quietly. “And I think that’s pretty special.”


    I swallow, not sure what to say. “You do?” I stupidly ask.


    “Yep,” Ben says smiling as he suddenly dumps a huge snowball on my head.


    I squeal, the moment broken as I grab at the snow beneath my hands and try to fling as much of it as I can at Ben, who is now up and running towards the neighbour’s house. “Ben, come back here,” I yell, pushing wet strands of hair from my face.


    “You’ll have to catch me first, Evie Roberts,” he says, laughing as he keeps running.


    I get up and start running after him, knowing he’s not going that fast because that would be unfair. He’s letting me catch up with him even though I’m holding a snowball of my own now.


    “Come on, Evie,” he says laughing as he turns to face me, jogging backwards at the same time. “You gonna let me get away?”


    No, I’m not.


    I’m getting closer and as I watch him laughing at me, I pull back my arm, ready to launch my snowball right at his head. Just as I let go of it, watch as it arcs perfectly through the air in Ben’s direction, Ben hits the hedge that separates my front yard from the neighbour’s yard. Because he’s running backwards, he doesn’t see it and when it hits the back of his legs, Ben falls back over it, my snowball still flying towards him and going over the hedge too.


    I stop running, my breath heaving in great white puffs as I see Ben’s body falling over the hedge. Then, there’s nothing but silence. Scared, I run towards him, calling out his name as I hope that he’s not hurt.


    When I reach the hedge, I see Ben lying on the other side, flat on his back in the snow. His legs are still tangled in the bushes and he’s laughing so hard his body is shaking and he isn’t making any sound. My snowball has landed a direct hit, right on his head and his hair is now filled with snow. He must be soaking wet.


    “Are you alright?” I ask, climbing over the hedge to see if he is.


    He’s still laughing as he reaches out his arm. “Help me up, Evie,” he says, his words tangled in laughter.


    I grab his hand and try to pull him up but Ben suddenly yanks me towards him and I fall forward, landing half on Ben and half in the snow, my face on his chest.


    “Ben!” I squeal as my entire body falls against him. Now I’m soaking wet.


    “That’s for not warning me about the hedge,” Ben says, rubbing another snowball into my hair for extra payback.


    “Hey!” I say trying to get away as Ben wraps his arm around me, holding me against him. I immediately still, for some reason no longer wanting to move. “That’s not fair,” I say, trying at the same time, to scoop up some more snow.


    “Yes it is, Evie,” Ben says. “I look like an idiot!” I start laughing as I picture Ben falling backwards over the hedge again. It was pretty funny. “See, and you’re still laughing at me!” he says, trying to tickle me, but not having much luck because of my thick coat.


    “So are you,” I say squirming.


    “It was pretty funny,” Ben says, as he suddenly stops and pulls me tighter against him.


    “It was,” I agree. “Are you really okay though?”


    Ben laughs again. “I’m okay, Evie, but just for that you’re not getting your extra birthday present until tomorrow now.”


    “What?” I ask, my fist lightly hitting Ben in the chest. “That’s not fair!”


    Ben grabs my hand and holds it in his ungloved one. “Yes, it is,” he says. “And besides, tomorrow is your real birthday, so tomorrow is when you’ll get your real present.”


    A heavy feeling sinks over me as Ben says these words. That noise, or distraction, or whatever it was, is suddenly back and I have a very bad feeling that tomorrow, I’m not going to see Ben. But I can’t explain it and as I’m about to ask Ben why I can’t just have this extra present now, I feel his cold lips against my forehead, silencing me.


    “Happy birthday, Evie,” he says, his voice barely a whisper in the darkening afternoon. “We should spend all your birthdays together like this.”


    My eyes close as I hope more than anything that we do. It’s the only thing I want for my birthday from now on.


    “Evie?” I suddenly hear my mum call. “It’s late, sweetie, time to come inside.”


    Ben and I are still lying in the snow. I am completely wet now and I should be freezing, but lying here with Ben, I feel nothing but warm.


    “Evie?” comes her voice again.


    “I guess I should go,” I say reluctantly. That feeling grows stronger and it takes everything I have in me just to pull myself from Ben’s arms and stand up. “I’m coming, Mum,” I shout, waving at her from the other side of the hedge. She waves back at me and then goes back inside the house. Turning to Ben, I hold my hand out to help him up. This time he gets up, even though a part of me wishes he’d pull me back into his arms again.


    “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow?” he asks, brushing the snow from his jeans.


    The feeling curls through me and it’s impossible to ignore now. It makes me feel sick. “What if you don’t?” I suddenly blurt out.


    Ben looks at me with a puzzled expression on his face. “What do you mean?” he asks. “Of course I’ll see you tomorrow, Evie, we have school, remember?”


    I swallow, the unknown fear I’ve been carrying all day now forming a lump in my throat. I feel like I might cry because somewhere, deep down, I have a really bad feeling that tomorrow, I won’t get to see Ben at all.


    “Evie?” he asks, stepping closer.


    “What if tomorrow I’m gone?” I whisper. “And you can’t find me?”


    “What do you mean?” he asks. “Where would you go?”


    “I don’t know,” I whisper, not understanding the words coming out of my mouth.


    Ben smiles. “Well, if you do, then I’ll just find you, Evie,” he says as though it really is that simple.


    Will you?


    Ben’s still staring at me and I’m not sure if my words have scared him like they’re scaring me. “What’s going on, Evie?” he eventually asks, his brow scrunching. “Is this all to get your real birthday present now instead of tomorrow?”


    I blink. Yes, no, I don’t know. I lick my lips, which are freezing cold and probably turning blue. Ben’s eyes widen and I find myself nodding. The whispered, “Yes,” that I don’t even realise I’m saying.


    The word hangs between us for a second, then Ben smiles, takes another step closer and says, “Okay then,” before he leans in and softly kisses me.


    And suddenly, everything else just disappears.


    

  


  
    29th February 1984


    Eight years old


    


    The sun shines into my room and today I turn eight years old.


    


    My eyes snap open with an urgency I don’t understand. I sit bolt upright in bed¸ quickly scanning the room before I turn and look out the window. This doesn’t feel right. This isn’t where I fell asleep last night.


    Is it?


    “Evie, honey. It’s time to get up,” comes a voice I don’t recognise through the half open door.


    I turn towards it, to the footsteps I now hear heading towards me, loud taps on wooden floors. A woman walks into my room, smiling at me as she goes to open the blinds, only to find they are already open. Shaking her head as if she’s confused, she turns and leans in to kiss my cheek. I don’t move. Something about this feels strange, different, but I’m not quite sure how.


    “Come on, sweetie, you’ll be late for school,” she says, holding my dressing gown out to me now.


    “Who are you?” The words are out of my mouth without me even realising, even though a part of me knows exactly who she is.


    The woman laughs, before sitting down on the edge of the bed. She brushes the hair from my face and then takes my hand in both of hers. “Evie, what kind of question is that, sweetie. I’m your mum, who else would I be?”


    I shrug, not really understanding why I even asked that question. I knew that’s what the answer would be.


    “Are you feeling alright?” she asks and I can see the concern on her face as she places a hand on my forehead, checking my temperature.


    Even though I’m not really sure what’s going on here, strangely enough, I’m not actually scared. Something feels like it’s missing, but at the same time, it also feels okay, like this is where I’m meant to be.


    “Evie?” this woman asks.


    “Yeah,” I eventually answer. “I’m okay…Mum.”


    She smiles at me now before pressing a kiss to my forehead. “Well happy birthday, sweetie, are you going to come down and have breakfast? I’ve made your favourite.”


    I smile at her, wondering if my favourite is what I think it is. “Sure,” I say. “I’ll be right down.”


    Mum tilts her head at me, studying me as though she’s the one who’s walked into the wrong room and found the wrong daughter. “Are you sure you’re alright, Evie?”


    I nod, smiling wider now as I try and convince her I am, even though I have no idea why this all feels so strange and unfamiliar. “Yep, I’m sure.”


    “Okay, well happy birthday, sweetheart,” she says, standing. “Hurry downstairs, you’ve got school today.”


    I nod and Mum finally leaves my bedroom. As soon as she’s gone, I leap out of bed and walk to the mirror that hangs over the dresser. As I stare at the face looking back at me, I realise I look like me. Well, how I think I look anyway.


    Leaning in, I can see that my eyes seem slightly different though. Last night I’m sure they were a deep, dark brown, but today, they’re flecked with green. I like it though. The rest of me, my black hair, my freckles, my pale skin, it all looks the same. Well, when I turn around, I notice my hair seems longer, a lot longer actually, but I like that too.


    “Evie, come on,” my mum calls out.


    “Well, let’s go and find out what this is all about,” I say to my reflection as I pull on my dressing gown. Then I walk out of the bedroom I don’t remember and into a house I don’t know, to meet a family I don’t really recognise.


    “Here she is!” a man, who I’m know must be my dad, says.


    I smile at him because he looks warm and very friendly. He stands from his seat at the breakfast bar and wraps me in a huge bear hug. “Happy birthday, Evie girl,” he says, ruffling my hair as he pulls back.


    “Thanks, Dad,” I say, trying it out as I smile up at him.


    “Presents or breakfast first?” he asks, guiding me to a seat at the counter.


    “Umm, breakfast,” I say, more interested in finding out if my favourite breakfast is still my favourite breakfast. I don’t feel like I have changed, so I’m thinking not. But then my house, my bedroom, and my parents seem to have changed. I mean, nothing about this place or this family feels familiar, so who knows.


    “Here we go, birthday girl,” my mum says, placing a plate in front of me.


    I smile with relief when I see the french toast sitting on a pile of baked beans. Still my favourite. “Thank you,” I say, smiling at both of my parents, who are still smiling at me.


    To them, this and apparently me, is all very normal.


    Breakfast passes without too much weirdness, despite the fact that these two people feel like relative strangers to me. I don’t understand what’s going on, but they are very nice to me and it seems like I am happy here. I also discover I have a baby sister, who is only nine months old and spends most of the morning sitting in her high chair smiling at me. I don’t remember having a sister last night or for the last eight years and it’s weird to have one now, although not necessarily in a bad way.


    “Okay, time for presents, then it’s off to school,” my mum says stacking the plates in the sink.


    “Here we go, birthday girl,” my dad says, placing three wrapped boxes on the kitchen bench in front of me.


    I stare at them, not quite sure what to do. There’s something familiar about the smallest box.


    Don’t you want to open them?” he asks.


    I turn and see him smiling down at me and I nod, reaching for the parcel in the middle. When I rip off the paper, I see a Walkman inside and I can’t help the squeal of excitement I let out. The largest box contains clothes including a new jacket, which I decide I will wear to school today. Finally, I reach for the smallest box, which is wrapped in silver paper. My stomach flips a little as I try to imagine what’s inside. I pick it up and gently shake it to try and work it out. For some reason, something about this box, this package, feels very familiar.


    “Do you want to save it for after school,” my mum asks as if sensing my hesitation. “Have a present to come home to?”


    I glance up at her and see it’s okay if I do, so I nod, not quite sure why I’m not ready to open it yet.


    “That’s fine, Evie. But let’s go and get ready for school, okay? You’re going to be late, sweetie.”


    “Okay,” I say, jumping off my stool and heading towards the stairs, the unwrapped present still in my hand. Just as I reach the foot of them, I turn and take in the sight of what is apparently my family now. “Mum, Dad,” I say. They both turn to face me, smiles on their faces as they wait for me to speak. “Thank you,” I say, smiling back.


    My dad’s smile gets bigger as he says, “Of course, Evie, no need to thank us, sweetie.”


    I nod before heading back up the stairs to get ready for school.


    Still, as I climb the stairs, I have the strangest sensation.


    Almost like something is missing.


    Something very important.


    Something that might be related to what’s in this tiny silver-wrapped box.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    24th July 1985


    Nine years old


    


    We’re getting new neighbours. I’ve been sitting here at my window watching the removalists unpack all morning. I have no idea who they are, but it looks like a family. There are bikes and a swing set, even a dog kennel for the backyard. I hope it’s someone my age.


    “Evie, sweetie, time for lunch,” I hear my mum call up the stairs.


    I’m used to her now. It’s been over a year since I woke up feeling like something was different; that my life wasn’t quite as I remembered it to be. Even though I don’t fully understand what happened and I couldn’t tell you exactly what had changed, I’m okay with it now. It doesn’t matter anyway, because my parents are nice, so is my baby sister, even if she doesn’t do anything more than cry and sleep. And more importantly, they act like nothing is wrong, as though this is where I am supposed to be, so why should I feel any different.


    “Coming,” I call out, dragging myself away from the window. Maybe they’ll be here by the time I finish lunch.


    I head downstairs and find my mum and sister in the kitchen already. It’s summer break and school is finished. I’ve been home for just over a week and it’s safe to say I’m bored.


    “Did you see the new neighbours?” Mum asks, knowing I’ve been staring out the window all morning.


    “Not yet,” I say, sitting up at the breakfast bar as she puts a sandwich and some crisps in front of me.


    “I’m sure they’ll be here soon,” she says, smiling as she takes a seat next to my sister’s highchair. “Maybe you’ll make friends with them,” she suggests. “So you don’t have to spend all of your holidays day-dreaming out your window.”


    I shrug. I’m hoping for the exact same thing. It’s true, that for the last week I’ve been cooped up inside, staring out the window as though I’m waiting for something to happen. I have no idea what it is I’m waiting for, only that I am.


    It’s almost like the feeling I had back on the morning of my eighth birthday, when I first woke up in this place, continues to stay with me. Only now, it’s getting stronger and stronger. It’s virtually impossible to ignore and the only way I can describe it is that it feels like there is something out there, something important, that I’m supposed to find.


    Maybe today’s the day that will happen.


    “Perhaps you can go outside after lunch, Evie,” Mum suggests now. “Get some fresh air for a change.”


    “What?” I ask, my sandwich halfway to my mouth as I glance up at her.


    Mum smiles at me as she says, “Go outside sweetie, meet the new neighbours, have some fun.”


    I know what she’s really saying. Go and make friends. I don’t really have a lot of friends at school, but that’s not entirely my fault. Showing up the morning of my eighth birthday was hard. I didn’t really feel like I knew anyone, yet everyone else already knew each other. Some people acted like they knew me too, and I guess I had some friends, but it was all so overwhelming trying to make sense of who everyone was, of how I fit into it all.


    I longed for something, or someone, who was familiar. The problem was, I couldn’t remember what familiar was. I couldn’t remember anyone that I’d known before I woke up in this house a year and a half ago.


    I kept all of this to myself, not wanting to risk exposing who I was or what had happened to me. I couldn’t answer it, so how could anyone else. It was easier to just act like this was my life and where I was supposed to be. But to do that meant I would often spend my lunch breaks in the library, getting lost in books. After school and weekends were spent in my room, daydreaming of my own stories, of memories that seemed to float just below the surface, but always out of reach.


    But Mum was right; I did want friends. I wanted what I saw in the playground at school. The knowledge that someone was looking forward to seeing me, was waiting for me, expected me to show up each day. I wanted someone to notice when I didn’t.


    “Okay,” I say, finishing off my sandwich. I watch as Mum smiles at me as I take my plate to the sink. Picking up the bag of crisps and a glass of water, I head out the front to sit on the step and watch my new neighbours move in next door.


    I can see from the back of the removal truck that they’re nearly done. There’s still no sign of the family who’s moving in here and I wonder how they know where to put everything. Just as I’m thinking this, a car pulls into the drive, a man and two kids inside. I watch as they all hop out, the voices of a boy and girl arguing in that playful way I’ve seen between brothers and sisters at school. I can’t see what they look like yet; the trees in the front yard are blocking them.


    “Rachel, stop,” a boy’s voice says and I can’t help but smile, thinking at least one of them is a girl. Maybe she’ll be my age.


    “Hurry up,” the girl called Rachel says as she comes skipping down the path to the front door.


    The boy follows after her. I turn to look at him at the exact same time as he turns to look at me. We both freeze, our eyes wide as we take each other in.


    “Evie?” he says at the same time as I open my mouth and say, “Ben?”


    I don’t know how much time passes or whether it just stops completely. But it doesn’t matter, because right in that very second, I work it all out.


    With just one look, one word spoken, I am hit with a flood of memories so powerful, I almost gasp for air. Suddenly, the very second our eyes meet, I remember. I remember everything.


    Ben.


    There’s Ben Foster.


    And with the memory of him, comes the memory of so many things. Memories of things I didn’t even realise I’d forgotten.


    Memories of a life when I was called Evie Roberts.


    Memories of a life when a young boy called Ben Foster promised to look after me as he walked me to school.


    Memories of a life with a boy called Ben Foster who rescued my cat, Mr Kitty, from the tree.


    And memories a life where a boy called Ben Foster gave me my first kiss.


    How has this happened?


    “Evie?” he says again as he walks towards me now. “Is that really you?”


    I haven’t moved from the step, but I’m nodding at Ben, trying to tell him that yes, it is me. Although it felt like everything changed a year and a half ago, I never thought I changed. I thought I was the same person. I mean I looked the same as I remembered; I just seemed to live somewhere else, with people and a home I didn’t recognise. But underneath it all, I always knew I was me, I always knew I was still just Evie. But, I’ve never had anyone to ask, so I couldn’t ever be entirely sure. But now Ben is here and he knows exactly who I am. And now, so do I.


    “You remember me?” I ask, when he’s only two steps away from me.


    Ben stops. “Of course I remember you, where have you been, Evie?” he asks.


    He remembers me. Somehow, this boy called Ben Foster, remembers me. Did he suddenly get all of his memories back, just like I did? Or did he never forget me in the first place?


    “Have you remembered me all this time?” I ask.


    Ben shakes his head at me, but it’s not in denial, it’s more in confusion, as though he can’t understand what’s happening. “Of course I have,” he says, crouching down in front of me. “How could I possibly forget you, Evie?” he says as though it’s all so obvious. “You’re the one who suddenly just disappeared overnight. What happened?”


    I’m staring at this boy who hasn’t forgotten me. At this boy who not only remembers me, but who noticed that I went missing. I shrug. “I don’t know, we moved,” I say, even though this isn’t entirely true.


    Ben smiles now. “So did we,” he says, gesturing to his new house. “Isn’t it lucky that we ended up moving next door?”


    I smile at him as I say, “Yeah, really lucky.”


    

  


  
    



    


    12th April 1986


    Ten years old


    


    The first ping hits my window before I even open my eyes. I smile, knowing who it is. I sit up in bed and pull the blinds open. Looking across the gap between our two houses, I see the boy standing in the window opposite, facing me. He’s smiling. I wave at Ben and watch as he gestures for me to open my window.


    “Hi, Evie,” he says.


    “Hi, Ben,”


    “Want to come over?” he asks.


    I nod yes and quickly jump out of bed, scrambling around my room as I try to get dressed. As soon as I’m done, I run downstairs, waving to my mum in the kitchen, before opening the front door. Ben’s waiting for me on the front path.


    “Hey, Evie Roberts,” he says, a big smile on his face.


    I stop, my heart lurching at the memory now it’s there. “Actually, it’s Evie Sutherland now,” I tell him, shrugging as though it’s no big deal.


    “It is?” Ben asks, his head tilting in confusion. I’m not sure what I’m going to say when he asks me why. Even I don’t know the answer to that. “Huh,” is all he says, and I can tell he’s thinking, trying to decide if this is important. “Well, you’ll always just be Evie to me,” he says, surprising me.


    I’ll always just be Evie to him.


    I smile. “And you’ll always be Ben to me.”


    Ben smiles back at me. “Good,” he says. “Now, let’s go.”


    And just like that, it’s done.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    28th February 1988


    Eleven years old


    


    I can’t sleep.


    I’ve been lying here staring at the ceiling ever since I went to bed two hours ago. I don’t want to fall asleep because I’m afraid of what’s going to happen. I think I’m going to disappear again. Now that I can remember what happened last time, I know what to look for and I can feel it.


    The strange, sinking emptiness I had on the afternoon before my real eighth birthday is back. That feeling of losing something, that connection I seem to have to Ben, it’s all back again. It’s stronger than before and it’s taking everything I have in me just to stay in my room and not go to him.


    It’s too late now and I’ve run out of time to explain it to him anyway.


    We saw each other today, but nothing was said. I wanted to, really wanted to tell him about tonight, about what I knew deep down was going to happen. But I couldn’t, because I was too afraid and I didn’t want him to think I was weird, or crazy, or someone he should stay away from.


    I just wish I could find a way to let him know that tomorrow when he wakes up and I’m no longer here, that I haven’t really left him. That my disappearing isn’t by choice and I will do everything I can to find him again. Although I have no idea how that’s going to happen, especially now I know that come tomorrow, I won’t even remember him.


    I didn’t even realise that’s what had happened until I found him again two years ago. Didn’t even realise that I’d forgotten the person who is my best friend. How is it possible that all of those memories are here, but buried so deep inside me, that I can’t even find them?


    And they were all there; they were just waiting to be found. Waiting until I’d found Ben. Because when I find Ben, he somehow unlocks them. It’s like he is the key to all of my memories and I have no idea how or why, but most of all, I have no idea what’s going to happen next time.


    What happens if I don’t find him again?


    Tap.


    Am I stuck not remembering?


    Tap.


    Will he somehow find me?


    Tap.


    What if we never find each other?


    Tap, tap.


    I sit up in bed, listening for the sound.


    Tap.


    And then I smile because I know what it is, who it is. Sliding down my bed, I put my face to the window; the blinds already open, just as Ben throws another tiny rock from his bedroom window.


    I hold up my hand and wave to him, watch as he smiles and waves back at me. Then he closes his window and holds up a piece of paper for me. I squint in the light cast by a street lamp to see what’s written in large black writing.


    Don’t open the window, it’s freezing!


    I smile; giving him the thumbs up before I run to my desk, grab a stack of paper and my own marker so I can write back to him.


    What are you doing awake? I ask him.


    Ben smiles as he reads my note before turning to write his answer. Can’t sleep. You?


    Same. I write back, knowing it’s more than that.


    I watch as Ben smiles at me before leaning down to write. Sure? He says. Maybe you’re just excited for tomorrow?


    I shake my head at him, knowing it’s actually the complete opposite. I know what tomorrow’s going to bring, and although it will be my birthday, it won’t include Ben. I don’t write anything back to him though because I don’t want to say the words. Ben watches me for a few minutes as if he’s trying to work out what I’m thinking. I want to open the window and scream it all out to him. Scream everything that’s about to happen to me into the cold night air. But I don’t.


    Ben smiles at me again and then goes back to writing something. I wait for him to finish and when he holds it up, I can’t help but smile. You want your real birthday present, don’t you?


    My eyes drift from the paper he’s holding, up to his face. He’s smiling at me and I’m pretty sure I’m smiling at him too. I remember the last real birthday present he gave me. It’s been sitting there, at the back of my mind, ever since all of my memories of him came back.


    A kiss.


    I’ve been waiting for another one ever since, daring myself to give him one. I wish I could, but a part of me has been too scared, which is stupid, because it’s Ben we’re talking about here.


    Ben tilts his head at me now, and I realise he’s still waiting for my answer. I nod at him, giving him another thumbs up just in case he can’t see me. Ben smiles again and turns away to write something. When he holds it up to me, suddenly all of the air in my lungs comes rushing out. I feel my heart stop, right inside my chest, and it’s like everything around us has stopped moving.


    It’s as though he’s somehow frozen time again.


    I look at the words, stare at them as they are pressed against the glass of his window. Big, bold, black letters that aren’t afraid, or scared, or worried. They’re asking me a question.


    Will you be my girlfriend?


    And now they’re waiting for my answer. I know what my answer is; I just have to find the perfect way to tell him, especially tonight. I want him to know that there is only one answer to this question and it will always be the same answer, even when I’m not here tomorrow, or the next day or the day after that.


    The answer will remain the same for as long as it takes me to find him again. And then some.


    I look up at Ben’s face. He’s not smiling anymore; he’s simply watching me and waiting. I need to give him my answer and just as I’m about to write the word for him, I hear it.


    Beep. Beep. Beep.


    The stupid alarm I set on my watch, warning me of what was going to happen tonight. Like I could possibly forget.


    I feel a lump in my throat and I automatically hold up my hand, my fingers pressing against the glass, wanting Ben to stop and wait, to freeze time for me again. To give me just a second or two more so I can do this. I turn towards my watch, sitting on the table beside my bed, begging it to stop, begging it to rewind. But it doesn’t and as I turn back to Ben, the beeps continue, reminding me that time isn’t stopping tonight, it’s running out.


    He’s still waiting for my answer and as I start to nod at him, as I mouth the word, I accidentally blink.


    And when my eyes open, Ben is gone.


    And I have no idea whether he knows I said yes.


    

  


  
    29th February 1988


    Twelve years old


    


    The sun shines into my room and today I turn twelve years old.


    


    I open my eyes as the word, “Yes,” falls from my lips. Why am I saying yes? As I stare up at the ceiling, I feel like something has changed. This place feels different, but I don’t know how or why. The remnants of a dream, a question, linger in my subconscious and I wonder if that’s why I was saying yes.


    But what was the question?


    I reach out and switch off the alarm, which is beeping beside my bed in reminder of something that feels like more than just a wake-up call. When I do, I’m left with silence. There are no noises from the rest of the house and when I glance over, I can see my bedroom door is open.


    I throw back the covers and climb out of bed, walking towards the mirror that hangs over my desk in the corner of the room. The first thing that seems strange is my hair. It’s short, shorter than I thought it was going to be. It’s still dark though, but today it’s cut into a bob, which barely touches my shoulders. I have to admit, it’s cute and I sort of like it.


    I lean in and examine my eyes. They aren’t brown like I thought they’d be either, not even close. I’d like to call them hazel, but even that doesn’t fit. Because they aren’t a mix of brown and green, they are both. Green around the edges and brown in the middle and it’s amazingly distinct.


    I blink once and they stay the same. The rest of me looks as I remember, or at least as I think I do. But I’m still not sure. When I stop and try to remember what I looked like yesterday, nothing comes to me.


    Shrugging at my reflection, I turn and pull a jumper on over my pajamas, before venturing out of my room to find out what else feels different.


    The house is two-story and when I walk out of my bedroom door, I’m met with more silence. There are no sounds of parents, no brothers or sisters, just complete and utter silence. I look to the left and see an open door, leading to what looks like the master bedroom. The bed is made and no one seems to be there. To my right, I see a room that’s been made up like a study and then another room, the bathroom. Again, they are both empty. I walk slowly down the stairs and find myself almost immediately in the front living room, which is empty. I turn and walk down the hall where I pass a small bathroom, a dining room, and finally, a kitchen, all of which are empty.


    The entire house and even the backyard, which I can now see out the kitchen window, are empty. And none of it feels familiar.


    Just as I’m about to walk around the house again, I hear a clicking sound. Before I have time to wonder what it is, a small black and white dog comes bounding into the kitchen; its paws up on my knees as it tries desperately to leap into my arms.


    “Hey, mister,” I say, reaching down to pat him. He’s wearing a collar and on it hangs a nametag with Paws engraved on it.


    That’s seriously my dog’s name?


    “Where is everyone?” I ask, pushing him off me as I look around the kitchen for something to eat. The note is sitting by the kettle, alongside an empty mug with a tea bag already in it. There are two slices of bread waiting in the toaster and I flick on the kettle as I pick up the sheet of paper.


    Morning Evie, I hope you slept well. Dad has a work dinner tonight, so he won’t be home. I should be in around 7pm and will bring some take-away home with me. Happy birthday…have a good day at school. Love Mum x


    “Huh,” I say to the empty house. “Guess this means I’m on my own.”


    And for some strange reason, that I don’t yet understand, I feel more than just on my own.


    I feel alone.


    


    I eventually find my way around the house, discover the school uniform that’s hanging in my wardrobe and make my way to school. Thankfully the address of my school is stamped into the front page of what I’ve discovered are my library books, because I can’t for the life of me remember where it is.


    When I get to school, no one stops me to say hello or ask how I am. I don’t recognise anyone and instead, I make my way to the library where the librarian instantly greets me.


    “Morning, Evie, you’re in early today?” she says.


    “Yeah,” I answer, having no clue what my normal routine is. I wish I could explain why I’ve woken up feeling like this, not remembering or recognising anything. But I can’t. So I return the library books that I somehow know I have finished and head over to browse the shelves for something new to read.


    “Hey, Evie, happy birthday,” a girl my age says, pulling me into a hug.


    “Thanks,” I reply, as I stand frozen in her arms.


    She pulls back, smiling at me as though this is all very normal. I’m guessing we know each other, that maybe we’re friends. “You okay?” she asks. “You look a little weird.”


    I shake my head and try smiling at her. “No, I’m fine,” I say. “Just half asleep.”


    Only it’s more than that. I’m not just half asleep, I feel like I’m trapped in a dream. A dream that I can’t understand, a dream that I don’t even know the start, the middle or the end of.


    “Come on,” she says, dragging me between the stacks to the back of the library. “I’ve got something for you.”


    She pulls me down to the floor and digs around in her school bag before pulling out a small box, wrapped in silver paper. My heart skips a beat at the sight of it, but I don’t know why.


    “Happy birthday, Evie,” she says, handing it to me.


    My hands are shaking as I take it from her. There’s a small card on the front where she’s written the same words, only they have love Jane after them. At least I know her name now.


    “Open it,” Jane says, smiling as I look up at her.


    “Thank you,” I answer as my shaking fingers pull off the ribbon and the paper. Inside is a small box and as I lift the lid, I get a glimpse of silver, making my heart pound even more. But, it’s not what I was expecting, or expected. It’s a necklace, but it’s different to what I thought it would be. The pendant is a heart that’s broken in half, the words best friends engraved across both halves.


    “See, one half is for you,” Jane says. “And one half is for me. Pretty cool, huh.”


    I glance up and see her smiling face. She looks so happy and nice, so excited by her gift. And as I hand one half of the necklace to her, I smile back, grateful that she is my friend.


    But as I watch her put the necklace on, I can’t help but feel a little sad too. Because somewhere, deep down, I know that Jane isn’t my best friend, and that really the person who is, whoever they are, already owns the other half of my heart. My whole heart actually.


    I just wish I knew who it was.


    And how I could find them.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    15th May 1989


    Thirteen years old


    


    “Come on, Evie,” my mum says. “Stop dragging your feet, sweetheart, I won’t be long.”


    We’re at Tesco’s buying some groceries for the dinner party my mum is throwing tonight. It’s been just over a year since I woke up not understanding where I was and for the most part, it’s been okay. My family is nice, even if we don’t spend a lot of time together. Today’s shopping trip is what usually classifies as family time, but for the most part, I’m okay with that.


    “Do me a favour,” Mum says, turning to face me. “How about you go and get these things, and I’ll go and get the rest. Meet me at the check-outs in ten minutes and we’ll be done, okay?”


    I look up at her, knowing she means well. She knows I don’t really want to be here, that I’m only doing it because I know it’s the only way we can spend time together. And I do want to spend time with her; I just want it to be doing something fun. Not grocery shopping.


    “Evie?” she asks.


    “Okay,” I say, looking down at my feet.


    I feel an arm wrap around my shoulder and I look up surprised. Mum is standing beside me, smiling. But it’s a sad smile and I immediately feel bad, knowing that it’s not her fault that she and Dad work such long hours. “Come on,” she says squeezing my shoulder. “Let’s get this done and then we’ll go and grab a hot chocolate together, sound good?”


    I nod, taking the list of things she’s holding for me and wander off to the dairy aisle. I’m searching the fridge section trying to find the items she’s asked for. I picked up a basket on the way, which is now slung over my arm and I’m not really paying attention to where I’m going. That’s when I slam into a hard body.


    I look up.


    I blink in surprise.


    And then my heart stops.


    “Evie?” is all he says.


    And with that one word, a million memories all come rushing back as I stare at the boy, who is almost a man, standing in front of me. He’s wearing a Tesco’s shirt, as though he works here, and I can’t stop staring at him.


    “Evie?” he repeats and I can’t say anything, can only nod.


    Ben takes one step towards me and pulls me into a hug, crushing me against his chest as we stand in the dairy aisle of my local Tesco’s. He’s still taller than me, but he’s bigger in other ways now.


    “I can’t believe you’re back,” he says. “Why didn’t you call me, where have you been, Evie? Where did you go?”


    I pull back realising he has no idea what happened to me. I didn’t get the chance to tell him that last day we were together because I was too scared. And then I ran out of time.


    Oh no.


    Time.


    The beeping of my watch.


    Standing at the window trying to answer Ben’s question.


    He saw; he saw everything that happened that night. Oh god, I disappeared right in front of him.


    I swallow as I look up at him. Ben lets go of me, as if he remembers he’s at work and hugging customers is not exactly the right thing to do.


    “Evie?” he repeats and I realise I still haven’t answered him.


    “Um,” I say, sounding like a complete idiot. Why am I so nervous? This is Ben. The boy who walked me to school, the boy who promised to look after me, and the boy who rescued my cat. But he’s also the boy who kissed me and the boy who asked me to be his girlfriend.


    And that makes me very nervous. Because now I’ve remembered everything, I wonder if Ben remembers everything too? Does he remember the last thing he asked me before I disappeared? He saw me disappear…oh god.


    I take a deep breath as I finally meet his eyes. “Hi, Ben,” I say, trying to make my voice sound normal.


    Ben’s mouth lifts in a half smile as he answers, “Hey, Evie.”


    We stand staring at each other and I can’t help but feel like time is running out again. I need to meet my mum, I need to get the things she’s asked me to get and go and find my mum.


    “I, um…so…” I don’t know what to say, how to even start explaining this.


    “Where have you been?” Ben asks. It’s the most obvious question, but it’s also the one I don’t know how to answer. “Where did you go that night, Evie?”


    “Evie?” I hear my mum say and as much as I want to stay, I know I need to go. I look up at Ben. “What time do you finish work?” I quickly ask, not wanting this to be over yet.


    “What?”


    “Work,” I repeat. “What time do you finish? I can meet you somewhere, anywhere. I’ll explain everything, I promise.” My words are a rush, all the things I wanted to say two years ago, on the verge of spilling out of me now. Suddenly, I need him to understand, to know what happened. Suddenly, I just want to tell Ben everything.


    Ben stares at me. “I finish at four,” he says. “I can meet you wherever.”


    I’m calculating the best place between my house and Tesco’s. “How about the park over on Finbury Road?” I ask him. “I can meet you there at four?”


    Ben’s nodding at me before I’ve even finished my sentence. “Promise,” he says as I take a step backwards. “Promise me you’ll be there, that you won’t disappear.”


    I nod at him. “I promise,” I say, just as my mum says, “Oh, there you are, come on sweetie, we need to go.”


    I watch as Ben looks up at my mum. The shock is obvious, his eyes wide, his mouth slightly open. He turns back to me and I’m begging him not to ask the question, not here where she might hear him.


    “Your mum,” he whispers. “She’s…?”


    I nod, raising a finger to my lips to silence him. “I know,” I whisper back. “I’ll explain,” I add on and then I quickly turn and walk towards my mum, knowing I haven’t found a single thing that she’s asked me to get.


    But I have found what I’ve been missing all this time.


    


    I get to the park at three-thirty, not wanting to risk missing Ben. I couldn’t bear it if he thought I’d disappeared on him again. I’m lucky I’ve found him so quickly and I can’t believe after all this time that he’s been so close. I remember where his house is now; can remember where I used to live and the family I used to have before this one. I wonder what happened to that house and to those people. I wonder what happened when they woke up and I was no longer sleeping in my bed.


    I climb up onto the monkey bars and wait. The sun is shining and it’s still warm. Just after four, I see Ben walking towards the park. He’s carrying a backpack and he has a jumper tied around his waist. I can’t stop the smile as I watch him walking towards me. He’s so grown up now.


    Ben doesn’t say anything as he climbs up and sits beside me. I watch as he opens his bag, pulling out two bottles of coke and two chocolate bars. He hands one of each to me and we both sit in silence as we eat our snack. He’s close enough that I can feel the warmth of his body, but not close enough that we are touching.


    It’s funny, but it feels weird to be with him again. It’s a good weird though, because now that I remember him, I can remember all of the things I like about him. I remember that Ben is my best friend and that he’s been my best friend in my other lives too. I can’t believe I could ever forget this.


    But, for the first time since I’ve known Ben, I’m feeling a little strange about being around him again. Watching him walk towards me, having him sit so close to me now, the memory of his hug in the supermarket. It’s making my chest tighten and my heart beat a little faster than usual. I don’t understand it. I don’t get what’s going on here.


    “What happened that night, Evie?” Ben eventually asks me, his legs swinging beneath him.


    I’m staring at his feet wondering how I’m supposed to answer that question. He saw for himself what happened, I disappeared. I don’t know how much more information I can give him, because I don’t really know much more either. I still haven’t worked out why this happens to me.


    Ben is still waiting for my answer, so I take a deep breath and just say the most obvious thing I can. “I disappeared.”


    “Yeah, I know that, silly,” he says, his foot gently kicking mine. “I saw it happen, remember?”


    “You did,” I repeat, wondering how the hell he can be so calm about it all. I mean I disappeared.


    “You were watching me that night, Evie. You know I saw it happen.”


    Only now though. Only now that I’ve remembered he exists at all do I remember all of the things that came before. “Yeah, about that,” I say, finally looking up at him.


    “What?” Ben asks, his eyes meeting mine. He looks completely serious, as though he really wants to know what happened to me and doesn’t find any of this strange. I’m not quite sure how it is we are having a conversation about me disappearing right in front of him without one of us freaking out.


    “I don’t remember,” I tell him quietly.


    “What do you mean?” His voice is soft, as though he doesn’t want to scare me.


    I take a deep breath as I try to put my confusion into words. “I disappeared,” I repeat. “But when I disappear, I wake up in a different life and I don’t remember anything that came before it,” I say, my eyes back to staring at our feet. “I just know that it’s somehow different to the life I had before, but that’s all.”


    “Wait, hang on,” he says. “When you disappear and wake up somewhere else, you don’t remember where you were the night before?”


    I shake my head even though I’m not looking at him. “No, I don’t remember anything from before,” I tell him, wondering if he’s going to ask the obvious question next.


    I feel Ben’s fingers as they gently touch mine and when I look at our hands, which are side by side on the bench between us, I can see his little finger is wrapped around mine. “But you remember me,” he says quietly. “Both times it’s happened, you remember me as soon as you see me.”


    I exhale loudly. Ben’s smart, of course he’s going to ask the right questions. And he’s almost right. “I do remember you,” I tell him, still staring at our feet. “But I don’t as well.”


    “I don’t get it,” he says. “What do you mean, you don’t as well?”


    I lift my eyes to his, wishing I could explain this in a way that makes sense. “When I go, Ben, I don’t remember anything. I don’t remember my previous life or any of the things about it. I wake up the next day, knowing something is different, that this isn’t the life I had the day before, but I don’t remember how or why.” I stop and take another deep breath before I continue. This is the weirdest part because it’s the part that really doesn’t make any sense. “And I don’t remember you at all,” I say quietly.


    “But when you see me, you do,” Ben says, sounding even more confused. “You remember me straightaway. I saw it happen today, Evie. I saw it happen last time when we moved next door to you, that’s what happened back then, isn’t it?”


    “Yeah, I know. When I see you, I do remember you,” I tell him, ignoring the last part of what he said.


    “But what, you don’t remember me until you see me?”


    “Right,” I say, nodding at him.


    “Huh,” Ben says, staring down at our joined hands again. “So does anything else happen when you see me?” he asks, surprising me. It’s not the question I expected him to ask.


    “Yeah,” I say quietly, my heart pounding so loudly in my chest, I wonder if he can hear it too. “When I do finally see you and remember you, everything else comes back as well. All of the things I’ve forgotten, all of the things that came before, they all suddenly come flooding back. You…” I say, ducking my head now so he can’t see my face. “You make me remember everything, Ben.”


    I feel like my cheeks have turned bright red. I don’t even know why I’m embarrassed by the fact that I’ve just told Ben he is the key to unlocking my memories. It’s the truth and even though I can’t explain it, I can’t change it either.


    Ben doesn’t say anything for ages and eventually, I have to look at him. When I do, I find him staring at me with the strangest expression on his face. He’s confused, but there’s a bigger part of him that’s intrigued and there’s a tiny smile on his face too, almost as though he’s happy.


    “So I make you remember everything?” he finally says.


    I nod, unable to take my eyes off him. “You do.”


    He smiles at my answer. “But if you can’t remember me to begin with, how do you remember me when you see me then?” he asks.


    I shrug, even though I know exactly how. I’m not embarrassed anymore. Ben is being surprisingly cool about the whole thing and I know he would never make fun of me about this. He might tease me from time to time, but it’s not to be mean. Ben just isn’t like that. And right now, he’s genuinely interested in trying to work this all out.


    “I don’t really know,” I eventually say. “When you moved next door to me and I heard your voice for the first time, it sounded familiar, but I still didn’t remember. Then as soon as I saw you, I did. Same as today. As soon as I see you, it all comes back. Everything I’ve forgotten, suddenly comes back,” I say, my voice a whisper. “And it’s all because of you.”


    Ben says nothing, just stares at me as though he’s trying to make sense of it all. “I wonder if it’s only seeing me,” he eventually says. “I mean hearing my voice didn’t make you remember, right?”


    “No,” I tell him. “It was familiar, but it didn’t make me remember you. I guess if I’d listened for longer, maybe it would, but who knows. What else could make me remember do you think?”


    Ben shrugs. “Dunno, what if you heard my name or something?”


    Now it’s my turn to shrug. “I don’t know.”


    Ben smiles at me. “Well maybe we’ll find that out next time,” he says and I still can’t believe he’s being so cool about all of this.


    “Maybe,” I say, hoping there isn’t going to be a next time. “But you do know that I’d try and find you though, don’t you?”


    “What do you mean?” Ben asks.


    “I mean if I remembered,” I say, staring up at him. “It’s not like I want to forget you, Ben.”


    Ben stares back at me. “I should hope not, Evie,” he says, a cheeky grin lighting up his face. “Because I never forget you.”


    I’ve suddenly lost my voice. I don’t know what’s going on here, why things suddenly feel so… different between us. What’s happened this time around to make everything so different?


    “It’s pretty weird, huh?” I finally say, kicking Ben’s foot in a desperate attempt to lighten the mood, push away this new thing between us. I watch as Ben lightly kicks mine back before hooking our ankles together, so are feet are joined. It makes my pounding heart skip a beat and when I look up at his face, I see Ben is staring at our still joined hands.


    I watch him, try to work out what he’s thinking. Just as I’m about to ask, he finally looks up at me and whispers, “I think it’s pretty cool actually.”


    And suddenly, my heart isn’t just beating hard inside my chest, now there are butterflies dancing in my stomach too.


    What is he doing to me?


    And how is he so okay with all of this?


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    3rd March 1990


    Fourteen years old


    


    “So do you know what happened to your other parents?” Ben asks as we walk towards the park together. We’ve been hanging out every day since we found each other again. Without even discussing it, we meet up after school during the weekdays and on the weekends, after Ben finishes work. It just happens naturally and neither of us questions it. Somehow in amongst it all, Ben has become my best friend…again.


    His family has welcomed me back with open arms too, which has been amazing. There’s been a catch though, because it’s come with a million questions that I’ve had to come up with answers for. Most of the time, I wing it, Ben occasionally coming up with an answer to save my butt. It’s not great, but we’ve managed. We’ve at least avoided it at my house because Ben’s never been over to meet my new family. They’re hardly ever home anyway, so there’s not much point and it’s just easier this way.


    Plus I love Ben’s family. Now I remember them, I remember how much I’ve missed them.


    “Nope,” I say, kicking a stone so it skips down the road in front of us.


    “Don’t you want to know?” he asks, glancing at me.


    I shrug. “I don’t know…” I say.


    “Well I did,” he says, surprising me as he kicks the stone, which we’ve now caught up to. “I went over there after you’d gone, you know.”


    “You did?” I ask, stopping in my tracks.


    Ben smiles as he grabs my arm and pulls me to keep walking. My skin tingles from his touch. “I did,” he says, kicking the stone again. “I had to do something, had to find out what the hell had happened to you.”


    “And?” I ask, curious. I’ve never known what’s happened to the family I leave behind. I’ve wondered if they’ve forgotten about me just as I’ve forgotten about them. Or are they left to wonder where I’ve gone, just like Ben has.


    “And someone who wasn’t your mum answered the door,” he says, his hand brushing against mine and sending shivers up my arm.


    “What do you mean?” I ask, my fingers tingling. “They’d gone too?”


    “Yeah,” Ben says, glancing down at me. “They’d gone, you’d gone, it was like none of you had ever existed.”


    “Weird,” I whisper, not sure what to make of this.


    “I know,” he says. “But then when I saw you with your mum that day, she was completely different to your old mum…”


    “Yeah,” I say, knowing now that she’s actually my fourth mum.


    “You know what that means?” he says.


    “What?” I ask, glancing up at him.


    Ben looks down at me, smiling. “It means that your other families must completely disappear, Evie. But you,” he says, nudging me with his shoulder. “You get to stay. You just move somewhere else and I have to find you again.”


    The way he says this to me, I have to look away.


    Look away before I say or do something stupid. All of these little things that weren’t there between us before, but are now, are making me confused. The touches, the tiny little glances, the smiles. I like how they all make me feel, even if I don’t know what to make of any it. While Ben’s always been my friend, my best friend, he’s never been like this. And the only way I can describe it, can make sense of it is, in this life, Ben Foster has somehow found a way to get under my skin.


    “Maybe they disappear for good,” I say trying to distract myself from the way he’s making me feel.


    “Maybe,” he says. “I mean that would be my guess.”


    “Yeah,” I say as we reach the park and automatically head towards our spot on the monkey bars.


    “I’m glad you don’t disappear for good though,” Ben says, as we settle on the bench at the top and he hands me the chocolate bar and coke he always brings me from work.


    “You are?” I ask, surprised.


    Ben nudges my shoulder again and I have to grip the bar this time to stop my body from sliding off. “Of course I am, Evie,” he says, laughing at me. “You’re my best friend.”


    “You’re mine too, Ben,” I say, smiling up at him.


    Ben stares at me, the smile still on his face and his blue eyes alive as he asks, “You really remember everything from before?”


    All of the air disappears from my lungs. Is Ben really asking what I think he’s asking, the question he asked me three years ago.


    I nod. “Everything,” I say.


    Ben smiles as he looks down at me. “Good,” he says, before taking a mouthful of his coke and looking away.


    And I feel myself smile, as I wonder if he realises that I want him to be more than just my best friend too.


    Of course I want more.


    I did answer yes that night.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    2nd April 1991


    Fifteen years old


    


    “Hey,” Ben says as I step outside my front door.


    I stop; surprised he’s here. “Hey,” I say back.


    Ben smiles at me and I get that funny feeling in my stomach again; it’s like butterflies. “What are you doing?” he asks me.


    “Nothing,” I shrug. “Going for a walk,” I glance down at my dog, Paws, who’s sitting at my feet, patiently waiting.


    “Mind if I come along?” Ben asks, rocking on his feet as he waits for my answer.


    “You don’t have to work?” I ask, even though it’s obvious he doesn’t.


    “Day off,” Ben says, still smiling at me. “So, do you mind?”


    I swallow, all of the butterflies speeding up at the way he’s looking at me. “Of course not,” I say smiling as I walk towards him.


    Ben and I set off towards the park, walking in a comfortable silence. Paws trots along in front of us, sniffing at whatever random things he decides are worth smelling. It’s a beautiful spring day, the sun is shining and I’m bathed in a warmth that I haven’t felt in a long time. Beside me, Ben walks with his hands in his pockets, his arm occasionally brushing mine, sending shivers all through me every time it does.


    It’s all still here, these feelings I have whenever I’m around him. It never stops. If anything, it’s only getting stronger now. I wonder if he feels it too. I wonder why he hasn’t asked me that question again.


    “Remember when I rescued your cat?” Ben suddenly says, glancing down at me with a smile on his face.


    I do remember because I remember everything now. I look up and meet his stare and my heart flips in my chest. “Yeah,” I say, smiling back at him. “My saviour.”


    Ben laughs. “Mr Kitty’s saviour, actually,” he says, gently elbowing me. “Such a cute name,” he adds on and I know he’s teasing me. He loves to tease me.


    I laugh, remembering the day I picked his name. I couldn’t decide what to call him and Mr Kitty had seemed like the simplest and most obvious choice. Paws, though, wasn’t chosen by me. That was just the name I found on his collar when I woke up in this life.


    “I’m surprised Paws didn’t just get called Mr Dog or something, Evie,” Ben says, almost laughing at me now.


    “Shut up,” I say, poking him in the ribs.


    “Hey!” he says, his arm reaching out and wrapping around my shoulders, pulling me close to him.


    My heart flips in my chest again.


    I want to make some smartarse comment back to him, but I can’t because I’m suddenly unable to speak. Ben’s arm is a comfortable weight around me, holding me against him and he’s walking along as though this is all completely normal while I’m trying hard not to float away. How does he do this to me?


    “I’m only teasing you, you know,” he eventually says, his fingers squeezing my shoulder and making me lose my breath.


    I look up at him, just as he looks down at me. When our eyes meet, they lock, and in this single moment I feel like I’m somehow looking at my future. I see Ben’s blue eyes widen, ever so slightly. I watch as he licks his bottom lip, as though he’s contemplating something. I feel my breath catch as I wonder if he’s about to kiss me, a memory from seven years ago suddenly flashing before me. I watch as Ben moves ever so slightly closer to me, and I blink, thinking yes, he’s going to. My heart pounds in my chest, wanting him to more than anything.


    Then suddenly, I’m jerked forward as Paws takes off, his unexpected movement pulling the leash from my hand.


    “Shit,” I say, whatever it was between us broken as I turn to run after my dog, who has apparently seen a cat and decided to chase after it. “Paws!” I call out, running down the street. He’s racing after it and all I can see is a flash of ginger and the bundle of black and white that is Paws running after it. He crosses the street and I glance quickly in both directions, making sure there are no cars, before I chase after him. “Paws, come here!”


    I can hear Ben laughing behind me and when I glance backwards, he’s jogging casually towards me, no urgency in his stride.


    “A little help?” I ask now as I run into someone’s front yard, where Paws has the ginger cat barrelled up against the front door. “Paws!” I call to him, grabbing the end of the lead before he can take off again. Yanking on it, I drag my barking and jumping dog back towards the street.


    When I turn around, Ben is standing at the front gate laughing his head off. I stomp towards him, my hand on his chest as I push him out of the way so I can get past. Ben moves to let me, but as I walk past him, I feel his hand grab mine. His grip is tight, his fingers holding on to me as though he’s not letting go.


    I stop and turn back. Our arms are stretched between us, joined only by our hands. Ben’s face is alive with laughter, his eyes sparkling with mischief and humour as he smiles at me.


    “What?” I ask, pissed at Ben because he has just spent the whole time laughing at me, instead of helping me catch my damn dog.


    “This,” is all he says, as he takes two steps towards me, threads the fingers of our joined hands together and kisses me.


    If I thought the butterflies were bad before, they are nothing short of crazy right now. My heart is pounding in my chest, hammering away as though it’s trying to escape and I can’t tell if it’s from running after Paws, from Ben, or both. Paws is still barking at my feet, his eyes on the cat as he jumps up and down, trying to get away again.


    But I’m not noticing any of it, because all I can feel are Ben’s lips, pressed against mine. They are soft and warm and they are kissing me like they mean business. I feel the tip of his tongue as it gently touches my lips and I open them instinctively, letting him in. Ben’s hand lets go of mine, sliding around my waist as he pulls me closer, his other hand sliding into my hair, to the back of my neck. Our bodies are pressed together and my hand reaches up and grabs the front of Ben’s t-shirt, holding him to me. Ben moans when my fingers tighten against his chest and the butterflies in my stomach are all trying to escape now.


    Everything about Ben feels amazing. His lips against mine, his breath in my mouth, his arms wrapped around me. He’s pulling me in, just like he’s always done, but in a way that is so much better than before.


    This is the Ben I want more of. This is the Ben I never want to let go of.


    And all of this is the Ben who is so much better than I ever imagined him to be.


    We finally pull apart, both of us breathing a little heavier. Ben’s eyes, when they gaze down at me, are sparkling with amusement and there’s the tiniest hint of a smile on the mouth I’ve just been kissing.


    “What was that for?” I whisper.


    “That, Evie Smith,” Ben says, his smile bigger now. “Was because I wanted to kiss you.”


    I smile up at him, biting my lip as I ask. “And what if I didn’t want to kiss you?”


    Ben laughs, sending shivers all through me. His fingers tighten around my waist. “Sure seemed like you wanted to kiss me,” he says, one eyebrow raised in suggestion.


    I stare up at him wondering if I make it that obvious or if it’s just because we both want the same thing here. “Is that so?” I ask, subtly pushing up on my toes a little.


    “It is,” Ben says confidently. “I’m pretty sure, not only did you want me to kiss you, Evie, but you wanted to kiss me too. Just as badly,” he says, the fingers of his other hand still holding the back of my neck. “I think you’ve been wanting me to kiss you again for a very long time.”


    I laugh, half at his cockiness, half because he’s absolutely spot-on. It’s actually all I’ve been thinking about for days, weeks, months now. Ever since I remembered the kiss he gave me the day before my eighth birthday, all those years ago.


    These days, I just can’t seem to stop thinking about Ben Foster at all.


    “What do you think, Evie?” he whispers, his eyes still on mine. “Am I right?”


    “I think, Ben,” I say as I tighten my grip on his t-shirt and pull him towards me, no longer afraid of showing him what I want. “That you are absolutely right.”


    “Good answer, Evie,” he says.


    And then I kiss him all over again.


    


    We eventually make it to the park where I let Paws off his lead so Ben can throw the ball I’ve brought along for him. I stand beside him, close but not touching and we watch as Paws runs off to fetch the ball.


    “You know this means you really are my girlfriend now, don’t you?” Ben suddenly says.


    I glance up and see he’s still watching Paws, a smile on his face. “Does it?” I ask.


    Ben leans down to get the ball off the ground that Paws has dropped at his feet. I watch him throw it again before he turns to look at me. “It does.”


    “You still want me to be your girlfriend?” I ask, wondering if he really does remember asking me that question five years ago.


    Ben turns to face me now, his hand sliding to the back of my neck and pulling me into his warmth. I feel a shiver from the touch of his fingers, which runs all the way down my spine. “Didn’t I already ask you that question?” he whispers, his amazing blue eyes staring into mine as I realise he does.


    “A long time ago,” I whisper.


    Ben smiles. “Have you been waiting for me to ask you again, Evie?” I nod, making Ben laugh. “So why didn’t you just ask me?” he asks, his thumb brushing against my skin. “You could’ve asked me, you know.”


    I feel like I’ve lost my voice, that I can’t possibly get any words out when Ben is holding me like this, staring at me like he is. I shrug in response.


    Ben smiles again, tilting his head as he says, “You can ask me anything, Evie, tell me anything. You know that, right?”


    I nod at his words, knowing they are true, especially when he already knows my biggest secret. “Yeah,” I whisper, the word floating between us. “I know I can.”


    “So, how about it then,” he continues, his adorable smile tugging at his mouth. “Will you be my girlfriend?”


    I swallow, wondering how I can possibly say anything other than the truth. I do want to be his girlfriend; I’ve always wanted to be his girlfriend. “Ben…” I whisper, my voice trailing off.


    “What,” he murmurs, his blue eyes holding me in their gaze. He doesn’t understand, doesn’t realise that I’ve already answered him; that I told him the night I disappeared when he first asked me.


    “I answered you that night, you know,” I tell him.


    “I didn’t see it,” Ben says, taking another step closer so we are almost touching. “What was your answer, Evie?”


    I nod, staring up at him. “Yes. My answer was yes, Ben.”


    He smiles at me now, leaning in to press another kiss to my lips. I want to kiss him, but there’s something else I need to clear up first. Something important. I pull back a little and Ben stops.


    “What?” he says. “What’s wrong?”


    I take a deep breath. “Next year,” I say quietly. “It’s a leap year.” I don’t say anymore, wondering if he’ll realise what I mean.


    “You think it’s going to happen again?” he asks, his fingers gently brushing against the skin on the back of my neck. It sends another round of shivers racing down my spine. I nod, unable to get any words out. I don’t care about the leap year anymore; I only care about the now, about Ben touching me like he is. About Ben kissing me again.


    Ben smiles as he reads my mind and leans in to kiss me, his lips barely touching mine as he whispers, “Then if it does, I’ll just wait for you, Evie Smith. I’ll wait for you to find me again.”


    “You will?” I breathe out.


    “I will. And when you do, you’ll still be my girlfriend.”


    “I will,” I breathe out, the words lost between us now as he stares down at me.


    I want to ask him if this is real, if what we’re feeling is real, if his words are real. If he can possibly be real. But I can’t, and then my body is melting into his as Ben’s other arm wraps around my waist and pulls me against him. My hands hold onto the front of his shirt, never wanting to let him go.


    I feel like I’ve finally found something to hang on to.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    28th February 1992


    Fifteen years old


    


    “Think it’s going to happen?” Ben asks, his hand sliding into mine.


    I look up at him sitting beside me on his bed. I’m not supposed to be here, but of course I have to be. How could I be anywhere else tonight?


    I nod, my fingers tightening in his as I say, “Yeah, I do.”


    “Can you feel it?” he asks, sliding closer to me.


    I look down at our joined hands, now resting on Ben’s thigh, which is pressed against mine. Neither of our parents knows I am here. I snuck out about thirty minutes ago when Ben came over and threw rocks at my window again. He told me he didn’t want to miss his last chance to see me tonight. He wanted to be with me when it happened this time, that maybe we could somehow stop it if he was.


    “Maybe if you have something to hang on to, you won’t go,” he’d said, grabbing hold of my hand.


    It had almost made me cry.


    If only he knew that he is the one thing I try desperately to hang on to every time this happens. That for as long as I can remember, it’s Ben, the thought of Ben and me, that’s been trying to keep me here. Even if neither of us realised it at the time, I certainly do now.


    I’m starting to understand how this all works. Now, the feeling of emptiness, the connection to Ben and the sense that I’m about to lose something important to me, now it all makes sense. He is what I’m trying to hang on to. He always has been.


    “Evie?” Ben asks and I realise I haven’t answered his question.


    I look up and find him watching me, a look of concern on his face as he tries to work out what I’m thinking. “I can feel it,” I eventually say, taking a deep breath. “I know it’s coming.”


    Ben leans back against the wall and puts his arm around my shoulder as he pulls me back against him. “Tell me what it feels like,” he says.


    I lean my head on his shoulder, the warm weight of his arm around me only intensifying the very thing I’m trying to describe to him. “Heavy,” is the first word I can come up with. “It feels like a heavy ache, all throughout my body,” I say, glancing up at him.


    Ben looks down at me, leans in to kiss the end of my nose. “Heavy like you can’t move?” he asks.


    I shake my head, still staring up at him. “Heavy like a blanket of sadness,” I say. “A sadness that only seems to get heavier and heavier with every minute closer to midnight.”


    “Oh,” is all Ben says.


    “There’s something else too,” I add on, knowing I can say this to him now. When I first recognised it, I didn’t know what it meant, but now, with everything that’s happened between us, it’s so much clearer.


    “What?”


    I take a deep breath. “Longing,” I say. “An intense longing, as though I’m about to lose something that’s very important to me. It’s what makes the sadness I think, and it all just gets stronger and stronger the closer I get.”


    Ben’s fingers tighten at my shoulder as he says, “What are you about to lose, do you think? I mean apart from this life, I guess.”


    I shake my head, my eyes on my fingers now, which are tracing random patterns into the jeans on Ben’s thigh. “It’s not that,” I tell him. “I know what it is I’m losing.”


    “What?” Ben asks.


    I stare at my fingers, as I whisper, “You.”


    “What?” Ben repeats, his fingers sliding under my chin and tilting my face up so I’m looking at him. “Evie, what did you say?”


    I take a deep breath. “You, Ben. I know that I’m losing you,” I tell him, staring up into deep blue eyes that I wish I could remember when I wake up tomorrow. “This feeling doesn’t just get heavier and more intense at midnight. It gets stronger and stronger whenever I’m with you. It’s you that I don’t want to lose, Ben. You.”


    “Evie,” Ben murmurs before brushing his lips softly against mine. “You won’t lose me, baby.”


    It’s the first time Ben has ever called me that and it makes my heart ache even more. “But I will,” I whisper against his lips. “I’ll wake up tomorrow and I won’t remember you and I will have lost you.”


    Ben pulls back and I open my eyes, watch as he tucks my hair behind my ears. “I’ll be here waiting for you,” he says, his eyes never leaving mine. “You just have to come find me, Evie.”


    I smile sadly up at him as the beep of my watch starts, letting us both know that it’s time. “I will,” I whisper, leaning up to kiss him one more time. “I promise I will.”


    And then I blink and when I open my eyes, he’s gone.


    

  


  
    29th February 1992


    Sixteen years old


    


    The sun shines into my room and today I turn sixteen years old.


    


    Before I even open my eyes, I feel it. An overwhelming sense of sadness and loss, a feeling of missing something. It’s something that feels very important to me, but I can’t make any more sense of it. I can’t explain why I’m feeling like this, only that I am.


    Then I hear yelling and my eyes open and I immediately know, all these feelings, this room I’m in, something is different, wrong. This isn’t where I fell asleep last night, I’m sure of it. And I know I’m not in a good place right now.


    This is the first time I’ve woken up feeling afraid.


    The screaming gets louder, a man and a woman’s voice and it’s hard to tell who’s winning this argument. All I know is they are getting closer and closer to my room and I’m not entirely sure I want to find out what happens when they reach it.


    Suddenly the bedroom door flies open, hitting the wall and bouncing off it. I notice a dent in the plaster and wonder how many times this has happened to make that mark.


    “Still in bed, are you?” a woman who I assume is my mother, yells at me.


    I don’t say anything, wondering what the right answer could possibly be. She looks crazy. Her hair is greasy and stringy, her eyes bloodshot and she’s holding a beer bottle in one hand. I glance at the clock and see it’s eight-fifteen in the morning.


    The next thing I know, I’m being yanked out of bed. This woman’s hand is wrapped around my arm, her fingers digging in as she drags me on to the floor.


    “Get up you lazy cow,” she yells at me, her hand shaking so much some of her beer sloshes out of the bottle and all over me.


    I scramble away from her, pulling my arm from her grasp as I back up against the bed. She’s standing over me, staring down at me with glazed over eyes that have me wondering if alcohol isn’t the chaser to something else running through her system.


    From the corner of my eye I see a man now standing in my doorway, his enormous body filling in my only means of escape. Fear curls in my stomach as he walks towards us both and I’m standing up, wondering if I can possibly get past him and out the door before he does anything. Without a single word or any kind of warning, this man, who I’m guessing is either her pimp, my father, or both, smacks the woman across the face, sending her flying onto my bed. I flinch as her head hits the wall and it’s only when she groans that I exhale, grateful she’s still conscious. Turning to me, he grabs me around the upper arm, right where she was just holding me. His fingers twist and dig in, causing me to cry out in pain as he leers at me, his breath reeking of alcohol.


    “Get up you lazy bitch,” he says, spit flying out of his mouth. “Go and get me some cigarettes, now.”


    I’m nodding, desperate for any excuse to get out of this house and when he lets go of me, I immediately run out of the room, down the stairs and out the front door, not even caring that I’m still in my pajamas.


    “Shit,” I say, my hands on my head as I now stand in our snow-covered front yard, with no shoes on, freezing my arse off. Looking around at the neighbourhood I live in, I see that our house is one of many run-down houses on this street. Nearly all of them have boarded up windows, broken fences, and parts of the front porch or house are broken or missing. The house across the street even has a burnt out car in its front yard.


    As the tears start to fall silently down my cheeks, I realise not only have my parents failed to notice today is my birthday, but this feels like the worst thing I’ve ever woken up to.


    Have I always lived here?


    


    “Evie?” I hear a girl say.


    As I look up, I see the front door of a house across the street close and a girl about my age standing there.


    “What the hell are you doing, Evie, it’s bloody freezing!” she says, standing on her front step in jeans, a hoodie, and a coat. I shrug, not sure how much she knows or I’m prepared to explain right now. “Your mum and dad again?” she asks and I sag in relief, glad she seems to know the whole story.


    “Yeah,” I say, wrapping my arms around me as I notice for the first time just how cold I am. I only have socks on my feet, which are now soaking wet and turning numb.


    “Come on,” she says, gesturing for me to cross the street and come inside her house. “You can borrow some of my clothes.”


    I smile, grateful for what appears to be a friend. I cross the street and jog up her front path and when I step inside her house, I see it’s actually not that much different to mine. Except there’s no yelling here.


    “Mum,” this girl suddenly calls out, causing me to flinch. “Where’d you put my black boots?”


    Foot steps sound from the back of the house and then there is a woman standing in front of us. She’s smiling and looks friendly, but today I’m not taking any chances.


    “Sarah, they are where you left them, please don’t tell me you’ve lost them because I can’t afford to get you a new pair,” she says and I’m guessing Sarah is my friend and this woman in front of us is her mum. “Hello, Evie,” she adds on, smiling at me now. “You alright?”


    I nod, not really sure how to answer as I try smiling back at her.


    “And where did I leave them then?” Sarah asks, grabbing a coat off the hook by the front door and handing it to me. “Here, you can borrow Mum’s,” she says to me.


    “What are you doing outside in your pajamas, Evie?” Sarah’s mum asks me as though she’s only just realised what I’m wearing.


    I shrug. Sarah might know about my parents, but it doesn’t mean her mum does.


    “Her stupid arsehole parents,” Sarah says. Okay, apparently everybody knows about them.


    “Oh, shit,” her mum says, taking a step closer. I step backwards, not sure what she’s going to do. “It’s okay, Evie,” she says, holding her hands up as if to show me she isn’t going to do anything. “You poor thing, do you want a cup of tea?”


    I nod, needing something to warm me up.


    Sarah’s mum smiles at me now and it looks so genuine and kind, it almost makes me want to cry. “Come on then, let’s get you one,” she says, turning and walking down the hall to what I guess is the kitchen at the back. “And get her some socks too, Sarah,” she calls back as I silently follow after her.


    “Hey, Evie,” Sarah says, grabbing some socks from the basket of laundry that sits at the bottom of stairs before falling in step beside me. “Happy birthday.”


    And now it takes everything I have in me not to cry. Because even though I’ve found a friend, a friend who might turn out to be the only good thing I have right now, I can’t help feeling like it’s not quite enough.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    10th May 1992


    Sixteen years old


    


    I’ve been home from school for two hours and there’s still no sign of my parents. I haven’t eaten all day and my stomach rumbles as if to remind me. I search through the kitchen cupboards, knowing full well that food of any description will not have materialised since the last time I looked. I wonder if maybe I shouldn’t go looking for some money instead.


    Although there’s fat chance any of that will be lying around. Any money that miraculously finds its way into this house is immediately shot into veins, poured down throats, or set on fire and smoked. It’s a wonder I’ve managed to survive this long, because there sure as shit isn’t ever any food in this house. The one meal a day I get at school is currently my only diet. But today, I didn’t even have that.


    A knock at the door surprises me. I’m not expecting anyone, but when I open it, I see Sarah standing on the other side.


    “Hey,” she says, smiling as she glances behind me. “You home alone?”


    I nod. “Yeah, haven’t seen them since yesterday,” I tell her. “I’ve got no idea where they are.”


    “Fuck, are you okay?” she asks, stepping inside.


    I shrug. “I’m okay,” I tell her, even though I’m not. Being home alone today is more than just being alone. There’s an ache of loneliness that’s settled over me. A feeling of missing something, something so important that I can’t even begin to describe what it feels like. All I know is that it’s more than just having absent, uncaring parents.


    “You want to go do something?” Sarah asks, following me into the laughable kitchen.


    “Like what?”


    “Dunno,” she says, hopping up on the kitchen counter. “We could go over to Jason’s, I think he’s having some people over tonight.”


    Jason is Sarah’s sometime boyfriend. I say sometime because it’s really only when it suits him. He’s a nice guy and he and Sarah are good together, but he has commitment issues and there are times when I wish she’d just drop him for good and find someone who actually deserves her.


    “I’m sure there will be food there too,” Sarah says, and when I glance up, she’s looking around the empty kitchen. “Come on, Evie,” she says, her voice softer now. “I know you must be starving.”


    I bite my lip; try to stop myself from crying. I am starving, but it’s so much more than that because it’s not just food I’m starving for. As much as Sarah is a friend, a really good friend, I still can’t explain to her, let alone understand, where all these feelings are coming from.


    I’m starving for something, but I have no idea what it is.


    “Evie?” she says, jumping off the counter and walking towards me. I shrug, trying to act like none of this matters. I don’t want sympathy; I just want to understand why I feel so lost. “Do you want to go?” she asks.


    I shake my head, knowing I don’t want to be surrounded by other people tonight. Crowds don’t ease the loneliness, they only make it worse. To be surrounded by people who don’t understand, who barely even notice enough to care, only makes me feel even more alone than I already am.


    “Want to come to my house instead?” she asks, sliding her arm through mine. Sarah somehow gets it though and when I nod, she smiles and says, “Come on, I think Mum’s made her famous spaghetti.”


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    31st October 1992


    Sixteen years old


    


    When I wake up, I immediately know something is wrong. It’s dark outside but the house is quiet, too quiet. It’s only been eight months but I’ve somehow already grown used to the sound of yelling, or plates smashing, or a wall being kicked in. Something is usually breaking.


    Silence is scary, because silence means something is wrong. When they’re arguing with each other, I know they aren’t focused on me. But I also know they are both still alive, because god knows, there are plenty of ways for them to not be.


    I slip out of bed, noticing now just how hot it is in my room. I turn to the window, which is shut and see the star filled sky, a huge moon shining down at me. There are no curtains, there never have been, I guess that’s a luxury my parents don’t seem to think I need. Or most likely, probably can’t afford. I walk towards the window and slide it open, leaning half of my body out so I can inhale the cool night air.


    I notice it immediately; the smell of smoke. As I glance at the rest of the house, I see the bright orange glow coming from the window next to mine. The window that belongs to my parents.


    “Shit,” I say, turning and running towards my bedroom door. As my hand touches the handle, I cry out with pain and pull it back. It’s burning hot and I definitely can’t open it. Looking around my room for anything I might be able to use, I see the t-shirt I was wearing earlier today. Wrapping it around my hand, I try again, this time managing to open the door. As soon as I see what’s on the other side though, I slam it shut again.


    The whole house looks like it’s on fire. The whole fucking house and I’m trapped. Stuck in my room with no way out because it’s a twenty-foot drop to the ground outside my window.


    “Shit, shit, shit,” I say, wondering what the hell I can do. I have no idea if my stupid parents are here or whether they are even alive anymore. A part of me doesn’t even care, not after what I’ve had to live through for the last eight months. As the smell of smoke starts to spread into my room, I turn and see it now creeping in through the gap under the door. I need to get out of here, fast.


    “Help!” I yell out my open window. I look down again, contemplate jumping but decide two broken legs isn’t going to get me very far if I do. “Help, please, somebody help me!” I try screaming again.


    I have no idea if anyone hears me, but I keep screaming anyway, not sure if my throat is sore from yelling or from the smoke that’s now rapidly filling my bedroom. If I don’t get out of here soon, it’s not going to matter if anyone hears me.


    As my eyes start to sting and breathing becomes a lot harder, I try calling out, one last time. “Please! Somebody, help me!”


    And then everything gets fuzzy. My eyes are watering so badly that I can barely see. I think I hear the sound of sirens, but I can’t be sure because there is a roaring sound filling the room and making it impossible to hear anything. Lights seem to be flashing, all colours, lighting up the night sky, which I can see above me. I must be lying down, but I don’t remember doing that. I try to stand, but I can’t, my legs feel like lead. I open my mouth to yell once more, one last time, but I can’t now. My mouth is filled with cotton wool, making it impossible to say anything. The heat suddenly gets worse and I can actually see red. Flames I think, dancing in front of me. They’d almost look beautiful if they weren’t so damn hot. If I could breathe.


    I see someone who looks strangely familiar, run into my room. He’s big, almost as big as my dad and I watch as he bends over me. I think he’s trying to talk to me, but I can’t hear what he’s saying. I have no idea if I’m talking back; I have no idea about anything anymore. It’s too hot and I can’t breathe and just as the whole world goes black, a random thought runs through my head.


    I was supposed to find you.


    


    “Evie?”


    I hear my name, spoken with a voice that sounds achingly familiar.


    “She’s resting son, let her rest.”


    “I know,” the voice says. “I just can’t believe it’s her.”


    I wonder who this voice belongs to. I want to open my eyes and find out but they feel weighed down, almost like they’re stuck shut and I can’t seem to find the strength to unstick them. I feel someone pick up my hand and hold it in theirs, threading our fingers together. The action triggers a memory, a feeling of doing this before. Something about this voice and this hand, the way it’s holding mine, is so intimate and personal, as though it’s all happened a thousand times before this.


    It makes my chest ache with a loneliness that comes from too many months spent without something important. Too many months spent wondering what I’ve been missing. And now, this touch is teasing me, telling me this thing is within reach, if only I can figure out what it is. It’s unbearable and I almost want it to stop, but at the same time, never let me go. Because if it stays, I might actually be able to figure it all out.


    “She’s very lucky,” the other person says.


    “Is she going to be alright?” the voice asks and I can hear the fear.


    “She should be, yes. We got to her just in time.”


    I hear a large exhale, almost feel whoever is holding my hand, physically relax beside me. My hand is lifted now, still held in this big, warm hand and my heart nearly stops at what happens next. A pair of lips are pressed against my palm and there is a warmth that I don’t think I’ve ever felt before, flooding through me, healing me, making me feel…loved.


    Is this what I’ve been missing?


    I’d do anything to hang on to this feeling right now.


    “What about them?” the voice asks, lips moving against my skin. The words are harsh and this time the question is laced with disgust.


    The other person sounds closer as they say, “They’ve survived too. They’re fine, totally unharmed. The fire was only on the second floor. Evie, she was…she was very lucky.”


    “Fuck,” I hear the voice whisper. “She shouldn’t be with them,” it says now. “I can’t believe she’s been with them all this fucking time. Dad, we’ve got to get her away from those people.”


    “They’re her legal guardians, Ben, we can’t…”


    But I don’t hear anything else, because right then, with that one single word, everything comes flooding back. All of it, all at once, hard and fast, filling me with a thousand memories as I finally work out what it is that’s been missing, what I’ve been missing.


    Him.


    He’s here and all of the looks, the touches, the kisses, and every single second I’ve spent with him, it all comes back.


    Ben.


    My Ben.


    He’s here with me. He’s here and he’s holding my hand. He’s found me…I can’t believe he’s found me. I find my strength now and force my eyes to open. Force them to focus on the man who’s sitting beside my bed, holding my hand in both of his, his lips still pressed against my skin.


    “Evie,” he says when he sees I’m awake. He leans in closer as he brushes the hair back from my face, just like he used to. It’s no longer just a memory now, it’s real, it’s happening. “Thank god you’re okay, baby. It’s going to be okay. I promise, I’ve got you, Evie. I’ve got you.”


    And my heart’s melting and I’m crying and I can’t believe he’s found me again.


    Ben. My Ben.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    1st November 1992


    Sixteen years old


    


    The next time I open my eyes, it’s easier. A weight has been lifted, not just from my head, but also my heart. My whole body feels unshackled, as though it’s finally free. But at the same time, I feel anchored, as though I finally understand where I’m supposed to be.


    The room is light now and as I turn my head, I see Ben sitting on a chair beside my bed watching me. He’s smiling as he half stands and leans in to press a kiss to my forehead. I smile as he pulls back and I see my fingers reach up to push the hair off his face.


    “Hey, baby,” he says, his voice a whisper. “Miss me?”


    It’s such a simple question, but the meaning behind it, the answer, is so much more complicated, for both of us. I haven’t just missed him; I’ve craved him, even before I knew what I was missing in the first place. And the way Ben’s looking at me now, the blue eyes that are holding mine, the tiny smile on the mouth I’ve missed kissing, I know he feels exactly the same way.


    I try to speak, “Al…” but I can’t get the word out because my throat feels like I’ve swallowed razor blades. “Ye…” The words won’t come, so I just nod at him, slide my hand to the back of his neck now and pull him back towards me. Ben’s smile widens as he leans in and presses his lips softly against mine. I kiss him, and finally get back what I’ve been missing for the last eight months.


    “Here,” Ben says, grabbing the water from beside my bed. “Have some of this, it’ll be easier to talk.”


    I sit up and realise I’m in a hospital bed, wrapped in a hospital gown. I notice a tube leading from me, to a tank that’s sitting next to my bed, and discover I have an oxygen tube running under my nose, which I’m now pulling off.


    “No, Evie, don’t,” Ben says, taking my hand away. “You need it.” He hands me the cup of water, which has a straw, and as I take a drink I relish the cool refreshing water that immediately calms my throat down. “More?” Ben asks when I finish. I nod and he refills it and I drink a second cup before I finally feel like I can talk.


    “Thank you,” I breathe out, watching as Ben smiles at me. “What, what happened?” I finally ask, my voice raspy.


    Ben sits down and takes my hand in his again. “There was a fire, in your house,” he says, his voice measured in a way that I know means he’s trying to control his anger. “It was only on the second floor, but you were trapped.”


    I swallow, the memory of opening my bedroom door and seeing all the flames still fresh. “And my parents?” I ask, although I’m not sure why I really care seeing as they don’t appear to care about me.


    Ben’s face darkens and I feel his fingers tighten around mine. “Yeah, they’re fine,” he bites out. “They were downstairs and managed to get out with no worries at all.”


    Oh. “How did the fire start?” I ask him.


    Ben clears his throat, shifting in his seat almost as though he’s embarrassed. “Apparently from a lit cigarette,” he says. “Someone left one burning in the upstairs bedroom, forgot about it.”


    I close my eyes as my head falls back against the pillow. She did this; I know straightaway it was her. She always lights her cigarettes and leaves them lying around. There never seems to be enough ashtrays, or if there are, they’re full. So she just leaves it wherever she feels like it. On the side of a table, resting on a book, wherever. It was really only a matter of time before something like this happened.


    “Evie?” Ben whispers, moving so he’s sitting on the edge of my bed now. “Are you okay?”


    “She did this,” I whisper, opening my eyes.


    “Your mum?”


    I nod. “Yeah.”


    “Did she do this too?” Ben asks, his fingers running gently down my arm.


    I turn to look at what he’s talking about. My arms are covered in bruises, both old and new. As I lift up the sleeve of my gown, I see there’s an entire handprint on my right shoulder and as I stare at the evidence, I can feel tears of helplessness start to fill my eyes.


    “Evie?” Ben asks gently.


    I nod. “They both do,” I say, not sure I can look at him right now.


    “Hey, baby,” he says softly, tilting my chin so I have to. “It’s gonna be okay, I promise. I’m here now and I’ll look after you. I promise I’m going to look after you.”


    And I nod as the tears start to fall, remembering all the times he’s promised me this, knowing that he means it, every single time. Ben wraps me in his arms and I sink into him, wishing I could have found him sooner, wishing I didn’t have to live all those months without him.


    The loneliness, the ache of separation, it’s all come back now. Now that I’ve remembered all that I lost, I feel every single one of those minutes that I didn’t have him. They stab at my heart, reminding me of what I’ve been missing.


    “Shhh, baby, it’s okay,” Ben whispers, his hand gently rubbing my back as he holds me. My fingers grab hold of the front of his jumper, pulling him even closer as I sob into his chest. Ben lets me cry. He doesn’t say anymore, just softly rubs my back, and presses the occasional kiss to my head.


    Eventually, my tears stop and I pull back. Ben smiles at me, gently brushing my tears away with his thumbs. “Okay?” he asks.


    I nod. “How did you find me?” I ask him.


    He smiles now. “Dad did,” he says, a hint of pride in his voice. “He was the first on scene at the house. Your parents were pretty wasted, but he worked out someone was still trapped inside, so he went in and he found you. Brought you outside and rescued you,” Ben says. He’s smiling as he tells me the story and I know he’s proud of his dad for doing this. I also know he’s picturing himself doing the exact same thing, because being a firefighter is something Ben’s wanted to do his whole life. “When he got you outside, he recognised who you were. So he got you into the ambulance, made sure you were okay, and then he called me, told me he’d found you.”


    “He did?”


    “Yeah,” Ben says, leaning in to kiss me again. “He did. He knows how much I’ve missed you.”


    I smile now, wishing he could know how much I’ve missed him. “You have?”


    “More than you can possibly know, Evie,” Ben whispers and then he’s kissing me again and I know we’ve both been found.


    

  


  
    


    


    7th November 1992


    Sixteen years old


    


    “I really wish you weren’t going back to them,” Ben says, holding my hand as we both stand in front of my new house. New is a generous way of putting it. Really it’s just another council house, only in an even shittier estate, if that’s at all possible. Our old place is currently unlivable, and because my parents seem to have gotten away with almost killing me, I’m still stuck living with them. At least this one is a single story so the chances of me getting trapped are reduced. I am without Sarah though, who no longer lives across the road from me.


    But I have Ben, and that is worth everything.


    “I know, me too,” I say quietly.


    “You don’t have to, you know,” Ben says turning to face me.


    I turn to him, step into his arms as I wrap mine around his waist. “Yeah I do,” I say. “This is my home and they are my parents, Ben.” Ben’s arms tighten as he looks to the sky, his face frustrated. “It will be okay,” I tell him, pulling him closer.


    “I don’t know, babe,” he says, looking down at me now. “It hasn’t been okay so far.”


    I lean in, rest my head against his chest because I know he’s right and there really isn’t anything I can say to convince either of us of anything different. My life with these people is shit, has been shit, and continues to be shit. Right now, Ben and his family are the only good thing I have and I’m eternally grateful that I’ve found them again.


    I feel Ben lean down, his lips in my hair as he kisses the top of my head. “Well you might have to live here,” he eventually says, his hands sliding up to cup my cheeks, tilting my head so I have to look at him. “But you can certainly spend every minute you’re awake at my house, okay?”


    I smile at him. “You sure your parents will be happy about that?”


    Ben laughs. “Are you kidding me, they love you, Evie, of course they won’t mind.”


    “I love you, Ben,” I say without even thinking about the words I’m saying out loud for the very first time. I don’t even know where they’ve come from. We’ve only just found each other again and so much has happened.


    But so much time has been lost too.


    And I need to say it, because time will run out again too. I might have Ben now, we might have found our way back to each other, but when I lose him again, I need him to know. I need him to know I feel this way.


    Ben stops smiling now, his face completely serious as he says, “I love you too, Evie.”


    I swallow hard as I stare back at him. My heart is pounding in my chest at the words he’s said back to me. It all seems so easy between us, so perfect despite our separation. But I know that it’s not; it can’t be when I keep disappearing on him all the time.


    “How do we do this, Ben?” I whisper, wishing we could find a way to stop it all, to just stop time. “How do we…”


    Ben leans in to kiss me, silencing my words before he gently rubs his nose against mine. “We do what we always do, baby. We make the most of every day we have together, and we forget about all the rest.”


    “But what about when I…” I can’t even say the words out loud, but it doesn’t matter, we both know what I was going to say.


    Ben stares at me. “Then we just wait until we find each other again, Evie. It’s as easy as that.”


    I reach up and grab hold of the front of his jumper, my fingers tightening in the thick material as though I’m never going to let it go. “Can you do that, though?” I whisper. “Can you really keep waiting for me all the time?”


    Ben smiles now, his hand reaching out to tuck strands of hair behind my ear. We’re standing on the street at five o’clock in the evening. I’ve just gotten out of hospital and my parents are nowhere to be found. Even though Sarah came to visit, it’s Ben who stayed with me and it’s Ben who is bringing me home.


    “Yeah, Evie, I can do that,” he says, kissing me again. “I’d wait forever for you, you know.”


    My eyes close as I tighten my fingers even more, pulling him against me as I crush my lips against his.


    He is so worth looking for.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    16th November 1992


    Sixteen years old


    


    “Come on, Ben!” Sarah shouts as we stand on the sidelines watching his football match. It’s bloody freezing but it beats being at home. “Let’s go, hot stuff!” she yells, making me shake my head in embarrassment. They’ve only known each other for twelve days, ever since she came to visit me in the hospital and saw him there.


    It was weird trying to explain it all and I’m not entirely sure that Sarah believed our story of meeting by chance when he was visiting someone else, but we seem to have gotten away with it. She really likes him and I think more than anything, she’s just glad to see me smiling for a change.


    I see Ben laugh as he runs past and I know he hears what Sarah’s calling out. He probably loves it too. “Come on, Evie,” she says elbowing me in the ribs. “Cheer your boy on.”


    I turn to look at her, smile at her words, before I turn back to the match. I don’t understand much about football, only that it takes forever to play one game and it still seems to end with no one scoring a goal. I don’t get why Ben loves it so much. But, I don’t mind watching him play it because he’s definitely nice to look at.


    He’s changed so much since my previous life. Grown up, bulked out, become a man. He’s also just turned eighteen and somehow he’s changed in other ways too.


    Sarah and I clap and cheer as Ben kicks the ball to one of his teammates who finally manages to put it in the goal. I watch as Ben looks towards us and flashes one of his cheeky grins before he runs towards the other guy and they do some kind of macho dance thing to rub it in to the other team. My stomach flips at the sight of him, all lean muscle and long limbs. He’s so much taller than me now and I love it. Love it when he wraps his arms around me and pulls my body against his.


    “Geez, Evie, you look as though you’re mentally undressing him right now,” Sarah says, waving her hand in front of my face.


    Ben gives me a wink before I drag my eyes off him and turn to look at Sarah. “What?” I murmur, as I feel my cheeks turning red.


    “You, the way you’re looking at him,” Sarah says gesturing between me and Ben. “It’s like you’re eye-fucking him on the field or something.”


    “Pitch, Sarah,” I tell her, “and I’m so not eye-fucking him.”


    Sarah laughs as she says, “Well are you at least really fucking him then?”


    “Sarah!” I say, lightly punching her shoulder. “What the hell?”


    Sarah laughs again, wrapping an arm around my shoulders as she pulls me closer. “What, I’m just curious is all,” she says, bumping my hip with hers. “You two sure are close for two people who only met a couple of weeks ago, so I just figured, you know…” she trails off as her attention is taken by a member of the other team faking injury and falling to the ground.


    I’m glad, because I’m not sure how to explain to Sarah that I’ve actually known Ben my whole life. In some ways it’s good that I can’t, because I’m sure she’d assume this means we were definitely sleeping together, even though we aren’t.


    “So,” she says, her focus back on me now. “Are you fucking that gorgeous man of yours or what?”


    I roll my eyes, knowing there’s no chance she’s going to drop this. “No, I’m not,” I say, turning back to watch Ben again.


    “How come?” she asks.


    I shrug, watching as he laughs at something that’s happened, one of his teammates slapping him on the back at whatever it was. “I don’t know really.”


    “But you want to?” she asks, her fingers tightening on my shoulder. “I mean it’s not like you’re unsure or anything, is it?”


    “No, I’m sure,” I tell her. Ben is the one thing I am sure about, in all of the craziness I’m forced to live through.


    “So, why don’t you then?”


    I take a deep breath and turn back to my friend. She’s staring at me, a kind look on her face and I know the teasing is over, that this is just a conversation between two friends. “I don’t know,” I say, shrugging. “I guess it just hasn’t happened yet.”


    “Well, you could always make it happen, Evie,” she says, smiling at me. “Take charge, he’ll love it.”


    I burst out laughing at both the look she’s giving me, and the idea that Ben would love it if I just threw myself at him. He would, I know he would, and the thing is, I’d do it too. I do want to sleep with him. I’m not scared about it because I love him, I’ve always loved him, and I know that no matter what happens, he will always love me. He’s the one person in this world that just gets me and he’s the only person in this world who knows what I go through. I don’t know why it’s not happened between us yet.


    Maybe because we’ve only just found each other again or maybe because both of us are waiting for the other one to start things. Who knows.


    “Go on,” Sarah says, bumping my hip again. “I dare you.”


    “Oh,” I say, laughing at her. “In that case, how can I not.”


    “Pfft,” she says, gesturing towards Ben now. “You have a boyfriend who looks like that, Evie, I’m wondering how you haven’t already?!”


    I can only shake my head at her as I start to wonder the same thing.


    


    An hour later and Ben and I are walking back to his house, hand in hand.


    “You’re awfully quiet, babe, what’s going on?”


    I glance up at him; see him looking down at me, his backpack slung over his shoulder and our joined hands swinging between us. Ben smiles before turning back to the path in front of us. I keep looking at him, taking in as much as I can. Even though he is as familiar as he always is when I finally remember him, looking at him now, after everything Sarah and I talked about, it’s almost like I’m seeing him for the very first time. Because I don’t just see the Ben that I remember and love, I see the Ben he’s become in the time we’ve been apart too.


    The Ben who would do anything for me, who gives me somewhere to be so I don’t have to go home to the place that I can’t be. The Ben who waits for me, looks after me, protects me without smothering me.


    The Ben who loves me.


    “Evie,” he says, squeezing my hand. “What are you thinking about, I can hear you from here.”


    “You,” I blurt out, not even bothering to hide it.


    Ben smiles as he lets go of our hands and slings his arm around my shoulder, pulling me closer. He’s wearing a jumper over his jersey now, but I can still smell the faint traces of sweat from his game. “What about me?” he asks, a cheeky grin on his face as though he likes my answer.


    I smile up at him. “I don’t know,” I say, shrugging as if it’s no big deal. “Just how good you looked playing today, I guess.”


    Ben laughs and it’s deep and warm and unleashes a thousand butterflies inside me. “Wow, that’s out of the blue,” he says, pressing a kiss to the top of my head.


    “What?” I ask.


    He squeezes my shoulder, pulling me closer as he leans down to whisper, “You, checking me out. I didn’t know you did that, Evie Wakefield.”


    The butterflies must be flapping against my heart now, because it’s pounding in my chest. Hard beats against my rib cage as though it’s trying to break free. “You didn’t?” I ask, wondering how he could possibly have missed it.


    “No,” Ben says, pressing a kiss behind my ear. “I didn’t, but I definitely like that you do.”


    My eyes close as I feel my body melt against his. “Yeah?” I breathe out, turning to liquid in his arms.


    “Yeah I do, Evie,” he says, his lips still against my skin. “I like it a lot.”


    I stop walking, suddenly unable to move as I register exactly what I want to do with this man. I want to be with him, and be with him in ways that I’ve never been before. I want to know what he feels like, what he tastes like. What he really looks like. And I want it now.


    “What?” Ben says, his arm still around my shoulder as he stops and stares down at me.


    I smile up at him, try to get my breathing under control as I ask, “Do you do it to me?”


    Ben wraps his other arm around me, pulling me into him. My hand reaches for his jumper, gripping the fabric on his chest as I hold him to me. “All the time, Evie,” he says, the smile gone as he stares down at me. “I don’t think I ever stop looking at you.” And then he leans in and kisses me.


    


    We eventually make it back to Ben’s house, the rest of our trip spent in a comfortable, but charged, silence. I don’t know about Ben, but the only thoughts running through my mind had to do with the look on his face as he told me he never stops looking at me. And now that he’s said it, I realise just how true it is. I thought in this life, I was the one constantly staring at him, marveling at the thought that I’d not only found him again, but that he was still mine, just as he promised. But now that I think about it, every time I do look at him, he is always already looking at me.


    Just the thought that he does that, that he is staring at me like I often find myself staring at him, was enough to keep all of those butterflies going for the whole trip home.


    “I gotta take a shower,” Ben says as we walk up the stairs to his room.


    “Okay,” I say, swallowing hard. I take the backpack from his shoulder and Ben leans in to kiss me again before walking towards the bathroom at the end of the hall. Every single part of me is itching to follow him down there. To follow him into that room and close the door behind us so I can do all of the things that I now know I’ve been wanting to do forever.


    “Hey, Evie,” Rachel says, just as I’m about to walk after him and do exactly that.


    I turn and see Ben’s sister as she sticks her head out her bedroom door. “Hey, Rach.”


    “What are you doing?”


    I shrug, throwing Ben’s backpack into his room before walking into Rachel’s. My chance is lost now, there’s no way I can walk after Ben when his sister is here, especially not now that she knows we are both back. I can’t risk her asking what I’m doing, or worse still, telling his parents. I might want Ben like crazy right now, but I also know that going after him in his parents’ house with his younger sister around, is not a smart move.


    “Not much; I just watched Ben play football.”


    “Yuck,” she says, sitting on her bed. “It’s freezing out there.”


    Funny, I don’t remember feeling the cold at all. Thinking about it, I felt nothing but warmth, especially when Ben wrapped me in his arms on the way home and said those words to me. Those words that are running in a continuous loop in my head right now. God, what I wouldn’t give to be able to walk down the hall and into that bathroom.


    But I don’t. Instead, I hang out with Rachel while Ben takes his shower and I try not to think about him in there. We sit on her bed, flicking through Hello! magazines and commenting on all of the latest celebrity fashion and gossip. Despite the interruption, I do really like Ben’s sister and I’m glad that we get on so well.


    Suddenly I hear the bathroom door open and I can’t help myself as I lift my eyes from the page to the open doorway of Rachel’s bedroom. About two seconds later, Ben walks past, wearing nothing but a towel wrapped around his waist. He glances in as he walks by and immediately his eyes lock onto mine. I stare, unable to move, as my boyfriend stops and stares back at me, his bottom lip between his teeth as he watches me blatantly checking him out.


    I’m struggling to stay on the bed, my fingers are desperate to reach out and touch all of that bare skin I’m now seeing. I’ve seen Ben without a shirt on before, plenty of times in the summer when we’ve gone to the local pool, or even when we’ve just sat around in the backyard.


    But all of that was in a different life.


    And all of that was in a life when Ben didn’t look like he does now.


    His skin is still damp from the shower, tiny water droplets sliding over his smooth skin. There’s hair on his chest now, a dark patch that matches the hair on his head, and as my eyes slide lower, I notice a trail of dark hair from his belly button to somewhere below the towel. Just the thought of where that trail goes makes me swallow hard. And as I force my eyes back up to Ben’s face, I catch the way his eyes darken in response, as though he’s read my mind and all of the thoughts now swirling around in there. He’s still staring at me as he cocks his head in the direction of his bedroom. It’s like he’s asking me to follow him in there, as though he doesn’t have any control over what’s happening between us either.


    I’m halfway off the bed, ready to find out what would happen if I did.


    “Oh my god, look at what this cow is wearing,” Rachel suddenly says, grabbing my arm and pulling me towards her.


    I fall back onto the bed, the spell broken. As I glance back at Ben, I see him exhale, a hand reaching up and running through his wet hair, only emphasising all of the muscles in his chest. I’m halfway off the bed again when Rachel squeezes my arm, oblivious to what’s going on between me and her brother.


    “Evie, look, can you believe it?”


    Ben gives me a tight smile, as though he knows we’ve lost this opportunity, before he turns away and disappears into his bedroom. I force myself to focus on whatever it is that Rachel’s trying to show me, knowing my mind is really on the man in the room next door to us.


    But as I nod and hmmm at her, the only thing I’m thinking about is Ben in his room, pulling that towel from his hips.


    And the only thing I’m wishing is how much I was in there watching him do it.


    

  


  
    


    


    30th November 1992


    Sixteen years old


    


    Ben opens the door, a huge smile on his face as he sees me standing on his front step.


    “What are you so excited about?” I ask as he grabs my hand and pulls me inside and into the living room. Ben says nothing as he walks us to the couch, pulls me down beside him and presses his lips against mine.


    “Ben,” I breathe out. “What’s going on?”


    He pulls back, a huge grin on his face as he says, “Nothing, why?”


    I smile back at him, biting my lip as I resist leaning in and pushing him back on to the couch. “Because you’re unusually excited about something,” I say, knowing it’s more than that.


    Ben’s smile gets wider as he whispers, “No one’s home, Evie, we have the house all to ourselves.”


    My stomach flips at Ben’s words, my heart pounding at the way he’s looking at me when he says them. Both of us know exactly what this means because by silent agreement, both of us know exactly what the other one wants.


    “No one?” I ask.


    Ben shakes his head. “No one.”


    “Rachel?” I ask, double-checking. Ben shakes his head again, his eyes sparkling now. “Well,” I say, leaning closer. “In that case, we better make the most of it.”


    And then I press my lips hard against his, forcing his body backwards onto the couch. I fall with him so we end up lying together, my chest against his as Ben deepens the kiss. I feel his hands slide up and under my jumper, his fingers as they brush over the bra strap across my back. Shivers run all the way down my spine as a moan falls from my mouth and is swallowed by Ben. Before I can be embarrassed about it, I hear Ben’s moan in response, as though this not only turns him on, but that he likes knowing it turns me on too.


    “We should go upstairs,” I mumble, my lips parting as Ben’s tongue slides into my mouth.


    “No one’s home,” he says, the hands on my back sliding higher now, pulling the jumper from my body. We break apart as he pulls it over my head and I take a moment just to stare down at him, watch the man who takes my breath away. “You okay?” he asks, as he looks up at me.


    I smile, leaning in to kiss him again. “More than okay, Ben.”


    “Good,” he says before he rolls us over so I’m lying beneath him. I take the opportunity to lift off Ben’s shirt now, my fingers sliding over his warm chest as I pull it from his body. I throw it on to the floor, never taking my eyes off him. Ben props himself up on his elbows, letting me take it all in and as I do, I see my fingers reach out and touch him, explore this grown up body in ways that I never have before.


    “You like?” Ben whispers, his eyes dark as he watches me touch him.


    I bite my bottom lip as I smile. “I love, Ben,” I whisper, lifting my eyes to his now.


    “Me too,” he says before he lowers his head and presses soft kisses to my breasts. My fingers slide into his hair, holding him to me as he kisses a soft trail across the top of my bra. I feel goose bumps break out all over my skin, another moan fall from my lips as Ben’s leg slides between mine, pushing into me. The weight of him, pressing against me, against places that he’s never been before as his lips kiss my bare skin, feels like nothing else in this world. I feel drunk, hungry and hot, all at the same time. I feel like I can’t get close enough to him, like I will never get enough.


    I slide my hands down his back now, my fingers gripping his arse as I pull him even closer to me, pushing my hips off the couch as I try to get us as close as possible. My brain is swimming in my head, all sense of control long gone. I feel like I could do anything right now, anything but stop what’s happening between Ben and me.


    “Fuck, Evie,” Ben murmurs, his lips kissing up my neck and to my mouth again. “You drive me fucking crazy.”


    I smile against his mouth. “But in a good way, right?”


    Ben groans, the leg that rests between mine pushing harder against me as he says, “In a really good way, baby.”


    “Good,” I breathe out as I move my hands from his arse to the front of his jeans. Ben reads my mind, lifting his hips off mine only long enough for me to unbutton and unzip him. I push them over his hips, but they get trapped around his thighs as he collapses against me. I can feel him pushing against me, feel everything this is doing to him and I know that I don’t ever want to let this feeling go.


    “…So, is your brother home?” a strange voice asks.


    Ben and I both freeze, our lips, chests and hips all still pressed against each other as we hear the front door close and Rachel and her friend walk into the house.


    “Fuck,” Ben says, his head falling to my chest. “Fucking shit fuck.”


    My fingers are digging into his hips as I realise just how compromising a position we’re in right now. Both of us are half-dressed, lying on the couch making out like a couple of horny teenagers. Which is exactly what we are.


    Only Ben’s jeans are halfway down his legs, he’s got a hard-on that’s currently pressed against me, and his sister and her friend are now standing in the entry of their house. We are two seconds away from being busted in the worst possible way.


    “We have to get up,” I whisper to him, pushing his head up off my chest. “Before they catch us.”


    “I think it’s too late for that,” Ben mumbles, lifting his body off mine.


    “Oh there you are,” comes Rachel’s voice, oblivious once more to what she’s interrupted between her brother and me. “Is Evie…oh,” she says as she suddenly realises what she’s just walked in on.


    “Hey, Rach,” Ben says, the frustration in his voice evident as he reaches down and hands me my jumper.


    I quickly slide it over my head before I sit up, smoothing my hair down as I turn to smile at Rachel. But my smile instantly disappears when I notice her friend standing there blatantly staring at my boyfriend. I quickly grab Ben’s jumper from where it landed when I threw it, then stand in front of him as he gets dressed, blocking whoever Rachel’s friend is from looking anymore. I have to stifle a groan as Ben readjusts his jeans, trying to accommodate what was pressed against me only seconds ago. My eyes close as I remember just how amazing that felt.


    “Sorry,” Rach says, her cheeks red as she smiles at both of us. “I didn’t know you were home.”


    “Hmmm,” Ben mumbles as he stands up now, his body behind mine as he pulls me back against him.


    “We’re just gonna watch a movie, you want to join us?” she says, struggling to change the subject to something less embarrassing than the fact she’s just busted her brother and his girlfriend half dressed.


    I swallow as I lean my head back against Ben’s shoulder, looking up at him to see what he thinks. “No thanks,” he says, his fingers tightening on my shoulders.


    “Oh come on,” Rachel’s friend says, stepping closer now. I watch as her eyes roam all over Ben, instantly making my skin crawl. “It’ll be fun and I’ve brought popcorn.”


    I stand straighter in an attempt to block Ben from this girl’s wandering eyes. “No, we’re good, thanks,” I say, turning to slide an arm around Ben’s waist. “Come on, let’s go up to your room.”


    I watch this girl’s face as it falls. Her eyes move to my arm around Ben’s waist and then lower and I instantly want to punch her in the face.


    “Well your loss,” she says, flipping her hair over her shoulder. “I’m Katie by the way.”


    I ignore her last comment as I pull Ben from the living room and we head upstairs to his room. When I hear him laughing beside me, I glance up at him. “What?”


    Ben turns to face me, smiling as he says, “Oh nothing.”


    “What?” I ask again, as we walk into his room and close the door behind us. “Why are you laughing at me?”


    Ben pulls me down onto his bed, smiling as he tucks some of my hair behind my ear. “You are so adorable, Evie Wakefield,” he says, leaning in to kiss me.


    “What, what did I do?” I repeat, gently pushing his chest.


    I watch as Ben falls back onto his bed, his smiling face looking up at me as he says, “You, marking your territory down there.”


    I stare down at him, my fingers trailing over the strip of bare skin between his jumper and jeans. I’d love to peel them off again, continue what we started back down in the living room, but it’s too risky now with Rachel and her friend here. Even though Ben’s parents aren’t home, we both know Rachel has a knack for interrupting us at the worst possible moment. Downstairs was proof enough of that. And it would be just our luck that she would do it again.


    “I was?” I ask, watching his eyes darken as my fingers move over him.


    “You were,” he says, his hand reaching to pull me down to him.


    I land against his chest, my hands trapped between us. “I don’t like the way she was looking at you,” I say, leaning up to kiss his jaw.


    Ben laughs as he wraps his arms around my waist, pulling me up his body. “You don’t need to worry about that, Evie,” he says. “Because I’m all yours.”


    And then he kisses me and my heart starts to pound.


    All mine.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    10th December 1992


    Sixteen years old


    


    “Aren’t you supposed to be studying,” Ben asks, never stopping the sit-ups he’s doing on the floor of his bedroom. I’m sprawled out on his bed supposedly doing some study for my English final tomorrow, but more distracted by what’s going on in front of me.


    I smile at him. “I am studying,” I say, knowing it’s true, even if it’s not exactly the stuff I’m supposed to be studying.


    Ben smiles as he does a couple more sit-ups before collapsing back on the floor, his hands behind his head as he stares up at me. “You sure about that?” he asks.


    I stare at him lying on the floor beside me. I still can’t believe how unbelievably gorgeous he looks in this life. Can’t get over the fact that Ben is all mine.


    “Evie, babe,” Ben says, still smiling. “What are you thinking about?” he asks, a question which seems to come up a lot these days.


    I’m sure the look on my face gives me away, but I tell him anyway. “You.”


    Ben’s smile gets wider. “Oh yeah,” he says, that cheeky grin out in full force. “What about me?”


    I smile as I slide off the bed and onto the floor, crawling towards him. “How good you look,” I whisper, as I lean down to kiss him.


    Ben kisses me back as he says, “Good? Just good?”


    I can’t help but laugh as I slide my hand up and under his sweaty t-shirt. I feel his stomach contract at my touch and it only highlights all the firmness of his muscles, the warm, tight skin that covers them. “Really good?” I suggest.


    Ben laughs now, his eyes still watching me. I’m staring at my hand, watching it as my fingers slowly pull his t-shirt higher. His skin is covered in sweat and I watch my fingers slide over his stomach, tracing the outline of his hips, the trail of hair that leads from his belly button and lower down. I still haven’t found out how far down it goes and right now, that’s the only thing I’m thinking about.


    As my fingers brush along his waistband, Ben groans, and I notice the tightness in the front of his track pants. Unable to resist, I lower my hand, my fingers caressing him on the outside of the fabric. He’s already hard and I can’t help but bite my bottom lip, mesmerised by the fact that I can do this to him.


    “Evie, what are you doing, baby?” Ben whispers, his voice strained as though he’s trying to keep himself under control. What I am doing is a risk, but right now, it’s one I’m willing to take.


    I glance up at his face and see his eyes are closed. With my hand still on his crotch, I lean in and press a kiss to his lips. “I’m studying,” I whisper.


    Ben groans again and my fingers tighten against him, making him groan even louder. It sends a shiver all the way down my spine and when his hand slides around my neck, holding my mouth to his, I can’t help but let out some kind of noise too, my heart pounding in my chest at what’s happening between us.


    “That feels so good, baby,” his whispers, his words a mumble between kisses.


    I smile against his mouth, sliding my tongue against his as I deepen our kiss. At the same time, I move my hand, sliding it under the waistband and against his bare skin. As my fingers grip him, both of us let out a loud moan. He is so hard in my hand, but at the same time, his skin is so soft and warm.


    “What about this?” I ask. I’m not moving, just holding him. Ben is lying so still beneath me as he holds my mouth against his, almost as though he’s afraid to move, afraid to ask for more. But I want more, a lot more. I move my fingers gently up and down the length of him, wanting to know what that does. “Does this feel good?” I whisper.


    “Fuck,” Ben breathes into my mouth.


    I smile, my heart almost beating through my ribcage now. “Is that a yes?” I ask.


    “Yes, definitely yes,” Ben groans, pulling me closer as his other hand slides over my jumper, grabbing my breast. His fingers knead me as though he’s encouraging me to keep going. I have no intention of stopping, my hand still moving up and down inside his pants.


    “Jesus, Evie, that feels so fucking good,” Ben says, his fingers sliding under my jumper now and resting over my bra. I want to feel them on my skin, with nothing between us, just like what I’m doing to him. With my free hand, I reach under my top, push Ben’s hand out of the way before pulling down my bra cup. I grab his hand again, pushing it against my bare breast. Ben groans loudly, his hips pushing up off the floor this time. My fingers tighten around him as I feel like my body is going to melt into a pool of liquid right beside him.


    I have no idea how far we’re going with this right now, but I don’t care. The only thing I do know is I really don’t want to stop.


    “Evie, Ben…dinner’s ready,” Rachel says as she pounds on the door to Ben’s room.


    “Fuck,” Ben moans as I snatch my hand away and fall back onto my butt beside him on the floor. He’s still laying there, his eyes closed and a huge situation going on in the front of his pants.


    Rachel knocks again. “You guys, dinner, can you hear me?”


    “Ben,” I hiss, scared his sister is going to come in and bust us…again. Ben groans as he rolls onto his side, curling his body around me. My hand grips his shoulder, shaking him. “Ben, your sister, she’s outside.”


    “I know,” he mumbles into my hip, his arms wrapping around my waist.


    “What if she comes in?” I ask, panic in my voice.


    “We’ll be there in a sec, Rach,” Ben calls out, before his mouth is on my hip, biting in frustration.


    He’s frustrated, but so am I. I don’t know who really started what was about to happen just then. I don’t know which one of us ever starts it anymore. All I know is that both of us want this. Badly.


    The things I was doing to Ben, his reactions and sounds, all of it was such a turn on. I never realised I could do these things to his body, that I could have that much power over him. I wonder if he even realises all of the things he does to mine, whether he knows he isn’t the only one who’s frustrated or wanting more here.


    “We need to go downstairs,” I tell him, my fingers brushing his hair back.


    “Mmmm,” he moans, his eyes still closed.


    “Ben.”


    He lays there, his body still curled around mine and his eyes closed. Ben’s sister has this uncanny ability of finding us at the most inopportune moments. It’s like she’s actually trying to stop us from taking this thing between us further. If she was older or had any idea, I’d be tempted to say something to her.


    “Ben,” I repeat. “Are you listening to me?”


    His eyes open. “I need to take a shower,” he moans, finally lifting his head to look at me.


    I swallow hard as the image of a naked Ben standing under the warm water, suddenly flashes before me. “Yeah,” I whisper, my voice betraying me. “You’re kinda sweaty.”


    Ben sits up and presses a hard kiss to my mouth. My body shudders as I wonder if he’s going to ignore his sister and start this up again. But then he pulls back and says, “It’s not the sweat I need to take care of, Evie.”


    “What?” I ask, swallowing the lump of desire that’s suddenly lodged itself in my throat. Ben stares back at me and it’s like time, everything around us, freezes. I’m trapped in the look he’s giving me, the one that’s filled with want and lust and so much more. “Ben,” I whisper, my eyes on his. “What do you need to take care of?”


    Ben stares at me for a full minute, not saying anything.


    Then taking my hand, he slides it back into the front of his track pants and into his crotch, right where it was just a few minutes ago. “This,” is all he says.


    “Ben,” I whisper, wishing I could keep my hand right there, or better still, pull his pants all the way off.


    “I need you to go downstairs, Evie,” Ben says, his voice strained. “Go downstairs so I can take care of this before I do something else.”


    I swallow hard. “What else?” I whisper, leaning towards him so my lips are resting against his.


    Ben quickly pulls back, standing now, so he’s staring down at me, our bodies no longer touching. There is no mistaking everything that I’ve done to him though, it’s right there in front of me. As I stare up at him, I’m torn with wanting to keep going and knowing we really shouldn’t. Ben’s parents are so good to me, letting me hang out here whenever I want to, feeding me and never asking for anything in return. And as much as I want this to continue, as much as I want to do so much more to Ben right now, I know we shouldn’t. That we can’t.


    “Go, Evie,” he says, taking another step back.


    “What else, Ben?” I ask him again, my eyes still on his as I force myself to stand.


    I watch as Ben backs towards the door, the strain of what almost happened, and what we both know was very easily about to keep happening, written all over his face. Just as he opens it and I know he’s about to leave, he says, “You, Eva. So I don’t pull you into the shower and do you.”


    And as he walks out the door, I feel myself sinking to the floor again. A wave of immense longing, washing over me. Not just at what he said, but also the way he said it. The way he looked at me when he did.


    What I wouldn’t give for that to happen.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    23rd December 1992


    Sixteen years old


    


    “God, I wish you could just come with us,” Ben says, pulling me against his chest.


    I bury my face against him, wishing the exact same thing. “I know,” I mumble against his jumper. “Me too.”


    “I can’t even believe I have to go,” he murmurs, his face buried against my hair. “I’m eighteen for fuck’s sake, I should not be holidaying with my family.”


    I smile, knowing this is really his parents’ last-ditch attempt to hang on to their son. “You know it’s only because they know you’ll be leaving home soon,” I tell him. “Indulge them, Ben, they’re your parents.”


    “I’d rather indulge you,” he says, nuzzling against me. It makes me laugh, the prickles of his chin brushing against my temple. “Are you going to be okay, though?” Ben asks, pulling back so he can look at me. “Really?”


    I plaster a smile on my face. “Sure, I’ll be fine,” I tell him. “Well, except for the missing you part.”


    “I’m going to miss you too, babe,” he says, his hands cradling my face.


    “I know,” I say, trying to smile up at him.


    “It just doesn’t seem right to go away like this,” he continues. “I barely get enough time with you as it is and I hate leaving when I know you’re still around, when you haven’t…”


    He doesn’t say the words but I know exactly what he’s talking about. It already feels like we have so little time together as it is. Never really knowing how long it’s going to last for, because even though we know exactly when I’m going to disappear now, neither of us knows when I’m going to come back.


    And what if one day I never come back?


    “I’ll still be here when you get back, Ben,” I say, forcing the smile to stay on my face. I don’t want to put these thoughts in his head before he leaves; it’s bad enough that I already carry them with me. “And I’ll be here waiting for you, always.”


    Ben’s thumbs brush over my cheeks, his eyes holding mine as he slowly leans in and presses a kiss to my lips. “You better be,” he whispers.


    “Come on, Ben,” his dad suddenly shouts. “I need you to help me bring these cases down.”


    “Fuck,” he says, pulling back. “I’m sorry, babe.”


    I smile as I reach up, run my fingers through his hair. “It’s okay, really. Have a good time okay and I’ll see you when you get back on the fifteenth, right?”


    Ben nods as he kisses me again. “Yes, the fifteenth,” he says. “So fucking far away.” It is and even though he hasn’t even left yet, I’m already counting down the days until he comes back. “You’ve got the keys for our house right, everything’s sorted?” he asks.


    I nod, stepping back so we don’t just stand here forever. “I do. I’ll check the mail and feed the cat, promise.”


    “And stay here whenever you want to,” Ben says, his face serious as he steps towards me and pulls me back into his arms.


    “I’ll be okay, Ben,” I say, looking up at him. “Promise.”


    I can tell he doesn’t believe me, his arms tightening around me and pulling me even closer. “I mean it, Evie. Anytime you’re scared or don’t feel safe, I want you to come and stay here. Anytime.”


    I nod, trying to convince him. I know he’s talking about my parents. I don’t spend many of my waking hours at home, especially after the fire and Ben finding me again. It still drives him crazy what happened that night. I think deep down, a part of him blames himself, as though he somehow didn’t do enough to protect me. It’s crazy because until that fire happened, I didn’t even remember him. I might not like the parents I have in this life, but at least in some strange way they gave Ben back to me.


    “Promise me you will, Eva,” he says again.


    I can’t help smiling now, knowing he means business when he calls me that. “I promise,” I whisper, pressing up on my toes so I can kiss him again. “I’ll even sleep naked in your bed when I do,” I add with a smile.


    Ben groans as he mumbles, “Tease,” before pressing his mouth hard against mine.


    

  


  
    


    


    8th January 1993


    Sixteen years old


    


    “You are an ungrateful little bitch, you know that?” my dad shouts, reaching into the fridge to grab a beer before slamming it shut.


    I back up against the counter, my fingers knotting together as I try to work out how I can get myself out of this one. All I asked was whether there was any bread so I could make something to eat.


    “Why don’t you get a fucking job, buy your own bread?” he spits and I shiver at the look he gives me.


    “I’m sixteen,” I say, knowing this is a mistake. “And in school.”


    “Sixteen!” my dad shouts. “Sixteen! Do you know what I was doing at sixteen?” I shake my head, too afraid to say what I already know the answer to. I watch as he gestures towards my mother who’s sitting at the kitchen table nursing her own beer. “I was supporting her arse while she was knocked up with you,” he says, pointing at me now.


    I watch as his beer spills, soaking the front of his shirt. He barely notices though, he’s already half drunk, having been drinking all day. That’s why there’s no bread, because all their welfare money went towards buying more beer.


    “It wasn’t my fault,” my mum slurs, standing on wobbly legs. “Was hers.”


    She’s walking towards me now and I’m frozen to the floor. I don’t understand how a simple request for bread has escalated into such a mess. I know what comes next and as I brace myself against the kitchen counter, I force my eyes to stay open, to watch her.


    “Was the pair of you,” my dad grunts as he lowers himself into his seat. But I don’t hear anything else after that. All I feel is the sharp sting of pain as my mother’s hand connects with my face. I’m not sure if it’s a punch or a slap, it doesn’t really matter. And when I don’t move, when I force myself to keep staring at her, I watch as she does it again, harder this time.


    Somewhere in the background, my dad laughs and it’s in that moment, that my eyes fill with tears and I know I have to get the hell out of here. Tonight isn’t just going to be a one-shot deal; tonight it’s become a game.


    It rarely goes this way and usually requires some strange combination of a lot of alcohol and the pair of them getting along for once. When that happens, the anger and aggression they always seem to have isn’t inflicted on each other, but instead, it’s dished out to me.


    I blink hard, trying to stop the tears from falling. I can’t show any weakness towards them, no matter what.


    “Do you think it was my fault?” my mum asks me, swaying as she tries to stand. I shake my head and bite my lip before I blurt out the truth. “That’s right,” she says, taking a swig. It seems to steady her, as though the alcohol is the fuel she needs to focus all of her anger and energy in one cohesive way. “It was yours,” she adds on, before reaching out and hitting me a third time.


    This time the force throws me back. My eyes finally close as my head hits the cupboard behind me and it takes a second before I realise that I’m still conscious. I really need to get out of here.


    When I open my eyes, there are stars in front of them, but I can still make out my parents as they share a laugh, a mutual humour at my expense. I use the moment of distraction to run from the room, catch the end of my father’s, “Get the fuck back here, you little bitch,” before I slam the front door behind me.


    Then I leg it down the street towards the safest place I know, grateful that I’ve still got the keys in my pocket from when I stopped off this afternoon. My parents don’t know where Ben lives; they barely even know he exists. They’ve only ever seen him over at our house on two separate occasions, but that was more than enough.


    The first wasn’t too bad because both of us were walking out the front door as my dad came home from wherever he usually spends his days. He’d merely looked at us and grunted, “You better not knock her up,” as we’d walked past. I was embarrassed, but Ben was pissed and the second, more recent time, only fuelled that anger even more.


    It had been one of those rare days when we’d gone back to my house after I’d finished one of my finals. Rachel had had a bunch of friends at their place and for once, I knew my parents weren’t going to be home, so we went there for a change. Ben and I had had the place ourselves. Total peace and quiet.


    Of course we’d used this alone time to do what we spent most of our alone time doing these days. And for once, we thought we were actually going to get further than we had in a long time. Of course the minute my parents had stumbled in, we knew that wasn’t going to be the case.


    “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” my dad had yelled, catching us on the couch, half undressed.


    Ben had immediately jumped up and put his body between mine and my dad’s in a way that suggested he wasn’t going to let him anywhere near me. I’d tried to get in front of him, at the same time as I was doing up my jeans. The only saving grace in all of this was that my parents were drunk and so probably didn’t fully understand what they were really seeing. Unfortunately this also made them very unpredictable.


    “You little whore,” my mum had slurred as she’d walked into the room, catching me pulling my jumper over my head as I threw Ben’s at him.


    I felt Ben tense in front of me and as much as I would’ve loved to have let him unleash on my parents, I knew we had to get out of there. “Come on,” I’d said to him. “Let’s go.”


    It had taken a minute or two to actually get Ben out of the room, but it didn’t stop my dad from picking up an astray and throwing it at us as we’d walked past. I remember hearing it smash as it hit the wall beside the front door and then we were running back to Ben’s house, no longer caring that Rachel and all her friends were there.


    “Evie, fuck,” Ben had said, trying to get me to slow down. “Is that the kind of shit you have to put up with from them?” I’d dragged him down the footpath, not wanting to admit that was actually pretty standard behaviour from my parents.


    “Evie, stop,” he’d said, having different ideas.


    “What?” I’d asked, turning to face him. I could see the anger that was curling through him, the shock on his face at what he’d just seen unfold with his own eyes.


    “Is that what your mum and dad are like all the time?” he’d asked. I bit my lip as I’d tried not to admit that actually, sometimes it was a lot worse. “Baby,” he said, his voice softening as he stepped closer. “Talk to me.”


    I nodded, whispering, “Sorry,” as he brushed his fingers across my cheek, before he pulled me into his arms.


    “Jesus, Evie, you don’t need to be sorry for anything,” he’d said, holding me to him. I’d spent the rest of the day at Ben’s house, only sneaking back into mine when it was past midnight and I was sure they’d have both passed out.


    


    Now though, I was running towards no one. Ben and his family were still away at his grandparents and wouldn’t be back for another week. Luckily I had the key and a promise that I could always stay there, whenever I needed to.


    When I finally reach their house, it takes me two attempts just to get the door unlocked and my hands are still shaking as I disable the alarm. Once I have, I lock myself in, reactivating the perimeter alarm and finally breathing a sigh of relief. I’m safe here.


    I walk into the living room where Fluffy, their cat, is curled up asleep on the couch. I scratch her head, earning me a purr, before I walk out and slowly climb the stairs to Ben’s room.


    The achingly familiar scent of him hits me as soon as I open his bedroom door. Even though my heart surges with longing, I know he isn’t going to be back anytime soon. Kicking off my shoes, I walk over to his bed and curl myself up under his duvet, my nose pressing into his pillow as I try to breathe him in.


    I don’t cry and I’m not sure how long I lie here for, but eventually I fall asleep, safe in the knowledge that I am surrounded by Ben, and my parents can never find me.
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    Sixteen years old


    


    “Evie,” I hear Ben whisper.


    I must be dreaming, but right now I don’t care. I’m wrapped in a warm blanket, surrounded by Ben’s smell. His fingers are running through my hair and I swear I just heard him speak.


    “Evie, baby, wake up.”


    My eyes open and I immediately realise I’m in Ben’s room, in his bed. When I roll over, he’s sitting beside me and I’m so happy to see him that I sit up, instantly awake and totally forgetting about the reason I’m here in the first place.


    He’s smiling at me but when he sees my face, that smile quickly disappears. “What the fuck?” he says, his hands coming up to cup my face until he realises he can’t. “What the fuck happened, baby?”


    I duck my head, a little embarrassed even though I have no reason to be. I know this shouldn’t have happened and I know I didn’t deserve it, but it doesn’t make it any easier to deal with. I also know that Ben will know exactly what’s happened and why I am lying in his bed with a bruised face.


    I feel his hand as it slides gently along my other cheek, slowly tilting my head so I have to look at him. “Talk to me, Evie, please,” he begs and I can hear the pain in his voice now. See it written all over his face. I have no idea what he’s doing here; he’s supposed to be at his grandparent’s house.


    I try smiling up at him, even though it hurts. “What are you doing here?” I ask. “You’re not supposed to be back for a few more days.”


    Ben shakes his head at me, as though the reasons why he’s back early don’t matter. “Which one of them did this?” he asks, his voice harder now as he continues to hold my face and stare down at the ugly bruise I know has formed on my left cheek. “Evie?” he says, when I don’t say anything.


    I blink, swallowing hard. “She did,” I whisper.


    Ben’s hand slides to the back of my head as he pulls me close and wraps his other arm around my shoulders. I melt into his body, resting the cheek she didn’t hit, against his chest as he holds me. He feels so warm and safe and despite not ever wanting to be dependent on anything, I can’t help but feel like I’m home when Ben holds me like this.


    “Are you okay, baby?” he whispers, his chin resting on the top of my head.


    I nod, even though I’m not entirely sure I am. I don’t know if I can last another two and a half years with these people. I’m not sure if I’ll actually survive it.


    “I can’t believe this has happened,” he says, his fingers running down my back. I close my eyes, curl my fingers in his jumper and pull him closer. I can feel his heart pounding beneath my cheek, as though he’s run home. I have no idea what he’s thinking right now.


    “Wait here,” he suddenly says, pulling back now so he can look at me. “Just stay here and wait until I come back okay?”


    “What are you going to do?” I ask, my voice rising in fear.


    “It doesn’t matter, Evie. I just need you to wait here for me, okay. Wait. Here,” he says, emphasising his words. “I won’t be long.”


    I’m shaking my head, kicking off the duvet as I try to scramble from his bed. “No, Ben, please. I don’t want you doing anything, don’t go over there. Don’t, please don’t.” I grip the front of his jumper with both hands, refusing to let go.


    Ben puts his hands over mine and gently pulls them off his chest, lifting my knuckles to his lips where he places a kiss on each hand. “Evie, I have to, okay. I can’t stand back anymore, baby, I really can’t.”


    “But, Ben,” I cry, my heart pounding. “What about you?” I ask, tears threatening. “I’m scared about what he might do to you.” My last words are a whisper, fear stopping them in my throat.


    Ben leans in and kisses my lips. “Don’t be, I can take care of myself.”


    “Please, please, just let me come with you?” I beg, knowing I need to be there to step in when this all goes to shit.


    “No,” Ben says, shaking his head at me as he stands. “I need you to be safe, Evie. Please.”


    “Ben…” I whisper, my stomach in knots at the thought of him going over there.


    Ben bends down and presses a quick kiss to my lips and then he’s out the door and I’m left tangled in his duvet, wondering whether he really did just show up and hold me or if it was all just a dream.


    But then I hear the front door slam, and I know that it wasn’t. As my fingers gently prod at the bruise on my face, the sensation of Ben’s touch still lingers. I can’t just stay here and do nothing. So, I slip out of bed, pull on my shoes and run down the stairs, closing the front door behind me and racing after him.


    By the time I reach my house though, I wonder if I’m too late. I can hear the sound of yelling from the street. Three voices, all shouting to be heard and Ben’s voice, the loudest of all.


    “What the fuck were you thinking?” he screams, so loud I wonder if the neighours will come out. “She’s your fucking daughter, you arsehole!”


    Then my dad. “Get the fuck out of here, you little shit.”


    And my mum. “Mind your own business.” Her words are slurred and I know she’s really drunk now.


    It’s only just gone midnight, but they’ll probably be at it for several hours yet. My dad will take a little longer to reach her level, his heavy build meaning he can spend the entire day drinking before it really hits him. That’s actually worse, because it means I spend the whole day waiting to see what he’s going to do to me. At least with her, she drinks, it hits her, she hits me and then she passes out, finally leaving me alone. With Dad, it’s like watching that scary movie all over again, only this time it’s being played out in real life, right in front of my eyes. And I know there’s never usually any chance of escape.


    I hear the sounds of something crashing into the wall and I’m about to run inside when Ben yells, “You’re a fucking disgrace. You should both be in jail.”


    And then the front door slams and Ben is marching towards me, heading right to where I stand on the footpath in front of my house. He hasn’t seen me yet and I have no idea what he’s going to say when he does, his face is murderous right now. I step to the right, so I’m standing under the street lamp and as soon as I do, he immediately stops.


    “Are you okay?” I whisper, my hands twisted together in front of me.


    Ben shakes his head once and keeps walking, straight towards me. I don’t move and when he is in front of me, he stops, his hands reaching for and landing on either side of my neck as he leans down to kiss me. I expect his kiss to be hard, urgent, and it is. It’s filled with anger and fear, but at the same time, love and something else. I know he’s trying to hold back and I know he doesn’t want to scare me, but he’s pissed. He’s pissed at them and he’s pissed at what I have to live through each day. But most of all, he’s pissed that he can’t protect me from any of it.


    Ben finally pulls back, his hands still on my neck. His face is calmer now, but it’s more like a mask, as though he’s desperately trying to hide what he’s really feeling so he doesn’t scare me. “I thought I told you to wait for me at home,” he whispers.


    I give him a tiny smile. “When do I ever do as I’m told?” I ask, biting my lip as I press up on my toes to kiss him again.


    I hear Ben exhale, almost in relief, as he murmurs, “Never,” just as my lips touch his. Our kiss is much softer this time, gentle, but still passionate. Ben’s lips are barely touching mine as he kisses me and my fingers finally untwist themselves and grab on to the front of his jumper, holding him to me.


    A distant roll of thunder finally breaks us apart. “Let’s get out of here,” Ben whispers, his hand reaching for mine as he turns and starts to walk us both back towards his house. I’m going with him, of course I am. There’s no way in hell I’m staying here now, not after what just went down between him and my parents. Although I didn’t see any of it, listening to it all was bad enough.


    Ben is focused and silent the whole walk back to his place. To anyone who crossed our path, he’d look determined and very pissed off. If I didn’t know him like I do, I certainly wouldn’t mess with him. But to me, he looks amazing. He looks like the man who would do anything to protect me, who would defend me without question and who would rescue me if I ever needed it. I never thought I did, but Ben has a way of surprising me when I least expect it.


    It’s not until we reach his house that he finally stops again. Turning to face me, he doesn’t say anything, just pulls me into his arms, wrapping them tightly around me, but careful of my face. I wrap my arms around his waist, pulling him closer as I bury my face in his chest and breathe in his scent. I know he’s still angry, but he’s doing his best to let it go, and I know that’s for my sake.


    “Are you sure you’re alright?” he asks, kissing the top of my head.


    “Me?” I ask surprised, pulling back so I can look at him. “What about you, Ben, are you alright?”


    I watch as his jaw clenches and I think he’s probably very far from alright at the moment. I know he probably wanted to say more to them and I’m pretty sure he’d have liked to punch them both, but he didn’t because that would’ve only gotten us both in trouble.


    “Ben?” I ask.


    He unwraps his arms and slides his hands to either side of my neck. Smiling, he leans down and gently kisses first my lips and then the bruise on my left cheek, which is still throbbing with pain. “We should put some ice on this,” he says, kissing my lips again before he pulls me around the side of his house.


    “Ben,” I say again. “Are you sure you’re alright?”


    He turns and looks back at me as we round the side of his house into the backyard. “I’m okay, Evie, really. Wait here a sec and I’ll go and grab some ice.” He gently pushes me into one of the chairs on their back deck before he quietly opens the kitchen door into the house. I sit down and lean back, my eyes toward the sky where I can just see the stars trying to peek through the clouds. I get the feeling it’s going to rain any minute.


    My eyes close as I think back over what happened tonight. We probably got lucky for now, but I’ve got no idea what tomorrow will bring, no idea the shit I’m going to face when I finally go back home.


    The door opens and the next thing I know, Ben is kneeling between my legs in front of me, gently holding some ice, wrapped in a tea towel, against my face. I place my hand over his and for a few minutes we stay in this position, just watching each other. I reach out and stroke my free hand across Ben’s cheek and he smiles at me, watches as I lean in and kiss him.


    “I’m okay,” I whisper. “Really.”


    Ben kisses me again before he stands up and takes a seat in the chair next to me. It’s only now I notice the two beers he’s holding and when he hands me a couple of Advil with mine, I smile, swallowing the pills with a mouthful of the cold liquid. As I lean back in my chair, Ben takes hold of my wrist, his fingers wrapping gently around it, still cool from the beers he was carrying.


    We both sit in silence as we drink our beers and stare at the sky. It’s cold outside, but I get the feeling both of us needs it at the moment. Eventually half my face feels completely numb and I stop holding the ice against it, moving my beer to that hand. Ben’s fingers slide down my arm to my now empty hand and thread through my fingers, lifting our joined hands to his lips. I turn to look at him in the darkness.


    “Thank you, Ben,” I whisper.


    Ben’s head rolls on the back of the chair so he’s facing me. “You don’t ever need to thank me, Eva,” he says, his voice a whisper in the darkness. “I promised I’d always look after you. I intend to keep that promise.”


    I smile at him now, my face no longer hurting thanks to the ice, drugs, and beer. “I know you did. I remember the first time you made that promise to me.”


    Ben smiles. “You do?”


    “Yeah,” I say laughing a little. “I was five years old, remember? You wanted to walk me to school.”


    “I did,” Ben says laughing as he takes a sip of his beer.


    “It was adorable, I think I fell in love with you that day,” I say, still smiling. “I think my mum from that life did too actually.”


    Ben’s eyes close as though he’s remembering that exact day, nearly thirteen years ago. “I fell in love with you the year before,” he says, his smile gone. “When we first met.”


    My heart stops at his words and when his eyes open again, I’m held in his piercing blue stare, unable to look away. All at once, I’m falling just a tiny bit more in love with him. “You did?” I whisper.


    Ben nods. “I did. Walking you to school, that was kind of like our first date, wasn’t it?” he asks, smiling.


    I laugh. “Yeah I guess it kinda was,” I say bringing his hand to my lips.


    “I haven’t stopped loving you since that day, Evie,” he whispers. “And no matter what happens or where you go, I won’t ever stop.”


    I’m staring at Ben as I hold his hand, my lips resting against his knuckles. “No,” I whisper. “Me either.”


    And I know that I never will. No matter what happens, no matter where I end up, I will always love him.


    There is a sudden flash of lightning across the sky, lighting up the entire garden, followed immediately by a crack of thunder so loud it’s almost deafening. The storm that I thought was coming is much closer now. As I look up at the sky again, it is lit up by another bright flash of light.


    “Shit,” Ben says, his fingers tightening in mine just as the skies open and the cold rain starts bucketing down on us.


    It’s absolutely pounding down, a winter storm, one of those heavy downpours that starts with virtually no warning and will stop just as quickly. It’s cold and I can’t help the squeal as I jump out of my chair, my clothes already half soaked. Ben is laughing as he pulls me with him towards the back door, flinging it open and pulling us both inside. Laughing, he shuts it behind him, shaking his head so water droplets go flying everywhere, making me squeal again.


    “Evie,” Ben says in a hushed whisper that sounds incredibly loud in the silence of his house.


    “What?” I ask, still giggling.


    “Shhh,” he says squeezing my hand.


    “You shush,” I say, squeezing his back.


    Suddenly I’m hauled against Ben’s hard body, all the breath knocked out of me as my chest lands hard against his.


    “Evie Wakefield, did you just shush me?” Ben asks, his arm wrapping around my waist and holding me tight as his other hand brushes the wet hair back from my face.


    “Maybe,” I say smiling up him. “What are you going to do about it?” I ask teasingly. Ben tilts his head, a cheeky smile now lighting up his whole face and making my heart flip. “Well?” I prompt, biting my bottom lip in an attempt to play coy.


    “You’re lucky I love you, Evie Wakefield,” Ben says, his hand sliding around my neck. “Very lucky.” And then his mouth is on mine and there isn’t a single bit of space between us.


    Ben kisses me as though it’s the first time he’s ever kissed me. His mouth is firm, his lips completely covering mine as he gently urges them to part. I feel the warmth of his tongue as it finds mine and before I know what’s happening, my arms have wrapped around his waist, the fingers of my left hand sliding under the waistband of his jeans, brushing against his bare skin.


    The moan that comes from Ben is like nothing I’ve ever heard before and it makes me feel incredible. I push up on my toes, pressing my mouth harder against his as I try to get him to make it again. I can feel him pressing against me, can feel just how much this is turning him on. It’s turning me on too and I want Ben to be able to feel that. I want Ben to know what he’s doing to me.


    Something is different between us tonight. I don’t know if it’s the forced separation when we shouldn’t have had it, the surprise of Ben coming back early, or the anger at what happened while he was gone, but there’s a charge between us tonight. It’s stronger than usual, and it surrounds us, pulling us closer and closer, like magnets.


    “God, Evie,” Ben eventually says, pulling back a little as he tries to catch his breath. His forehead is resting on mine, and his warm breath hits my face, the taste of him, sweet and intoxicating, as it floods my senses.


    “What?” I ask, tightening my fingers on his back.


    Ben’s hand slides from my neck up into my hair and I feel him grip it firmly, tilting my head back so I’m looking directly up at him. It’s demanding and he isn’t letting me move, but it doesn’t hurt, Ben would never hurt me. It’s more like an I don’t want to let you go move, because I have something really important I need to say to you.


    I don’t want to let him go either.


    “You drive me crazy,” he says his voice husky with desire as he stares directly into my eyes. “Really fucking crazy, baby, do you know that?”


    I smile, loving this reaction. “You drive me crazy too, Ben,” I tell him, trying to push up on my toes so I can kiss him again.


    “Evie, fuck,” Ben murmurs, falling back against the kitchen door and taking me with him. I’m practically lying against him now and I can feel everything. Every hard line of his body, every tight squeeze of his fingers and absolutely everything this is doing to him. “We’ve got to stop,” he says, breathless. “I need to stop.”


    I kiss him again as I say what I know we’re both thinking. “I don’t want to, Ben,” I tell him. “Why do we need to stop?”


    Ben is completely still, frozen in place with me wrapped in his arms. He isn’t kissing me back now and I think he’s gone into shock at the words I’ve just said to him. Maybe he didn’t expect this after coming home and finding me like he did, but if anything, what’s happened has only reinforced everything I feel for him.


    Just how much I love him.


    And tonight, right now, whatever this is between us, it’s driving us together in a way that it never has before. In the past, when we’ve been interrupted and Ben stops, his breathing is hard and his heart is pounding as he pulls away from me. But I can always see in his eyes just how much he wants me.


    And right now, staring back at him, I can still see all of that want, and so much more, looking back at me. I love Ben and I trust him with my life. And tonight, I want him to know every single part of me and I really, really want to know every single part of him too.


    “What?” I ask, pulling back a little when Ben still hasn’t said anything.


    Ben’s arms tighten as he keeps staring intently at me. “Are you sure?” he finally asks, his voice deep in the silence of the house. “Are you sure you want to do this tonight?” His fingers gently brush against my bruised cheek, as though reminding me of why it’s okay if I don’t.


    But this is not a reason to stop for me. I smile up at him, my body tingling all over at the prospect of what’s about to happen. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life, Ben.”


    And I haven’t. I’ve wanted Ben since the first time I met him, and the second and the third. All of my versions have wanted Ben and all of us have loved him. Still love him now.


    Ben smiles down at me, his head lowering so his lips gently brush against mine, softer now as he kisses me. “I love you, Evie,” he whispers, using only my first name this time. My constant name, as though he’s read my mind.


    “I love you too, Ben.”


    Ben kisses me once more before pushing off the kitchen door. He takes hold of my hand again before leading me upstairs to his bedroom.


    “Are your mum and dad back too?” I ask in a hushed whisper.


    Ben turns back to face me. “Still at my grandparents,” he says, smiling as he pulls me up the stairs now, not bothering to hide when we no longer have to. He’s also in a hurry and it makes me smile. I like that he wants this just as much as I do.


    “What about Rachel?” I whisper as he opens his door, knowing she’s been the main cause of all our previous interruptions.


    “Rachel isn’t home either,” he says, pulling me into his room. “We have the whole house to ourselves, Evie,” he adds on and I can hear the anticipation in his voice. It makes me shiver with desire.


    I shut the door behind me with my foot and am instantly wrapped in Ben’s arms. He’s walking us backwards to his bed and everything feels right, perfect, exactly as it should be. Ben’s legs hit the bed and he sits down, pulling me so I’m standing between his thighs, his hands are on my hips as he looks up me. The only sound in the room is the relentless pounding of rain on the roof. Even our breathing has been swallowed up.


    “You are so beautiful, Evie,” Ben whispers, even though my face is bruised and the room is completely dark and I can’t imagine he can see much in the muted moonlight that’s coming through his open blinds.


    I smile at him, brush his crazy hair off his forehead as I lean down to kiss him. Ben’s hands slide up under my jumper, tracing my spine as he pulls it over my head. I’m only wearing a bra underneath, but I’m not about to hide anything, Ben’s seen me like this before. I can feel his fingers unsnapping the clasp at my back so he can finally see me without it.


    I want to see him too, so I lean down and grab the bottom of his rain-soaked jumper and pull it, and his t-shirt, quickly off him. Ben laughs as he says, “You in a hurry, baby?”


    I’m nodding at him, smiling as I lean in and kiss him again.


    “Well, I wanna take this slow, okay?” he says, gently pushing me back so he can look at me again. “I want to enjoy this first time with you.”


    I bite my bottom lip as I swallow hard at the words he’s saying to me. Even in the dark, I can see how amazing he looks. He’s getting bigger, his arms and shoulders bulking up with the muscle he’s gaining from all the training he’s been doing. He runs and lifts weights nearly every day and it’s really starting to show. His shoulders and chest are hard and sculpted, tight muscle all the way down to his flat, smooth abs which form a perfect V at his waist. He’s delicious and I can’t help licking my lips as I take in the sight of him.


    Ben smiles up at me, not at all shy as he watches me blatantly checking him out. Neither of us has ever really been shy with each other, but especially lately. Because being together has always felt like the most natural thing in the world to us. I feel nothing but beautiful when I’m with Ben, because he looks at me like I am the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen.


    I watch as he leans in and presses a kiss between my breasts. His lips are soft, his breath warm, and a soft moan escapes from his throat. My fingers slide into his damp hair, tightening their grip as I pull him against me. Ben’s arms wrap around my waist now and he falls backwards onto his bed, taking me with him so I’m lying on top of him, our bare chests pressed together. My heart is pounding, and so is his. I can feel it beating against my own, mirroring all of the want and desire and lust I feel for this man.


    But it’s so much more than that. It’s everything he’s ever done for me, not just tonight, but every night I’ve known him. It’s all the love he’s ever given me, but especially the love he gave me tonight when he did what he did. And it’s the times he’s waited for me, the times I hope he keeps waiting for me. Whether he knows it or not, Ben’s saved me more times than I can remember and I can’t imagine my life without him in it. I don’t want to even think about a time when he might not be here for me to find.


    “Evie, fuck, you’re gorgeous, baby,” Ben whispers against my skin, his lips pressing soft kisses down my neck.


    He rolls us over so he’s lying half on top of me, and I take the opportunity to undo the button and zip of his jeans. We’re reaching the point of where we’d normally get interrupted, only this time we both know it isn’t going to happen. Instead, Ben undoes my jeans too and pushes them over my hips. I arch up so he can get them off and when he’s done, he pushes his own jeans down his legs and I hear them land in a heap on the floor. Both of us are almost naked, only one more piece of clothing to go.


    I open my eyes and find Ben looking down at me, a half smile on his face as he asks one more time. “You’re really sure?”


    My fingers brush his hair back and I know that if I said no, Ben would stop, without hesitation, without complaint. But I don’t want to say no, so I slide my hand to the back his neck and bring his mouth back to mine. “I’m definitely sure, Ben.”


    And then his fingers are sliding my knickers over my hips and down my legs. My hands are in his boxers too, doing the same thing, only with a lot more urgency and a lot less finesse. As we lie with our rain-dampened skin pressed against each other, Ben continues to kiss me, one arm under my neck, the other curled around my head. I’m completely enclosed in Ben’s body, his smell and his warmth surrounding me. There is nowhere else I’d rather be.


    I slide my foot up his leg and drape it over his hips as I hold him tighter against me. Ben moans again and my body arches into his as though I have no control over it.


    “Evie,” he whispers between kisses, his fingers tightening in my hair.


    “Mmmm,” is all I can get out at the moment.


    My heart is pounding and my whole body feels like it’s floating, as though it would float away if he wasn’t holding on to me. And that’s how it’s always been, Ben, holding on to me. No matter how many times I change or disappear, he’s always here, waiting for me to find him again, waiting to hold on to me once more, both of us hoping that next time, I won’t go anywhere.


    He is my anchor, my rock and now, more than anything, I want him.


    I want Ben like I’ve never wanted him before.


    “Are you okay?” he suddenly asks me, his forehead resting on mine.


    I open my eyes and for just a second, we stare at each, not smiling, not saying anything. “I’m perfect, Ben,” I whisper.


    “Yeah, Evie,” he says smiling at me. “You sure are,” he adds before kissing me again.


    Our kisses are much more intense now, harder and laced with desire and want and a sense of urgency. A sense of urgency brought on by our separation and by what happened tonight, but also by what we know will happen in the future. I don’t want to lose any more time with Ben.


    My body starts to hum as Ben’s kisses only intensify. He’s pushing hard against me now and I can feel just how turned on he is. I already feel like I’m going to combust and I dig my fingers into his back, into his heated skin in a silent plea for him to take this further.


    He gets it, and I smile as Ben lifts his head and reaches over to grab a condom from the top drawer of his bedside table. I don’t even want to think about why he has them, whether he’s ever done this before. Right now, is just about Ben and me, about my first time with Ben. And as he holds the foil packet between his teeth and rips it open, he never once takes his eyes off me.


    And I can’t take mine off him either, watching his every move as he pulls the condom from the wrapper, rolls off me and puts it on. He glances up at me again and I smile at him, having absolutely no second thoughts or doubts about this. Ben smiles back as he moves beside me again, looking down at me, but not saying anything.


    “What?” I ask him, when he doesn’t move.


    His fingers gently brush down my cheek; over the bruise my latest mother gave me. He leans in to press an incredibly soft kiss against it before whispering, “I love you so much, Evie. You know that, right?”


    I cup his cheek in my hand, forcing him to meet my eyes. “Yeah, Ben, I know.”


    He smiles at me again before he lowers his whole body gently on to mine, covering me in his weight and his warmth. My legs fall open without hesitation and he fits perfectly between them, not yet inside, but resting against me.


    “I love you, baby,” he whispers again as he eases up and slowly slides into me, a soft moan falling from his lips as he does.


    My breath catches as I feel a sudden, sharp pain, but then it’s gone and all I can feel is the closeness of Ben, the fullness of Ben inside me. He doesn’t move and I feel my whole body tighten, testing out how he feels, how we feel together like this.


    “Are you okay?” he whispers as he kisses me gently.


    “Yes,” I tell him, my arms wrapping around his shoulders as he slowly pulls out and slides into me again. This time we both moan and the feeling is exquisite. I’ve never felt this close to Ben before, this intimate, and this connected with him. I never knew it could be like this.


    “You feel amazing, Evie,” Ben whispers, still moving slowly inside me as his fingers move from my hair, down my body and between us. He starts to touch me like he’s done only once before. His fingers pushing against my jeans as we lay on his bed, half dressed and taking things further than we ever had. But this time, we are both completely naked, completely exposed to each other and I can already feel my body tensing in anticipation. He somehow knows exactly how to touch me, only now, with him moving inside me, the whole sensation feels a thousand times more intense, a million times better.


    “Ben,” I cry out, my voice a loud whisper against the rain, that he smothers with his mouth. He kisses me hard as though he’s feeling everything I’m feeling right now. As he starts to move faster, his fingers touching me with a little more force, I feel myself starting to come undone.


    My whole body feels hot, a thin layer of sweat covering my skin and Ben’s. The only sounds in the room are our deep breaths, the occasional moan and the sounds of our bodies moving against each other. And it’s all wrapped up in the heavy rain that still continues to fall.


    “Evie, I’m gonna come,” Ben whispers against my mouth and I know with those words, I’m going to, too. And it’s as though Ben senses how close I am because he starts to move faster, with his fingers, his body and his kisses. The next thing I know my whole body is shattering around me as Ben pushes deep inside me, deeper than before and moans loudly.


    My arms tighten around his back as Ben collapses on top of me, his face pressed against my neck. I can feel his hard breaths, lips kissing and nibbling my skin, the gentle scrape of his stubble as it brushes against me. He never shaves much now that he’s finished school and he loves rubbing his whiskers against me, making me squeal and laugh. I’m not laughing now though. Right now I feel like I’m floating and as I tighten my arms and legs around Ben’s body, I realise that I don’t ever want to let this man go.


    “I’m so glad you came home early,” I whisper in his ear, my breathing hard and my heart still pounding as I press a kiss to his cheek.


    Ben lifts his head and looks at me in a way I’ve never seen before. His eyes are pools of blackness, nearly all of the blue gone as he stares down at me which so much love it makes my heart flip inside my chest. “Me too, baby,” he whispers before leaning in to softly kiss my lips now.


    Eventually, Ben rolls off me and I immediately miss the closeness of him. As he gets rid of the condom, I shiver from the coolness of the air on my heated skin. The rain has finally stopped, but the sky is still black with clouds. Ben wraps the duvet around us; pulling me into his arms and against his hard, warm body.


    “Did it hurt?” he eventually asks, his fingers gently stroking my hair and all the way down to my waist as he pulls me against him.


    My right cheek is resting on his chest, my fingers tracing the lines of muscle on his ribs, causing goose bumps to spring up. I press a kiss to his nipple and hear him groan. “No, not really,” I tell him. “Just right at the start, but after that it felt amazing.”


    Ben’s hand finds my chin and tilts my face up so I’m looking at him. “It felt pretty amazing for me too,” he says, leaning in to kiss the end of my nose.


    I swallow, open my mouth and hear the words come out before I can stop them. “Have you ever done that before?”


    Ben’s head pulls back, a surprised look crossing his face. “No, of course not, Evie. Why, have you?”


    I shake my head, sliding my body up his, so my head is propped up in my hand, and I’m leaning over him, looking into his eyes. “This was my first time, Ben,” I tell him. “I’ve always wanted my first time to be with you.”


    He smiles up me now, his fingers tucking strands of hair behind my ear. “Me too, Evie, me too. I’ve only ever been with you and I only ever want to be with you. You know that.”


    “Yeah,” I say, knowing this is the truth.


    “Why would you even think I’d done that before?” Ben asks stretching one arm above his head, the other still wrapped around my waist. “I mean I know it was amazing between us, but really, why’d you think that?”


    I’m watching him now, loving the huge, cocky grin he’s suddenly wearing as he looks up at me with an I am the man expression on his face. I can’t help it as I burst out laughing, pinching his side as he wraps his arm tighter around me and pulls me on top of him, tickling me even as I’m squirming to get away.


    “Why, Evie?” he asks, suddenly serious as both his hands still on my waist and hold me against him. “You know I’m all yours, baby, I told you this.”


    I’m still smiling down at him, knowing of course Ben wouldn’t have been with anyone else. Shrugging, I say, “I don’t know, the condoms I guess.”


    Ben smiles up at me now as he slides his hand into my hair and pulls my mouth back down to his. “I’ve had them for ages, Evie.”


    “You have?” I ask against his lips.


    “Yeah.”


    “Why?”


    Ben laughs against my mouth now. “Because, baby, you’re not the only one who’s been frustrated at every interruption we’ve had, you know.” And then he kisses me and there are no more words left for us to say.


    

  


  
    


    


    15th January 1993


    Sixteen years old


    


    “Stay with me,” Ben whispers as we lie in each other’s arms. It’s only just dawn, but having spent the last few days with the house to ourselves, not only have we barely slept, we haven’t really left Ben’s bed. The only time we have is when Ben’s had to go to work, which is the reason he came home early in the first place, or when I’ve had to go to school. Apart from that, we’ve spent the whole time in his bed.


    I haven’t been home since the night I got hit, since Ben came back and stormed over to yell at my parents. When I haven’t been at school, I’ve come straight back here to do homework or watch TV and wait for Ben. And every night, I’ve stayed over. Spending them wrapped up in Ben’s arms, both of us making the most of this opportunity to learn all the secrets of each other’s body, without any chance of interruption. It’s only gotten better and better and I’m so glad we’ve had this time together. I’m wondering how I’ll possibly be able to go back home tonight and sleep without him.


    “Babe,” he says.


    “Mmm,” I say, knowing there’s nowhere else I want to be right now.


    “I mean it,” he says, his voice like a warm blanket as it wraps around me. “I don’t want you going home. Not tonight when my parents get back, not ever.”


    I snuggle even closer to him as I whisper, “I don’t want to go home tonight either, Ben.” I have no idea if my parents have been looking for me, if they’ve even noticed I’ve been gone, but I really don’t care. Whenever I’m around I’m just another mouth to feed or face to smack. Who knows, maybe they’re glad I’ve disappeared.


    “Evie,” Ben says, his voice firmer. “I mean it. I want you to stay here. I want you to stay when mum and dad get back tonight and I want you to stay when I go to the academy. I want you to stay, permanently.”


    Ben’s words have me suddenly awake and I open my eyes and pull back so we are looking at each other as we lie on the same pillow. “What do you mean?” I ask.


    Ben’s hand reaches out and gently pushes the hair from my face. He leans in and presses a soft kiss to the end of my nose before looking at me, his face serious. “I don’t want you going back there,” he says again, softly touching the fading bruise on my cheek.


    It still hurts a little, but Ben is very gentle. I wonder if my parents’ pride hurt when Ben yelled at them for what she did to me. If it had been my father who hit me, I suspect he’d be wearing a similar looking bruise. But I shudder as I think what Ben would have earned in the process.


    “I don’t ever want you going back there, Evie. I feel sick every time I have to take you back home, knowing I can’t protect you. But after seeing what happened the other night, there’s no way I can let you go back there ever again,” he says, pulling me against him. “If you stay here, I know you’ll be safe and nobody can hurt you.”


    I wrap my arms around Ben’s waist, hugging him tighter than I ever have before. I love this man and every single thing he does for me, has done for me, ever since I was four years old. I recognised it, even back then. Back when I was little Evie Roberts and Ben was still Ben Foster, my protector.


    “How can I do that, Ben?” I ask quietly. “I can’t just live here with your family, they might not want me here, we can’t ask them to do that.”


    “We can,” Ben says firmly, “and we will. Tonight.”


    “Ben…” I say, but he cuts me off.


    “Baby, no. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t sleep knowing you are over there, sleeping under the same roof as them. I can’t sleep never knowing what the fuck might happen when I’m not there to look after you. I’ve sat back for too long and I can’t do it anymore. So right now, it’s either you moving in here, or me quitting training, getting a job and us moving in together.”


    “Ben, no,” I tell him, as I pull back to look at him again.


    “Yes, Evie,” he says softly. “You decide, baby, but those are the only two options. And I’m prepared to do either, okay.”


    “But you… you’ve always wanted to do this,” I say. “You love…” I bite my lip to stop myself from saying anymore.


    “I have,” he says, kissing me quickly. “And I do love it, but I love you more, Eva. I really do.”


    I take a deep breath, staring at Ben as he says these words to me. I know he means them, but I cannot ask him to give this up, not when I know it’s all he’s ever wanted to do. “Don’t quit,” I say quietly, my eyes never leaving his.


    “So you’ll come and live here?” he asks.


    “I don’t know, how are we supposed to explain this to your parents?” I ask. “I’m only sixteen.”


    Ben exhales. “I know, but it’s only another month until you’re seventeen. And they’ll get it, Evie, I promise,” he says, running his fingers down my arm. “They’ve seen the bruises before, they know what’s going on here.”


    My eyes close, my head falling as I try to imagine what Ben’s parents must think of my parents, or worse still, of me.


    “Evie,” he says gently, his fingers tilting my chin so I’m forced to look at him. “It’s going to be okay, I promise. We’ll talk to them tonight, we’ll sort it out.”


    And all I can do is silently nod, hoping that Ben is right. He sighs in relief, pulling me against his chest as he gently kisses my forehead.


    “Thank you, baby,” I hear him whisper.


    

  


  
    



    28th February 1993


    Seventeen years old


    


    I wake to Ben’s kisses, to his lips slowly running along my jaw until they reach my mouth.


    “Happy birthday, Evie Wakefield,” he whispers against my lips, making me smile.


    “Mmmm, best birthday ever,” I mumble, stretching beneath him before I wrap my arms around his broad shoulders.


    “You sure about that,” he says teasingly, pressing his warm, naked body against mine, as if to show me how much better it could be.


    I groan in response, tightening my hold on him as I pull him closer, pull him exactly where I need him to be. Ben groans with me as he pushes inside me, my body moulding to his like it always does, every time we do this.


    I’ve been living with Ben’s family for the past six weeks. He meant everything he said about me staying with him and when his parents had come home that night, he’d said exactly that to them.


    Ben was still going through the application process to get into the academy so he could become a firefighter, so it was a big deal, asking if we could both live at his parent’s house, together. We couldn’t afford our own place, not while Ben was still training and only working random jobs. But worse still, I was still in school…and only sixteen. But Ben was adamant; he wasn’t letting me go back to my house and the latest people who were my so-called parents.


    And surprisingly, his parents had been unbelievable. Even though they hadn’t really liked the idea of us sharing a room, given Ben’s younger sister was right next door, they had been completely in agreement with me moving in with them. It hadn’t even been an issue, almost like it was something they’d already discussed between themselves. And when his mum, Suzanne, had walked right up to me and wrapped me in a bear hug, I’d felt tears well up in my eyes as I remembered my previous mothers, the good ones, and all the times they’d done to this me. How much I missed it now I’d been stuck with my latest set of parents.


    I’d always wondered how Ben had explained it to his family, where I went and why I ended up living with different people, in a different house, in different towns or streets. When I’d asked him, he said he told them I was a foster child, which was actually a really smart idea, and that circumstances forced me to move from time to time. I guess we were lucky they never noticed it happened on the exact same day, every four years.


    Every leap year.


    “Evie…” Ben moans, bringing me back to the present as he moves inside me.


    I smile knowing I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be now though.


    

  


  
    



    


    30th July 1994


    Eighteen years old


    


    “So, do you know what you’re going to do yet?” Ben asks.


    We are lying together in the park, his head is on my stomach and my fingers are in his hair as we both stare up at the cloudless blue sky. We’re waiting for Ben’s best friend Paul and his girlfriend Lily to show up. Ben and Paul have both just found out they’ve been accepted into the training program, and I’ve just passed my O levels, so today we are celebrating.


    What I’m going to do next though, is something we’ve really only just started talking about. It’s not as simple as going to university or getting a job because in two years time, I’m going to disappear again. Back when I was younger, we could explain it away with my parents moving or something, but not now. It’s not really a legitimate excuse for dropping out of university midway through my degree or failing to show up for work one day, because I’ve suddenly woken up on the other side of the country.


    Despite all the unknowns, we’ve never told anyone else about my little condition. This is mostly because we don’t even know how to explain it to ourselves. It already sounds crazy enough just saying it out loud and if it wasn’t for Ben having witnessed it for himself back when I turned twelve, I’m not sure how I’d have told him about it either.


    How do you actually explain to someone that every leap year, when the clock moves from the 28th of February into the 29th, you disappear? And not just disappear, but wake up in a whole new house with a whole new life and no memory of the lives you’ve had before it. How the hell do you explain that without sounding crazy?


    When it first happened to me, I didn’t actually realise it had happened at all. I just remember waking up feeling like something was missing. It was like I’d woken from a really strange dream that I couldn’t remember anymore. And the more I thought about it, the faster those memories faded.


    Then I saw there was more to it than just a half-forgotten, weird dream.


    Somehow I understood that I now had a whole new life, and not just that but also new friends, a new school, new parents, and a new house. Once I even got a sister. It freaked me out because suddenly, everything felt different, but only to me. To all these other people, it was as though I’d been in their lives this whole time. Nothing about me seemed new to them.


    I couldn’t understand it, because when I looked in the mirror, I thought I looked the same as before, so that hadn’t really helped. I mean to me, I was the same person I’d always been. I was Evie. But I wasn’t really, because while I started off as Evie Roberts, when I moved I became someone else; Evie Sutherland, then Evie Smith and now, I’m Evie Wakefield. And when that happens, all of the other Evies before me just cease to exist. We’ve tried looking for them, the Evies and even the families that go with them, but they’re gone. It seems as though when I wake up in a new life, all of the other Evies just disappear into thin air, as though they were never real in the first place.


    Except I know they are real. Because I carry all of their memories with me and for the most part, I look exactly like them. At the time, I don’t remember these memories; it’s only when I get the trigger that it all comes back. And for some reason, this man, this gorgeous man who is lying with me, holding my hand in his as he rubs his thumb softly over my wrist, for some reason, he is the trigger to those memories.


    As soon as I remember Ben, I remember everything.


    It all just comes flooding back with the mention of his name or the second I see his face. All of the Evies, all of the lives and most importantly, all of the moments with Ben.


    And thankfully, Ben seems to be in all of my lives. So far, I have found him every single time this has happened to me. Not always straight away, but eventually. And he’s not just my trigger; he’s become my constant. The one thing that lets me remember who all of these Evies are and all of the lives that belong to her. Without him, I’d still just be walking around feeling like I’ve woken up from a strange dream.


    “Baby?” Ben says, breaking my train of thought.


    “Yeah?”


    He laughs, rolling over now so he’s propped up on his elbows, looking down at me. “You weren’t even listening to me, were you?”


    I smile up at him. “Sure I was,” I say, even though I have no idea what he’s just said to me.


    Ben leans in and kisses me and my fingers immediately slide into his hair and hold him there. “Liar,” he breathes against my mouth.


    I smile, but keep kissing him back, not really caring what he’s just said right now. Ben groans as his elbows collapse and he ends up half lying on me, the weight of his body holding me to the ground, anchoring me. Our kisses deepen, my arms wrapping around his shoulders, holding him against me.


    “Evie Wakefield, you’re going to get me arrested for public indecency if you’re not careful,” Ben says in a low voice when he eventually pulls back.


    I smile up at him, raising an eyebrow in question. “Is that a dare?”


    Ben laughs. “Don’t tempt me!”


    I wiggle my eyebrows suggestively and Ben laughs harder now, his hands moving to my stomach as he tickles me in payback. “No, no, please…don’t. Stop, Ben, please!” I’m pleading with him now. I’m incredibly ticklish and Ben knows this is the easiest way to get back at me.


    “Are you going to behave?” he asks, still tickling me.


    “No chance,” I say without even thinking about it.


    “Well,” Ben says, sitting up and moving so he’s straddling my hips. “Guess I’ll have to keep going then.” His fingers are tickling me everywhere and if he doesn’t stop soon, I’m literally going to pee my pants.


    “Okay, okay,” I say grabbing for his arms, desperately trying to stop him.


    Ben finally stops, grabbing my wrists and pinning my arms to the ground on either side of my head. “Behave,” he says, trying to be threatening but not really succeeding when he’s wearing a big grin on his face.


    “Promise,” I breathe out, squirming a little as I realise exactly where Ben is sitting.


    “Evie,” he says in warning as I start to move against him. I smile, not stopping until Ben lets go of one of my wrists and starts to tickle me again.


    “Okay, okay, I’ll stop,” I promise.


    Ben smiles. “God, I am so glad you stay ticklish every time you come back to me, Evie,” he says, leaning down to kiss me now. “I don’t know what I’d do if I couldn’t do this to you all the time.” He’s kissing me softly and as much as I pretend to hate it, I’m glad he can still do it to me as well. There’s something to be said about Ben’s fingers roaming all over my body. When we’re somewhere private, it almost always ends with both of us naked and a lot more than tickling going on.


    “Do I look different to you?” I suddenly ask, wondering if Ben notices the changes that I see. He’s the only other person who would. I mean his parents could, but Ben knows me in ways that nobody else does, so if it’s going to be anyone, it’s going to be him.


    “What do you mean?” he asks, sitting back, his hips still on mine.


    I wriggle my wrists free from his hold and slide my hands up his thighs now. Ben cocks his head, as if to warn me about moving them too much higher. I smile at him, but behave, asking him again. “When I come back to you,” I say. “Do you think I look any different to the last time?”


    Ben exhales, his breath blowing his hair off his face as he looks me over. “I don’t know,” he says, “it depends. I guess when it’s been a bit longer, you look older, but I think that’s normal. Overall, you still look like you though. You’re still beautiful, baby.”


    I smile now, my heart melting at his words as I grab his t-shirt and pull him in for another long kiss.


    “Do you think you look different?” he asks, his lips against mine.


    I shrug. “Maybe, I’m not sure though. When I first see my eyes, I feel like they are different, but I can’t work out exactly why.”


    “Yeah okay, they are a little different,” Ben says. “I mean, it’s something I’ve noticed. It’s nothing bad or anything, but yeah, they do look different.”


    “Really?” I ask.


    Ben shuffles around, so he’s lying on his side next to me now, his fingers pushing my t-shirt up so he can trace patterns on the bare skin of my stomach. It tickles a little, but this I don’t mind.


    “Yeah, at first I thought it was just the colour…” he starts.


    “You’ve noticed that too?” I ask, interrupting him.


    Ben looks at my eyes, examines them for a minute or two. “Yep, I remember when we were kids, they were a really deep brown, but now…”


    “Now they’re turning green, aren’t they?”


    Ben smiles at me, his finger gently tracing underneath my right eye. “They are yeah, but I really like them green too.”


    I smile back. “Is that the only difference?”


    Ben shakes his head. “No, the other one is harder to explain,” he says, still looking into my eyes. “But I guess when I look at your eyes, I feel like I’m looking into the eyes of someone who has seen so much. It’s like you’re looking at me with the eyes of more than one person.”


    “What, like a crazy multiple personality type thing?” I quickly ask.


    Ben laughs. “No, baby, not like a crazy, multiple personality type thing,” he says, kissing my nose. “More like an Evie Roberts, Evie Sutherland, Evie Smith and Evie Wakefield type thing.” I watch as he kisses me again, on the lips this time. “It’s like all of my Evies are looking back at me, with all of their lives and all of their memories,” he says, his voice quieter now. “And I kinda like it. It makes me think that somewhere in here,” he says, running his finger under my eye again. And here,” he adds, sliding his hand so it rests on my chest, over my heart, “that you remember me.”


    “I always have you in here, Ben,” I say, my hand resting on his hand as it sits on my heart. “I promise.”


    Ben smiles as he lifts our hands and puts them over his heart now. “And you are always here in mine, Evie. All of my Evies are.”


    My fingers clutch at his t-shirt and I pull Ben’s lips back to mine again, relief flowing through me as I not only understand what he’s telling me, but believe it too.


    It makes sense in some ways, that he would see all of that, because he has known all of those Evies and all of us have known and loved him.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    5th November 1995


    Nineteen years old


    


    “Happy birthday, Ben,” I whisper, my hand sliding along his thigh under the table.


    His fingers grab mine, stopping my hand from going any higher. “Behave,” he whispers back, his parents sitting on the other side of the table, oblivious to what’s going on between us.


    “No chance,” I say, quickly kissing his lips.


    “So, Ben,” his mum says, raising her glass of champagne as she smiles at both of us in a way that suggests she knows exactly what’s going on below the table.


    She’s cool about us being together now though, they always have been, really. They worked out early on that trying to make Ben and I sleep in separate bedrooms was a mission that was never going to work. Ben had just laughed when she’d suggested it, explaining that we weren’t breaking any laws, so what was the problem. When Suzanne had mentioned his younger sister, Rachel had rolled her eyes and said, “I know people have sex, Mother,” which may have embarrassed Suzanne more than anything.


    Still, they tried to play hardball with us for a couple of weeks, begging us to at least wait until I’d turned seventeen. But when we emerged together from Ben’s room every morning, in the end they relented. As long as we didn’t do anything inappropriate in front of Ben’s then fifteen-year-old sister, they were fine with it. In actual fact, me moving in was probably the best thing that happened for Rachel. I’d always been a good student, more so when I woke up in this latest life, because I was determined to make something of myself, get away from the parents I was forced to have this time. That had rubbed off on Rachel and when she saw me sitting at the kitchen table, studying, night after night, she’d wound up joining me. And Suzanne had thanked me.


    “Yeah?” he says to her, finally tearing his eyes from me.


    “Happy birthday and congratulations.”


    I turn to Ben and see him smiling at his mum now. He graduated from the academy today and is now officially a firefighter. I’m so incredibly proud of him, because I know this is something he’s always wanted to do. Something his dad still does, and something his grandfather once did too. From the minute Ben climbed that tree to rescue my cat when he was seven years old, he’s dreamed of rescuing people. I know he’s going to do an amazing job.


    “Thanks, Mum,” he says, picking up his glass now as he joins his parents and sister in a toast. I raise my glass to join them and think to myself, this is the family I belong to, this is the family I long to stay in.


    “Do you know where you’re going in March?” she asks.


    I turn to Ben, watch as he shakes his head. March the first is when he gets assigned to his fire station. And by then, I’ll have disappeared. I’m not sure how we’re going to deal with this, because by the time I remember Ben, he will be somewhere else, and it’s going to be harder for me to find him.


    I feel Ben’s hand squeezing mine under the table. “I don’t know yet,” he says, pulling me closer. “But I might try and get assigned somewhere earlier now that Evie is finished with school and free to move.”


    Ben turns to face me now and I smile up at him, knowing exactly why he’s asking for the early move. I need to be able to know where to find him. I need to know where he’s moved to when I eventually remember him.


    I just hope it all works out that way.


    


    “We’ll get the early move, Evie,” Ben says as we walk up the stairs together to our room. We’re still living with his parents while we wait to find out where that is.


    “Yeah,” I answer, my voice flat. I know it’s not a definite, that Ben might not find out until after I’ve gone.


    “Hey,” he says, pulling me into our room and closing the door. “What’s wrong?” I shake my head, not wanting to ruin his night with bad feelings about the future. “Evie,” he says again, his voice firm this time. He tilts my head with fingers under my chin so I’m forced to look at him. “Talk to me, baby.”


    “It’s nothing, Ben,” I say. “I promise.”


    “Eva,” Ben says. “Don’t. Don’t do this. You and me, we always talk, always.”


    “Yeah,” I reluctantly admit.


    Ben steps closer, sliding his arms around my shoulders as he pulls me against him. “Yeah?” he says. “That’s it, just yeah?”


    I finally look up at him, and even though he’s trying to keep it light, I can see the worry and concern on his face. I take a deep breath before I say what’s really bugging me. “What if I’m gone before you find out, Ben?” I ask. “What if I don’t know how to find you when I finally remember?”


    Ben smiles at me as he bends down to press a kiss against my lips. “You won’t be,” he whispers. “And even if that’s what happens, then you just ring here, ask mum and dad. We’ll think of a reason, okay. It will be alright, Evie, I promise.”


    I’m shaking my head before he even finishes. “You don’t know that, Ben,” I say. “We don’t ever know what’s going to happen, where I’m going to end up or when I’ll remember you. What if it takes years, how are we ever going to explain that?”


    I feel Ben’s hands smoothing up and down my back as he steps even closer against me. “I don’t have all the answers right now, baby. But we’ve managed to find each other so far, so I know it will happen again.”


    “But what if it doesn’t?” I say, frustrated. “What if I never find you, never even remember you? What if I lose you forever?” My voice is shaking now as too much champagne over dinner finally lets my worst fear be said out loud.


    “Eva,” Ben says, his voice firm, his lips even firmer as they quickly press against mine. “We will find each other, that I promise you. I will never stop looking for you, baby.”


    “You don’t know that, Ben,” I cry, my voice cracking as the reality of this is finally laid out between us. “You don’t even know where to look.”


    Ben stares intently down at me, his beautiful blue eyes piercing right through me as he says, “I know, Eva, but I know we’ll find each other. We have to.”


    And then he’s kissing me with a need that’s almost urgent; as though tonight is the night I’ll disappear again. His hands are all over me, pulling at my clothes as if he’s desperate to get them off. And suddenly, I’m feeling trapped in this dress I’m wearing and I’m tearing at it too, needing it off.


    Our movements are frantic, our hands tearing at each other in urgent desperation. Ben’s fingers finally find and lower my zipper, and then he’s pulling at the straps on my shoulders. My hands are on his shirt, not bothering to undo it as I rip it open, buttons flying everywhere. I go for his belt next, yanking open his jeans and pushing them down his hips. Ben’s already unhooked my bra and is now pushing my knickers off. When they are around my feet, I kick them across the room just as Ben picks me up and I wrap my legs around his waist.


    “Ben…please,” I beg him.


    His fingers dig into the skin of my back as he turns and lays me down on the bed. I lie back, hungry for him, watching as he pulls off his briefs before crawling up my body. His mouth is back on mine, pressing hungry, desperate kisses, which I am practically inhaling. I feel like I can’t get enough of him, that I can’t get close enough to him, like I need him in a way I’ve never needed him before.


    Suddenly Ben is kneeling between my legs and picking me up and then I’m straddling his hips, crying out as he lowers me onto him. My arms wrap around his shoulders, and his wrap tightly around my waist, moving me up and down with an urgency that we’ve never had before.


    We are consuming each other and it is hard, intense and filled with a desperate longing. Driven by a primal need to devour each other, have our fill before it’s too late. It’s hot and frantic and my body is screaming out for more even as Ben drives into me over and over again. I come almost straightaway, unable to control it and Ben continues to push into me, never letting up. He’s covered in sweat, our bodies slick against each other and when he finally calls out my name and pushes into me one last time, my head falls back in ecstasy.


    After, I sit exhausted in Ben’s lap, my knees still on either side of his hips. Neither of us has moved and he’s still inside me. I don’t want to let him go and it feels like he’s thinking the same thing, both of our arms still tightly holding on to each other. His chest is heaving against mine, his breaths hard and erratic against my skin.


    “I’m sorry,” I eventually whisper, my mouth at his ear.


    “For what?” Ben asks, his voice muffled by his face buried against my shoulder.


    “For saying that, for thinking we wouldn’t be together or that we wouldn’t find each other again.”


    I feel Ben take a deep breath, his mouth still pressed against the skin of my neck. “It’s my worst fear too, Evie,” he eventually says, without lifting his head. “It’s what scares me the most, baby. That somehow we won’t find each other, or you won’t remember me the next time you disappear.”


    I can feel the tears falling down my cheeks now, but I don’t say anything, just tighten my arms around him.


    “I try not to think about it, but sometimes it just creeps in,” he says, his voice catching on the words. “I worry that something will happen to you and I’ll never even find out. I worry that somehow you’ll get hurt or you won’t be able to find your way back to me. And I don’t know what I’d do if I never got to see you again, never got to hold you, or kiss you, or touch you, or…”


    “Ben…” I whisper, my heart breaking at his confession, at the torment in his voice.


    “I can’t bear the thought of not being with you, Eva,” he says, making my tears fall harder. “I don’t ever want to lose you.”


    “I’ll always find you,” I choke out. “I promise I’ll always find you.” And I know that I will. No matter what it takes, I will find my way back to him.


    Ben’s arms tighten around me as he finally lifts his head to look at me. His eyes are shining in the low light and I watch as he leans in to kiss away the tears that are on my cheeks.


    “I love you, Eva,” he whispers against my lips, his eyes still open and staring into mine.


    I hold his stare, not blinking as I say, “I love you too, Ben, more than anything in the world.”


    

  


  
    


    


    


    28th February 1996


    Nineteen years old


    


    Ben and I walk up to the front door of his parent’s house, home from the dinner he took me out for to celebrate my birthday. It’s a bittersweet night because tonight is the night I disappear and as much as we both try to pretend that it isn’t going to happen, I know we’re both thinking about it. It’s even worse this time too. Not just because of everything that’s happened between us, but because we still don’t know where Ben’s going. He’s been working at the station in Fleet, but it’s not permanent and when he gets the final notice, he’ll move. And I will have no idea how to find him.


    “What do you want to do for the rest of the night?” Ben asks, putting his key in the front door but not opening it yet.


    I slide my arm around his waist, pulling him against me. “Just spend it with you,” I say quietly.


    Ben kisses the top of my head as he says, “Sounds perfect,” before twisting his key and opening the front door.


    “SURPRISE!”


    The sound of voices all yelling at once and the lights that suddenly turn on, stops us both in our tracks. I glance up at Ben at the same time as he looks down at me, both of us having no clue what’s going on here.


    “Happy birthday, Evie,” Rachel says, walking towards me and pulling me into a hug. “You didn’t think you’d get away with just a romantic dinner with my brother tonight now, did you?”


    I don’t know what to say. Yeah, I’d kind of hoped it would be just Ben and me tonight because right now, a party is the last thing I need. How the fuck am I supposed to be at my surprise party when I’m going to disappear in four hours?


    “Evie?” Rachel asks as she pulls back a little. I watch as she glances at Ben, before turning back to me. I get the feeling she’s maybe thinking the surprise party isn’t such a good idea after all. I know she means well, but she really couldn’t have chosen a worse day to throw this for me.


    Suddenly Ben grabs my hand, squeezing it tight as he says to his sister, “It’s okay, Rach, we just didn’t expect it is all.” He pulls me against him, his sister’s arms falling to her side as she looks from her brother to me.


    “This is okay?” she asks, and her face looks so hopeful, I can’t help but smile at her.


    “Yeah, it is. Thanks, Rach.” I slide my arm around Ben’s waist, pulling him closer. My fingers dig into his hip in silent question of how we’re going to do this, before I smile at all of our friends, still standing in the living room staring at us. “Thank you,” I say. “Thank you for the party.”


    Someone hits play on the stereo and the sound of loud music immediately fills the house. It’s the perfect distraction as everyone goes back to their drinks, forgetting about Ben and me, who are still standing in the entry.


    “What are we going to do?” I ask Ben, pulling him towards the small study that sits off to the right of the front door. “I only have four hours left.”


    “Evie,” Ben murmurs, pulling me into his arms. He presses a kiss to my lips before saying, “I know, babe, I know this is really shit timing.”


    “Did you know anything about this?” I ask him, noticing that Paul and Lily are both here.


    “No,” he says, shaking his head. “Of course I didn’t. I have absolutely no desire to share you with anyone tonight, Evie. And you know, we don’t have to stay, baby. We can just go upstairs and hide in our room, spend the rest of tonight together, just like we planned.”


    I stare up at Ben as he tells me this, knowing it’s exactly what I want to do and it’s exactly what we could do. But I also know it would be incredibly rude and wrong to just disappear like that, ignore all of these people who have shown up to celebrate my birthday. None of the people out there know that we’re running out of time. None of what’s about to happen tonight, what Ben and I have to face, is their fault.


    “We should probably stay for a bit,” I say quietly.


    “We don’t have to, Evie, really,” Ben says, leaning in to kiss me again. “I’ll deal with Rachel if you just want to go upstairs and hide.”


    I shake my head. “No, it’s okay.”


    “You’re sure?” he asks, his arms tightening around my shoulders.


    “Not really,” I tell him, afraid of how we, or Ben anyway, is going to explain what happens at midnight. “But we should,” I say, my arms wrapping around his waist. “Just promise me the last hour together though, okay?”


    “Deal,” he says, leaning in to kiss me again. “No matter what happens tonight, the last hour is just you and me.”


    “Thank you,” I say and we walk out and join the party.


    As soon as we rejoin everyone in the living room, we’re surrounded by our friends. Both Paul and his girlfriend Lily hug me as they wish me a happy birthday. Drinks are pushed into our hands and as Ben leans over and whispers, “The last hour together,” in my ear, I take a deep breath and try to forget about what’s coming tonight and just have a good time.


    And in the end, we do. All of our friends are here, including plenty of Rachel’s. She’s obviously taken advantage of the fact that John and Suzanne are away and thrown the party to end all parties. I don’t mind though, all the people who are here tonight are nice. All of them except for one.


    Katie Price.


    I recognise her from all the times she’s spent at the house, staring at Ben. She’s Rachel’s friend and to say I don’t like her would be an understatement. It’s not the staring at Ben that bothers me so much; it’s the comments she makes at the same time. The ones she says loud enough to ensure I can always hear what she’s saying about my boyfriend. Rachel occasionally tells her off and even though I try my best to ignore her, it all just seems to spur her on even more. Ben doesn’t even notice, barely pays her any attention, but it’s become a game to her. The more we ignore her, the more she tries to make herself be seen and heard, especially by him. And frankly, I’m getting sick of it, especially knowing that soon, I will be gone and I won’t be able to stop her.


    It’s not that I don’t trust Ben, I do, I always have. But I definitely don’t trust her and I’m worried when I disappear, if I disappear for a long time, what might happen. I’m worried that somehow, without me here, she’ll do something that even Ben won’t be able to resist.


    And looking at the way she’s dressed tonight, the way she always seems to dress when she comes over, I know she’ll stop at nothing in her attempts to get him either.


    “She kinda looks like a whore, doesn’t she,” Sarah whispers, wrapping her arm around my waist.


    “Hey, you’re here,” I say, smiling up at her.


    “I am, sorry I’m late,” she says, leaning in to kiss my cheek. “Exactly what is that little tart trying to do?” she asks now, nodding towards Katie who is blatantly staring at Ben as he talks to Paul.


    “Steal my boyfriend,” I say, taking a sip of my beer.


    Sarah laughs. “Right, like that’s ever gonna happen.” I glance at her, see she’s being serious, despite her laughter. “Evie, please. Don’t tell me you feel threatened by that slut,” she says, gesturing towards her with a look of disgust on her face.


    I shrug. “No, it’s just that she’s relentless, that’s all.”


    Sarah pulls me closer. “Yeah but your boy doesn’t even notice her, so you’ve got nothing to worry about.” I rest my head on her shoulder, hoping she’s right. “Come on,” she says pulling me into the kitchen. “Let’s get you another drink.”


    


    When I glance at my watch next, I’m surprised to see it’s after eleven. I immediately look up, scanning the room for any sign of Ben. I can’t believe I’ve let it get this late, that I let Sarah talk me into doing all those shots.


    I grab Paul, who staggers past me. “Have you see Ben?” I ask, desperate to find him before it’s too late.


    Paul smiles at me. “Evie, Evie, happy birthday little girl,” he slurs, pulling me into a bear hug.


    I can’t help but smile as I hug him quickly. “Paul, seriously,” I say, punching him in the chest. “Have you seen Ben?”


    I pull back and watch as Paul attempts to wink at me. “He’s upstairs,” he whispers, as though this is all some big secret. “His shirt…spilled his driiinkkk…waiting for yooooouuu…” His words are all drawn out as though he’s trying to enunciate them properly. It’s having the opposite effect, but it’s funny.


    I smile as I lean in to kiss his cheek. “Thank you,” I say, knowing Paul is very drunk and probably won’t remember any of this tomorrow.


    A part of me hopes that no one will remember me disappearing either.


    I put my drink down on a side table, smiling to myself as I realise me disappearing tomorrow also means I get out of cleaning the house up. I’m not sure how Ben’s going to explain this one to his sister, although we’ve already pretended we’re heading up to London for a weekend away.


    I head upstairs, my hand griping the bannister as I realise I’m a lot drunker than I thought. When I reach the landing, I can see that Ben’s door is open, hear the, “Shit,” that comes from inside. Smiling, I walk over, wondering if he’s as drunk as I am and having trouble getting undressed.


    But when I reach the doorway and look inside, I’m suddenly completely sober. The shock of what I’m now seeing breaks through the fog of alcohol and my stomach churns at what it is.


    Ben does have his shirt off. He’s standing in the middle of his room, with his back to me and his hands on his belt as he tries to undo it. Katie Price is standing behind him. Her top is also off and I watch as she slides her arms around his waist, her hands brushing over his skin.


    “Hey, baby,” Ben says, his hand sliding over hers as he leans back to kiss her.


    That’s when he sees me.


    We both freeze and as I take in the two of them, both of them touching, I instantly think I’m going to be sick.


    “Evie, fuck,” Ben says, jumping away from her. He looks horrified, but I can’t work out if it’s because of what he’s doing or because he’s been caught. “Baby, please,” he starts to beg, grabbing his shirt and pulling it over his head.


    I turn to Katie and she smirks at me, winks as she reaches over to slide her arm around Ben’s waist. I can feel all of the alcohol trying to exit my body now and I have to take a deep breath, force it to stay put so I can get the hell out of here.


    Ben glances down as he seems to suddenly realise she’s touching him again. He shakes her off, pushing her away from him as he takes two steps towards me. I hold up my hands, not wanting him to come any closer.


    Ben freezes, but it’s the look on his face that almost destroys me.


    “I can’t believe you could do this to me,” I whisper, tears streaming down my face now. “After everything, Ben, how could you?”


    Ben stares back at me, his arms out as though he’s reaching for me. “It’s not what it looked like, Evie,” he says, his words filled with pain. “I didn’t, I thought it was…”


    I shake my head once, stopping him before he says another word. Ben stares back at me, his face covered in anguish, but I can’t believe it, can’t watch it. So I turn and walk quickly away from him, not wanting to let him know how much he’s hurt me.


    “Evie, wait,” Ben says, and I can hear him running after me. “Please, baby, it’s not what you think.”


    “Don’t,” I say, stopping and turning to face him as I reach the top of the stairs, a sudden fury flowing through my veins, drowning the pain that’s already destroying me.


    “Baby…” he says and it breaks my heart, but I force myself to say the words.


    “Don’t call me that,” I say, my jaw clenched as I desperately try not to completely break down. “Don’t…”


    I can’t hear it. I can’t bear it. I blink once and the image comes back. The two of them, alone in his room, half dressed and her hands all over Ben’s skin. I force my eyes to open because I can’t bear to see it.


    “Evie,” Ben pleads, his face contorted in pain. I know that I’m hurting him, but I don’t care, because he has ruined me. “Please just let me explain,” he begs. “It’s not how it looked.”


    I shake my head, not wanting to hear another word. “It’s too late for that,” I tell him. “I don’t ever want to see you again,” I add on, my heart breaking as I say these words, before I turn and walk away from the man I thought was my entire life.


    “Evie, please!” I hear Ben yell. I can hear his footsteps running after me and I pick up my pace, knowing I stand no chance of outrunning him.


    “Don’t!” I yell out to him, not looking back as I run across the road, cars honking as I narrowly pass in front of them.


    “Evie, fuck, baby please be careful.”


    The care and love I hear in Ben’s voice stops me in my tracks, despite how angry I am. I turn to face him, standing on the other side of the road from me, what seems like a million cars now suddenly separating us.


    “Eva, please,” he says and I watch as his hands push through his hair, holding it off his face as he stands frustrated on the other side of the road. “We don’t have much time, baby, please just let me explain.”


    I glance down at my watch; it’s almost midnight.


    Almost my birthday.


    “It’s too late,” I tell him, even as my heart is shattering inside my chest at the idea of not seeing him again.


    “It’s never too late, Eva, I promise. I’ll wait for you, baby, please, just let me explain.”


    I’m shaking my head at him as a truck passes in front of us and the last thing I hear is, “Evie, I love you, remember that please.”


    And then the truck has gone and so has Ben.


    Well, I have.


    

  


  
    29th February 1996


    Twenty years old


    


    The sun shines into my room and today I turn twenty years old.


    


    My eyes fly open, my heart pounding in my chest as I sit bolt upright in bed. I feel as though I’ve just woken up from a horrible nightmare, but I have absolutely no idea what it was about. I’m covered in sweat, yet my whole body shakes as though I’m freezing, or terrified, or maybe both. I wish I could remember what the dream was about.


    The sound of the wind and ocean enters the room and I throw back the sheets and walk to the window, pushing open the glass. The freezing air hits me, chilling me to the bone, and I’m greeted with a rocky coastline of sheer cliffs and rolling waves. I have no idea where I am.


    I close the window and turn and walk out of my bedroom to look around the tiny bungalow that is evidently my home. I’m alone, but for some strange reason, today I’m extremely grateful for that. I’m not entirely sure why, but I don’t feel like seeing or talking to anybody and this isolated spot I’ve woken up in feels strangely perfect.


    I look around my home, trying to work out where I am, why none of this feels familiar. The house is made up of a front room with a huge stone fireplace. The remnants of last night’s fire still smoulder in the hearth and I guess it’s me who made it, even though I can’t remember anything from before the strange and now forgotten dream. The lingering smell of smoke triggers a memory, but it’s gone before it can form.


    To the left is a kitchen-diner and I wander in to put the kettle on before continuing to look around the rest of my home. A bathroom and two bedrooms make up the rest of the house. A laptop sits on the desk in the smaller of the two bedrooms and next to it is a pile of paper, filled with words I have no memory of writing.


    Am I a writer?


    I hear the kettle whistle and head back to the kitchen to make myself a cup of tea, before walking back into the living room. There’s a TV in front of the couch and I could switch it on and try to work out where I am or what’s going on, but I don’t.


    I don’t want to watch TV. I don’t want to talk to anyone and I definitely don’t want to see anyone.


    I don’t even care about where or who I am anymore.


    I turn and walk back into my bedroom, crawling into bed where I curl up under the duvet and bury myself from the world.


    My eyes close as an overwhelming blanket of sadness washes over me and I spend the rest of the day laying here, trying to work out why the hell I feel so upset.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    28th February 1997


    Twenty-one years old


    


    Today is my twenty-first birthday. I should be excited, celebrating, spending the day with friends and family. But I’m not. For the past year, I’ve barely felt like I’m alive at all, moving through each day as though I’m in a trance, weighed down by a sadness that never seems to leave me. I don’t even know why I feel like this, let alone know how to shake it.


    I know I can’t go on like this. I’m miserable and angry and I’m shutting people out. But most of all, I’m lonely.


    It’s exhausting and isolating, living like this. I want more but I don’t know how to find it, how to even begin looking for what it is I want, what it is that’s missing.


    I decide to call my best friend, Penny, and she what she’s up to, if maybe she wants to go out with me tonight.


    “Yes!” she screams down the phone. “Of course we’re fucking going out, shit I can’t believe I forgot your birthday. Happy birthday!”


    I can’t believe she forgot it either. For someone who is supposed to be my best friend, she doesn’t exactly do a very good job of it. Then again, I guess I haven’t been much of a friend either. I rarely call her and almost never accept her invitation to go out drinking.


    “Thanks,” I say, not really displaying the same level of enthusiasm as Penny is.


    “What’s wrong?” she asks, as though she’s afraid I’m suddenly going to change my mind. It wouldn’t be the first time.


    I exhale loudly, determined to just go out and have a good night, despite the blackness that seems to be constantly hanging over me. “Nothing, I’m just…” What, what am I exactly? Sick of feeling so pissed off, sick of not knowing what I’m actually pissed off about.


    Sick of feeling so alone.


    “Nothing,” I finally say, pushing these thoughts to the back of my mind. “I’m just in the mood to go out and get drunk.”


    “Fantastic,” Penny screams into the phone again. “I’ll be over in an hour, make sure you look hot, girl, because we are going to paint the town red tonight.”


    “Okay,” I say, but Penny has already hung up.


    Fuck it this is exactly what I need, I think to myself as I throw the phone onto the bed. I walk into the kitchen and grab myself a beer from the fridge, desperate to take the edge off and kick start this evening. I need to go out, have fun; I know this. I also need to forget all about the voice in my head that’s telling me something isn’t right.


    I take a quick shower, before I finish off my beer and pull on some clothes. Tonight I’m going for a short black dress, black opaque tights and knee high black boots with a heel. Not really my thing but I know Penny will only make me change if I don’t dress like this.


    I paint my eyes with a lot of black liner and mascara and my lips a blood red. I’ve never dressed like this before and as I look at myself in the mirror, I can’t help but wonder; who am I trying to be?


    Is this what you wanted?


    I don’t know where these thoughts are coming from and the longer I stand here staring at myself, the more I realise that this is not me. I don’t wear these clothes and I don’t put this much make up on and I don’t like what I look like in it.


    Neither does he.


    I shake the thoughts from my head, quickly grabbing another beer from the fridge, before I strip off the boots, the tights and the dress. I quickly wash my face in the bathroom sink and as I stand here in nothing but my knickers and bra, face completely devoid of make up, I think, this is more like it.


    I walk to my cupboard, pull out a pair of worn jeans and a long-sleeve black top that could be described as low-cut, at a stretch. Pulling the clothes on, I walk back into the bathroom, apply substantially less eyeliner and mascara before coating my lips in gloss. Standing back, I stare at my reflection.


    “This is you, Evie. The real you,” I say to myself.


    And it is, I know it is.


    The problem is, these days, I feel like I barely know who the real Evie is.


    


    “You are not wearing that,” Penny says as soon as she walks in my front door.


    I look down at the top and jeans I changed in to. “Yes I am,” I tell her.


    “Um, no,” she says standing in front of me with her hands on her hips now. She’s dressed in a tight red dress, with a very low cleavage and lots of boob pouring out. She’s definitely on the pull tonight and dressed like that, I’m sure she’ll have no shortage of takers.


    I exhale, rolling my eyes as I ask, “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?”


    “It’s boring,” Penny says, walking towards my wardrobe to find me something else to wear. “How the fuck are you going to pick up dressed like that?”


    I ignore her, walking out of my room and into the kitchen where I grab two beers from the fridge. When I get back to my room, I hand one to Penny before sitting on my bed. “What if I don’t want to pick up tonight?” I ask her.


    Penny snorts as she turns to face me, one hand on her hip, the other lifting the bottle to her lips. “Okay, one,” she says, holding a finger up as though she’s counting. “Why the fuck wouldn’t you want to pull, when was the last time you were with someone anyway?”


    I shrug, because I honestly have no idea. I know I must have, but I can’t remember how long it’s been or who is was with.


    “All the more reason to,” she says, gesturing in my direction as though it’s obvious.


    “Hardly,” I murmur, taking another sip of my beer.


    “Well, in any case, two,” she says, holding up a second finger. “It’s your birthday so you have to pull.” I’m shaking my head but before I can say anything, Penny’s talking again. “And three,” she says, adding a third finger as she walks towards me. “I’m planning to pull, so you’re going to need to as well.”


    I finish the rest of my beer, knowing there’s no point in trying to change Penny’s mind. My only hope is she’ll get drunk and find her own guy and stop worrying about whether I’ve found one too.


    Thirty minutes later and we’re in the pub doing shots of Jaeger. I’m not really in the mood for this, but I force them down as Penny screams at the bartender to get us some more. Even I can tell he’s getting pissed off with her and I’m secretly hoping that he takes pity on me and throws us both out.


    We are drunk, but while Penny is happy, crazy drunk, laughing and flirting with everyone in here, I’m bored and depressed drunk. It doesn’t seem to matter how much I drink, I can’t shake whatever it is that’s hanging over me. And I can’t make myself feel happy either. I can’t even fake it.


    “Come on, birthday girl,” Penny yells, dragging me off my stool. “Let’s go dance.”


    It’s not much of a dance floor, but there are enough people on there that we won’t make complete tits of ourselves. Penny launches herself into the middle of the small crowd, immediately taking over and dancing suggestively towards any guy within range. One guy latches onto her almost immediately and I take the opportunity to leave, going back to my stool at the end of the bar.


    “You look as though you’re having just as much fun as I am,” a male voice says to me. I turn and see a man with brown hair and a warm smile standing next to me. “You here with her,” he says, tilting his head towards the dance floor.


    I turn and see Penny now snogging the guy who was brave enough to start dancing with her. “Yeah,” I say, wondering how she does it, how she just puts herself out there like that.


    “Yeah, well the guy currently sucking her face is my mate, so don’t worry, you’re not alone,” he says.


    Yes I am.


    I turn and see he’s smiling at me now. “I’m not,” I say. “Penny can take care of herself.”


    The guy watches me for a second or two as though he’s trying to decide whether I’m worth the effort. I want to tell him not to bother, because I’m not in the mood for talking and I’m definitely not here to pick up. But then he sticks out his hand and says, “Hi, I’m Josh.”


    I look down, watch as my hand slides into his and shakes back, as though I have no control over it. I don’t feel anything, but then that could be because I’m drunk. “Evie,” I say.


    “Well, Evie,” he says, sitting down next to me. “Can I buy you a drink while our friends have sex on the dance floor?”


    And for the first time in what feels like forever, I actually smile.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    24th September 1997


    Twenty-one years old


    


    “Hey,” Josh says, as I open my front door.


    “Hi,” I say, smiling back at him. “Let me just grab my bag.”


    He waits in the doorway while I do and then together, we head back out and towards town.


    “How was your day?” he asks after a while.


    I glance up and see him smiling down at me. Somehow, Josh and I stayed friends after the night of my birthday. Penny ultimately went home with his friend and after they did, Josh offered to walk me home. I said yes, and while nothing happened between us, we’ve somehow stayed in contact since that night. It was a surprise, but I’m okay with it, he’s nice and good company.


    “It was okay,” I say smiling. “About as exciting as working in a library in a small English town can get really.”


    Josh laughs. “What the old ladies don’t get all excited when the latest erotic romance comes in?”


    I laugh. “Yeah, you should see them, it’s like old-age wrestling in there.”


    Josh laughs again, slinging his arm around my shoulder as we continue on in silence. The weight of his arm feels both strange and nice at the same time. I have a vague memory of this, of the sensation of a heavy arm, wrapped around me as we walk. It feels like it was from a long time ago, but the more I try to hold on to it, the faster it seems to fade away.


    “You okay?” he suddenly asks.


    I look up at him; see the concerned look on his face. “Yeah,” I answer, although I’m not entirely sure if I am.


    Josh smiles at me now before he leans in and presses a kiss to the top of my head. A jolt runs down my spine and a part of me wants to pull away because this sudden intimacy feels almost wrong. Whatever is happening here, I’m not sure if I like it. But as if he can sense it, Josh lets go of me and we continue our walk into town, not touching at all.


    I don’t want to think about what it means that I feel relieved by this.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    24th June 1998


    Twenty-two years old


    


    “Come on you two!” Penny screams at us. She’s running towards the water and I’m smiling as I wait for her scream. “Fuck it’s cold!” it comes, right on cue.


    “Watch this,” Josh says, as Simon, his friend from the night of my birthday, sneaks up on Penny and grabs her around the waist, throwing her further into the ocean. We both laugh as she surfaces, splashing and swearing at him.


    “You want to go in?” Josh asks, his eyes running up and down my body.


    I shiver at the way he looks at me, but it’s not the good kind. “No, too cold for me,” I say taking a seat on the blanket we’ve brought down.


    “Me too,” he says, taking a seat beside me and handing me a beer.


    I take it, snatching my hand back when his fingers brush mine. Why can’t I get used to him touching me? He’s a nice guy, good looking, why can’t I get used to this.


    Because it’s not him.


    “Evie?” he says, his hand waving in front of my face. “Where’d you go?”


    I shake my head, having no idea. “Nowhere,” I say, smiling up at him.


    Josh stares down at me, his eyes drifting to my mouth. My stomach seizes as I imagine he’s going to kiss me. But then he blinks and looks away, his eyes on our friends who are now all over each other as the waves crash into them.


    “Amazing they lasted so long, isn’t it?” Josh says, almost to himself. I watch as he gestures to Penny and Simon, his eyes on them as Penny suddenly squeals loud enough for half the beach to hear.


    I turn to face them, see Simon has pulled off her bikini top and Penny is laughing as she covers her chest, pretending she’s not pleased by his attention. They look happy, in love and I know this is exactly how Penny feels. She told me when she finally resurfaced after the night they met, her walk of shame bringing her to my house late the following afternoon.


    “Good night?” I’d said to her, laughing as she’d swooned and fallen on to my couch.


    “God, amazing night,” she’d said in that dramatic way she has. “I think I’m in love.”


    I had laughed as I’d made her a cup of tea. “Already, how can you be in love already?” I’d asked, even though deep down, I somehow knew it was possible to fall in love like that.


    Penny had given me a secret smile before asking, “What happened with you and his friend, Josh, right?”


    “Nothing,” I’d shrugged. “He walked me home after you ditched me, and that was it.”


    “No kiss?” she’d asked, pouting.


    “No kiss,” I’d said, not bothering to tell her that I was relieved there had been no kiss.


    “Evie,” Josh suddenly says and I get the feeling it’s not the first time.


    “Yeah?” I whisper, my eyes still on Penny and Simon.


    “What are we doing here?” he asks.


    I turn to look at him, see him staring down at me with a face I can’t read. “What do you mean?” I whisper, knowing he isn’t talking about what we’re doing sitting on the beach, watching our friends.


    “You,” he says reaching out to brush a finger down my cheek. “And me, what are we doing here?”


    “We’re friends,” I say, blinking as I try to work out what he really wants me to say.


    “Only friends?” he asks now, his eyes on my mouth again.


    I bite my lip, all of the air suddenly trapped in my lungs making it nearly impossible to breathe. What’s going on here, why is Josh looking at me like that? “Good friends?” I suggest, even though I know that’s not what he’s talking about.


    I watch as Josh leans a tiny bit closer. I feel my stomach flip and I have to take a quick sip of my beer, as I try to and calm myself down. Josh’s eyes stay on my mouth and this time his finger swipes along my bottom lip, wiping away a splash of beer. He puts his finger in his mouth now to lick it off and suddenly my head is swimming as though I’m drunk.


    “What if I told you I wanted to be more than just friends?” he whispers, his eyes still on my mouth.


    I’m staring back at him, wondering why he can’t look me in the eye as he says these words. Wondering how I can possibly say no to him, that this isn’t what I want right now. Why don’t I want it?


    Because it’s not him.


    I blink at the sudden thought and Josh takes it as an invitation, closing the distance between us and pressing his lips against mine. He tastes like beer and salty chips and I open my eyes, trying to work out what he’s thinking. My view is filled with his face as it moves in front of mine.


    The kiss is warm and soft. His tongue touches my lips, as though he’s asking them to open, but they don’t. I gently kiss him back even though all I want to do is pull away.


    It’s not him, it’s not him, it’s not him.


    Eventually I do and I watch as Josh’s eyes slowly open, the lazy smile that forms on his face. His thumb brushes over my bottom lip again and I don’t know what he wants me to say.


    I barely know what it is I’m feeling right now.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    9th October 1998


    Twenty-two years old


    


    “Hey,” Josh says, leaning over the counter to kiss me.


    I kiss him quickly before pushing him back. “Josh, I’m at work,” I say, looking around at the empty library.


    Josh follows my gaze, rolling his eyes. “What, you’re worried some old lady is gonna have a heart attack at seeing two people kiss?” he says, leaning towards me again.


    “No,” I say pushing him back. “It’s just not appropriate,” I add on, even though I know that’s got nothing to do with that.


    I hear Josh exhale loudly and I know he’s annoyed. We’ve only been seeing each other for two weeks now and while he’s happy we’re together, I know the distance I keep between us frustrates him. I reach out and grab his hand, try to apologise for acting like this. I still don’t know why I do. Josh is a nice guy and he’s been patient with me as I try and work out what I want from this.


    The problem is me.


    I don’t know what I want, because I can’t even begin to work out what it is that I’m feeling right now. I like the feeling of having Josh. I like the fact that someone wants to be with me, that someone misses me when I’m not around, but for some reason, there is a part of me that knows that person isn’t Josh. No matter how much I pretend I’m okay with him touching me or kissing me or pulling me against him, deep down, a part of me knows this isn’t right, this isn’t how it’s supposed to be.


    It’s not him.


    I shake my head, lift Josh’s hand to my mouth and press a kiss to his palm. He smiles at me, but it’s sad and I know he doesn’t understand what’s going on inside my head. It’s amazing he sticks around at all really.


    “Should we go?” I ask, knowing the library is practically deserted so I can always duck out early.


    “Sure,” he says, smiling as I walk around the counter and slide my arm around his waist.


    He leans down and kisses the top of my head, but I lift my face, offering him my lips instead. He smiles as he presses his mouth against mine and I close my eyes as I try to ignore the tug at my heart.


    It’s not him.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    5th November 1998


    Twenty-two years old


    


    “So what did you think?” Josh asks as we walk out of the movie theatre.


    I smile as I glance up at him. “Well that’s three and half hours of my life I’m never getting back,” I tell him.


    Josh laughs as he slides in behind me, his arms around my waist as he says, “Fly Rose, Fly!”


    I can’t help but laugh, falling back against his body as he holds me. Josh leans in and presses a kiss to my neck and I feel a shiver run down my spine.


    “I’m pretty sure my arse is completely numb,” he says, letting go of me as he takes my gloved hand in his and we walk towards the pub.


    “Me too,” I say, glancing up at him again. Josh looks down at me at the same time and smiles, leaning in to press a kiss to my lips. My eyes close as I try to feel something, anything at all, when he does.


    “Want to get a drink?” he says, stopping outside the pub we first met at.


    I look up at his face; see his eyes watching me with a new kind of longing in them. I recognise it, knowing I’ve seen this same look on his face for the past few weeks now. I wish I could give him what he wanted. I wish I could work out why I can’t.


    It’s not him.


    “Sure,” I say, opening the door for him.


    Inside, the pub is crowded and I push Josh towards an empty table on the far side, indicating that I’ll get the drinks. He smiles at me as he leans in and presses a kiss to my lips and I force myself to smile back.


    Up at the bar, it’s three people deep, all of them yelling at the bartender. To my right is a group of guys, all of them wearing some kind of local football jersey and singing at the top of their lungs. I smile at one of them who’s close by, a tall guy, with brown hair and blue eyes, who’s staring at me. He smiles back as he moves towards me, pushing the person standing between us out of the way.


    “Hey,” he says, a huge smile on his face.


    I smile up at him; take in the friendly face, the blue eyes that somehow look familiar. “Hey,” I say back. “Big win today or something?”


    This boy grins down at me and it’s cheeky and cute and for some reason it makes my heart flip. “Yeah, big win,” he says. “Plus, it’s my birthday.”


    I smile up at him as a dull ache starts to build in my stomach, radiating up and wrapping around my heart. “Your birthday?” I whisper, not even sure he hears me.


    The boy smiles as he leans in, his mouth at my ear as he whispers, “What did you say?”


    I swallow, my breath catching in my throat at his nearness, the warmth of his skin so close to mine. “It’s your birthday?” I breathe out.


    He pulls back just a fraction so that the only thing I’m seeing are his blue eyes, which are looking at me like they know me, as if they can see right through me. “Yeah,” he says. “Think I could get a birthday kiss?” he asks now, the corner of his mouth lifting in a half smile.


    Birthday, birthday. Why does this feel so familiar?


    Blue eyes stare at me as I try desperately to remember. It’s right there, so close to the surface that I have to shut my eyes to try and picture it, to try and grab hold of whatever it is that’s floating beneath the surface, begging me to remember.


    He must take this as a yes though, because the next thing I feel are his warm lips, pressed against mine. Something inside me flips as a new memory rises to the surface. A birthday. A celebration. Blue eyes staring down at me, begging me to believe something they’d said. A kiss that followed, intense, punishing, almost as though it was trying to convince me. Convince me…convince me of what?


    Why can’t I remember?


    Who are you?


    “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Josh says, my eyes flying open as the lips leave mine. I see Josh just as he grabs this guy and pulls him off me.


    “Hey, sorry mate,” the guy says, shrugging at him. “I asked if I could.”


    Josh turns to face me and I shake my head in confusion, my eyes glancing back to the blue-eyed boy who stands there watching us. He’s still grinning at me and I can tell he’s drunk and doesn’t really understand what’s just happened. I don’t even understand what’s happened and the memory, whatever it was that he just triggered, is gone and for the life of me, I can’t work out what it was or who I was trying to remember.


    “Evie?” Josh says, staring at me.


    “What?” I say, finally looking at him.


    “What the hell were you doing?” he asks. “I thought you were just getting drinks.”


    I shake my head, trying to clear it. “I was,” I say, turning towards the bar. “ I was.”


    “Just forget it,” Josh says. “I think I’d rather go home.”


    

  


  
    


    


    


    12th April 1999


    Twenty-three years old


    


    “Evie,” Josh moans, his hand sliding under my jumper as it reaches for my breast.


    My fingers curl around his wrist, pulling it out as I lean back against the couch, trying to take a break. We’re sitting on the floor of my living room, attempting to watch a movie. Only Josh has other things on his mind and I’m pretty sure not only does it involve no movie, it also involves no clothes.


    “What, what’s wrong?” he says, leaning towards me, his hand on my chest again.


    “Josh,” I say, pushing him away. “Don’t.”


    He falls back against the couch, his hand running through his hair as he exhales loudly. “What the hell’s going on here, Evie?” he asks, his voice laced with frustration.


    “I’m sorry,” I say, my eyes anywhere but his face. “It’s not you, really.”


    Yes it is.


    Josh shakes his head at me and I watch as he scrubs his hand down his face. “Yeah,” he says, staring at me now. “It is me.”


    I shake my head. “No, it’s not, really,” I say, knowing my words are a lie. “I’m sorry, I just, I can’t go too fast. I…”


    I don’t know how to explain this, whatever it is I’m feeling. I don’t even know what it is. Josh is a nice guy and I do like him, but something about this just doesn’t feel right. Penny keeps trying to tell me that it will come, that sometimes attraction takes a while and I just have to give him a chance. But I don’t think it’s ever going to happen and strangely enough, I know it’s got nothing to do with Josh and everything to do with me.


    “Do you not want to be together?” he suddenly asks.


    I glance up at him. His elbow is resting on the couch, and his head rests in his hand as he looks at me. I can’t read his face, but I can see enough to know he’s getting tired of this.


    “Evie?” he repeats. “Do you want to break up?”


    Yes


    “No,” I whisper.


    Josh smiles at me now, but it’s sad and I know a part of him doesn’t really believe me. “Come on,” he says, sliding over so he sits closer, but keeping his hands to himself. “Let’s just watch the movie.”


    I twist to face the TV; my body wound so tight I wonder if I’m ever going to be able to relax.


    What the hell is wrong with me?


    

  


  
    


    


    


    8th May 1999


    Twenty-three years old


    


    “You ready to go?” Josh asks. I nod and watch as he smiles at me.


    Things have been better between us lately, mainly because I’ve actually been trying to act as though I want to be in this relationship with him. Most of it time I think I do, but sometimes I get the feeling this just comes from exhaustion. And loneliness. I just want to feel something, anything, because I’m tired of feeling so alone all the time.


    “Come on then,” Josh says, smiling at me. “Let’s go.”


    I hook my arm through the elbow he offers me and we wave goodbye to Penny and Simon before walking outside.


    Without discussing it, we start walking towards Josh’s flat and I know that tonight, things are going to go further. He’s never outright pressured me to sleep with him, stopping all the times I pushed his hands away, even when I know he wanted more. But I know he wants it, especially lately when things between us have been better.


    A part of me is afraid. Not just of sleeping with him, but of making the wrong decision. I can’t remember who the last guy I slept with was and I guess I just expected when I slept with the next guy, that I would feel something more than what I’m feeling right now. Which is still nothing at all.


    No, that’s not true.


    I do feel something, but it’s more like lost. Lost and empty, as though something is missing, only I don’t know what it is or how to even begin trying to look for it. But it’s there, a constant nagging feeling at the back of my mind that sometimes masquerades as an ache in my chest. I wish I knew how to get rid of it, or at the very least, how to work out what the hell this feeling is.


    I’ve tried everything I can, but it never disappears. I’m haunted constantly by dreams that I cannot remember, but which feel so incredibly real that I desperately want to. Everything, my friends, my life, my relationship with Josh, it all feels wrong and fake and like it’s all out of place. But right now I’m wondering if this is something that I just need to do. Maybe sleeping with Josh, actually having this kind of connection with him will help.


    My body shivers at the idea, but it’s not in the good way.


    “You okay, Evie?” Josh asks, wrapping an arm around my shoulders.


    I glance up at him and he’s looking at me with nothing but concern. I force myself to smile, knowing Josh is a nice guy and none of this, what I’m feeling, is his fault. “Yeah, just cold,” I say, leaning against him.


    Josh smiles as the sound of a siren suddenly cuts through the night, a red fire truck speeding past us. A sharp pain lances through me, almost making me bend over as all of the air rushes from my lungs.


    “Evie, seriously,” Josh says, pushing us into a bus shelter. “Are you sure you’re okay, you’re acting kind of weird.”


    Weird doesn’t even begin to describe it, I think to myself. What the hell happened just then with that fire truck? I have absolutely no idea, let alone how to try and explain it to him. So I simply shrug and say, “Yeah, I’m fine. Come on, let’s just get out of here.”


    Josh leans down to kiss me and his lips feel soft, but cold against mine. His arms wrap around my shoulders, pulling me closer and I try to sink into him, but it still feels strange.


    We eventually make it back to his place and as Josh unlocks the door, my stomach starts to churn. I’m beginning to wonder whether this really is such a good idea.


    “Shit,” Josh says as we walk into the living room, a side lamp illuminating the huge backpack that’s sitting in the middle of the floor.


    “What is it?” I ask, wondering if this is my sign.


    “Nothing,” Josh says, turning to face me with a finger to his lips. “My housemate’s here, I just didn’t expect him to get back tonight.”


    “Oh, should I go?” I ask, thinking this is my perfect excuse.


    “No,” Josh says, shaking his head. “Just be quiet and he won’t even notice we’re here.”


    The smile on Josh’s face tells me more. It’s not just a matter of being quiet while we sneak towards Josh’s room like a pair of teenagers. It’s about being quiet when we start doing what I know Josh expects us to do, inside that room.


    I feel an overwhelming rush of familiarity. At the memory of sneaking towards a room, of all the amazing things that then happened in that room. Why the fuck can’t I remember what this memory is? The only thing I do know, is that it wasn’t with Josh, the man who’s hand is now holding mine as he leads me quietly towards his bedroom.


    I glance into the kitchen as we pass by, see a tall guy with brown hair standing in front of the fridge, his back to us. He doesn’t notice us because the music that’s blaring from the radio sitting on the kitchen bench drowns out our footsteps. I can’t believe Josh isn’t stopping to say hello.


    “Safe,” he finally says, closing the door behind us.


    I lean back against his door feeling anything but safe. Josh smiles as me, as he crowds against me and despite my body feeling caged in and trapped, I lift my mouth to his as he leans down to kiss me, forcing away the memories and the weirdness.


    Josh rests his body against mine, making me feel even more crowded. My heart is pounding in my chest and I know it has nothing to do with the man who’s kissing me against his bedroom door. I put my hands on his chest and force him backwards.


    “Okay?” he asks, his eyes hooded as he stares down at me.


    No. “Yes,” I say, smiling up at him. “Let’s move over there though,” I say, nodding to the bed behind him.


    Josh smiles at me now, winking as he pulls me off the door and towards his bed. When we get there, he sits, pulling me between his open legs as his hands slide up and under my jumper, yanking it over my head in one quick move. It gets caught on my scarf, Josh not even realising as he tries to undress me. Everything about this feels awkward and weird, but I still don’t stop it.


    “Hot,” Josh murmurs, his eyes on my black lace bra as he stares at my breasts. His fingers reach out and roughly pull one of the cups down. He leans in and takes me in his mouth, his teeth biting and sucking in a way that’s almost painful. I slide my fingers into his hair, not sure whether to pull him closer, or push him away.


    Before I can decide, Josh pulls the straps down my arms, trapping them against my sides as he falls back onto the bed, taking me with him. I wind up on top of him, my arms pinned against me as Josh sucks on my neck.


    Suddenly this feels more than just weird.


    It feels like a mistake, a betrayal, and very, very wrong.


    I struggle against Josh, his arms now wrapped around my waist as he holds me against him. He thinks it’s encouragement, his mouth only sucking harder at my neck.


    “Josh,” I blurt out, my voice catching. “Wait.”


    He either doesn’t hear me or doesn’t care, his mouth now moving lower as he attempts to find my breasts which are bare and pushed against his chest.


    I try to roll off him, force myself to say, “Josh,” louder this time.


    “What?” he says, lifting his face to look at me.


    I can see the annoyance in his eyes, the frustration at having to stop…again. But I don’t care. Nothing about this feels right, not the position I’m in, the man I’m with, or the things we are about to do. I never should have continued with this relationship. I can’t explain why, the only thing I do know is I have to get out of here.


    Now.


    “What, Evie?” he asks, impatient. “What’s wrong this time?”


    I struggle against him, finally getting free as I roll to the side and pull up my bra straps. “I can’t,” I say, refusing to look at him. “I’m sorry, but I can’t do this anymore. I can’t do any of it.” I scramble off the bed before he can stop me, grabbing my jumper from the floor and pulling it over my head to hide my half naked chest.


    “Evie, what’s going on? Did I do something wrong?” Josh asks, sitting up and not so discreetly adjusting his jeans.


    I shake my head, but refuse to look at him. “No, it’s not you, it’s me,” I say, using the oldest cliché in the book. “I’m sorry.” Then I grab my bag from the floor and walk out of his room before he tries to change my mind.


    As I leg it towards the front door, I collide straight into the man who was standing in the kitchen when we came in earlier. “Whoa, shit, sorry,” he says, his fingers grabbing my upper arm as I stumble from the contact.


    I pull away from him, glancing up into blue eyes that are warm and kind. “No problem,” I say. “My fault.”


    “You okay?” this stranger asks me.


    I nod. “Yeah, fine,” I say, walking towards the front door. I need to get out of here before Josh comes out of his bedroom. “I’m just leaving. It was nice to meet you,” I lie, knowing I will never see this person again.


    “You too,” he calls out, just as Josh walks out of his room. “Oh, hey, Josh, how’s it going?” I hear him ask.


    “Hey, Ben,” Josh says as I close the door behind me, refusing to listen to him try and change my mind.


    Because in that second; I don’t need to hear anything else.


    Because in that single second, with that one word, the knowledge of why tonight felt so wrong, why the past few years have felt so wrong, all comes rushing back to me.


    Ben.


    Ben was the last man I slept with. Ben was the man I should have been sleeping with tonight, the man I thought I’d sleep with for the rest of my life.


    But just as the memories of a rainy night, a deep kiss while pressed against a door, a quiet trip up stairs to a room full of passion and lust and love, all start to invade my brain, so to do the nightmares.


    Nightmares of a betrayal, of another woman, and of Ben, begging me to believe it was nothing.


    And with that, I immediately bend over and throw up. All of the memories and nightmares washing over me, consuming me, finally making me understand why I’ve been feeling the way I have for so long.


    How the hell did I forget all of this?


    

  


  
    


    


    


    29th July 1999


    Twenty-three years old


    


    My train pulls into Oxford a little after midday. Sarah, my best friend from my last life, is standing on the platform waiting for me. I see her wave and I try waving back, force a smile on to my face that I don’t feel like sharing. I’m not really sure why I decided to move here, especially given Sarah knows Ben. I only knew I wanted something familiar.


    But that something couldn’t be Ben.


    Of course when I got my memories of Ben back, I got the rest of them back too, including my memories of Sarah. When I got home the night these memories returned, I cried myself to sleep, wondering how everything had gotten so messed up in my last life.


    But everything was suddenly so clear too, all the reasons why I’d felt so fucking lost for so long. But with the memories, came nightmares, which only made everything murky and confused again.


    When I finally woke up the next day, I avoided answering my phone or leaving my house. Instead, I drank half a bottle of wine and decided to try and track Sarah down, hoping she would at least forgive me for running off all those years ago.


    It took a while, I had to find her mum first and when I eventually did, she was shocked to hear from me. She’d assumed my last parents had found me at Ben’s and taken me away, the three of us disappearing into thin air. I guess that was sort of true, so I just let her believe it.


    She also told me Sarah had left Fleet and was now working as a social worker of all things. I wasn’t really surprised, remembering all the ways she’d looked after me when we were growing up. Eventually I got hold of Sarah and she was more than happy to let me come and stay with her and that’s how I ended up deciding to move to Oxford.


    I didn’t tell anyone I was leaving Cornwell, not my best friend Penny, and certainly not Josh. I know I’ll never see them again and had this been playing out the way it should be, the way it’s played out in my previous lives, I’d be totally okay with that. But this time things are different. I’m not doing it the way I have in the past because I can’t quite bring myself to face the past.


    Or Ben.


    I’ve been trying not to think about him ever since my memories returned. I haven’t bothered to contact him, or even try to find out where he is now. He will have moved, I know this; it’s what we were waiting for. But of course there are ways of tracking him down. If I can find Sarah, I can find Ben.


    A part of me wants to, I can’t deny it, but a bigger part of me isn’t going to let that happen. I’m still too angry with him, and with Katie Price.


    Every time I close my eyes now, all I see are her hands and lips on his back. Her fingers moving all over his bare skin. Skin that I thought belonged to me and only me.


    And with that, comes all of the pain I felt when I saw it. The pain of Ben’s betrayal, the pain I saw in his eyes when he turned and saw me standing there watching them, and the pain I felt in my heart as I ran down those stairs and into the street, running as far as I could from the pain at what was happening to me.


    But most of all, I remember the pain at losing Ben. At hearing his voice as he begged me to stop, to listen. The pain at hearing him tell me he loved me.


    How the hell am I supposed to forget this pain?


    It’s still two years until I will and never in my life have I wanted to forget something so badly. I’d do anything to be able to forget this pain right now, but I can’t. And no matter how far I run, it will always be here.


    And right now, that pain is almost worse than never remembering Ben at all.


    


    “Hey stranger,” Sarah says as I step off the train and into her open arms. “It’s been a long time.”


    I hug her back, the easy familiarity of my old friend briefly easing the hurt I’m now feeling. “I know,” I say, smiling at her. “It has.”


    “Where the hell have you been, Evie?” Sarah asks, not bothering to hold back. I knew she wouldn’t, it was bad enough trying to tell her over the phone that I’d explain everything when I got here. “You just disappeared into thin air.”


    I shrug, wishing I could explain just how true her words are. But she didn’t see what happened and she’s never known the full truth about me, so I say the only true thing I can. “Ben and I had a fight.”


    “Yeah I gathered that,” she says, grabbing one of my bags and linking her other arm through mine as we walk down the platform. “He came over the day after your birthday you know, wondering if I knew where you were or if I’d heard from you.”


    “He did?” I ask, surprised. Ben knows I didn’t go to Sarah’s, I couldn’t. By that stage I’d be somewhere else and wouldn’t remember her either. I wouldn’t remember any of it.


    “He did,” she says, glancing over at me. “And then every day after that until he left.”


    Sarah’s words stop me in my tracks.


    “Evie?” she says, turning to face me now. “You okay?”


    I swallow, taking a deep breath before I ask, “Do you know where he went?”


    Sarah smiles at me. “Yeah, he wrote it down for me, the station he was going to. I’m pretty sure it’s in London somewhere. I’ve got it at home,” she says, pulling me towards the exit. “I’ll dig it out when we get there.”


    “No, it’s okay,” I start to say, thinking there’s no way I’m going to contact him, not now.


    Sarah laughs. “Bullshit, Evie,” she says, as we walk out of the station and into the carpark.


    “What?”


    Sarah stops and turns to face me again. “Look, I don’t fully understand whatever it was that happened between you two that night,” she says, dropping my bag and placing her other hand on my shoulder. “But I do know that that man loves you, Evie. A lot. He was a wreck, a total wreck after you left, and judging by how you look now, he wasn’t the only one.”


    I have to bite my lip, swallow down the tears that are now threatening to spill. “It doesn’t matter now, it’s too late,” I whisper, not even sure how I can begin to forget about everything that happened that night. Not just with Ben and Katie, but with Ben and me.


    But more importantly, it’s too late to apologise. For either of us. Because how I can ever possibly apologise for the way I treated him after I saw it all. How can I ever apologise for staying away like I’m doing right now. And how can he apologise for what he did, what he let happen.


    Sarah smiles, her hand squeezing my shoulder as she says, “It’s never too late, Evie. And besides,” she adds, winking at me, “when you’ve got a man who looks like Ben does, I’d be doing everything in my power to get him back. You know what I’m saying?”


    And I can’t help but smile, hoping, wishing even, that Sarah’s words are true and maybe it isn’t too late.


    That for once, there’s enough time to make this right.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    14th February 2000


    Twenty-three years old


    


    “You sure you don’t want to come?” Sarah asks, turning to look at her back in the full-length mirror hanging inside her cupboard door.


    “Are you high?” I ask, throwing a cushion at her. I’m sitting on her bed, drinking wine and watching as she gets ready to go out.


    “What?” Sarah says, as tough the idea of me joining her and Adam on their date tonight is no big deal.


    “Um, hello,” I say, “it’s only the most romantic night of the year. I’m not about to make it a threesome, Sarah.”


    I watch as she smiles at me, wriggling her eyebrows suggestively as though she’s not opposed to the idea. I can’t help but laugh as I throw another pillow from the bed at her.


    “What, you don’t fancy me?” she says now, spinning around.


    I can’t help but laugh. “Sorry sweets, but you’re not really my type.”


    “So what is your type?” Sarah asks, suddenly serious.


    “What?”


    Sarah walks towards me and takes a seat on the bed beside me. “Come on Evie,” she says quietly.


    “What?” I ask, knowing exactly what she’s going to say next.


    “Why don’t you just try calling him? You know you want to.”


    I exhale and take another sip of wine before forcing myself to meet her stare. “I can’t,” I whisper. “It’s too late.”


    “Why do you think that?” Sarah asks. “Have you even tried?” I nod, even though it’s not exactly true. “Evie,” she says, trying to be serious. “I mean calling and actually speaking to him, as opposed to just calling and hanging up.”


    I close my eyes as I fall back onto her bed, knowing that I haven’t really tried at all. I’ve been with Sarah for just over six months now and in that time I’ve called Ben’s station a total of nineteen times. By some miracle I haven’t ever spoken to him, but that’s been an almost deliberate move on my part. Usually I call at random times of the day, or night, but mainly when I don’t think he’d be there. I had to stop calling when I got the same guy four times and he started to yell at me down the phone. I’m not sure what I’d do if Ben ever actually answered.


    “Evie,” Sarah says, her voice quiet as she grabs my hand.


    I open my eyes and shift up on the pillows so I’m sitting with my back against the wall. “Yeah?”


    “Call him, let him explain what happened and for fuck’s sake take him back already, you two are perfect together.”


    “Ugh,” I scream, finishing my wine before dropping the glass onto the bed. “What if it’s really too late, Sarah?” I ask. “What if he’s found someone else?”


    Sarah doesn’t say anything for so long that I eventually sit up, open my eyes and face her. “Sarah,” I say, my eyes locking with hers. “What aren’t you telling me?”


    “Evie,” she says, her voice serious. “Even if he has found someone else, you don’t think he still wants to hear from you, to know that you’re alright?”


    My head falls into my hands and I push my palms into my eyes, trying to stop the onslaught of pain that comes with the thought of Ben being with someone else. “He’s with someone, isn’t he?” I whisper, unable to look at her because I know her face will tell me the truth.


    “Sweets,” Sarah says quietly, pulling my hands away and forcing me to look at her. “He’s not with anyone else, at least not the last time I spoke to him.”


    The sudden relief that flows through me is unbelievable. I think it’s the first time since I’ve remembered all of this, maybe even since I left Ben in my last life, that I’ve finally been able to breathe properly. But then the rest of her words register. “You’ve spoken to him?” I ask, my spine straightening as I wonder if she’s told him I’m back. “When?”


    “At Christmas, that was the last time.”


    “Did you tell him about me? I mean, did you tell him that I’m staying with you?” Sarah bites her lip and in that second I know she has. “Sarah, seriously.”


    “I didn’t tell him you were with me, Evie, I promise,” she says, taking my hand in both of hers. “All I said was that I’d seen you and that you were okay.”


    “And,” I whisper, afraid to hear what Ben might have said to that.


    “And,” she says, a sad smile on her face. “I might have told him that it was obvious you missed him. A lot.”


    My heart is pounding in my chest now, my breaths coming in fast pulls and I force myself to swallow, take a second before I ask what happened after she told him that. “And what did Ben say then?”


    Sarah waits until I’m looking at her, really looking at her, before she says, “He said that he missed you too. He said, and I quote, that he missed you so fucking much it hurt and that if I ever saw you again could I please ask, no beg, you to call him. He was pretty desperate, Evie.”


    “Why haven’t you told me this before now?” I whisper, knowing that none of this is really Sarah’s fault.


    Sarah lets go of my hands and reaches over to tuck some hair behind my ear. “I’ve been telling you to call him since the second you walked off that train, Evie,” she says. “You’re the one who hasn’t been listening, who hasn’t been willing to let the past go.”


    And she’s right, I haven’t been. I’ve been stubborn and moody and angry, blaming Ben for something that I only know half the story to. I didn’t give him a chance to explain that night and I’m not giving him a chance to explain now. Instead, I’m being an idiot, risking the one thing that means the most to me in the whole world, over something that happened years ago.


    “So, you gonna call him?” Sarah asks, her hand on my knee. I shrug, even though I know I probably will. “I mean call and talk to him, Evie,” she says, trying to look serious.


    “Yeah, maybe,” I whisper, knowing I desperately want to now.


    


    When Sarah leaves, I pour myself another glass of wine and curl up on the couch with a blanket and the phone. I don’t need the piece of paper with Ben’s contact details anymore, ironically enough, I’ve memorised the number now.


    It takes me two more hours before I can finally pick up the phone and call though, and when I do Ben isn’t even there. He’s on leave, away until the twenty-seventh. As I throw the phone onto the couch before me, I start to wonder if I haven’t already run out of time to fix this.


    Is it too late to save Ben and me?


    

  


  
    


    


    


    28th February 2000


    Twenty-three years old


    


    “Are you at least having a good night?” Sarah asks, leaning against Adam as we walk back to her flat. She’s a little tipsy, but Adam is being perfect and looking after her. I’m happy for Sarah, pleased she has such a great guy, but I also envy them. Envy the fact that they have each other; that she has Adam to look after her. To love her.


    “I am,” I tell her, smiling as she links her arm through mine, the three of us walking together down the street.


    “Call him, Evie,” she says, tugging me closer. “For the love of god, and my sanity, please just call him.”


    I turn to look at her, see she really means it. He would’ve come back from his leave yesterday. I’ve been counting down the days until he did, but somehow, I still couldn’t bring myself to call him. I tried to rationalise that he wouldn’t be back at work straight away, but I know they said he would.


    “He misses you, Evie. He misses you and he loves you and you love him, so please, do us all a favour here and call the boy!”


    Her words are loud, fuelled by alcohol and I laugh, knowing she means well. But they are words that reach into my heart and squeeze it so tight, I feel like I might just stop breathing. Because deep down, I do miss him. I miss him so much, it hurts.


    I glance at my watch and see I only have five hours left. I’m still not sure how I’m supposed to explain my soon to be disappearance to Sarah, because the only person who knows it even happens, is Ben.


    Ben.


    My Ben.


    I don’t know if it’s the alcohol, or Sarah’s words, or just because it’s tonight, but I’m suddenly overwhelmed with memories of him. The way he touched me, the way he kissed me, even just the way he looked at me. It’s a longing and a want that no amount of distance or time can ever erase. It all floods through me, reminding me of everything I am missing. And now, with the knowledge that in only a few hours I’m going to forget about Ben all over again, all I want to do is find him.


    I’ve wasted four painful years without him, four years over a stubborn refusal to give Ben even a chance to explain. I was being childish, but more importantly, I wasn’t being fair to Ben.


    I untangle myself from Sarah’s arm as I pull out my mobile phone; dial the number I can’t forget now. The number that will lead me back to him.


    Ben Foster.


    The love of my life. The one man who knows me, who knows everything about me. The man who swore he would always look after me and protect me. The man who used to love me.


    What the hell have I done?


    I hit the call button, hoping to god he’s there tonight. The phone rings and rings and rings and I think no one’s going to answer and he won’t ever know that I really wanted to talk to him. That I actually wanted to listen now. He won’t know and tomorrow I’ll disappear and I’ll forget about him all over again.


    “Shit, please Ben, pick up, pick up, pick up,” I say, as Sarah and Adam walk ahead now, to give me some privacy.


    I’m about to hang up when I hear it, “Ealing Station, Ben Foster speaking.”


    My breath catches in my throat, a jolt running through me as he finally answers and I hear his voice again for the first time in four years.


    I don’t know what to say. Don’t know if I can even say anything.


    “Hello,” he says again and my heart pounds just from the way his voice says that one word. “Hello,” he says a third time, only this time it’s frustrated and I know I have to hang up or speak.


    Hang up?


    Or speak?


    “Ben, it’s me,” I finally say, my voice sounding strange. “Evie,” I add on, in case he doesn’t realise. I don’t know why, it just seems like the right thing to do.


    There’s a moment of silence and I don’t breathe, too afraid of what he’s going to say now that he knows who it is. I’m afraid that the next sound I’ll hear, is that of him hanging up.


    “Evie, baby, thank fuck you’re okay,” he breathes out, surprising me. “God, I’ve been waiting forever for this phone call.”


    I finally exhale.


    That’s all it takes.


    He’s been waiting for me all this time. I’ve punished him for four long years, knowing he was out there and choosing not to go home to him, but still he’s been waiting for me. And the first thing he says is, Evie, baby, thank fuck you’re okay.


    My protector.


    The tears are falling without me even realising and it’s only when Ben speaks again, that I notice they’ve turned into full-blown sobs.


    “Baby, don’t cry, please,” he says, his voice pleading, but gentle. “It’s okay, where are you? Just tell me where you are and I’ll come to you, right now.”


    “Ben, I’m sorry,” I cry, my voice choked by tears. “I’m so sorry, so very, very sorry.”


    “Evie, it’s okay,” he says, his voice achingly familiar and sounding so much like home to me. He is where I belong. Not here, not anywhere else. “Just tell me where you are, baby, please. We don’t have much time.”


    And we don’t. We only have a couple of hours.


    “I’m in Oxford,” I say, “with Sarah.”


    I hear his laugh now, can feel his smile, even through the phone and when I close my eyes, I can picture it too. I can see his warm face and the messy brown hair that he never seems to get under control. The piercing blue eyes that see right through me, through all of the Evies. And his mouth and the gorgeous smile that stretches across his face, giving me that cheeky grin that always makes me smile. I can see all of it now and I want it, want him.


    “God, I somehow knew that’s where you really were,” I think I hear him say. “Okay, I’m obviously in London,” he adds on, bringing me back to the present, the present that’s quickly running out.


    “And you’re at work,” I say, knowing there’s no chance he can just leave and come out here.


    “Yes, but you can come to me,” he says, as though I’ve just said the last part out loud. There’s a determination in his voice now, as though us not finding a way to see each other isn’t an option. “Come to Paddington station, okay? Let me know what train you get and I’ll wait by the entrance, near WH Smith,” he says, an urgency in his voice because he knows we don’t have much time. “I’ll be waiting, Evie, I promise.” Ben speaks as though he knows I will get to him in time and that he will be there, waiting for me. It convinces me instantly. Somehow, without a shadow of a doubt, I know that he will.


    “Okay,” I tell him. “I’ll get the next train, I’m leaving right now, I promise.”


    I know he’s smiling again. “I know you will, babe. I’ll see you soon, okay?”


    “Okay,” I say. “And thank you, Ben.”


    There’s a few seconds of silence and I’m about to hang up when Ben speaks. “Evie,” he says, his voice serious.


    “Yeah?” I ask, not sure what else he possibly wants to say. We don’t have much time and I have no idea where I will end up tomorrow.


    “I love you, baby.”


    But when Ben says these words to me, I know, that even if we somehow miss each other, if for some reason I don’t make it and we run out of time, at least we got to say these words.


    “I love you too, Ben.”


    Because this and what they represent, what they mean to both of us, is really all that matters.


    


    I’m standing by the door on the train. We’ve been sitting on the tracks for over an hour now and I’m about ready to scream. Everyone is impatient and frustrated, but they have no idea. I watch as people check their watches and sigh with annoyance. One woman is complaining loudly, voicing what the rest of the carriage is all thinking. They’re all in a rush, but they don’t even understand the meaning of it.


    Nobody does.


    Nobody understands what it means to rush when you only have five minutes left in this life. Five minutes left to see the love of your life, to try and work out a way to find each other again when you disappear to the next life. They don’t understand the meaning of time, and missing something or someone.


    Not like I do.


    Finally the train starts to move again, a voice over the intercom apologising for the delay. I glance at my watch and see it’s thirty minutes to midnight. There’s time, there’s still time.


    The impossible chug of the train seems to take forever and I’m convinced that we won’t make it, that I’ll be standing by the door of the train, and then I won’t be. I’ll be somewhere else and the people around me will be left wondering if I was ever here at all.


    Ben will be left wondering if I really did come to him.


    And I’ll be left wondering whether he really can keep waiting for me.


    “Thank god,” a man beside me says, as the voice announces we are now pulling into Paddington Station. I look around, trying to see if Ben is waiting on the platform, knowing it’s unlikely, as he’d have to buy a ticket to get through the gates. I smooth down the front of the dress I wore out tonight. The one I didn’t have time to change out of as I yelled goodbye to Sarah and Adam before I ran to the station to catch my train. I face the glass window and tuck my hair behind my ears, run my fingers under my eyes as I prepare to see the man I love, for the first time in four years.


    The train doors finally open and I immediately step down, running for the end of the platform. It’s crowded, so crowded, as London commuters return to the city for their week of work. I’m on the last carriage, which was a stupid mistake, because I now have a swarm of people in front of me as I try to run the length of the train. I’m done with being polite, as I start to push my way through the crowd, ignoring the comments directed at me.


    “Evie!”


    Ben.


    His voice is instantly recognisable to me, and when I push up on my toes, I see the man who is always recognisable to me, in every life. The man I hope to see every night I close my eyes, regardless of where or who I am.


    “Ben,” I call out, my eyes on him as I push my way through the people, wondering why the hell they can’t just get out of my way.


    “Hurry, baby,” he calls out, his eyes darting to the clock that sits above the arrivals board.


    It’s close, too close; we’re running out of time.


    I start shoving people out of the way now, impatient, longing to touch him, to kiss him, longing to feel his arms wrap around me.


    I don’t need Ben to survive; I do that by myself every time I disappear. But I do want him. He’s the reason I want to survive and there’s a huge difference. Ben has been in my life for as long as I can remember. Every change, somehow, I find him again and for whatever reason, he always remembers me too. He doesn’t question where I go and he doesn’t ask why, he just accepts it, and me. It’s always been that way, for as long as I can remember.


    And in every single one of my lives, he loves me, just like I love him. It’s the one thing I can always hold on to. And it’s become the one thing I’m always trying to find my way back to.


    “Evie,” he says again and I can’t help glancing up at the clock now too.


    It’s late…time is running out.


    “Ben,” I call out to him again, stuck at the gate as the person in front of me tries to find their ticket. “Fuck, hurry up, please hurry up,” I say to the woman, not caring how rude I sound.


    Ben is on the opposite side of the gate. He is so close to me, I can almost reach out and touch him.


    But he is so far at the same time, separated by what feels like a million people.


    We are facing each other. People surround us.


    The station is lit up with noise, but Ben is all I see.


    Tomorrow is my birthday; tomorrow I turn twenty-four years old.


    I hear my watch beeping and I know.


    Today is my birthday; today I turn twenty-four years old.


    My eyes are still on Ben, standing on the other side of the gate. I want to push through now, jump the gate if I have to. I don’t care about the people or the British Rail inspector; I just want to touch Ben. I’m just about to when the woman in front of me finally straightens, inserting her ticket into the gate.


    She passes through.


    Then I blink.


    And Ben is gone.


    As I blink into the darkness though, I realise Ben is exactly where I left him and it’s me who’s gone.


    And then everything goes black.


    And I have no idea where I am.


    

  


  
    29th February 2000


    Twenty-four years old


    


    The sun shines into my room and today I turn twenty-four years old.


    


    As I open my eyes, I’m greeted with the sound of heavy traffic and the obnoxious wailing of a siren. The noise makes my heart stop as a wave of fear washes over me. And as the sun disappears behind a huge black cloud, a cold sweat breaks out all over my body. Within minutes, it’s pelting down with rain.


    It all feels strangely ominous.


    I glance to my left and see the other side of the bed is empty. A part of me thought there might be someone there, but now that I try to picture who…I can’t. The room is cold, as though the heating has turned off in the middle of the night, and as I throw back the covers, I hustle towards the thermostat and turn it all the way up. I hear the heating switch on and picking up a long grey cardigan from the chair, I walk towards the window where I press my legs against the radiator, wrapping myself in the jumper as I stare outside, trying to work out where I am, and why this all feels so unfamiliar.


    London.


    The buildings, the traffic, the sounds. It’s the only place I could be. I can’t quite work out where in London I am yet; none of the familiar landmarks, like Tower Bridge or the Millennium Wheel, are visible from my window. I’d have to be rich to live in an apartment with views like that.


    The heating finally starts to kick in, warming my body up. But as I stand at the window staring out at the cold grey day, an uneasy feeling settles over me.


    A missed encounter.


    A lost opportunity.


    Wasted time.


    I can’t quite figure out what it is. It feels like something is missing though. Like I’ve misplaced something that’s very important to me, only I don’t know where it is or what I’m even supposed to be looking for.


    Shaking it off, I turn and take in the rest of my flat.


    Definitely not rich.


    It’s a tiny one-room place that has one corner for the bedroom, one for the kitchen and one for the living room. The fourth corner has a door, which I presume and hope leads to a bathroom. Just as I’m walking towards it, the sound of a phone ringing breaks the silence of my flat. Turning, I see the mobile phone vibrating on the bedside table and I hurry over to pick it up, the name Nick flashing on the screen.


    “Hello?” I say, having no idea who Nick is.


    “Hey, sis, happy birthday, you old fart,” a guy’s voice comes through the phone.


    I smile, realising Nick must be my brother. “Thanks,” I say.


    “We still on for tonight?” he asks me.


    “Tonight?” I ask, stalling as I try to work out what tonight might involve.


    “Shit, is the Alzheimer’s setting in already?” Nick says laughing. “You, me, couple of our mates out for dinner and drinks?”


    “Oh right, yeah, sorry,” I say, trying to make out as though I know what he’s talking about. “Bit slow, just woke up.”


    “Geez lazy bones, it’s after ten,” Nick says, still laughing. He sounds nice, my brother, friendly and warm and I wonder why I can’t picture him or remember more about him. “Alright, go, enjoy your day and I’ll see you tonight, okay? The Porterhouse near Piccadilly in case you’ve forgotten already.”


    “Thanks,” I say, breathing out with relief. “Around eight okay?”


    “Sure thing, Evie, see you tonight,” he says, hanging up.


    I end the call and walk towards the kitchen to make myself some tea. I’m slightly anxious about tonight as I realise not only do I know nothing about the man who has been my brother for the last twenty-four years, I also have no idea what he even looks like.


    But most of all, I have no idea why I can’t remember any of this.


    


    When I finally arrive at the pub, it’s eight-thirty, but I’m glad I’m late. I hope this means I’ll walk in and my brother will see me first. It’s crowded and I can hear music coming from the other room, the sounds of a live band floating through. I head towards the bar, figuring a drink is probably a good move.


    “Evie,” a male voice calls out as I’m making my way over there. I turn and see a guy who’s probably a couple of years older than me, waving at me. He doesn’t exactly look familiar, but I guess if you had to guess, you could say we’re related. I smile and wave back, watch as he says something to the guy sitting next to him before he gets up and walks towards me.


    Shit, is this my brother or is this one of our friends? Why the hell can’t I remember him?


    “Happy birthday, sis,” he says as he reaches me, enveloping me in a huge bear hug.


    I wrap my arms around his waist, my face buried against his shoulder. He smells strangely familiar, whatever the scent is. “Thanks, Nick,” I say, pressing a kiss to his cheek. “Have you been waiting long?”


    Nick pulls back, his hands on my shoulders now as he smiles down at me with green eyes that are similar to mine. “Not too long,” he says. “I wasn’t quite at the stage where I thought you’d forgotten me again,” he adds on, teasing me about this morning’s conversation.


    “Ha ha, smartarse,” I say back, smiling at just how nice my brother is. The easy banter we share is friendly, and weirdly familiar.


    “Come on, let me buy you a drink,” he says, his arm around my shoulder as he walks us towards the bar. “What are you having?”


    I wrap my arm around his waist. “Umm, maybe a G&T,” I say.


    After Nick buys us our drinks, we head back towards what is evidently our group of friends. It looks to be a group of six, eight if you count Nick and me, but for some reason, I don’t recognise anyone. I’m pretty sure we all know each other though, so I’m going to have to try and work out everyone’s names at some stage.


    “So, I’ve got someone I want you to meet,” Nick says, pulling up an extra stool as we reach our group. Everyone hugs me and wishes me a happy birthday and I thank each of them, wondering who any of them are.


    “What?” I ask, sitting next to my brother.


    Nick smiles. “He’ll be here later. Just give him a chance okay?”


    I nearly choke on my drink as I realise my brother is trying to set me up with someone. “What are you, my pimp?” I ask, swallowing half of my gin and tonic in one go.


    Nick laughs. “No, just your amazing big brother,” he says, whacking me on the back as I start to cough.


    “I don’t need dating help, Nick,” I say, having no idea why my brother would chose do set me up with someone.


    “Evie, please,” he says, a smile on his face that lets me know he’s being kind. “You haven’t had a boyfriend in forever, and at least this way, I know it’s going to be someone decent and not a complete wanker.”


    A shiver runs down my spine.


    When was the last time I had a boyfriend? I can’t even remember.


    “Evie,” Nick says, his face softer now. “He’s a nice guy, really. Just give him a chance, yeah?”


    I look at my brother. Somehow I know I can trust him, trust his judgment on this.


    “Okay,” I say, shrugging, even though the idea of meeting someone doesn’t feel quite right.


    

  


  
    



    


    7th March 2000


    Twenty-four years old


    


    “So, you’re at least going to give him a go, right?” Nick asks, smiling as he sits across from me.


    I roll my eyes. “Is he at least going to show up this time?” I ask, reminding him of my birthday a week ago.


    Nick takes a long drag of his cigarette before picking up his pint. “Yes, he will, I promise. Last time wasn’t his fault you know.”


    “Sure, sure,” I say picking up my beer. “It just doesn’t exactly bode well for a future relationship now, does it?” I’m only teasing him, but there’s a part of me that means it. A part of me that still doesn’t feel entirely sure about this.


    From what I could gather at my birthday drinks last week, this isn’t the first time Nick’s tried to set me up. The others have all been watching his attempts and my rejections, and they were teasing him about it happening again. Deep down, I already know nothing is going to come of this, regardless of how nice the guy is. It all just makes me feel uneasy.


    And something about it feels very, very wrong.


    “Ev,” he says, reaching out to touch my hand. “It’s going to be fine, I promise. He’s a good guy, I wouldn’t set you up with a dickhead you know.”


    I smile, trying to squash my unease. Despite still not really remembering him, I do trust Nick, I have from the minute I met him. It’s not just because he’s my brother, there’s something else about him, something that screams trust, loyalty. I like it, I’m glad I have him.


    “I know,” I say, trying to reassure him. “So, you going to tell me anything about him, a name, maybe?”


    Nick smiles now, his face full of mischief and humour. “Nope, you can just wait and see.”


    I laugh, taking another sip of my beer. “Is he good looking at least?”


    I watch as my brother rolls his eyes at me. “Geez, shallow much?” he asks, laughing.


    “Whatever,” I say, suddenly distracted by Nick glancing at the door and waving to someone. I take a deep breath as I square my shoulders and prepare to meet the man my brother seems to think could be a match for me.


    Within seconds a tall, brown-haired man is standing beside our table. He’s looking down, smiling as he holds his hand out to me. I’m not sure whether he’s actually said anything though, because I’m too distracted by the intense feeling of guilt that’s suddenly rising up inside me.


    I reach out, almost on autopilot, as I take his hand, his warm grip only strengthening whatever it is that’s going on inside my body. Do I know this guy or something? He doesn’t look familiar, but he’s smiling at me as though I do.


    “Evie,” my brother says. “This is my friend, the one I’ve told you about. This is Bennett,” he says, gesturing to his friend. “And this is my sister, Evie.”


    I smile. “Nice to meet you Bennett,” I say.


    He smiles back at me as he squeezes my hand and says, “Please, call me Ben, and it’s…”


    But I don’t hear another word he says, because right in that very second, with that one single word… Ben…everything comes rushing back.


    Memories of a boy who walked me to school, of a boy who rescued my cat, and of a boy who gave me my first kiss. Memories of a man who became my best friend, a man who wanted me to be his girlfriend, who was my boyfriend. Memories of a man who did so many amazing things to my body, things that no other man had ever done before, has ever done since.


    But with all of that, comes the heartache of a man who betrayed me, who broke my heart and hurt me in ways that I never thought possible.


    But there are recent memories too. Memories of a man who waited for me, who begged me to find him. A man who told me he still loved me and is somewhere now, still waiting for me.


    But it’s not this man who’s standing in front of me.


    This is not the Ben I’ve been looking for.


    This is not my Ben and as I glance down, I suddenly realise how wrong my hand looks in his. I pull back, shoving my hands in my pockets as my brother says, “Evie, you okay, you look like you’ve seen a ghost?”


    I look over at him, wishing I could explain it all and that he could somehow understand what he’s done. Half of me wants to kiss him for triggering all of my memories and the other half of me wants to punch him for daring to suggest that I should be with someone other than my Ben.


    “Evie?” he asks again, glancing at his friend, who’s staring at both of us as if he can’t work out what’s going on.


    I stand. “Nick, I’m sorry, I have to go.”


    “What, wait, Evie, what the hell’s going on here?” he asks, standing too.


    I turn to look at Ben, wishing I wasn’t doing this to him, even though I don’t even know the guy. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m really sorry.”


    Ben stares at me, his hand outstretched again as if to stop me, but I hold mine up, stopping everything before I walk around the table to my brother. Nick stares at me, speechless, as I wrap my arms around him, press up on my toes and kiss his cheek. “I wish I could explain it to you,” I tell him. “And maybe one day I will,” I add on, knowing I won’t. There’s a good chance I’ll never see him again after this, not when I find Ben. “But I have to go,” I whisper. “I’ve just remembered something.”


    Remembered everything actually.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    9th March 2000


    Twenty-four years old


    


    It’s been two days since I got my memories back and for two days I’ve been trying to get in contact with Ben. Last time he said he was in London. This time I’m in London, but I have no idea whether he’s still here and if he is, where he lives. We never got time for the details.


    It’s technically only been nine days since I last saw him, but with everything that’s happened, it feels more like nine hundred. As soon as I got home after I remembered, I tried ringing his station, but whoever answered said he wasn’t there and gave me his mobile number instead. At least I got that because Sarah never had a mobile number to give me. I’ve called her too and she’s happy for me. She knows I’m still in London and that I’ve seen Ben. I’ve alluded to the fact that we talked and I guess she probably assumes we’re back together. I don’t bother telling her anything different because there’s no way she will ever fully understand everything that’s happened over the last ten days. It’s better if she thinks it’s all going well.


    It helps me as I try to convince myself it will.


    But I still can’t get in contact with Ben. I’ve tried calling his mobile number, but it goes straight to voicemail. I started off calling every hour, but that rapidly descended into every thirty minutes, then every ten and finally, almost constantly. I must have left him hundreds of messages, begging him to call me, but he never has.


    I don’t know what could possibly have changed in nine days, but a part of me can’t let go of the idea that it’s something very, very bad.


    Right now, I’m sitting on my bed wrapped in a cardigan as I stare at the phone, willing him to call me back. He doesn’t. The only person who’s been calling me is Nick. I’ve spoken to him a couple of times, tried to explain why I ran off that day. I’m not sure how much he bought that I suddenly remembered I had an appointment, but what else could I say. I wish I could tell him the truth, but deep down, I know I will never explain this to Nick. How can I?


    I could call Ben’s family. I don’t want to, but at this rate, I know I’m going to have to. I’ve been putting it off, stalling in the hopes that Ben will just call me back and I can avoid it. Because I have no idea what the hell I’m going to say to them when I do call. No idea what they’re going to think of me, or worse still, whether they’re going to tell me anything anyway.


    It’s one thing to reach out to Ben after disappearing from his life; he knows the reasons why. But it’s quite another to reach out to his family, to the only real family I’ve ever had, and try to explain to them where I’ve been for the last four years. Try to make sense of all the things that I’ve done to him and the reasons why I never came back.


    “Come on, Ben,” I say to the phone. “Call me back, please.”


    But it doesn’t make any difference and the longer I sit here staring at my phone, the more I know I’m going to have to call them.


    I take a deep breath trying to steady my nerves as my fingers type in their number. I remember it now, the easy familiarity with which the numbers fall from my brain still hard for me to understand. Only two days ago, I didn’t even know these people existed. Now, I can recite their home number, address, birthdays, everything, without even thinking about it. I wish I could understand how to unlock these memories earlier. Wish I could work out how I could stop forgetting them all in the first place.


    I lift the phone to my ear, listen as the call connects and starts to ring. At the same time, my heart starts pounding in my chest and for a second, I wonder if it’s actually going to break through my ribs. The room is completely silent; the only noise is the racing of my heart and the phone in my ear.


    “Hello?”


    I exhale, relief flooding through me as I instantly recognise Rachel’s voice. “Rach, hi, it’s me,” I say, my fingers twisting in the duvet.


    “Who is this?” she asks and I feel my heart sink. She’s forgotten me? Has something gone wrong and she’s forgotten who I am? This has never happened before.


    I take another deep breath, trying to bury my frustrations. “It’s me,” I say into the phone. “Evie.”


    “Evie?” she asks and I can hear the shock in her voice.


    “Yeah,” I say loosening my death grip on the phone before it cracks in half. “I’m trying to get hold of Ben,” I tell her. “His phone keeps going to voicemail and I wonder if you knew why, if something…”


    “You have some nerve calling here after what you did to him,” Rachel says, interrupting me. Her voice is laced with anger and it fills me with dread. Words run through my head, a silent plea for her to listen, to understand. I’m so close to finding Ben, please don’t let something like this stop me.


    Please just understand Rachel, I never meant to hurt him; it’s not what you think.


    But before I can voice any of these things, she continues, “Why don’t you just piss off and leave him alone, give him a chance to get over you.”


    “Rachel, please…” I plead with her, knowing she has every right to be angry with me, especially when I’ve been missing from Ben’s life for so long. “Just tell me where he is, please, just let me know he’s okay.”


    “He’s better off without you,” is all she says, before hanging up on me.


    As the click of her disconnection sounds in my ear, I throw my mobile phone across the room. It doesn’t even hit anything, just lands on the floor with a pathetic bump.


    “Fuck!” I scream to the empty room. Where the hell is Ben, why isn’t he answering his phone? And why won’t his sister tell me anything?


    I stomp towards my phone, picking it up and trying Ben’s number one more time. Straight to voice mail. “Shit,” I say, frustrated. Who the fuck can I call now?


    Suddenly, I have a thought. Paul. I’ll call Paul. He’ll know where Ben is, why he isn’t answering his phone. Swallowing the fear that accompanies that thought, not wanting to face it just yet, I quickly dig out my laptop so I can log on to the telephone directory. I have no idea what Paul’s number is and right now I’m hoping his family still live in Fleet so I can look them up.


    Once I’ve found their name and address, I punch in the numbers and wait for someone to pick up.


    “Hello?” a lady’s voice says. “Tanner residence.”


    I exhale in relief, knowing this must be Paul’s mum. “Mrs Tanner, hi.” I blurt out. “It’s Evie, a friend of Paul’s from ages ago.” I have no idea whether she remembers me, whether she’ll know what happened four years ago, whether she’ll even want to speak to me.


    “Oh, Evie, so lovely to hear from you, it’s been forever,” she says and I silently agree while saying a quiet thank you that maybe this time I’ll have some luck.


    “I know, it has,” I blurt out before rushing on. “Listen, I’m trying to get hold of Paul, but I’m not sure how to reach him,” I continue, knowing I’m being incredibly rude by not asking how she is first. “Do you happen to have a number I can reach him on?”


    “Yes,” she says and I can hear her shuffling around as though she’s looking for something. “How are you, Evie?” she adds on and I have to take a deep breath just to calm down so I don’t snap at her.


    “I’m okay, thanks, Mrs Tanner. How are you?”


    “Oh good, good,” she says and I can hear the smile in her voice.


    Please don’t ask me where I’ve been. Please.


    “Okay, I have the station number,” she says now. “And a mobile somewhere, although I don’t like to call that one too often, too many…”


    “Station number is fine,” I say quickly, cutting her off.


    I grab a pen as she reads out the numbers for Vauxhall Fire Station to me, scribbling the name and number on my forearm. At least Paul’s in London. And if he’s here, then there’s a good chance Ben is still here. It’s only been nine days.


    My heart starts to race now at the possibility that I might see him again, soon. Today maybe.


    “Is there anything else, dear?” she asks now, breaking my train of thought.


    “Um, no, that’s it. Thanks,” I say, desperate to get off the phone so I can call Paul.


    “Okay, well you take care, Evie,” Paul’s mum says to me. “I hope we see you soon.”


    Her words hit me hard in the chest as I realise Ben isn’t the only person who’s life I disappear from. He and Paul were always such good friends, ever since they were kids. And Paul was always so kind to me, never questioning why I always tagged along with them, never teasing me about how much I hung off Ben’s every word. I’d liked it when he’d brought Lily into the group too, our slightly awkward threesome changing into two couples. It was relaxed, fun and we had some great times together. I hope we can have some of those great times together again.


    “Me too, Mrs Tanner,” I say quietly. “And thank you.”


    As soon as I hang up, I jump off the bed and start pacing, overcome by a shot of adrenaline as I rapidly punch in the numbers for Vauxhall Station. As the phone starts to ring, I’m silently begging that Paul answers the phone. I should have gotten his mobile number, just in case. At least I know I can always call his mum back if I need to.


    “Vauxhall Station, Paul Tanner speaking,” comes the voice that is once again so familiar.


    “Oh Paul, thank god,” I say, breathing out a sigh of relief.


    “Evie?” he asks, surprised.


    I smile, grateful he hasn’t just remembered me, but that he’s also recognised me. “Yeah hi, Paul, it’s me. Look I’m trying to get hold of Ben but his phone goes straight to voicemail. I just rang his house but his sister won’t tell me anything, hung on up on me. I don’t know where he is, do you know, is he still at Ealing station?” My words are a rush, spilling from my mouth without me even thinking about what I’m saying, or how rude I sound, or even to give Paul a chance to say anything. I’m so desperate for something, anything, just to know Ben is alright.


    “Evie, where the hell have you been?” Paul asks, but there’s no malice in his voice as he says it.


    I exhale, trying to catch my breath. God I wish we’d told Paul about me, back when we were kids. We came so close, so many times and it would have made all of this so much easier. Just to have someone else know what we went through, know what Ben went through all the times I wasn’t here. All the times I couldn’t remember him.


    Just to have someone know I hadn’t left him now.


    “Paul, I’m sorry, really. I know I’m being rude and I can explain, I promise. But please, just tell me where Ben is, I really need to see him,” I plead.


    I hear Paul take a deep breath and in that second, the feeling of dread that I’ve had ever since I’ve been trying to reach Ben, intensifies. Suddenly, my biggest fear starts to become a reality as it hits me that I was right; something really bad has happened.


    “Evie, listen,” he says. I can hear the sounds of others in the station, laughing and talking in the background as though everything is perfectly normal when I know, deep in my heart, that it isn’t. I try to picture Ben, as though he’s there with them at work, laughing with the boys. As though that will somehow make everything okay. But then Paul continues. “Something’s happened, I…well, hang on, just let me move somewhere quieter.”


    I feel myself sliding down the wall until I hit the floor as I listen to Paul walk, the sounds of the station fading into the background. Shit, it’s happened, it’s really happened. My worst fear has come true and now I’m too late and I’ve lost Ben. And after all this time, after what I did to him. God, I never even got a chance to properly apologise.


    Never got the chance to tell him how very sorry I am.


    “Are you still there?” Paul asks, all of the other noise now gone.


    “Yes,” I whisper, not sure if he even hears me.


    “Okay look, I don’t know what happened between you two, but you should know, he missed you, a hell of a lot, Evie. He always talked about you, hoped you’d come back from wherever you’d gone. He was a miserable bastard for a lot of the time, but he never gave up on you, not once.”


    Why is Paul talking in the past tense?


    I’m not sure I can sit here and listen to this anymore. If I don’t hear it, then it never happened. And if it never happened, then I might still find Ben. I might still be able to find my Ben.


    “It happened only a couple of days ago,” he says, his words barely getting through the loud noise that’s now filling my head. It’s like a rush of wind, a dark storm that is taking place between my ears and drowning out everything else.


    “His station got called to a fire in an abandoned old warehouse. It was pretty bad, already out of control when they arrived. Everything was going fine until he noticed some people in the upstairs window, calling for help. Squatters of course, they were lucky they were even conscious and noticed the fire in the first place.”


    There is a loud hammering in my chest now and it takes me a second to realise it’s my heart. It’s pounding, breaking through my ribs as I try to picture the scene, try not to think about what Paul’s going to tell me next. The memory of a fire from another life, nine years ago, flashes before me and I don’t want to think about Ben walking into something like that.


    “Of course Ben was the first to notice them, and so the first to go inside. They were up on the second floor, Evie. The warehouse, it was really old and should have been boarded up.”


    “Just tell me how it happened?” I finally ask, needing to know. Hoping it was quick.


    Paul takes another deep breath. “His team went in with him, followed him up the stairs and towards to the room the squatters were in. But apparently it just gave way beneath him, Evie, one minute he was there and the next he wasn’t.”


    “What?” I ask, tears streaming down my face as I struggle to understand what Paul is telling me.


    “The floor, it just gave way. Probably rotten to begin with and the fire, well the fire certainly didn’t help.”


    My hand goes to my mouth now, trying to silence the sobs that I can no longer control. Ben; my Ben. I can’t believe he’s gone. I can’t believe I won’t ever see him again. Can’t believe I won’t touch him or kiss him ever again.


    Oh god, please…


    “Evie, are you okay?” Paul finally asks, or maybe repeats, I don’t know. I don’t know how long I’ve been sitting here crying while he sits on the other end of the phone just waiting. I don’t even know what I’ve been saying to him.


    “Was it quick?” I finally breathe out, hoping that if nothing else, Ben didn’t suffer.


    “Oh Evie, I’m sorry, I thought you knew,” Paul says in a rush. “Ben’s alive, he survived the fall.”


    “He did?” I ask, sitting bolt upright now as I realise that Ben hasn’t been taken away from me.


    “He did,” Paul confirms.


    “So where is he, why can’t I get hold of him?”


    I hear Paul take another deep breath and all of a sudden, a paralysing fear washes over me as I start to realise, this is the bad part of the story. This is what’s going to hurt the most. Everything before this was nothing, and it’s only now, with these next words, that Paul is going to destroy me.


    “He’s in St Thomas,” Paul says now.


    “What?” I ask confused. “The hospital?”


    “Yeah,” Paul breathes out. “The hospital.”


    “What, what’s…what’s wrong,” I stammer. “What happened to him, I thought you said he was okay?”


    Paul speaks but I barely hear it. Instead, there’s a screaming silence on the other end of the phone that is deafening to me. I want to cry and yell and pound the walls in fury. I want to beg Paul to take it all back, to undo these words he’s spoken and to make Ben be okay.


    “Evie, did you hear what I said?” he suddenly asks and everything around me freezes.


    “What?” I whisper, struggling to breathe, struggling to understand.


    “It’s his back, Evie, Ben broke his back in the fall.”


    And as the words finally sink in, I literally feel my heart break in two.


    Before I collapse to the floor again and sob uncontrollably.


    


    “You okay?” Paul asks as soon as he sees me walking towards him an hour later.


    I shake my head. “No,” I whisper, the tears still falling uncontrollably.


    Paul wraps me in his arms and pulls me close. “It’ll be okay, Evie,” he says, his chin resting on the top of my head. “Ben’s a tough guy, you and I both know that. He’s going to be okay, girl, you just have to believe it.”


    I’m nodding my head against his chest even though a part of me doesn’t believe him. I don’t know if this is punishment for what I did to him, but it’s stupid and impossible because the only person being punished here is Ben. And that just isn’t fair because if anyone out of the two of us should be punished, it’s me.


    “You sure you want to go see him?” Paul asks, his hand smoothing my hair back before he hands me a tissue he’s managed to dig from his pocket. He’s still in uniform and I realise he’s come straight from work to meet me here.


    I smile gratefully as I take it. I need to get my shit together before I see Ben. There’s no way I can walk in there looking like this. Right now, Ben needs me to be strong and positive and focused. Right now Ben needs me to look after him.


    How the hell am I going to do this?


    “Evie?”


    I look up at Paul. His eyes and face are so kind and I know, deep in my heart, that he loves Ben. They have been friends for years, and they have always had each other’s back. And this will be no different.


    “Yeah,” I say quietly. “I am, I need to. Take me to see him?”


    Paul nods before he wraps an arm around my shoulders, pulls me against him and we head inside the hospital. “So, you gonna tell me what’s going on with you and him?” he asks as we step into the lift. I’m glad Paul knows where to go and I don’t need to waste time asking the nurses or try and explain to them who I am.


    I glance up at Paul, wishing again that Ben and I had explained all of this to him back when we were kids. Everything seemed so much easier back then, not just to explain, but easier to take. Now, I’m not sure how Paul would react, how much he’d be able to believe. In some ways, Ben seeing me disappear back when I was twelve was the best thing to happen. Because then it was right there, happening in front of him. There couldn’t be any excuses, or tricks, or made up stories. He saw it with his own eyes, so there was no escaping it.


    But now, I’m not sure how it would work, having to describe what happens to me. Expecting someone to just believe it without having seen it with their own eyes, without having lived through it like Ben has. Paul’s a good guy and he’s got a pretty open mind, but even I know that what happens to me is some crazy shit. If I wasn’t forced to live through it every four years, I’m not sure I’d believe it either.


    “I wish I could,” I say, knowing this isn’t anywhere near enough. “I wish I knew where to begin.”


    “The beginning?” Paul says and when I glance at him again, I see he’s smiling at me, trying to lighten the mood.


    I try smiling back. “It’s not as easy as you think, Paul,” I tell him. “But can I just say, it’s not what you think it is. Nothing about the last few years is what you think. I love Ben, I always have and I always will. I wish I could explain it, but right now, without Ben, I can’t. Can you just give me a pass for now, just give me a chance to talk to him first?” I ask. “Please?”


    Paul nods at me. “Okay,” he says. “I’ll wait.”


    “Thank you,” I say, squeezing my arm, which is wrapped around Paul’s waist.


    “He really loves you, you know that, right?” Paul says now, pulling me closer as he presses a kiss to the top of my head.


    Me too, are the words I can’t say as I nod in response.


    


    “Is he awake…conscious I mean?” I whisper when we finally reach the door to Ben’s room.


    Paul stops and turns, both his hands on my shoulders as he looks down at me. “He is, yeah, although he’s pretty dopey with the painkillers still. The doctors don’t think he needs surgery, not yet anyway. At the moment, he’s immobilised and on a shitload of meds and stuff.” I feel his hands squeeze my shoulders in reassurance. “He’s doing okay, Evie, but you need to know, there is some paralysis.”


    “What?” I ask, wondering how much worse this can possibly get. I don’t know how Ben would live with being paralysed because he’s such a physical guy. His job aside, he’s just one of those people who can’t keep still, who likes to keep active. If he can’t do that, I don’t know what that’s going to do to him.


    “They don’t think it’s permanent, okay,” Paul says, as though he’s reading my mind. “At the moment, they’re waiting for the swelling to go down before they make any definitive diagnosis. Until that happens, it’s a waiting game unfortunately.”


    “How long?” I ask, hopeful.


    Paul shakes his head at me. “I wish I could tell you more, but unfortunately, other than the fact he broke two vertebrae, we don’t really know, Evie.”


    I don’t know what to say anymore. All I know is right now, I am seconds away from seeing Ben, and I really need to pull myself together. So, I take a deep breath, square my shoulders and look Paul right in the eye. “Okay, let’s go see him.”


    Paul pushes the door open for me and I walk into the room. The first thing I see is Ben’s mum, Suzanne, sitting in a chair by his bed. She sees me immediately, and before I know it, she’s up and out of her chair and wrapping her arms around me.


    “Oh my god, Evie, it’s so good to see you sweetheart,” she says sounding so much like home, it almost makes me cry. “Thank you for coming my darling girl, this is exactly what he needs.”


    I wrap my arms around Suzanne’s waist and bury my head on her shoulder as I give in and let the tears start to fall. For all of the love that I have for Ben, I have just as much for his family too. His family, who took me in, who looked after me, and who loved me when I needed it the most. They are the family who treat me as though I belong to them and they are the only family I want to hang on to. I only hope they can somehow understand that I never left Ben, that what’s happened during the last four years was not a choice, for either of us.


    “Hey,” I whisper. “I’m so sorry, Suzanne.”


    She tightens her arms before pushing me back so she can look at me. Wiping away my tears, she takes my face in both of her hands as she says, “I don’t know what happened with you two, Evie, and I really hope it’s not over between you both.” She stops as she leans in to kiss my cheek before continuing. “But, whatever it was, I do know that my son loves you, very much. And judging by the look on your face now, you feel the same way about him.” I nod at her words, hoping she understands just how true they are. “You being here now is exactly what Ben needs. You’ll get him better, Evie. He will be okay.” I can only nod as the tears start up again and Suzanne pulls me back into a big hug.


    Eventually she lets me go. “We’ll give you some privacy, okay?”


    I nod, grateful as she and Paul both walk out, closing the door behind them.


    And that’s when I take a deep breath and finally turn and look at Ben.


    He’s stretched out on some kind of hard board, which is resting on the bed, presumably to keep him immobile. There’s a drip running into his arm and a monitor connected via a wire to one of his fingers. His eyes are closed and I’m guessing he’s asleep. He looks so peaceful and if you were to take all of the hospital stuff away, he looks just like Ben. My Ben. The man I used to wake up beside, every morning.


    I step quietly towards the bed and take a seat in the chair Suzanne was just sitting in. Picking up Ben’s hand, I lift it to my lips and press a kiss against his warm skin. “Ben, I’m so sorry,” I whisper against his knuckles. “I’m so very sorry.”


    I thread my fingers through his as I gently brush his crazy hair off his face, my fingers trailing down his cheek. I watch them as they smooth over his jaw, the soft prickles he used to love rubbing against my cheek to tease me. It brings a smile to my face as I remember and hope that he will do it again someday. He doesn’t wake up though and I can only sit here, in silence, watching him.


    


    It’s only been two weeks since we’ve seen each other, but that was a fleeting glance after nearly fours years of nothing. There wasn’t time to explain anything and there wasn’t time to apologise. And despite Ben’s reaction to my call, that he wanted to see me after all this time, a part of me is scared at what happens next. What will his reaction be when he wakes up? We have four years together now, only I don’t really know if they will be spent together. Not after I shut him out for so long, not after what happened way back on the night of my twentieth birthday.


    Is it really possible that he can forgive me?


    Or that I can forgive him?


    I don’t know how long I sit here for, watching Ben sleep. The only thing I do know, is that this time, I’m not going anywhere. I’m not running away. This time I will stay and talk. I will listen to what he has to say and I will let him explain.


    “Hey, baby.”


    His voice breaks the silence of the room and it instantly makes my heart pound, a warm feeling spreading throughout me. I never lose this, my reaction to him. Everything about Ben is home to me. My eyes flick up to his face and I see he is awake.


    “Hey,” I whisper, standing up as I reach out my free hand and gently brush his cheek again.


    Ben’s eyes close at my touch and I want so badly to lean in and kiss him, but I don’t. I hover over him, not daring to move and watch as his eyes open again, focus on mine. They are almost completely green now and I wonder if he notices.


    “Miss me?” he asks, the tiniest smile on his still sleepy face.


    But it’s these words that undo me, that pull the broken pieces of my heart back together. Without even thinking about whether I can, or I should, or even if he wants me to, I lean in and press my lips to his. “So much,” I whisper before gently kissing him.


    Ben’s free hand slowly slides into my hair, holding me to him and everything about this moment feels so unbelievably familiar and like home and like everything I’ve been missing for so long now. This isn’t just about the last two weeks; it’s the four years that went before it. Four long years that didn’t need to happen, that were barely eased by a fleeting glimpse at Paddington only two weeks ago.


    “Hey, hey,” Ben says, gently pushing me back as his thumb brushes the tears that are on my cheeks now. “It’s okay, baby.”


    I’m shaking my head. “No, Ben, it’s really not,” I tell him, the tears still falling as my head falls onto his shoulder and I bury my face in his neck. “I’m so sorry.”


    “Evie, it’s okay, I promise,” he whispers, his lips at my ear. “You came back to me, baby. That’s all that matters.”


    I shake my head, unable to say anything now as the tears I so desperately wanted to keep from Ben, start to fall uncontrollably. This moment, being back with him, but seeing what’s happened to him, it’s all too overwhelming and I don’t know what to say. Ben doesn’t say anything more, just lets me cry, his hand on the back of my head, gently stroking my hair.


    Eventually I pull back, sit down in the chair, still holding his hand in mine.


    “You okay?” he asks, squeezing my fingers.


    I shrug, because honestly, right now, I have no idea if I am. I know I need to be positive to get Ben better again, but right now this whole situation, and everything that’s happened, is just too much to take in.


    Ben smiles at me. “You found me again,” he says, lifting our hands to his lips.


    “Yeah,” I say. “Eventually anyway. Your sister wasn’t too keen on helping me out.”


    Ben presses a kiss against the back of my hand. “She just doesn’t understand, Evie,” he says. “She’s protective, you know that. But she doesn’t get it, despite what I’ve said to her.”


    “Yeah, maybe,” I say, shrugging again. “Your mum was good at least, she seemed to be okay. Paul too.”


    “Paul?”


    I nod. “Yeah, Paul. He’s the one who eventually told me, who brought me here today.”


    “I’m really glad,” Ben says, moving my fingers so they brush over his cheek and the whiskers he has.


    I smile back at him. “You need a shave.”


    Ben’s eyes light up and my smile gets wider. “What I really need is a sponge bath, you volunteering?”


    And I laugh as I squeeze his hand in mine. “Anything you need Ben, I’m here. I promise, I’m here.”


    I’m not going anywhere.


    

  


  
    


    


    12th March 2000


    Twenty-four years old


    


    I walk down the corridor to Ben’s room, carrying a bunch of magazines and CDs in one hand as I try to balance two cups of tea in the other. I’ve been spending every day with him, only leaving when I need to go and get stuff for him. It drives him crazy being stuck in bed, as I knew it would, so I’m constantly trying to find ways to distract him, keep him entertained.


    Nick still calls me and I’ve been talking to him more and more. He’s dropped by my work to see me too, but I’ve taken time off to be with Ben. I’ve caught up with him a few times though, tried to explain to him that I’ve actually done the one thing he wanted, met someone. He wants to meet him of course, make sure he’s good enough for me, but at the moment Ben’s still too out of it and in too much pain for that to happen.


    Plus for me, it’s all still too raw, too uncertain.


    I don’t know if Ben and Nick will ever meet, I’d like them too, but until Ben is better, I don’t know how to make that happen. I’m still not sure of a lot of things, including what happens next between Ben and me.


    “Shit,” I say as I drop a magazine on the floor. I bend to pick it up and as I do, another hand reaches out for it at the same time. “Thank…oh,” I say, looking up and seeing Rachel crouching in front of me. “Rach…hi.”


    Rachel stands and I do the same. She hands me the magazine I dropped and I look down, take it from her hand, before looking back up. “How are you?”


    Rachel blinks at me as though she doesn’t understand what I’m saying. “So you and Ben are really back together then?” she asks.


    I swallow, not really knowing how to answer that; it’s not something we’ve actually talked about. “Yeah…I don’t, I mean…I’m not…”


    “Even though you left him? Even though you just disappeared for four years?” she asks, the bitterness in her voice impossible to miss.


    I can see how pissed off she is too and I know it’s because she doesn’t understand, doesn’t know the full story. “Yeah, Rach it’s not like…”


    “How come, I mean, I don’t understand?” she says. “How can he just take you back like that?” Her words are harsh, but I feel like I deserve them. I bite my lip, trying to work out how to explain it to her, knowing it’s impossible to do without telling her the whole story. “Evie?” she asks.


    I take a deep breath. “Rachel, look…” Shit, I really don’t know how to do this. I have no idea what Ben’s said to her, what he could possibly have said the morning after the party when I’d gone, let alone for the next four years. “That night, the night of the party,” I say, unable to look at her. “Something happened with…”


    “Yeah I know,” she says, interrupting me. “Ben told me.”


    “He did?” I ask, finally lifting my eyes to hers. I wonder what he said, how much she knows.


    Rachel shrugs. “Yeah, he told me what Katie did, how you guys had a fight,” she says. “What I’m wondering though, is why you’ve been away for so long, why you just disappeared like that and never came back until now?”


    I exhale, shifting the magazines in my arms. “I don’t know, Rach,” I admit. “I really don’t know.”


    Rachel takes a step towards me, grabbing the magazines and arranging them so they’re easier to hold. “Look, I get why you were so pissed off, Evie…”


    “You do?”


    Rachel nods. “I do, she’s a bitch. I know that now, okay?” she says, smiling at me. “We aren’t friends anymore you know, not after she tried the same thing with one of my boyfriends. But I guess what I don’t understand is how you could do that to Ben, how you could stay away from him for so long? Especially when it wasn’t exactly his fault.”


    I close my eyes knowing there will never be a time when I don’t regret my decision, when I don’t hurt from all of the things I did to Ben by staying away for so long. I force my eyes to open as I meet Rachel’s stare. “I don’t know,” I whisper, knowing this is both a pathetic excuse, but also the truth. “I was angry and hurt and upset.” I stop; take another deep breath before continuing. “But I know it was a mistake. I know that what I did was unfair, to Ben, and to you. To all of you.”


    Rachel gives me a half smile. “It felt like you shut all of us out, Evie,” she says, her hand reaching for mine, but resting on my forearm. “I mean Ben was destroyed by the whole thing, but he wasn’t the only one, okay? You were part of our family, Evie, you left all of us.”


    Her words hurt, but they are words I need to hear. I close my eyes now as I try to work out how the hell I can ever possibly apologise for all of this. I feel like I’ve messed everything up so badly. “I know, Rach,” I whisper. “I know what I did was wrong, okay. And as much as I wish I could take it all back or change things, I can’t. All I can do is apologise.”


    Rachel doesn’t say anything and we stand here staring at each other. I have no idea what she’s thinking or whether she can ever possibly understand, much less forgive me for it. With Ben it’s always been different because he knows so much more than anyone else does.


    “I wish…” I say, unable to get the words out. “I just wish I could…”


    “You idiot,” she suddenly says, pulling me into her arms. “You are such an idiot.”


    I nearly spill the tea as Rachel hugs me, the magazines all falling to the floor. “I’m so sorry, Rach,” I say, one arm wrapping awkwardly around her waist as my eyes close. “You have no idea how much I wish I could change the last four years.”


    Rachel pulls back, smiling at me as she says, “I know you do, okay. And you should know, I haven’t seen him,” she adds, gesturing to Ben’s room behind her, “this happy since, well, since you were last around.”


    I smile at her, hoping her words are true. “Really?”


    Rach leans in and kisses my cheek before picking up the magazines and tucking them into my arm. “Really, Evie. So make sure you stick around this time, okay? He’s pretty much been unbearable since you left.” The laugh falls from my mouth without me even realising and Rachel smiles. “He was you know. He’s been a right fucking grump actually. None of us wanted to be around him.”


    “God, I’ve missed you, Rach,” I say, pulling her in for another hug.


    “Me too, Evie, me too,” she says. “Now go and see mister cranky pants in there and get him smiling again.”


    We hug once more and then Rachel leaves and I’m taking a deep breath before I plaster a smile on my face and walk into Ben’s room.


    “So I got you tea, magazines and some more CDs,” I say, walking over to the bed. Ben is watching me, a concerned look on his face as I put all of the things I’ve brought him on the table beside the bed. “What?” I ask.


    He gives me a half smile, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “Did you see Rachel just now?”


    “Yeah,” I say, taking a seat beside his bed.


    “And?”


    “And what?”


    Ben exhales. “Did you talk to her?”


    I smile. “We talked.”


    “Really?”


    I nod. “Yeah, I mean she doesn’t know the full story obviously, but I explained things as much as I could.” I don’t elaborate on everything we talked about. The thought of telling Ben that Rachel asked if we were together again makes me nervous. I still don’t exactly know what we are and I have no idea if Ben even wants us to be together right now, despite all the things he’s said to me.


    Ben reaches out and grabs my hand, lifting it to his mouth for a kiss before glancing up at me. “She knows you spend every day here, you know. She asked me if we were really back together,” he says, my fingers still against his lips as he somehow reads my mind. It’s hardly surprising, Ben has always been able to see through me, see exactly what I was thinking or feeling. “She wanted to know if I was taking you back after everything that happened.”


    My heart stops in my chest, as I force myself to hold his stare. I’m sure my hand would be shaking if it wasn’t in his and pressed against his warm, soft lips. “What did you tell her?” I whisper, afraid of his answer. This is the first time we’ve actually said these words out loud.


    Ben lifts his other hand and gestures me closer with his finger. As I lean over, that hand slides onto my cheek, cupping my face and pulling me even closer. “Baby,” he whispers, his eyes holding mine. “I never let you go, okay. You’re the one who ran away from me, but I was always here, just waiting for you to find me again. In my mind, we never broke up in the first place.”


    My eyes close at Ben’s words and I can feel the tears starting to well. He’s right, I did run away. I ran away and I never gave him a chance to explain about that night. I have no idea how he could even think we could still be together though.


    “I…I’m…” I start, not even sure where to begin with my apology.


    But Ben doesn’t give me a chance, the hand on my cheek pulling me even closer. I feel his lips against my ear, hear his whispered words as he says, “Eva, nothing happened with her that night, I promise. What you saw, it was a mistake, a fucked up situation that I only realised was happening after it was too late.”


    I feel Ben’s thumb as it brushes away the tears I know are now falling. I can’t bring myself to open to my eyes because I don’t want to see all of the pain that I know will be reflected in Ben’s. The pain at what happened and the pain at what I did to him for the last four years.


    “I was drunk, baby,” he continues, lifting our joined hands to rest on his chest. His heart beats steadily beneath them and I know he’s telling me the truth. “I spilt my drink all over me. I went upstairs to change my shirt and look for you. When I saw the time, I knew you’d be up soon. The last hour together remember?” he whispers.


    I don’t move, frozen as he tells me all of this. I don’t want to even breathe; I’m so afraid of breaking this moment.


    “Evie?” he says, pulling me down so I’m sitting on his bed now and my head is buried in his shoulder.


    “Yes,” I breathe out, my words lost in the warmth of his skin, which smells so much like home, it hurts. So many memories flash through my brain, memories I found only five days ago, but which feel like they never left me at all. How can this, how can everything about this man, still be so familiar? How is it, I possibly forget him in the first place?


    “I didn’t see her come in, baby, I only felt her hands on me,” he says and I hear his voice catch, as though the idea makes him feel sick. “I thought it was you, I was so fucking stupid, but I was drunk and I knew we had that last hour together and I thought it was you… God, baby, I’m so sorry. So fucking sorry…”


    He trails off and I think we are both crying now. I’m lying on his chest, our hands trapped between us and my face is buried in his shoulder. Ben’s other hand slides into my hair, to the back of my head and he holds me against him, as though he never wants to let me go.


    “I’m so fucking sorry, Evie,” he whispers. “Can you ever forgive me?”


    I lift my head, forcing myself to meet his stare. His eyes are shiny and bluer than I ever remember them being. “Forgive you?” I ask. Ben swallows hard as he nods and I don’t know how he can possibly understand what he’s asking. Or just how wrong he’s got it. I don’t even know how to explain it to him.


    Instead, I crush my mouth against his in a hard kiss that is four years worth of kisses. It all pours out at once, all of the anger and hurt and pain, wrapped up in a kiss that tries desperately to erase it all.


    Ben’s fingers tighten at the back of my head and I still don’t think he understands. “Ben…” I force the word out, needing him to listen. “Ben…”


    He pushes me back, his thumb running across my bottom lip, which feels bruised from our kiss. “Can you ever forgive me?” he whispers again.


    I shake my head, a sob catching in my throat as I say, “I’m wondering if you can ever forgive me?”


    I see the shock on his face, his confusion at my words. “What?”


    “Me, Ben, can you ever forgive me for what I did to you, for staying away for so long?”


    “Baby,” he breathes out, pulling me back towards him. His lips touch mine again, but this time it’s softer, gentler. It’s a kiss that says I’m sorry and I forgive you and please forgive me, all at the same time.


    We eventually pull back, both of us breathless. My face is streaked with tears and although something has lifted, I know it’s going to be a long time before I believe that any of this is okay.


    “You okay?” Ben asks, his thumbs brushing the last of my tears away.


    I shrug. “Yeah, I think so.”


    “Do you believe me?” he asks, uncertainty in his voice. “About what happened that night?”


    I stare down at him, at the blue eyes that look back at me. I know he’s telling me the truth, that that night was just a huge misunderstanding, a mistake we have both paid the price for. “I believe you, Ben.”


    “Really?” he asks and I know he needs me to believe him, that for him, the last four years have been just as painful, only for different reasons.


    I smile as I lean in and kiss him again. “Really, I promise.”


    “I’m forgiven?” he whispers at the same time as I whisper, “Am I forgiven?”


    Ben smiles. “Yes.”


    I smile back and touch my lips to his as I breathe out, “Yes.”


    I feel his smile against my mouth now as he kisses me once before saying, “Good, because I’ve never stopped loving you, Evie.”


    And with those words, I finally exhale and let go of all of the hurt and loneliness and pain that I’ve been carrying around for the last four years.


    “I love you too, Ben.”


    

  


  
    


    


    


    5th June 2000


    Twenty-four years old


    


    “So the good news is, we’ve managed to avoid surgery, Ben,” the doctor says. “The swelling has subsided and the fracture appears to be healing on its own. We’d like to keep you in a brace for a couple more weeks, but I think overall, your prognosis is very good.”


    I’m watching Ben’s face as the doctor tells him all of this. It’s been eleven weeks since we lost each other, ten weeks since his fall and nine weeks since I found him again. By all accounts, his recovery has been nothing short of miraculous. But, we are still a long way off.


    “What about the paralysis?” I ask, turning to face the doctor, my hand squeezing Ben’s as if to reassure him when really, it’s me who needs it. Ben’s attitude to the whole thing has been amazing. It’s like he knows, without a doubt, that not only will he walk again, but he’ll also be going back to work soon too. The last part I’m not so sure about, but I keep that to myself for now, just wanting to get Ben back on his feet first.


    The doctor smiles at both of us. “Ben’s strength and sensation grows everyday. Once we have the brace off, we’ll get him started on some intense rehab, both strengthening exercises and physical movement. I’m confident that by the end of the year, Ben will be up and walking, without assistance.”


    “You are?” I ask, needing to know for sure.


    The doctor’s smile widens now. “Evie, Ben has been very lucky, there’s no doubt. Despite what you think, his injury was relatively minor considering the distance he fell and the time it took to reach him. And while I know his recovery has seemed slow, he’s really making excellent progress. You should be very proud of him.”


    I nod. “I am, Doctor, really.”


    “Good,” the doctor says, signing something off on Ben’s chart. “So, the ortho people will be in sometime soon to get you fitted and once we have that in place, we might think about sending you home.”


    “Thanks, Doc,” Ben finally says, tugging on my hand, to get my attention.


    The doctor leaves and when I turn to Ben, I see he’s smiling up at me. “I told you it would be okay, baby,” he says, tugging harder, so I’m pulled towards him, half lying on the bed.


    “Yeah, you did,” I whisper, kissing him.


    “Ugh, I see you two are back at it again,” Rachel says as she walks into the room.


    I smile as I stand up from the bed, walking around to hug Ben’s sister. She and I are in a lot better place now.


    “Hey, Rachel,” I whisper, kissing her cheek as I pull back.


    She smiles at me as she says, “Hey, Evie. You know I don’t really mind, don’t you?” I nod, smiling at her. “It’s good to see you two back together, and it’s really good to see this one so happy again,” she says, nodding towards her brother. “I’m glad it all worked out.”


    And I know she is. Like Ben, she has forgiven me for what I did, not just to him, but to their whole family.


    “Me too,” I tell her, pulling her towards the chairs beside Ben’s bed.


    “So any decision on when the invalid can go home?”


    Ben laughs as I smack her on the shoulder. “Soon,” he says, smiling at her. “And thank god for that.”


    “What’s going to happen next then?” she asks. “I mean, where are you going to live? Are you going back to work?”


    Ben glances at me and I smile, trying to reassure him that I’m okay with this, that I know he needs to go back, no matter how scared that makes me. Ben isn’t a man who’s built to lie in bed all day or spend it tied behind a desk. He loves his job, it’s all he’s ever wanted to do and I know I can’t be the one to stop him doing it, no matter how much I worry about what might happen next.


    “Evie’s flat,” Ben says, smiling. “And work, yes, eventually. Need to have rehab for a while first, but eventually, yes.”


    “This is good news, right?” Rachel says, smiling at her brother.


    “It is,” I nod. “It’s really good news.”


    “Well,” Ben says, his eyes sparkling with mischief now, “I am gonna miss those sponge baths of yours, baby.”


    “Ben!” I say, smacking his shoulder.


    “What?” he asks, laughing.


    “That’s what you’re thinking about right now?” I say, leaning in and kissing the end of his nose.


    “Baby, I can’t help it,” Ben says, shifting so he’s kissing my mouth now. “We have a lot of time to make up for.”


    I hear Rachel groan and I laugh. But as I lean in to kiss him again, I also can’t help but think about what Ben just said.


    We have a lot of time to make up for.


    He’s right, we do.


    And I’m not going to miss a single second of it.


    

  


  
    



    


    12th March 2001


    Twenty-five years old


    


    “We need to find somewhere else to live,” I say, squeezing between the tiny dining table and the treadmill and weights Ben needs, all of which takes up most of the space in my tiny flat in Brixton. I’ve just come back from taking Ben’s parents to the station. They visit us at least once a week, Suzanne often bringing meals so that I don’t have to worry about cooking after I’ve spent all day at work.


    They’ve been incredibly good to us. Helping get Ben sorted with doctor’s appointments when I can’t get off work, letting him come and live with me rather than go back home to Fleet. They’ve also been good about not asking too many questions about me, or where the hell I’ve been all this time. I have no idea what Ben has said to them, how he’s explained my absence and while I know the questions must be coming, right now I’m grateful for their silence.


    It helps that all of us have been distracted by trying to get Ben back on his feet. He’s been amazing though, following all the doctor’s orders and showing up for his physical therapy every day, doing even more of it when he comes home. I’ve been trying to get him to take it easy, but Ben just smiles at me and says, “Babe, I’m good, really. And besides, I need to get my strength back.” When he says this, he winks at me and I know he’s not just talking about his strength for walking. We haven’t had many opportunities to be together since this all happened. I don’t want to push things when I know he’s in pain from a therapy session or just exhausted from it all. Ben thinks differently of course, but I know it frustrates him, how limited he is with his movement. I keep telling him not to worry about it, that we have plenty of time.


    And we do, we have three more years and really, Ben is making an amazing recovery. I think even the doctors have been surprised at just how fast it’s been. It gives me hope that soon, he won’t need any of this stuff at all, that soon he’ll be back to the Ben I remember.


    Ben walks towards me, using his cane. “Eva,” he says and the tone of his voice stops me in my tracks.


    “What?”


    I watch as Ben takes a deep breath and looks right at me. “There’s someone here to see you.”


    “Who?” I ask, glancing at the couch tucked into the corner of my flat. Shit.


    “Hey, Evie,” Nick says standing and walking towards me. He looks absolutely awful, his face drawn as he leans in and kisses my cheek before pulling me into a tight hug. I glance at Ben over his shoulder wondering if he understands who this guy is. I’ve told him about my brother and he knows I still see him, but they’ve never actually met yet.


    “I wasn’t expecting you,” I say, stepping back. I look over at Ben, who is standing by the kitchen watching us. “Nick, this is Ben,” I say, gesturing towards him. “Ben, this is my brother, Nick.” I’m sure they’ve already worked all this out before I got home.


    Nick tries to smile as he says, “Yeah, we’ve worked that part out.” Ben smiles sadly back at him and then the two of them turn and face me, frozen to the spot by the front door.


    As I stare back at them, I’m trying to work out how to even begin explaining things. I see Nick about once a week, we apparently had a regular lunch date every Thursday and I’ve kept to that ever since Ben was able to come home from the hospital.


    Even though I’d run off on Nick that day when all my memories came back, I couldn’t just ignore him. My brother and I were, and are, very close. It wasn’t fair of me to shut him out just because he didn’t understand what was going on. I’ve apologised about what happened with his friend that day too. He was pretty good about the whole thing. Turns out, he wasn’t so much pissed at me for running off, but more so for staying away, for not telling him about Ben.


    I tried to explain, as best I could, but of course there’s only so much I can tell him. He eventually found out I was seeing someone and he knows all about Ben now. He’s happy for me, even if he’s never met him until today and doesn’t know the full story.


    “It is nice to finally meet him,” Nick says, still trying for a smile. It doesn’t work, but I get the feeling that whatever is going on with Nick right now, has nothing to do with meeting Ben.


    I glance at Ben again and he gives me a half smile, shifting on his cane as he watches us. It wakes me up and I walk over and pull him towards the couches, sitting on the coffee table in front of both of them.


    “Yeah,” I say to my brother as I reach out and take Ben’s hand. “I know it should have happened earlier.”


    Nick watches us. He’s fidgety though, almost as though he’s nervous about something. “Yeah, it should have,” he says and I catch the tone that tells me he’s hurt it hasn’t.


    I give my brother a half smile of apology. “I know,” I say. “And I’m sorry, Nick, really.”


    “To be fair,” Ben says, squeezing my fingers. “I haven’t exactly been able to get around much.”


    “Ben broke his back in a fall,” I say to my brother. “He’s been in rehab for the past eight months or so. So you know, I’ve been pretty busy looking after him and working and stuff.”


    “Shit, Evie, why didn’t you just say,” Nick says, his eyes softening. He turns to Ben. “I’m sorry to hear about that,” he says.


    Ben shrugs as if it’s no big deal. “Thanks, it’s fine. Couple more months and I’ll be good as new,” he says, pulling me off the coffee table and into his lap.


    I lean over and press a quick kiss to his cheek before turning to look at my brother again. He’s watching us, his head cocked to the side as though he’s trying to work something out. But in his eyes I see something else, a sadness that I know is my fault. As he seems to consider us, my heart pounds in my chest, as I wait for the inevitable question I know is coming.


    But he surprises me when he says, “Evie, there’s… Well there’s something I need to tell you.”


    Ben’s fingers tighten in mine as I sit up straighter. “What? What’s wrong?” I ask.


    “It’s Mum and Dad,” Nick says, taking a deep breath as he leans forward, his hands clasped together between his legs. He looks so nervous, almost anxious about whatever it is he needs to tell me.


    “What about them?” I ask, a tiny spike of fear running through me.


    “They’ve been in a car accident, Evie,” he says, running a shaking hand through his hair, his voice catching on the words. “They…they didn’t make it.”


    I stare back at my brother, at a man I’ve grown close to over the last year, and who I instinctively love and trust. I can’t believe he sat here while Ben and I talked about what happened to him and all the while he was here to tell me this. He looks destroyed, utterly devastated right now.


    “Oh god,” I whisper, not knowing what else I can possibly say as I reach out and take Nick’s hand in mine. He looks so sad, and even though I don’t really know our parents, I can certainly understand the feeling of loss, or mourning what you no longer have.


    He smiles sadly at me, before he continues, “It was very quick apparently,” he says. “They were driving up to Wales to visit Dad’s sister. A lorry driver fell asleep and crossed to the wrong side of the road. I don’t think they ever…” he trails off and wish I could somehow make this better for him, even though I don’t feel what he’s feeling right now.


    I don’t mean to be unsympathetic about what’s happened, but it’s just so… different for me. I might understand sadness and I definitely know what grief and losing someone you love feels like. But it’s hard for me to really mourn the loss of these parents, because I’ve never really known them. They didn’t live in London and since I woke up in this life, I’ve never even seen them.


    Now that I’m getting older, I don’t always know the family I’m given. Whatever new friends or family I do have, I try to get to know, Nick is the perfect example of that. But things change when I finally find Ben. It’s hard enough trying to work out the intricacies of a life I don’t really understand and I guess I don’t quite know how to explain the story of Ben and me when I find him again.


    Because, what can I say to the parents or brother who I’ve supposedly known my whole life, that Ben and I met as kids? To them it doesn’t make any sense. With Ben’s parents, it’s different. They don’t know about my disappearing, but they never forget I exist. And even though we haven’t really explained the four years I was away, I know when I come back each time they still remember me.


    “You okay?” Ben asks softly, bringing my free hand to his lips where he presses a kiss to my palm.


    I shrug. “I don’t know,” I say, turning back to Nick. “Are you okay?”


    He shrugs as though he isn’t sure of the answer either. I hop off Ben’s lap and move to sit beside my brother, my arm wrapping around his shoulders as he says, “It’s just not something I was ever expecting to happen. I mean I know they’re our parents and they were getting on, but you know…”


    “I’m so sorry, Nick,” I say, squeezing my arm around him. “I, I don’t know what to say.”


    Nick kisses the top of my head before saying, “Neither do I.”


    “Is there anything you need?” I ask. “Anything I can do?”


    Nick takes a deep breath. “Well, we do need to make arrangements for the funeral. And we’re eventually going to have to sort all of their stuff, sell the house, I guess.”


    It seems strange to be talking about this. Not just because I have no idea what the house even looks like, but because it’s so soon after everything’s just happened. It seems wrong almost, but maybe it’s just Nick’s way of coping with things.


    “What do you need me to do?” I ask, wanting more than anything to make this easier for him.


    Nick looks at me for a minute before turning to look at Ben. I watch as he takes in his cane, the weights and treadmill, our tiny cramped apartment. He finally looks back and me and smiles. “I can take care of it, Evie,” he says. “I think you’ve already got your hands full.”


    “Nick,” I say, squeezing his shoulder as I quickly glance at Ben. I know he’ll understand and honestly, this is something I really want to do for my brother. “Let me help you, I want to help.”


    Nick nudges my shoulder with his. “Well, if you’re happy for me to sort the house and things, maybe you can organise the funeral details then?” he asks.


    I nod. “Whatever you need me to do, just let me know.”


    Nick nods. “There’ll be paperwork to sign later on,” he says. “And I’ll let you know what we can sell and what we need to go through before I chuck anything out.”


    “It’s okay, Nick,” I tell him. “I trust you to decide. You keep whatever you like, I don’t need any of it.”


    Nick pulls back and looks at me. “No, Evie, half of it’s yours.”


    I’m shaking my head before he even finishes speaking. I can’t even believe we’re talking about this. I might not know these people, but still, it feels far too soon to be discussing splitting their assets. And besides, I don’t need anything from them, I already have the one thing I need sitting opposite me.


    “Don’t argue with me, Evie,” Nick says, smiling so I know he’s teasing me. “Just accept I’m right on this one.”


    I hear Ben chuckle on the couch across from us and when I glance at him, he raises an eyebrow as if to say see, I’m not the only one. I shake my head at him before turning back to my brother. He smiles at me now and presses another kiss to the top of my head.


    “I’m so sorry, Nick,” I whisper.


    “I know, sis, me too,” he says. “It was a shock, that’s for sure.”


    We sit in silence for a few minutes as I try and work out what else I can possibly say. My arm is still wrapped around Nick’s shoulders, as Ben sits on the opposite couch just giving us space. Eventually Nick lets out a deep breath before glancing at him.


    “So how’d you two actually meet?” he asks, changing the subject as though he doesn’t want to talk about why he’s really here anymore.


    My heart pounds as I watch my brother turn his gaze back to me before I look at Ben. This was inevitable really, it happened with Sarah and I’m sure it’s going to happen again in the future. I’m not really sure what to say, Ben’s always been so much better at this part.


    “Kind of by chance,” Ben finally says, his eyes never leaving mine. I smile back at him, my arm sliding off my brother’s shoulders.


    “By chance?” Nick says.


    “Yeah,” I whisper, when what I really hope is that Ben’s explanation is enough. I hope Nick can let it go and just accept that we are together. I’ve never really had two lives collide so literally like this.


    Parents in the past were always much easier to deal with because they didn’t seem to worry so much about friends who came and went. To them, Ben was just a new friend, or a new boyfriend maybe. To me, he’s always been the one person I was looking for, but with Nick, it’s different. He’s my brother, we’ve supposedly known each other for twenty-five years and as far as he knew, I didn’t have a boyfriend until I ran off a week after my twenty-fourth birthday and suddenly found one.


    “Huh,” he eventually says, smiling at both of us. “Well, I’m just glad to see you happy, Evie.”


    I exhale with a smile. “I’m very happy, Nick.”


    Nick nods once and leans in to kiss my cheek. “Well, I’ll leave you guys to it. We still on for lunch tomorrow?” he asks.


    “Of course we are,” I say. “Will you come here instead?” I ask, flicking a glance at Ben. “Have lunch with both of us?”


    Nick smiles as he understands this is my way of apologising for taking so long to introduce them. “Of course I will.”


    I smile and we all stand. I pull my brother in for a tight hug, telling him again how sorry I am about what happened.


    Nick squeezes me once before he lets go and reaches over to shake Ben’s hand again. “It was nice to finally meet you,” he says. “Thank you for taking care of her, for making my sister so happy.”


    Ben smiles, his eyes on me as he says, “It’s easy, I love her.”


    My heart melts at his words as I stare back at the man who makes everything worthwhile.


    “So, I’ll see you both tomorrow?” Nick asks, glancing at both of us.


    “Yeah,” Ben says. “And Nick, I’m really sorry to hear about your parents.”


    Nick nods once, before giving me another kiss on the cheek and then he’s gone.


    “You okay?” Ben asks, pulling me back down onto the couch.


    I exhale, trying to work out what I’m feeling. “I really don’t know,” I say truthfully. “That was kind of surreal.” Ben smiles and I know it was probably just as weird for him too. “I’m not really sure how I’m supposed to feel about all this, I mean I never really knew them.”


    “I know, babe,” Ben says threading his fingers through mine. “It’s always going to be different for you and me. I might not live it, but I do see what you go through each time. But each of your families, they don’t understand what really goes on. It’s different for them.”


    I exhale in a rush. “I know,” I whisper. “It’s hard for me to imagine what it’s like for everyone else. I mean, in every life, all I want to do is find you. Sometimes I forget that while I’m in this life, there are others who are a part of it too.”


    “There are,” he says, his thumb stroking my cheek. “And it’s usually a family who loves you, parents who loved you, baby.”


    “Yeah, I guess,” I murmur, my head falling onto Ben’s shoulder.


    “Your brother seems really nice,” he says as he wraps an arm around me and I sink into him.


    Even though we’ve been back together for a year now, this never gets old. Because even though I am constantly changing, or my families come and go, Ben is the one thing that never does. He is every cliché under the sun; my rock, my anchor, my soul mate, my everything.


    I wouldn’t have anything if I didn’t have Ben, because every four years I’d wake up in a life I assumed was my own and I’d live it for four years until I disappeared again and woke up in another. But with Ben, I have everything that keeps me who I am.


    “Yeah he is, I liked him from the start,” I say. “Trusted him.”


    “You should keep him in your life, Evie,” he says. “Don’t shut him out because of me and don’t be afraid of introducing us just because some things are hard to explain.”


    I lift my head, my eyes roaming over Ben’s face. “You’re what’s most important to me, Ben,” I tell him. “And Nick won’t be around forever, you know that.”


    “I know, babe,” Ben says, smiling at me. “But he’s your brother, and to him, you’ve always been his sister. Spend time with him while you can, he seems like a great guy.”


    I nod. “Okay,” I whisper, knowing Ben is right, Nick is a great guy.


    “And, you should take what he offers you,” he says, pressing a kiss to my forehead.


    “Isn’t it a bit weird,” I say. “Taking money from two people I barely knew, who aren’t really my parents.”


    I’ve never really been sure who my real parents were, the two people who brought me into this world and somehow cursed me and condemned me to lead this life. When I get my memories back, those first four years are always still a distant memory. Nothing more than flashes of crying, or being hungry, or of nothing much at all.


    I can’t remember them and I didn’t know them. I couldn’t tell you what they looked like, what their names were or what they did for a living. I guess in some ways, I’m lucky I survived everything that happened to me growing up. Or unlucky, depending on how you look at it.


    “But they are your parents, Evie,” Ben says softly.


    “Are they really?” I ask, a note of bitterness in my voice as I think back to the one or two occasions I actually spoke to them on the phone. It’s not that they were bad people; it’s just that they never really seemed that interested in me. It was the same for Nick too, which made it a little easier to take I guess, but I’m still not sure how I feel about accepting anything like this.


    “Babe,” Ben says. “We’ve talked about this, you know how it works. These people, David and Joanne Jackson, they are your parents. In this life, they are the two people who loved you and raised you, who knew you…”


    “Yeah, but…”


    “No, hang on a sec,” Ben says, not letting me speak. “These two people loved you, and for all intents and purposes, knew you as their daughter. In their mind, they’ve known that since the day you were born, Evie,” he says, ignoring the fact I’m shaking my head in disagreement. “You know that’s how it works, baby,” he says, his voice soft.


    “I just can’t, Ben,” I say, not really knowing how I’m supposed to deal with this. I’ve never had to face the death of a parent and I’ve certainly never had to deal with inheriting something from people who I’ve never actually known.


    “Why?” he says quietly.


    I shrug. “I don’t know, it just feels kind of wrong, as though I’m taking advantage of them.”


    Ben pulls me into his lap now, even though he shouldn’t really be lifting this much weight yet. His hand smoothes the hair from my face as he wraps his other arm around my waist. “You’re not taking advantage of anything, Eva, you know that. I know it feels strange and I can’t pretend to understand it. But from everything we know about how this all works, you are to them, what I am to my parents. What our kids will be to us one day.”


    His words make my heart pound. He’d want to have kids with me?


    “You are their daughter and they loved you, Evie. They would have wanted this for you,” he says, his hand rubbing my back.


    I bury my face in his neck and inhale the scent that is Ben. A combination of warmth and smoke and wood, even now, that is both comforting and addictive. “You really think it’s that easy?” I ask.


    Ben pushes me back a little so I’m forced to look into his eyes. He leans in and presses a quick kiss to my lips before pulling back. “I really do. I think David and Joanne loved you as the daughter they always knew they had. And I don’t think there’s anything wrong with you accepting that.”


    I’m nodding before he’s even finished speaking. “Okay,” I say quietly.


    Ben smiles at me and I know he’s right. This is the right thing to do and really, I’d be stupid to say no to it. We sit in silence for a few minutes, as I try to process how I’m supposed to feel about all of this.


    This is probably the weirdest part about my curse, or whatever it is. Waking up in a life, having a family who has known me forever, but me only knowing them for as long as I’m around. It still doesn’t feel quite right, taking whatever it is that Nick gives me, but at the same time, Ben is right, it’s what Evie Jackson would be expected to do.


    And it would help solve one problem.


    I reach across Ben and grab the newspaper that sits on the table beside the couch. “Maybe we could use whatever I get from this to buy a flat?” I suggest, wondering how bad a daughter it makes me that I’m immediately thinking of this.


    “It’s your money, Evie, you can do whatever you like with it.” I lift my head and meet Ben’s eyes as I whack him across the shoulder before he’s even finished talking. “Hey!” he says. “What did I do?”


    “Suggesting it’s my money,” I say, poking him in the stomach now.


    “What?” Ben says, smiling as he pins my arms to my sides to stop me from tickling him. “It will be your money, Evie.”


    “Ben,” I say, suddenly serious. “It’s our money, okay? Our money and this is what I want to do with it. I want a home, for you and me,” I tell him. “Somewhere I’ll always have to come back to.”


    Ben smiles and pulls me in for kiss. “Well in that case, I think it’s a fantastic idea,” he breathes against my lips.


    I smile against his mouth, knowing that a home, a permanent home with Ben, is the only thing I’ve ever wanted.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    30th June 2002


    Twenty-six years old


    


    We ended up spending most of last year just getting Ben back on his feet and ready to go back to work. They were really good about giving him all the time he needs to get back to full health and covering the cost of his treatment and rehab. There was a small payout too, a workers compensation payment to cover Ben for his injuries. It wasn’t much, but we added it to the money I ended up inheriting and started looking for somewhere to live.


    Ben took a position at a new station in the end, the same place as Paul actually. I was glad that they would be working together and it meant we would be staying in London. I thought we might have moved back to Fleet, but Ben says it’s more exciting working in London and that he isn’t interested in rescuing cats in small towns. He wants to really help people, wants to do what he’s been trained to do, what he’s wanted to do since he watched his dad put on the uniform and go do it too.


    In my mind, that all means more danger and more risk, but I don’t say that to Ben. I know this is the job he’s always wanted to have and despite what happened to him two years ago, I can never ask him to give it up. Not for me, not for anything.


    Plus staying in London also meant I got to keep my job at the London Library, which I love, and aside from the fact that Paul is here, there’s also my brother, Nick.


    After our parents died, I took Ben’s advice and made more of an effort to include Nick in our life. He’s a lot of fun and Ben gets on really well with him. It makes me sad to know that Nick won’t be around for much longer, but it’s been nice having him while I can. I really want to make the most of it.


    So in the end we settled on a flat in Vauxhall. It was a refurbished block and we managed to grab a place with three bedrooms, a kitchen, living room and a huge bathroom. In comparison to the tiny place we were in previously, it feels enormous, but more importantly, it feels like home. It’s near the station Ben works at, the area is safe enough that I can walk to see him whenever I want and best of all, Paul and his new wife, Julia, live nearby.


    The day we moved in, it was sunny and warm, unusual for that time of the year, but I took it as a good sign, that it was a good move for us. We moved what little furniture we had into the flat and created a home of our own. Ben and I also made the most of his return to full fitness, wasting no time breaking in as many rooms as we could while we were busy rediscovering each other and making up for lost time.


    We’ve been here for about eight months now and it’s been nothing short of perfect.


    


    “Still glad we did this?” Ben asks, his fingers gently stroking a path from my collarbone to my stomach. It’s late and we are lying in bed, after my brother and his new girlfriend, Tracy, have left.


    I grab his hand, smiling as he tickles me. “Yes, I am. Are you?”


    “Definitely,” Ben breathes against my neck, pressing kisses to my skin as he rolls on top of me. “We have a home, Evie. A home and a life together, that you can always come back to. Where I will always be waiting for you.”


    I open my eyes and find Ben staring down at me. “I know, and I love that,” I say quietly, my fingers pushing his crazy hair back from his face, only to watch it fall back immediately. “I just wish I never had to leave it in the first place.”


    “I know you do, baby,” Ben says, leaning down to kiss me. “I wish you didn’t either.”


    I get lost in Ben’s kisses, before a thought occurs to me. “What do you do when I’m gone?” I ask, my fingers digging into his back.


    “What?” he asks, his lips lifting off mine, as he rolls off me.


    “What do you do when I’m gone?” I repeat. “Last time, while you were waiting for me to remember you?”


    “I waited,” Ben says, as if it’s the most obvious thing in the world.


    “That’s it?” I ask.


    “Yeah,” he says shrugging. “I mean, I’ve tried to work out ways to find you, but I just never know where to start. It all seems so random.”


    “You’ve looked for me?” I ask, genuinely surprised. I never knew he’d done this before.


    “I have, especially last time when you were gone for so long,” Ben says. “But it never really worked out. It was like trying to find a specific needle, in a haystack of needles. And of course, Sarah failed to mention when you came to stay with her,” he adds on. I bite my lip, reaching for him as I start to apologise. Ben shakes his head at me and continues. “I’ve written down all of the places you’ve ever been though, everything I could about each of your lives, but none of it makes any real sense.”


    “What do you mean?” I ask, confused.


    “Patterns, Evie,” he says, his fingers tucking my hair behind my ear. “I was trying to look for patterns once, hoping I could work out where you were going to wake up next. But it never worked out like that. Or at least, it was never obvious to me anyway.”


    “Wow,” I say quietly, amazed at the lengths he went to, the things he actually thought of. “I never knew you did that.”


    Ben smiles at me now, and his face is so full of love, I can’t resist leaning up to kiss him. “I know. I never told you, because I never found you, no matter how hard I looked.”


    My heart skips a beat, knowing I didn’t help with that at all. “How come you never ask me what I do?” I ask, half wondering if he doesn’t because he thinks the worst.


    “I don’t know,” Ben says, his voice quieter now. “A part of me wants to know, but then a part of me doesn’t. You don’t know who I am, so I figure it’s not my business to know what it is you’re doing during that time…” He trails off and I can hear the sadness and resignation in his voice and I understand what he’s not saying.


    “You think the worst, don’t you?” I say, voicing both of our fears because it seems like now is the time to do it.


    “I try not to think about it at all, Evie,” Ben says, rolling all the way off me now so we are no longer touching.


    I lie here staring up at the ceiling, trying to imagine what it must be like to be in Ben’s shoes. Fucking awful is the first thing that springs to mind. Remembering everything but never knowing where the woman you love is, what she’s doing, or worse still, who she’s doing.


    But I need him to know the truth, no matter how much he might think he doesn’t need to know or want to hear it. I don’t want there to be any secrets or misunderstandings between us, not after what happened last time. I don’t think either of us can go through that again.


    I roll over onto my side, prop my head on my hand and look down at Ben. He’s lying on his back, hands tucked behind his head and staring up at the ceiling. I can only imagine the scenarios that are running through his head right now. With my hand, I reach out and gently brush the hair away from his face again and watch as he turns to look at me.


    “I’ve never been with anyone else, Ben,” I tell him, my eyes never leaving his. “Whatever you’re thinking right now, it’s never happened, I promise.”


    “Really?” he asks, and I can tell he’s surprised.


    “Yeah, really,” I say. “And I’m not going to let it happen either.”


    “No, I mean, you’ve really never been with anyone else?” he asks and I shake my head, my eyes still on his. Ben untucks one of his hands from behind his head and gently brushes his fingers across my cheek. “Not even the last time, when we went four years without seeing each other?”


    “No,” I whisper, even though I know I do need to confess some things from that time.


    Ben exhales with what sounds like relief and as I look down at his face, I see for the first time, all of the hurt he’s carried because of that period. All of the hurt he’s still carrying, but trying to hide from me. He was helpless and I wasn’t. I was the one who made the decision to stay away, knowing he didn’t stand a chance in hell of ever finding me.


    “I’m sorry, Ben,” I breathe out, knowing I will never be able to atone for this mistake. “I’m sorry I kept you waiting all that time. So sorry I always keep you waiting.”


    “I know you are, Evie,” he says, forgiving me like he always does. “I understand why it happened, sort of anyway. I mean don’t get me wrong, I hated it, but I kinda understand. That night was a mess, a fucking disaster and I know if I’d been in your shoes, I would’ve been just as pissed off about what you walked in on.”


    “Really?” I ask, surprised.


    “Yeah, really,” Ben says quietly. “I had a lot of time to think about it, Evie. Think about how you must have felt seeing that. How it would have looked from your perspective.”


    I smile down at him, trying to get him to smile back at me. “Yeah, but it doesn’t make it right, me staying away for so long,” I admit. “You deserved more than that, Ben. I was wrong to not let you know where I was or that I was okay. It was wrong to not let you explain things to me.”


    “I just felt so helpless, Evie. I couldn’t do anything to find you; it was all up to you and whether you wanted to find me,” he whispers sadly. “And I knew that as long as you were hurting, you were never going to come back to me. But until I could explain it to you, you would always keep hurting,” he says. “It was such a fucked up mess.” He still hasn’t smiled at me and I can see the pain reflected back at me in his deep blue eyes.


    “It’s never going to happen again, Ben,” I say, wanting him to know that I mean it. “I promise, I will never jump to conclusions like I did that night, okay? I will always talk to you first instead of running off like that.”


    I watch as Ben finally smiles up at me, but it’s sad and doesn’t reach his eyes. “We always used to talk, Evie. I think that’s what hurt the most about that night, about the four years after it,” Ben says, the pain in his voice so obvious now. “I didn’t understand why you so easily pushed me away, why you refused to listen to me. We’d always talked about everything, baby, everything.”


    I exhale loudly, knowing I will carry this regret with me forever. I wish if there were ever one thing I could forget, it would be this, the hurt in Ben’s eyes back when I wouldn’t listen to him and the hurt in his eyes now as he finally tells me how he felt that night.


    “I know,” I whisper. “You have no idea how much I wish I could go back and change that night.”


    “Me too,” Ben says quietly. “I wish I could change so much more than just what happened at the end. I wish I could go back to the start of the night and do everything differently.”


    My fingers slowly push Ben’s hair from his face again, before tracing the line of his eyebrow and cheek as he looks back at me. I can see how much he means it, the regret and hurt is written all over his face.


    “She was baiting me, you know,” I tell him, knowing there are still things to talk about from that night. “Every chance she got. She was always talking about you, how much she wanted you, hinting at having already had you.”


    Ben catches my fingers as they trace down his cheek, over his jaw. Threading our fingers together, he brings our hands to his lips, where he presses a kiss to my knuckles; his eyes never leaving mine. “You know that’s not true, baby,” he whispers. “Nothing happened.”


    “Not that night,” I whisper, afraid of what came after, afraid of what I might have let happen by staying away.


    Four years is a long time and I kept him waiting for all of it. Almost half of it I knew about him too and I still didn’t contact him. I was stubborn and now I might pay the ultimate price.


    And the thing is, despite what Sarah said to me, I have every right to. After what I did to Ben, I have to fully expect he would forget about me, move on and find someone else. I can’t expect him to have waited for me; he’s not a monk, not even close. And even though I don’t really want to know what happened in those four years we were apart, I can imagine enough to realise that things must have happened with other women.


    It makes me feel sick to know that someone else has had Ben in the ways that I have. For so long, he was mine, only mine, and even though I know it’s inevitable, I hate the fact that I have had to share him.


    Ben smiles sadly back at me, and I know it’s going to take a while for him to let go of the hurt that I caused him. And I know I deserve that.


    “Evie,” he whispers, lowering our hands so they rest over his heart now. “Nothing happened, baby,” he says, his fingers gently stroking my wrist. “I’ve never been with anyone else,” he says in a way that causes me to stop breathing. “I wasn’t with her that night and I haven’t been with anyone else either.”


    Now Ben’s words make my heart stop. “What, the whole four years we were apart?” I ask, shocked.


    “The whole four years, baby,” Ben says quietly.


    Now it’s me who’s the surprised one. “Really?” I ask, my heart in my throat at just the possibility.


    “Really,” he says. “I mean I got asked out on dates and stuff, and sometimes I went along, but it never went any further. I couldn’t be with them, Evie. I couldn’t touch them and not think of you, couldn’t kiss them and not wish it were you. It was always you that I wanted, baby, that never changed. Has never changed. I just always hoped you’d realise, believe how I felt about you and find your way back to me.”


    “You waited all that time?” I ask, sitting up now, as I stare down at him, completely amazed. Our hands are still joined, resting on his chest and my other hand reaches out, grips his arm as I wait for his answer.


    “I did,” he says nodding. “I told you, baby, I will wait forever for you.”


    “Ben…” I whisper. “Why, I mean, how, why? I broke your heart…I was…”


    I can feel the tears falling down my cheeks now as I struggle to get the words out. See the look of sympathy on Ben’s face that I don’t deserve.


    He reaches out his hand, his thumb brushing away my tears as he says, “You might have broken my heart that night, Eva, but I wasn’t ready to let anyone else try and heal it. Not when it still belonged to you.”


    My own heart crashes against my rib cage as I crush my mouth to his, crawling up his body in a desperate attempt to get closer to him. “Ben… I’m so sorry, so…”


    Ben’s hands are on my cheeks now, gently lifting my head so I’m forced to meet his stare again. “I know you are, baby. I wish it had never happened and I know we both wish those four years had been different. But it’s done, okay. We can move past it, we have to. Just promise me you’ll always talk to me, Evie, always.”


    “I will,” I promise him.


    “Good,” Ben says, smiling up at me. He pulls me back down to him as he leans in to kiss me, but I have to ask him again.


    “Four years, really?” I say, amazed that Ben is still all mine. “How the hell did you last through that?” I ask, knowing that keeping active isn’t the only physical part about Ben that I love.


    Ben laughs. “I became very good friends with this guy,” he says, holding up his hand, which is still in mine.


    “Wow,” I say quietly. “I can’t believe you did that.”


    “Like I said,” Ben says, wrapping our joined hands around my waist now as he pulls me closer. “I just couldn’t, Evie. I couldn’t be with anyone else but you. It never felt right.”


    I nod at his words, knowing how similar it feels to all the months and years I spent apart from him, before I remembered he was a part of my life. “Yeah, I know what you mean. I was never with anyone, I really meant that, but I did sort of date someone,” I say. “Before I remembered you, I mean.”


    “You did?” he asks, his fingers tightening in mine.


    “Yeah,” I say, as I brush his hair back, trying to reassure him. “I did, but we never slept together, I promise. Nothing about being with him ever felt right. Even though I didn’t remember you or our life together, I would be out with Josh…” I stop as Ben flinches at the mention of his name. I smile sadly, leaning in to kiss him again, before continuing, “I would be out, and I always knew that something was wrong. I knew he wasn’t right for me, Ben. That he wasn’t who I was supposed to be with. That’s why I could never sleep with him.”


    Ben smiles at me like he believes me, like he understands completely. He pushes me back onto the bed and rolls on top of me. “That’s because you are meant to be with me, Evie.”


    “I am,” I answer smiling. “And there’s nowhere else I’d rather be, Ben,” I add on before the rest of my words are silenced with Ben’s lips on mine.


    

  


  
    



    


    13th April 2003


    Twenty-seven years old


    


    “Hey, baby,” Ben says as he walks in the front door. It’s a little after nine and he’s finally getting home from work. I have spent the day doing nothing, and by nothing I mean trying to work out what the hell I should be doing with this so-called book I’ve decided I’m going to try and write. Apparently memories of doing this before, together with working in a library, have planted the idea in my head that I should attempt to write my own book. I’m starting to wonder if it isn’t the dumbest idea I’ve ever had.


    “What’s happening?” he asks as he plants a kiss on the top of my head.


    “Nothing, trying to write…so nothing,” I say, hitting save on the latest draft before throwing my laptop onto the couch beside me.


    Ben walks to the opposite couch, sits down and starts unlacing his boots. “What’s wrong, something not working?” he asks, glancing up at me.


    I sit back on the couch, pulling both of my feet onto the cushion and resting my hands on my knees. “Nothing is, it never has been,” I say, exhaling loudly as my head falls back.


    “Why not?” he asks as I hear the thump of one boot hitting the floor.


    “Because I don’t have a plot,” I say, frustrated. “I have no fucking idea what to write about.”


    “I do,” Ben says simply, the sound of his other boot now hitting the floor.


    “You do?” I ask, lifting my head to look at him.


    “Yeah,” he says smiling as he pushes both of his boots to the end of the couch with his foot. This is where they will remain until he has to put them on to go back to work again, even if that day is sometime next week. Ben has a habit of leaving his things wherever he happens to take them off. Which, ever since we moved in together, can be pretty much anywhere in the flat. We’ve definitely been making up for lost time since we found each other again. Not just the time he spent recovering, but the four years before that. Now, we can barely keep our hands off each other and as a result, I’m regularly finding pieces of clothing all over the house.


    My eyes flick to the boots and then back to Ben’s face where he’s wearing a cheeky grin because he knows exactly what I’m thinking. I shake my head at him, unable to stop the smile myself. He might drive me crazy, but he drives me the good crazy too and that always wins out.


    “So,” I ask him. “What’s this idea of yours then, and please don’t tell me it’s going to be some sci-fi lesbian space odyssey again.”


    Ben laughs and like always, it still makes my stomach flip. “Come on, it’s a good idea and you know it.”


    I roll my eyes and laugh. “Yeah, best-seller for sure.”


    Ben’s face is serious now, as he looks right at me. “So, why don’t you write about you?”


    “What?” I ask confused.


    “You, Evie. All of the things that have happened to you,” he says as though it’s obvious.


    “What do you mean?” I ask.


    “Write about your other lives, babe. The way you wake up in a life you know nothing about, how you don’t remember me, how you have to find your way home again. Write it all down, make that be your story.”


    “Why?” I ask, not really sure I want to remember some of the things that have happened to me in the past.


    “Why not, it’s your life, Evie, and it’s crazy and interesting and like nothing else out there. And hey, at least this way, you won’t ever forget it,” Ben says. I watch as he pulls off one of his socks now, throwing it in the direction of our bedroom, even though it falls well short. I shake my head at him again and he smiles, as he says, “What?” like he’s got no idea.


    “Hopeless,” I whisper, as I tuck my legs underneath me on the couch.


    “You love it, babe,” Ben says pulling his other sock off and sending it towards its mate. “But I am serious, Evie, I think it it’s important. I think it’s good to remember them.”


    “But that’s the thing,” I tell him. “I don’t really care if I do remember all those other lives. Because, this,” I say gesturing around the room. “This is the only life that matters to me, the only life that I want to remember.”


    Ben stands now as he says, “They all matter, Evie.”


    I look up at the man who is my life, the only life I ever want to come back to and I can’t help but wonder for a second if he actually realises this. “Do they?” I ask. “Because, Ben, this one,” I say, gesturing towards him, “is the only one that matters to me.”


    Ben reaches for the bottom of his t-shirt, pulling it over his head in one quick move and throwing it in the direction of his socks. I don’t even bother looking to see where it lands this time because right now, I’m too busy staring at his bare chest. God, he looks good.


    “Evie,” he says, a smile in his voice as he stands there watching me stare at him.


    “Yeah?” I murmur, my eyes still on his chest.


    Ben clears his throat and I finally raise my eyes to his. This time, he’s the one shaking his head at me as he smirks and slowly starts to undo his belt. “They all matter, baby,” he says, pushing his work trousers down his legs. I swallow hard as I watch him undress in front of me. Even though I’ve seen him do this a thousand times before, I never get tired of it. I could watch it a million times more and I guarantee I’d react this way, every single time.


    Looking at him, you’d never know he fractured his spine a couple of years ago. The man is walking perfection, and right now, I’m wondering if maybe he wouldn’t mind finishing this conversation later.


    As if he reads my mind, Ben walks slowly towards me, wearing nothing but a pair of fitted black boxer briefs. My throat is completely dry and my heart is pounding in my chest. I can’t take my eyes off him. I’m completely mesmorised as I watch his long lean body and all of its defined muscle walking towards me. He stops right in front of me, as though he’s offering himself, waiting for me to do whatever I want to him. God the possibilities, I think to myself, incredibly turned on by the sight of Ben, practically naked in front of me.


    “You know they all matter, Evie,” he finally says, his finger under my chin as he tilts my head so I’m forced to meet his stare instead of focusing on his hips, which are currently right in my line of sight.


    I swallow. “Why, Ben?” I say, my voice catching. “Why do they matter so much?”


    Ben laughs softly now. “They matter, Evie, because you matter. And these are the lives that always bring you back to me.” His hand moves to cup my cheek as he holds me in his gaze. “So actually, baby, they really do mean an awful lot to me.”


    “They do,” I breathe out, not really sure what we’re talking about anymore.


    Ben’s whole face lights up with a huge grin. The guy knows exactly what he’s doing to me; he’s distracting me with his body. And it’s working. I’m completely sucked in, entirely at his mercy and right now, he could ask me to do absolutely anything and I’d do it. He is beautiful and after everything that happened to him the night he fell and broke his back, I’m so glad that this, the physical side of him wasn’t taken away from him. I love Ben completely, love everything about him, but there’s something about the physical part of him that I’m pretty sure neither of us could live without.


    He is raw, untamed power and strength, he always has been. He uses it to protect me, to look after me, and right now, he’s using it to seduce me.


    And my god, do I want him.


    “Stand up, Evie,” he commands now, his voice low. I stand immediately, my body so close to his and the air between us literally humming with energy. “Write them down,” he says, his voice a low growl. “Tell your story, baby. Tell me all of your stories.”


    “You really want to know them?” I whisper, barely coherent anymore.


    Ben takes a step closer, his hand sliding slowly around my waist as he bends down and whispers in my ear. “I really do.”


    And then before I can say anything more, he picks me up and slings me over his shoulder, and walks us towards the bathroom where he steps over another pile of his clothes by the door and takes us both into the shower.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    28th February 2004


    Twenty-seven years old


    


    The front door opens at seven and Ben walks in, throwing his bag on the floor and walking straight in to the kitchen.


    “I thought you were working till eight,” I say, closing the fridge door.


    Ben doesn’t say a word as he walks towards me and pulls me into his arms. I feel a gasp leave my throat before he presses his mouth hard against mine, stopping me from saying another word. His arms bind themselves around me, pulling me to him, while he kisses me in a way that can only be described as desperate.


    My eyes close in understanding as I slide my hands under his jumper. We break apart only long enough for me to pull it over his head before our mouths are pressed together again and I’m throwing it on the floor somewhere. Ben picks me up in his arms, my legs circling his waist, and then he wordlessly walks me out of the kitchen and into our bedroom.


    Dropping me on to the bed, he leans down and undoes my jeans, pulling them roughly off my legs, before doing the same thing to my jumper. As I lie back, dressed in only my underwear, I watch as Ben quickly pulls off the rest of his clothes. When he’s standing completely naked in front of me, he leans back down and slowly peels my knickers off, a look of intense want in his eyes as he follows their path down my legs. I reach behind and unsnap my bra, throwing it to the side and stretching my arms above my head, gripping the headboard behind me.


    I know what’s happening here.


    Ben picks up my right leg and presses a soft kiss to the sole of my foot, almost in apology, before he kisses and bites his way up the inside of my leg, his stubble gently scraping against my skin. When he reaches the top, he crawls onto the bed, kissing a trail up over my hip, my stomach, my ribs and my neck. He nibbles and bites at the skin just below my ear, before kissing his way across my jaw to my mouth.


    When our lips finally meet in a hard kiss, Ben lets out a deep groan that I feel run all the way through me as he lays his chest against mine. His arms slide under my back, wrapping around me so tightly, I can barely breathe. It doesn’t matter, because right now, I can’t possibly get close enough to him.


    “Ben…” I murmur, my fingers letting go of the headboard, sliding over his shoulders and digging into his back. My hips push up off the bed, desperately searching for him.


    Ben lifts his head, his eyes locking with mine, as he understands and lifts his hips so he can slide inside me. I watch his pupils darken at the connection, feel the deep breath he exhales, heating my skin and sending a shiver down my spine.


    My eyes close as his lips press against mine again, and without saying a word, he starts to move. Beneath him, my body feels like liquid, as though all of my muscles and all of my bones are moving to accommodate his. I feel goose bumps rise up all over me, but my skin is hot, sliding against Ben’s as he pushes into me, each time harder and deeper than the last.


    He suddenly unwraps one arm, his fingers grabbing hold of my knee and hitching my leg higher on his hip so he can go even deeper. My breathing is hard now, the pounding of my heart forcing the air from my lungs as Ben continues to move harder and harder above me. My skin feels like it’s too tight for my own body, all of my muscles and bones trying to break free as a delicious tension starts to build.


    “Ben…” I moan, my fingers tightening their grip on his back. I force my eyes to open and find him watching me, staring down at me as he watches me shatter beneath him. As I fall apart in his arms and his stare, I feel him pushing even harder, almost impossibly deeper, his body driving into mine until the only sound is the loud groan that falls from his lips before he collapses onto me.


    My hands slide from his back, his skin slick with sweat. His arms are still wrapped around me, his face buried in my neck and I can feel the press of his lips against my skin now, tiny bites and kisses, as I sink into the bed beneath me.


    We lie this way for what feels like forever before Ben eventually rolls to the side, taking me with him and pressing a long, deep kiss to my lips. “Hey, baby,” he finally whispers, his voice a low rumble in the dark. These are the first words he’s said since he came home.


    My arm tightens around his waist. “Hey,” I whisper back. “You okay?”


    Ben exhales, his fingers running up my spine as he pulls me closer. “No,” he admits and my fingers tighten at his hip as I lean up and kiss his jaw, wanting him to know I understand. He exhales again as he whispers, “I just don’t want you to go tonight, baby.”


    I close my eyes, wishing for the exact same thing. Wishing more than ever that I could just stay, that I never had to leave him. “I know,” I breathe out, my words floating in the darkness.


    Ben pulls me even closer, a pleading, whispered, “Stay,” falling from his lips. But there’s nothing I can say, so I don’t, and instead we lie wrapped together in the silence of our room. The knowledge of what’s going to happen tonight hanging over us.


    “What are we going to tell people this time?” I eventually whisper. Ben’s fingers run through my hair, as he falls onto his back, taking me with him so my head lies on his chest. I can feel the steady thump of his heart beneath my cheek. Feel the shallow rise and fall of his stomach beneath my hand. I run my fingers up and down the light dusting of hair below his belly button and this time I feel the soft groan in his chest. “Ben?”


    Ben catches my hand and brings it to his mouth, pressing a kiss to my palm. “I don’t know, baby,” he whispers, his voice weighed down with sadness.


    I shift my head so it’s resting on his shoulder and Ben turns to look at me. His blue eyes are nearly black in the darkness of our room, but I can still see all of the pain and sorrow in them. “Please don’t tell them we’ve had a fight,” I beg.


    Ben pulls me closer, tightening his arms around me. “I won’t, Evie. I promise I won’t.”


    “That can never happen again,” I whisper against his cheek. “I don’t ever want people to think that’s the reason I’m gone.” Ben turns so his mouth is against mine and I’m kissing his lips again, an urgent hunger flaring low in my belly as our mouths crash together.


    “Evie,” Ben whispers. “Please…stay. Please…”


    His words break me, the sorrow I hear in his voice curling around my heart and squeezing it like a vice. Tonight, it all just feels too raw. It feels more painful than ever before. Maybe because of everything that’s happened these last few years and maybe because of everything we nearly lost. I don’t know. The only thing I do know is I just don’t want to lose this again. I can’t bear to let this all go and lose him.


    Ben rolls me onto my back, his body blanketing mine as he kisses me. He’s slower this time, as though he’s trying to make it last. As though he isn’t ever going to let it end. I’m desperately trying to hold on, to make it last forever.


    But it can’t, and eventually, with pounding hearts and heavy breaths we both fall apart, unable to hold on any longer.


    “Don’t go, baby…”


    His voice, heavy with sleep, reaches into my body, wrapping around me and holding on to my bones, almost as though he can keep me here with these words. We are both struggling to stay awake, desperately trying to hold on to these last few seconds together, but worn out by trying to make the most of every single one of them.


    “I don’t want to go, Ben,” I whisper to him, my fingers tightening around his.


    Somewhere in the distance, I hear the beeping of my watch and I force my eyes open. Ben is lying on his side facing me. His eyes are closed, but when I whisper, “Ben?” they slowly open.


    “I love you,” he whispers to me. “Please stay, baby…please.”


    I blink.


    When I open my eyes again, Ben is still laying there, my fingers in his.


    “Ben,” I whisper again, trying desperately to hold on.


    “Love you…” floats across the bed, as my fingers tighten.


    Trying to hold on.


    I blink again, my eyes heavy with exhaustion. When they open, I think I see Ben, still lying beside me.


    “I love you too…” I whisper into the darkness.


    I blink once more.


    Ben…


    Then my eyes close and I sink into the blackness.


    

  


  
    29th February 2004


    Twenty-eight years old


    


    The sun shines into my room and today I turn twenty-eight years old.


    


    I roll over and as soon as I open my eyes, I’m immediately hit with it. All of the memories, all of our kisses, all of our touches, instantly flooding through me, filling me with the life and the man I’m always trying to find my way back to.


    Ben.


    Today, of all days, I have woken up beside Ben. Last night wasn’t just a dream. I held on and I stayed.


    I really stayed.


    And this time, there will be no waiting, no searching, no painful longing. This time, he is already here and this time, I’m going to get eight years in a row with him. It’s the best birthday present I’ve ever received. It’s the only present I’ve ever wanted.


    My heart hammers in my chest as I stare at the man who makes all of this worthwhile. I really want to wake him up, but I want to enjoy this moment too, enjoy all of the memories as they float through me.


    The sun streams into the room and as I look around, I can see it really is the same bedroom I fell asleep in last night. I am lying naked in our bed, beneath our duvet, in our bedroom, in our flat. All of the memories, all of our memories, are here, instantly.


    I’m still here this time.


    How has this happened?


    Ben stirs beside me and I glance back at him. His eyes open in that sleepy way that takes forever but is so adorable to watch, today more than ever.


    “Hey,” I say softly, my fingers reaching out to brush his uncontrollable hair from his eyes.


    Ben smiles sleepily. “You’re still here,” he whispers.


    “I am,” I say, blinking.


    “Come here,” he breathes, his arm wrapping around my waist as he pulls me against him.


    Everything about him and me and us, feels different today. New and fresh and undiscovered, I can’t quite figure it out. His fingers as they trail slowly down my back, set my body on fire, just like always, but somehow it’s different today. The sparks move slowly, as though they are gradually weaving under my skin and down my spine. I hear myself moan softly, feel my hands slide over his hard, warm chest. It all just feels so different, but so familiar at the same time.


    “Is this what it’s like for you?” I ask, our lips finally touching.


    “What what’s like?” he whispers, gently kissing me.


    “New,” I breathe out. “Every time I come back, does it feel new?”


    “Evie,” he says, rolling us over so he lies on top of me. “It feels like you, baby, it always feels like you.”


    “Ben,” I murmur before his mouth covers mine and I can’t say anymore.


    Ben’s body settles like a heavy, but comforting weight, on mine. I slide my hands slowly up his back and around his shoulders as he falls between my legs, pushing inside me and reminding me of everything I’m trying to find my way home to.


    “Ben,” I moan again, my body soaring as he starts to move.


    It’s different, but it’s exactly as I remember, too.


    I don’t know why we’ve been given this day, this chance. All I do know is this time, there will be no wasted days, or weeks, or months, trying to find each other. This time there is no explaining, no sadness and no worry. This time I have been given Ben, straight away.


    I hope this is the beginning of something.


    


    “What do you want to do today, baby?” Ben asks, his fingers gently running down my spine as I lie with my head on his chest.


    “Nothing,” I murmur, my eyes closing.


    “Nothing?” Ben asks, laughing a little.


    I breathe out, content to stay right where I am. “Nope, nothing.”


    Ben’s arm wraps around my waist, pulling me tighter against him. “You’re sure?” he says, a teasing note in his voice now. “Nothing seems like an awful waste of a day.”


    I laugh, sliding my leg over his. “Well it wouldn’t exactly be nothing,” I say as I slide my hand from his chest and wrap it around his stomach, my fingers slipping under his back. “And it definitely wouldn’t be a waste.”


    “Mmm,” Ben murmurs. “So tell me then, Evie, what exactly does nothing mean then?”


    I tilt my head, pressing a kiss to Ben’s jaw as I whisper, “Nothing means not leaving this bed all day, Ben.” I press more kisses along his neck and watch as he closes his eyes, hear the soft groan that falls from his lips. “Because the way I see it,” I continue as I sit up and straddle Ben’s hips. “This day is anything but a waste. It’s a huge bonus.”


    And it is. Because this is a day I’d never normally get with Ben. It’s an extra day where I get to have him, all to myself, when I never should have expected to. Never before have I woken up with him on my real birthday. Never before have I even found him on my real birthday. So today is anything but a waste. Today is the best day of my life, and I intend to spend it doing exactly what I want.


    “Evie,” Ben groans, as I slide over him. “I totally agree with doing nothing, baby.”


    And I can only smile as I start to move.


    


    “Want something to eat?” Ben asks later, my stomach rumbling right on cue.


    I laugh. “Yeah maybe I do, you might have worn me out for a while.”


    “Worn you out,” Ben scoffs, flipping me onto my stomach as he presses down on me. I feel his mouth at my ear. “Baby, we’re just getting started.” And my stomach flips at his words. Best birthday ever.


    I feel his teeth on my shoulder, gently biting me and I twist on the pillow as I wrap my arm around his head and bring it to mine, where I press a kiss to his lips. “In that case, I’m definitely gonna need to replenish,” I whisper. “So, go make me some breakfast, tough guy.”


    Ben laughs, his arms on either side of my body now as he pushes himself up. I take the opportunity to roll over so I’m lying on my back beneath him as he’s pressed up on his arms above me. I practically pant with desire; the guy is nothing but pure muscle.


    Ben smiles at the obvious lust that must be written all over my face. “Breakfast or me?”


    I swallow, hard. “Both,” I whisper.


    I actually groan now as Ben lowers himself, push-up style, to press a kiss to my lips. “Done,” he whispers and then he’s up and out of the bed with far too much energy for a man who’s just spent all morning giving me the best workout ever.


    I watch as he bends over to pick up a pair of boxers, giving me the most gorgeous view of his arse and it suddenly gives me an idea. “No,” I say quickly. “Nothing, you make me breakfast wearing nothing.”


    Ben stops as he looks at me with a big grin on his face. “Nothing?” he asks, standing beside the bed in exactly that.


    “Yeah,” I say smiling back at him. “My birthday, my choice. So that’s you,” I add, pointing at him. “In nothing.”


    “Baby,” Ben says laughing now. “I’m gonna be working with dangerous goods here; oil, frying, heat. Do you really want this guy,” he says, gesturing towards his hips. “Unprotected out there?”


    I burst out laughing, thinking maybe he has a point. “Okay fine, but boxers and nothing else.”


    Ben laughs as he pulls them on. “Yes, boss,” he says, leaning over to pull me out of bed and sling me over his shoulder. “However, you, my sexy little firecracker, can be naked.”


    I’m squealing as I pound my fists into his back knowing it’s going to make no difference. Ben smacks me on my bare arse, which is currently propped over his shoulders as he walks us out of the bedroom and into the kitchen, depositing me on a kitchen chair along the way. “Stay,” he says, his voice firm even though he’s wearing a huge grin on his face.


    I give him a salute as I cross my legs and say, “Yes, sir!”


    Ben laughs and I watch as he moves about the kitchen, putting the kettle on and pulling out eggs, bread and a frypan.


    “What are you making me?” I ask, hopping up to turn the heat up a little. If I’m going to sit here naked, it’s going to need to be warm.


    Ben turns and catches me by the thermostat. “Did I say you could get up?” he asks, his voice stern now.


    I bite my lip in an attempt to stop smiling as I sit back down. “No,” I answer fluttering my lashes as I look up at him.


    “Up,” Ben commands, trying to fight a smile.


    I’m not bothering to hide mine, because I just can’t help it. I know he’s only playing with me and even though he’s trying to look completely serious, I can’t help but smile. He’s so fucking hot when he acts like this. This is sexy, bossy, protector Ben and I love it.


    I stand up and Ben walks towards me, his eyes locked on mine, his body moving like a cat stalking its prey. I have to swallow hard and my fingers are twisting themselves together behind my back as I try to stop myself from reaching out to grab him. When Ben reaches me, he stops, only a foot of space between us that is humming with energy.


    “Turn around,” he says, his voice low, and I immediately do as he’s asked.


    Ben steps closer and I feel his arm wrap around my waist, his mouth at my ear as he whispers, “This is just a warning, baby.” And then his other hand is on my back, between my shoulder blades and pushing me forward, so I’m bent over the table now, a jolt of pure lust running right through me. As he pulls my hips against his, I can feel just how turned on he is by this and for a second, nothing happens. Then, without warning, Ben’s hand smacks me hard on the arse. It causes me to groan because it’s hard, but in that fleeting pain followed by a whole lot of pleasure kind of way.


    Ben and I have always fooled around like this, ever since we were kids and first started fooling around at all. Maybe because neither of us has ever been with anyone else, or maybe because we trust each other completely, I don’t know. I do know that I’m not afraid of him though, and I know he will never hurt me.


    I push against him now as his hand starts to rub my backside, right where he smacked me and I swear I hear Ben groan this time, his fingers tightening around my waist a little. He smacks me once more before his hand is on my neck, pulling me back up. Still wrapped in his arms, he spins me around so I’m facing him, my whole body pressed against his.


    “Will you behave now?” he whispers against my lips.


    No, I immediately want to say. “What happens if I don’t?” I ask, my body literally trembling with desire.


    Ben’s arms tighten and I see his eyes sparkle with mischief as gives in and finally smiles at me again. “Then breakfast won’t be the only thing getting eaten off the table, baby.”


    And I groan as I press my lips to his and my brain immediately starts thinking up ways to earn me that punishment.


    


    Ben eventually manages to serve up french toast on baked beans, still my favourite, without having anymore distractions from me. I’m tempted, but honestly, the sight of Ben moving around the kitchen in his underwear is enough at the moment. Plus, I’m starving.


    “Good?” he asks, sitting in the chair next to me.


    I’m nodding as I stuff another forkful of food into my mouth. I’m also now wearing a t-shirt; my suggestion after I said my assets might also need protecting from the hot food. Ben laughed and agreed, the only condition being it had to be one of his and I wasn’t allowed to put anything on underneath it.


    “Happy birthday, baby,” Ben says, leaning over to kiss me.


    I swallow the mouthful of food. “Thank you, and thank you for breakfast.”


    He smiles, tucking my hair behind my ear. “Anytime.”


    We eat in silence, the sound of the music that’s playing on the radio in the kitchen, the only noise filling the room. But eventually I have to say it, the one thing we haven’t discussed this morning, even though it’s the proverbial big elephant sitting right here in the room with us.


    “So, do you think this means it’s over?” I ask, quickly shoving another mouthful of food into my mouth. Ben looks at me and shrugs before he continues eating. “What?” I ask, my mouth still full. “That’s it?”


    “That’s it,” Ben says, raising his mug to take a sip of tea. I watch his movements, not sure what to make of his seemingly unconcerned take on this morning’s events. To say this is out of the ordinary would be both ironic and an understatement.


    My life is clearly anything but ordinary. As far as I know, no other person on the planet, or even in existence, enjoys the same fate I do every time February twenty-nine rolls around. Yet the fact that I’m sitting here, with Ben, enjoying a breakfast that he’s made for me on my birthday as though we are two regular people, like it’s the most normal thing in the world, is actually pretty extraordinary. And I don’t quite know how to wrap my head around this one.


    “How can you say, that’s it?” I ask him, lowering my fork as I pull one leg onto my chair and wrap my arm around my knee.


    I watch Ben glance down and see his eyes darken. I remember I’m not wearing any underwear and lower my leg again, scowling at Ben, who’s not taking me seriously.


    “What?” he asks, a wicked grin on his face. “A man’s not allowed to enjoy the view?”


    “I’m trying to have a serious conversation here, Ben,” I say, reaching over to smack his shoulder.


    “Hey!” Ben says, laughing. “And I’m having a serious one back with you, baby.”


    “No, you’re not,” I say.


    “Evie,” Ben says, his voice serious now. “I have no idea what today means. I don’t know why you stayed, or whether it’s all over now, or how we can make sure this happens next time the leap year rolls around.” He stops, finishes his cup of tea before reaching across and taking my hand in his. Bringing it to his lips, I watch as he presses a kiss to the back of my hand before continuing. “But one thing I do know, with absolute certainty, is that waking up next to you this morning was the best thing in the world for me. It was a day and a moment and a chance that we never normally get, baby. And I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to question that right now.”


    I’m staring at Ben as he says these words to me and the only thing I can think is you are so goddamn right. Why am I wasting time wondering about this? I don’t know why it happened and I don’t know how long it’s going to last, but the point is, it has happened. And Ben’s right, we shouldn’t waste it. We shouldn’t waste any chance we get to be together, because we of all people know just how limited that time can be.


    “You’re right,” I eventually say, nodding at him.


    Ben smiles now, his cheeky grin lighting up his entire face. “Um, you want to say that again, please?” he says.


    I shake my head and laugh, unable to help it. Ben just has that way about him; he can always lift my mood and have me laughing, with only a smile or a cheeky comment. It’s one of the many things I love about him.


    “Evie,” he says, still smiling. “I’m waiting, baby.”


    I bite my lip. “Waiting for what, Ben?” I ask, trying to play coy.


    He laughs now. “You know exactly what.”


    Smiling I ask, “And if I don’t say it?”


    “Well,” Ben says, standing up as he stretches his arms in front of him, his fingers linked together and knuckles cracking. “Then it might be time to put this table to its other use.”


    And before I know it, Ben’s t-shirt is on the floor and I’m lying flat on my back on the table, just like Ben promised.


    


    “Have you had a good day?” Ben asks, sliding us further into the tub as he lies with his head back against the edge, a towel rolled beneath his neck.


    We are now in the bath. It was kind of necessary after our very late breakfast turned to sex, which turned to messy on the kitchen table, then even messier on the kitchen floor. I’m not quite sure how I’m going to look at that table with a straight face ever again, let alone when we next have people over and eating off it.


    “A perfect day,” I say, my head leaning back against his chest.


    “Doing nothing all day was everything you hoped it would be?” he asks, pressing a kiss to my shoulder.


    “The only thing I wanted to do today, Ben, was you,” I say, tilting my head so I can kiss his lips. “And that was definitely everything I hoped it would be.”


    I feel Ben laugh, his body moving beneath me. He wraps his arms around my shoulders, as he leans in and presses a kiss against my neck. “The day’s not over yet, baby,” he whispers, making me groan.


    I stretch out in the hot, soapy water. My feet can just reach the end, dwarfed by Ben’s, which are resting on the lip of the tub. There’s plenty of room in here for both of us though and right now, I’m laying between Ben’s legs, resting against his chest, my arms on his hard thighs.


    The bathroom is actually one of the things we loved about this flat when we first looked at it. We only have one, but it’s big and it has this huge tub beside a window overlooking the city. Right now, that window is lined with candles, a bottle of wine and two half-drunk glasses. The whole room is warm and a heavy steam hangs in the air. The weather outside has turned to rain and sleet, which is hitting the window in a constant patter. But inside, the lights are off and there is music playing and because it’s practically dark already, there is a dreamy romantic feel to the whole room. It is absolutely perfect.


    “What would you have done today had I not been here?” I ask, reaching out to grab my glass of wine.


    Ben’s hand smoothes the hair back from my face. “Been miserable,” he simply says.


    I glance up at him and see he’s watching me, an intensity in his eyes that confirms not only how true his words are, but also how glad he is that this didn’t happen.


    “Me too,” I say, knowing it’s true, even if I wouldn’t have known the reasons why.


    “Tell me what it feels like when you go?” Ben suddenly asks. It surprises me because for the most part, he never wants to talk about this. Not about me leaving, and not about what it’s like when I’m gone or we’re apart. Ben only ever focuses on the here and now, the us.


    “You mean the moment it actually happens?” I ask him, putting my wine back on the windowsill.


    “Yeah.”


    I take a deep breath, smoothing my hands down Ben’s thighs again. With my toe, I gently turn on the tap, add a little more hot water to the tub while I try and work out how to explain it to him.


    “It’s hard to describe,” I start. “The whole thing happens very quickly, but at the same time, it’s like I’m watching it all unfold in slow motion too.” I shut off the tap with my foot again, before rolling over so my chin is propped on Ben’s chest. He stares down at me as his hand pushes my hair back and I wrap my arms around his waist. “I told you, back when we were kids, how I can feel it coming, right?” Ben nods and I continue. “Well, when it does, it’s like watching a movie and as much as I want to pause or stop it, I can’t. You’re there, right in front of me and you’re staring at me. I can see your face and hear your voice. I can remember you and us and everything that’s happened, right up until the very last second. And then there’s the moment when I blink, and…” I trail off, hating this next part.


    “And?” Ben prompts, his finger under my chin so I’m forced to look at him.


    “And I remember you, how you look, how you make me feel. I remember how much I love you,” I whisper. “And then it all goes dark.”


    “Dark?” Ben says, his thumb stroking my cheek now. He looks at me with so much love, it’s impossible not to lean in and kiss him. I don’t know how the hell I ever manage to forget this man, but I’m so glad I always find a way to remember him.


    “Yes, dark,” I say quietly. “Everything goes very dark and then it’s all just gone. Everything is gone.”


    “Are you scared?” he asks me.


    “Not scared,” I say. “Mostly I’m just trying to find the light again, trying to find my way back.”


    “Back to the light?” he asks.


    “Back to you,” I say quietly. “You’re not just the first thing I remember. You’re always the last thing I remember too, Ben, and you’re always the one thing I’m trying to find again, even if I don’t realise it straightaway.”


    “Baby,” he breathes out, his arms hauling me up his body now before he presses his lips hard against mine.


    


    “How do you explain all of this to people?” I eventually ask him, pressing a kiss to his stomach before sliding up the bed and laying my head on the opposite pillow. We’ve left the bath now, along with a huge puddle of water on the floor. We’re up to four different rooms in the flat today, although we’re finally calling it a night back in bed.


    “You leaving?” Ben asks.


    “Yes.”


    This is the most we’ve ever talked about all of this too, our conversation from earlier only delayed while we did other things. But it’s been good to talk about it for a change. It almost feels like closure and I can’t help but wonder, hope even, that it’s happening today because after today, it’s all going to be over.


    “I didn’t want to say anything at all when you left last time,” he says quietly. “I didn’t want to admit to anyone about what had happened between us.”


    “You didn’t?” I ask.


    Ben shakes his head. “No, because if I said it out loud, then that made it true, and I didn’t want it to be true.”


    My eyes close as I can only imagine how hard that must have been. Not just because we were living together back then, but that it happened on that night. A night that we both knew was not going to have a tomorrow and so wasn’t going to have a resolution either. Refusing to listen to Ben, fighting with him like that and then disappearing was awful, but staying away for so long was the worst thing I have ever done. I will never lose this regret.


    “I know what you’re thinking, baby,” Ben says quietly, his fingers running gently down my nose before he touches them to my lips. I press a soft kiss against them.


    “I know,” I whisper, my heart aching with all that I did to him. “It’s just hard. It’s the one thing I want to forget, you know.”


    “Don’t, Evie, please,” Ben says, leaning in to kiss me this time. “We have to let it go, baby. It was a bad time for both us and I don’t want to think about it anymore. Please.”


    I shrug, knowing there will never be any right words for this moment.


    “The past is in the past, Eva. We can’t change it now, no matter how hard we try, or how much we want to.”


    “I know we can’t,” I say, knowing it will still hurt every time I’m forced to remember that moment.


    “Let it go, baby,” Ben says, his words a quiet plea. “For me.”


    I can only nod, as I try to push that moment away, let it go so it doesn’t ruin this day together. “But how did you explain it to your mum and dad?” I eventually ask him. “I mean we were living together.”


    “Yeah,” he says quietly. “It definitely made things difficult.”


    “So what did you say?” I ask, reaching out and taking his hand, which lies between us, in mine.


    Ben exhales and a part of me wonders if maybe it doesn’t matter what was said. His parents have accepted I’m back, so have Rachel and all of his friends. Ben and I have already discussed what happened that night at the party and I know neither of us wants to rehash or relive it any more.


    But at the same time, today feels like a day for talking about it. It’s been a day of discoveries and second chances and things being far from normal. So talking about all of this, somehow feels like the right thing to do.


    “At first I told them that you’d moved to London to look for a place for us. By the time they came back from their holiday, my letter had arrived so I knew I was moving there. I told them that you’d left to find us somewhere to live and to find a job,” he says, his voice soft in the darkness. “I told them that I’d follow you as soon as I finished up in Fleet.”


    “And they believed you?”


    “No, of course they didn’t,” he says, squeezing my fingers. “They love you, Evie, they never believed that you’d leave without saying goodbye to them.”


    “I wouldn’t,” I tell him, knowing that he knows just how much I love his family too.


    “I know,” he says quietly. “Plus, I was miserable, anyone could see that.”


    “So what happened?” I ask.


    Ben leans in to kiss me quickly, before asking, “Why are we talking about all of this today?”


    I shrug. “I don’t know, it’s been a strange day,” I tell him.


    “Not just strange,” he says, lifting my hand to his lips.


    I smile. “No,” I whisper, sliding over so I can kiss him. I feel Ben’s arm wrap around my waist and pull me closer, just like he did this morning when we first woke up. It makes me smile. “Tell me though?” I ask, my lips against his.


    Ben pulls back, his fingers tucking my hair behind my ear. He exhales and I can tell from his face that he doesn’t really want to.


    “We always talk about these things now, remember,” I say, my fingers brushing against his cheek as I remind him of the promise we both made.


    “I know we do,” Ben says, turning to catch my fingers with his lips. He presses kisses to the ends of each of them before he takes my hand in his again, holding them between us.


    “So tell me, please?” I whisper.


    “Eventually they asked me the real story. So eventually I told them that we’d had a fight,” Ben says, all of the air leaving his lungs in a rush. He’s not looking at me now, his eyes watching his fingers as they let go of my hand and start to comb through my hair. “Then I told them that you’d disappeared.”


    “What?” I ask, wondering exactly what he means. “You mean like disappeared, disappeared?”


    Ben shakes his head. “No, Evie, not like that. Although you don’t know how many times I came this close to telling someone, just so I could get it off my chest,” he says, his eyes finally on mine again. “It was fucking awful being without you, baby, but sometimes it was worse not being able to explain why.”


    “Ben,” I breathe out, my hand on his cheek now.


    “I just wanted to explain it, you know. So people knew why we were apart, so Paul would stop trying to set me up with every friend of his latest girlfriend.”


    “He did that?” I ask, a sudden spike of jealousy coursing through me.


    Ben smiles. “He tried, baby, but you already know how that all panned out.”


    “Do you wish we had told someone?” I ask, knowing it would probably make Ben’s life a lot easier. It doesn’t really impact me, because I’m the one who gets to move on. I wake up in a different life with no memory of the one I’ve left behind. No knowledge of the gaping hole I’ve left, especially for Ben. He’s the one who’s left to try and explain it to everyone.


    “Sometimes, yeah,” he says. “But then I wonder how we’d do it. I think a part of what made it so much easier for me, was that it happened right in front of me and also that we were kids, you know.” I watch as Ben smiles at me. “Somehow these kind of things are always easier to take when you’re kids.”


    “These kinds of things?” I ask smiling.


    Ben laughs. “Yeah you know, the crazy kind of stuff that doesn’t seem real or plausible or possible. It’s just easier to accept when you still believe magic can happen I guess.”


    “I’m not exactly sure it’s magic,” I scoff.


    Ben smiles now as he leans in to kiss me. “There’s definitely some magic involved, baby,” he whispers and a part of me knows he’s right. There’s certainly some kind of magic between us, there always has been.


    “Do you want to tell someone?” I eventually ask him. “Your family maybe, or Paul?”


    Ben stares at me for a few seconds, not saying anything. “Nah, I kind of like that it’s our secret now,” he eventually says. “And hey, maybe it won’t matter anymore.”


    I can hear the hope in his voice as he says this. The hope that I know we’re both feeling. Maybe this is all really over now. Maybe all of the things we went through; my shitty parents, the fight, Ben’s fall, maybe it was all to reach this point of being together. And now that we have, it’s done.


    Smiling, I slide closer, pushing myself against Ben’s body. He rolls us over so he’s lying on top of me, and I reach up and hold his face in my hands. “Maybe it won’t,” I whisper.


    Ben smiles. “Whether it does or it doesn’t, nothing’s going to change the way I feel about you, Evie,” he whispers, his hips moving against mine.


    I arch up to meet him, my eyes closing as he moves inside me. “I love you, Ben,” I whisper in the darkness. “Thank you for today.”


    And then he kisses me and today turns into tomorrow and I am still here.


    With Ben.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    23rd December 2005


    Twenty-nine years old


    


    “Thank you, Ms Brown,” the waiter says, handing back my credit card and the receipt to sign.


    “Brown?” Rachel asks, glancing at me. “Since when has your last name been Brown?”


    Shit. I glance up at the waiter, who’s now looking from Rachel to me with a very confused look on his face. I imagine he’s wondering if this isn’t part of some credit card scam and I’m not really Evie Brown at all. I try smiling at him, as I frantically scribble my signature under the name I’ve had for the last year, leaving a generous tip in a bid to stop him asking any questions.


    I should have known something like this would happen sooner or later. Even this time, when I didn’t leave, I still woke up with a different name and a new identity. All the cards in my wallet had changed and instead of Evie Jackson, I was now Evie Brown. It seems on my twenty-eighth birthday I did change after all, I just got to change into the life I’ve always wanted to have.


    When the waiter leaves, I quickly stand, hoping Rachel will drop it.


    “Evie?” she asks, letting me know she won’t. I’m not quite sure how I’m supposed to explain this to her. It was bad enough when I suddenly reappeared in Ben’s life after being gone for four years.


    As we walk out of the restaurant, I finally turn to look at her. “Yeah, Brown,” I say.


    “I thought your last name was Wakefield?” she asks and I can see how confused she is.


    There have actually been a few more since then, but I’m grateful she thinks Wakefield is the last one I had. It makes my explanation a bit easier. Smiling, I link my arm through hers. “It was,” I say. “But I changed it.”


    “Why?” Rachel asks me as we head down the High Street to continue our Christmas shopping. We’re all spending Christmas together with Ben’s parents, in the town I once lived in with the worst parents I ever woke up with.


    “You remember what those people were like?” I ask, glancing at her.


    “Oh, shit,” Rachel says as it suddenly dawns on her.


    The Wakefields’ were my parents, at least in that life they were. But to everyone except Ben, they were just my latest foster parents. And they were also pretty awful. Rachel saw what they did to me, the remnants of the bruise on my face that was the final straw for Ben. It was still pretty obvious when we’d sat around the table and asked his family if I could move in the night they came home from their holiday.


    “Yeah,” I say, tugging her closer to let her know it’s okay. “I kinda didn’t want to be reminded of those people anymore.”


    “I can totally understand that,” Rachel says, leading us into a gift store. “I’m sorry, Evie.”


    “It’s okay,” I say to her, even if it isn’t entirely okay. Changing names and identities is not fun and even when I do find Ben and come home to him, it would be nice to just stay one Evie for once. To know what my last name is going to be instead of having to open my wallet to find out.


    


    “How was shopping?” Ben asks as I carry my bags into our old room several hours later. “Did you buy me lots of presents?”


    I smile at him as dump them in a pile by the corner. “It was good, but no looking through the bags, okay?”


    “Maybe,” Ben says, smiling at me.


    “Ben,” I warn, knowing he’ll be rummaging through them the minute my back is turned.


    “What, baby?” he says, a huge grin on his face as he wraps his arms around my waist and tries to look over my shoulder.


    “No looking,” I tell him, turning in his arms and putting my hands on his chest as I try to push him back towards the bed. “Or no sex.”


    “What the fuck?” Ben says, his eyes back on me now. “No way, Evie, no fucking way.”


    I grab him by the hips. “I knew that would get your attention.”


    “No, that’s just not fair, baby,” he says, pouting. “And besides, like you could go without.”


    I smile, as I press up on my toes and kiss his lips, knowing he’s right about that. “Well then, you’d better not be looking then, had you cheeky boy.”


    “Tease,” Ben whispers, smiling back at me. “You’re lucky I love you, Evie Brown, really fucking lucky.” Ben’s words remind me of what almost happened at lunch today and it must show, because he tilts his head at me as he asks, “What?”


    “I had a close call with Rachel today,” I say, glancing over at the still open bedroom door. I think everyone is downstairs, so hopefully they won’t hear this. “When we were at lunch.”


    The smile disappears from Ben’s face. “Why, what happened?”


    The sound of footsteps on the stairs stops me from talking, as I see Ben’s dad appear on the landing. Turning back to Ben, I say, “Wanna go for a walk?”


    “Sure,” he says immediately. We grab our jackets, scarves and gloves and head downstairs. “Ma, we’re just heading down the pub for a drink, we’ll be back in an hour or so,” Ben calls out as we head out the front door.


    Nobody asks to join us thankfully, and I guess they figure Ben and I are going out for some alone time because we’ve been apart all day and we’re sappy like that.


    As we head out, into the darkening afternoon, Ben wraps his arm around my shoulder, pulling me close as I wrap mine around his waist. It’s stopped snowing, but the ground is still covered in white. It looks beautiful though, like we’re in for a white Christmas.


    “So, you want to tell me what happened?” Ben eventually asks.


    “It was at lunch,” I say. “When I paid with my credit card. The waiter thanked me, called me Ms Brown. Rachel wondered why he said that, why my last name wasn’t Wakefield anymore.”


    “Shit, I’ve always wondered if something like this was ever going to happen,” Ben says, squeezing my shoulder. “What did you say to her?”


    I glance up at him. “I told her I changed my name, that I didn’t want to be a Wakefield anymore because of what had happened.”


    I feel Ben’s lips as he presses a kiss against my temple. He always gets funny whenever these parents come up. I still don’t think he’s forgiven himself for what he thinks was his fault, everything that happened to me when I was still living with them.


    “I think she sort of felt bad because of what she knew about that time, and then she dropped it,” I continue, my head resting against Ben’s shoulder now. “But yeah, it was weird and I’m not sure I could get away with it again, especially when my name changes next time.”


    “No,” he says quietly and when I glance up at him, I can see him staring straight ahead.


    “It’s annoying,” I add on, trying to get him away from thinking about that life. “Even not disappearing this time, I still changed names, it’s like I still changed, even though I didn’t leave.”


    Ben exhales. “You don’t ever change, baby,” he says, pulling me closer as he looks at me again.


    “Yeah I do, Ben,” I say, a little frustrated. “Every four years I become a different Evie. I can’t ever be the same one and it pisses me off, trying to hide whatever person I suddenly turn into. I just wish I could be one Evie.”


    Ben pulls me away from the pub now as we cross over the road and keep walking. The early evening is cool, but I feel warm, wrapped against his body. “You are,” he says simply. “You’re my Evie.”


    “Yeah, but which one is that,” I say, my fingers tightening at his hip. “I mean I’m disappearing Evie, I’m strange Evie, I’m Evie who can’t stay in one place longer than four years.”


    “Yes you can, you do actually.”


    “No, Ben, I really don’t.”


    Ben stops walking now as he turns to face me, grabbing my face in his hands and holding my cheeks so I’m forced to look at him. “Yes, you do, Evie. You might not think you ever stay anywhere, but I’m telling you, you do. You’ve actually been here,” he says, taking my hand and placing it on his chest, over his heart. “You’ve been here for the last twenty-five years, baby.”


    I smile, my heart melting a little at his words. “You are such a softie,” I whisper, pressing up on my toes to give him a kiss.


    Ben grins at me in that cheeky way of his that tells me he knows he is, but he also knows I love it too. He’s right, I totally do. There isn’t a single thing I don’t love about this man.


    “I love all of my Evies, baby. Evie Roberts, Evie Sutherland, Evie Smith, Evie Wakefield, Evie Jackson, Evie Brown …all of you,” he says now.


    “Yeah,” I say, exhaling loudly. “I know you do, Ben. It’s just, well it would be nice to be one Evie, you know? The same one, every single time.”


    “You can be, baby,” he says so softly, I almost miss it.


    “How?” I ask. My hand is still on Ben’s chest as I stare up at him. “How can I possibly be the same Evie all the time?”


    Ben steps closer, so his body is almost touching mine. His hands move back to my cheeks now as he leans in and gently kisses me. “Be Evie Foster,” he says, his eyes staring in to mine.


    I’m suddenly laughing at Ben’s words, not because of what he’s suggesting, but because I can’t believe he’s actually found a way to make me be just one Evie. That he’s found a way, which is so simple but so goddamn fucking perfect at the same time.


    His fingers stroke my cheeks, as he smiles down at me. “You think it’s funny?” he asks, but I know he understands why I’m laughing.


    “No,” I say shaking my head. “I don’t think it’s funny at all. I think it’s perfect, Ben.”


    Ben’s grin gets even bigger. “Yeah it kind of is, isn’t it?”


    I nod. “No, it really is.”


    “So?” he says, wriggling his eyebrows at me.


    I smile, knowing exactly what he’s suggesting, but asking anyway. “Just to clarify,” I say. “You are asking me to marry you, right?”


    Now Ben’s laughing, his hands, sliding from my cheeks to the back of my neck before he pulls me in for a deep kiss that leaves both of us breathless. As he pulls back, his eyes look at me with so much love; it’s impossible for me not to fall just a little bit further in love with this guy. “I certainly am, Eva. So what do you say, you wanna marry me?” he asks, still smiling.


    I bite my lip as I pretend to think about my answer. Ben shakes his head at me, before leaning down to press his lips to my cheek, my jaw, my neck and finally just below my ear. His breath is warm against my skin, his lips softly trailing the lightest of kisses. He’s doing that seducing thing of his again, even though he totally doesn’t need to work his magic on me this time. Or ever really.


    “Baby, I’m still waiting for my answer here,” he whispers, his lips at my ear now.


    With a fist in the front of his jacket, I pull him even closer so our bodies are pressed together. “Yes, Ben,” I breathe out. “You know I’ll marry you.”


    “Good answer, Evie,” he whispers, his lips trailing back along my jaw.


    “The only answer, Ben,” I whisper back.


    Just as his mouth reaches my lips, I feel his smile against them, hear him murmur, “I’m definitely gonna get sex for this, right?”


    And I’m smiling at his words and about to answer him when my mouth is covered by his. My fingers still grip Ben’s jacket and his arms wrap around me now, holding me against him. He’s kissing me deeply, intensely, and passionately, taking all of my breath away as I push up on my toes and kiss him back.


    Ben’s kiss is telling me how much he loves me, wants me, needs me and I know mine is saying all of these things back to him. I don’t know how long we stand in the snow like this and it’s not until afterwards that I realise, we have somehow found our way back to this spot. The exact spot where Ben asked me to be his girlfriend, for the second time anyway, fourteen years ago.


    Only this time he’s asked me to be his wife.


    

  


  
    


    


    24th December 2005


    Twenty-nine years old


    


    “So, any ideas about when you’ll have the wedding?” Suzanne asks us the following afternoon. Ben groans beside me, rolling his eyes as his head falls on to my shoulder. I can’t help but laugh. “What?” she says, looking from me to Ben.


    Ben lifts his head, making a big production of looking at his watch before he says to his mum, “We got engaged less than twenty-four hours ago, Ma, just give us a second here.”


    Suzanne waves her hand at him as though he’s not making any sense before turning her attention towards me and saying, “Evie, any thoughts?”


    I’m still laughing as Ben buries his face in my neck again, moaning, “Please, baby, make it stop.” I press a kiss to the top of his head as my arm wraps around his neck, holding him close. “Not sure that’s possible,” I whisper. “But I’ll try and take your mind off it later if you want.” And then I’m laughing again as I feel Ben’s lips hungrily pressing at my skin.


    “Come on you two,” Suzanne says, smiling as she watches us. “How can I not be a little excited here, I’ve been waiting ten years for this to happen.”


    “What?” Ben suddenly asks, lifting his head as he finally starts paying attention. “Ten years ago Evie was only nineteen, Ma. At what point would you have been okay with me having a teenage bride?”


    I smile at Ben’s words, knowing I would have married him in a heartbeat back then, or any time.


    Suzanne shakes her head at him. “Well either way, this has certainly been a long time coming, Benjamin.” I burst out laughing now because I know she’s trying to be serious and mum-like when she starts using Ben’s full name.


    “Watch it you,” Ben whispers to me, his hand squeezing my thigh.


    “One could say you should have made an honest woman out of Evie years ago, actually,” she continues, paying no attention to the fact that Ben and I are too busy laughing and whispering to really be listening to her. “So you can’t really blame me for wanting to hurry things along a bit.”


    “Yeah, Benjamin,” I whisper teasingly. “You finally going to make an honest woman out of me?”


    Ben’s hand slides higher up my thigh as he leans in and bites at my ear lobe. “Honest, yeah sure thing, baby,” he whispers. And I can’t help but laugh as I turn my head and press a hard kiss against Ben’s mouth.


    “God, do you two ever keep your hands off each other?” Rachel asks as she wanders in to the living room.


    I laugh as Ben and I finally pull apart, remembering all the times she used to interrupt us when we were younger. I smile at her and she rolls her eyes at me as Suzanne continues on as though she was never interrupted. “And what about where you’ll get married?” she asks now. “Is there anywhere you had in mind, Evie, maybe with some of your earlier foster parents?”


    I shake my head at her. “No, I’m good with this family right here, Suzanne,” I say, smiling as Ben pulls me against him with an arm around my shoulder.


    “And you, Ben,” she says, turning her attention to her son. “Where were you thinking?”


    Ben shrugs as he says, “I wasn’t really,” making me laugh again.


    This time it’s Suzanne rolling her eyes at him as she says, “Come on, Ben, you have to be interested in somewhere, in something at least, anything to do with this wedding.”


    “Oh I am,” he says, kissing the top of my head. “I’m very interested in the honeymoon.”


    And I hear Ben’s dad start laughing as he winks at his wife and says, “Walked right in to that one, didn’t you?”


    Suzanne shakes her head as all of us start laughing now. “Yes, yes, I guess I did.”


    Ben presses a kiss to the side of my neck before he looks over at his mum, who is sitting on the opposite couch still watching us. “Don’t worry, Ma,” he says trying to be the good son. “As soon as we get it sorted, I promise you’ll be the first to know.”


    She smiles at us now as she says, “Well, just as long as you don’t keep me waiting another ten years for the wedding.”


    Ben laughs. “No chance, I plan on making this woman all mine as soon as possible,” he says pulling me closer.


    “Yours, huh?” I ask, looking up at him.


    Ben smiles at me as he kisses the end of my nose. “Like you’ve ever been anything different.”


    


    “Well that didn’t take long,” Ben says, exhaling as he climbs into bed beside me.


    I roll over, prop myself up on my elbows as I smile at him. “You know it was to be expected,” I say. “She was pretty excited when we told her.”


    Ben releases a breath, blowing his hair back off his face as he looks up at me. “Yeah, she kinda was, wasn’t she?”


    “Yep,” I say, smiling back at him. “Are you?”


    “What do you mean?” Ben says quickly. “About being married to you, of course I am.”


    “So no regrets?”


    Ben’s shaking his head at me, as he says, “No fucking way. I want nothing more than to marry you.”


    I smile, leaning in to kiss him. “Me too, Ben. But, you know we could always elope if you want, avoid all of this other stuff.”


    Ben’s arm snakes around my waist now and he pulls me over so I’m lying on top of him. “Ah no. As much as I’d love to just run away and do all this in private, I’m pretty sure we’ll both be in the shit if we do that.”


    “Yeah, you might be right,” I say, laughing as I lean in to kiss him.


    “Of course I’m right, baby,” Ben mumbles against my lips.


    I tickle Ben’s stomach. “You are so cheeky, you know that, right?” I say, pulling back a little.


    Ben grins up at me, one arm wrapped around my waist, the other now tucked behind his head. “Cheeky, adorable, loveable, funny,” he starts to list.


    I laugh, shaking my head at him as I say, “Oh and let’s not forget, cocky and confident and…”


    “And madly in love with you,” Ben says, his smile gone now.


    I swallow, my heart melting at his words. “And madly in love with me,” I whisper, repeating his words.


    “Yep, I truly am, baby,” he whispers, lifting his arm from behind his head as he slides it around my neck and gently pulls me in for a kiss.


    “How did I get so lucky finding you?” I ask, my lips still on his.


    I feel Ben smile. “I think I’m the lucky one here, Evie.”


    “Mmm, not so sure about that.”


    “I really am, baby,” he whispers.


    “Why?”


    Ben pulls back a little, his beautiful blue eyes staring up at me. He smiles, his fingers brushing the hair back from my face as he says, “Because I’m the one who gets to love you.”


    My heart flips in my chest at his words, at the way he’s looking at me as he says them. I want to tell him that I feel that way too, want to ask him why loving me makes him so lucky, but I can’t. Because Ben’s lips are once again kissing me, and this time, it’s in a way that means business. His kiss is tender, but deep, causing my body to melt into his as I slide my hands under Ben’s shoulders, my fingers curling around his hard muscle. I let out a soft moan as our legs tangle together and Ben’s head lifts off the pillow, rolling us over so I lie beneath him.


    Pulling back a little, so only our noses are touching, Ben smiles as he says, “Now, about that sex you still owe me.”


    I burst out laughing. Only Ben can simultaneously make my heart skip a beat, my panties melt and put a huge smile on my face.


    “What?” he says, grinning like he’s got no idea.


    “The sex I owe you, huh?” I ask, tilting my head so I can kiss the end of his nose. “How exactly do you figure I still owe you sex? It’s not like you missed out last night…or this morning.”


    “That was for not looking in the shopping bags, baby,” he says, still grinning at me. “This time, it’s bonus points for the proposal.”


    I’m shaking my head, my eyes closing as I try to stop myself from laughing at this gorgeous man lying naked on top of me. The man who I can’t seem to stop falling deeper in love with, every single day.


    “Ohhh, here we go,” I finally say, my eyes opening as I look up at Ben’s still grinning face. “Now the real reason comes out. You only asked me to marry you for sex, didn’t you?”


    Ben shakes his head. “Baby I told you, there’s a million reasons why I love you, sex with you just happens to be one of them.”


    I smooth my hands down the hard muscle of Ben’s back, my fingers digging in as they reach his butt. “It’s one of the many reasons I love you too, Ben,” I say, sliding my foot up his leg now in a move the wipes the grin off his face. “And I plan on having lots of sex with you, both before and after I’m married to you.”


    Ben groans as his body falls between my legs and I wrap them around his hips. Arching up to meet him, his arms sliding under my back, I smile as I hear Ben whisper, “That’s going in our wedding vows,” before his mouth is on mine, not letting me say another word.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    8th July 2006


    Thirty years old


    


    “So, Ben really stayed here last night?” Rachel asks handing me a pair of antique diamond earrings she’s brought over.


    “Uh huh, he did,” I say, trying them on to see if they work with the simple, strapless black dress I’m wearing.


    “Well, did you at least sleep in separate beds?” she asks.


    “Nope,” I say, turning to look at what else she’s got. I don’t have a lot of jewellery on account of the fact that nothing I own ever comes with me when I disappear. Unless I give it to Ben to keep safe for me, I usually never see it again. It’s annoying sometimes because I often lose things I like an awesome pair of shoes or a really great bag. But it’s useful as well, especially for wiping out credit card debt or speeding fines.


    “Geez,” she says, handing me another pair of gorgeous silver ones to try instead. “Please don’t tell me you had sex?”


    “Rachel!” Suzanne says to her, smoothing down the front of her deep red dress. My soon to be mother in-law, who is more like a mother to me, looks fantastic. Sarah and I both laugh at her reaction, as I wiggle my eyebrows at Rachel in the mirror.


    “You so did, didn’t you?” she says, smiling as she shakes her head at me. “Are there any traditions you guys are sticking with?” she asks, gesturing to my non-traditional wedding dress. I know she’s not criticising us and is really only asking because she’s genuinely interested. But Ben and I are just not traditional people. We don’t care about things like not seeing each other on the night before our wedding day, or white dresses, or getting married in a church. None of that stuff matters to us.


    Not only did Ben and I have sex last night, we had sex again this morning. I’m also going to walk out of this room and into his arms where we will head to our wedding together. When we get there, we’ll say a couple of things in front of our family and friends and then with the help of a celebrant, we’ll officially become Ben and Evie Foster.


    When you don’t have all the time in the world, or you never know how long that time can be taken away from you for, you don’t sweat the small stuff. And not seeing my fiancé the night before we get married is small stuff to Ben and me.


    “Don’t worry, Rach,” I say, coming to give her a hug now. “I’m leaving all that traditional stuff for you.” I wink at her before giving her a kiss on the cheek. “Come on, let’s get that soon-to-be husband of mine and go get married.”


    “Evie,” Suzanne suddenly says, grabbing my hand as I head for the door.


    “Yeah?” I say, one arm still linked through Rachel’s and the other now holding hers.


    “I just want you to know,” she says, and already I can see tears in her eyes. “That I’m so glad you and Ben sorted out whatever happened between you years ago.” I feel Sarah step closer to us as I stare at Suzanne’s face. “You and Ben were always so close growing up, and, well…” She pauses to take a tissue from her pocket before pulling me into a tight hug. “I’m just so glad you’re marrying my son.”


    I tighten my arms around her waist and hug the only family I’ve ever wanted to hang on to. “Me too, Suzanne,” I whisper. “Me too.”


    “Okay,” she eventually says, pulling back as runs her fingers under her eyes. “Let’s go.”


    I turn to walk out, but before I do, Sarah pulls me close and whispers, “Growing up together, I thought you met him when you were sixteen?”


    I smile as it occurs to me that Sarah doesn’t realise just how long I’ve known Ben. “I’ll tell you later,” I whisper back. “Thank you for being here today, Sarah.”


    She smiles at me as she says, “Are you kidding me, after nagging you for so long to call him, I’m here to make sure this happens!”


    “Oh it’s happening,” I say smiling. “I promise.”


    Ben is waiting for me in the living room of our flat and his face when I walk out of our bedroom almost undoes me. “Evie,” he breathes out as I walk up to him and plant a kiss on his lips. “You look amazing, baby.”


    I smile, checking him out as he stands in front of me in a simple black suit and shirt, no tie. “Thanks, you don’t look so bad yourself.”


    Ben pulls me into his arms now, leaning down, as he whispers in my ear, “No baby, I mean you look really fucking amazing in that dress. I don’t know if I want to stare at you all day or rip this damn thing off and have my way with you all day.”


    I laugh, loving that he feels this way. “You don’t want to get married first?” I tease.


    “Evie,” he growls in my ear. “Married, then the dress comes off.”


    I laugh, pressing a kiss to his neck as I whisper, “Deal.”


    Ben’s dad, John and Paul are both sitting on the couch, hopefully out of earshot, waiting for us. They are dressed in casual suits and shirts and I smile at them as I link my arm through Ben’s. We all head downstairs and into the waiting taxis that Paul has organised. We have a forty-five minute drive to where we’re getting married, but Paul has also organised drinks for us. As I take a glass of champagne from Ben, he smiles at me. “No cold feet?” he asks, sliding his hand into mine.


    “Nope, none at all.”


    The journey passes by in a blur and before I know it, I’m smiling as we pull up to our destination, taking Ben’s hand as he helps me out of the taxi and we join the others waiting for us.


    We’re getting married at Greenwich, right on the meridian. It’s impossibly clichéd and unbelievably romantic and totally Ben’s idea.


    “It’s the start and end of time, baby,” is what he’d said when he suggested it.


    And he’s right. It is the start and end of time because it’s where world time is measured. The one spot where time begins and time also ends. And if you stand right on the line, then perhaps time just ceases to exist for a little while too.


    It’s absolutely perfect for us.


    There’s an observatory here, a museum filled with clocks that all mark the development of time and using that time to navigate the seas, but we aren’t bothering with that. Instead, we are having a simple ceremony, right on the grass hill under the afternoon sun, followed by a reception at the pub down the road. As Ben’s parents, Paul, Rachel, and Sarah walk towards the rest of our guests, I look up at Ben and smile.


    “Last chance,” I say. “Sure you want to be stuck with me for the rest of your life?”


    Ben smiles as he leans in and kisses me. “Baby, I’m sticking with you for eternity, whether you like it or not.”


    “Good answer, Ben,” I say, laughing.


    Ben’s hand slides into my hair, holding my mouth against his. “The only answer, Evie.” And then he kisses me in a way that completely takes my breath away.


    “Come on you two!” Paul yells back at us. “You actually have to get married first.”


    Ben and I laugh as we break apart.


    “Ready?” he says, smiling at me.


    “Yep, let’s do it,” I answer, watching as Ben turns and nods at Paul. I turn to see what’s going on and that’s when I hear the music kick in. A cover of an old song that I not only adore, but which perfectly sums up everything there is to say about Ben and me. And it’s with this song and realising that Ben knew exactly what to pick for us today, that I feel the tears start. Tears not only for how happy I am, but how utterly perfect this man standing beside me is.


    “You okay, baby?” Ben whispers, his hand squeezing mine.


    I turn and smile at him. “So much more than okay, Ben,” I say, pressing up on my toes to give him one last kiss. “Let’s go get married.”


    We walk together towards the celebrant and the rest of our family and friends. All the guys from Ben’s station are here, along with their girlfriends and wives, his parents, Rachel and her boyfriend, and Sarah and Adam, of course. There’s no family for me this time though. Nick has gone now, as I expected. But there’s a part of me that still misses him, will always miss him.


    The celebrant smiles at us as Ben and I stand in front of her, holding hands. “You ready?” she asks and we both nod.


    She welcomes everyone to our wedding, explaining what today’s ceremony means and asking whether anyone has any objections to what’s about to happen. Ben and I glance around, but everyone is smiling at us. I catch a glimpse of Ben’s mum, tears in her eyes again as she watches us.


    “Well then,” the celebrant says. “Ben, would you like to say your vows?”


    Ben nods, turning now so he faces me, both of my hands in his. “Evie,” he starts, his voice strong as his eyes hold mine. “There are a million reasons why I love you. A million reasons that all begin with the amazing woman you are and end with the type of man you make me want to be. But even if there were only one reason, it would be more than enough. I have been in love with you since I was six years old, Evie. You are my best friend, the love of my life, and the greatest thing that’s ever happened to me. I promise to always love you, laugh with you, protect you, have an endless amount of sex with you…” Ben pauses, grinning at me in that cheeky way as everyone else laughs. “To always be there for you and to always wait for you, for the rest of my life. I love you Eva. I’ve always loved you, and that, baby, will never change.”


    I’m smiling so hard at Ben’s words, at his promises to me, that when he finishes, I don’t even think about it, I just lean in and kiss him.


    “Evie,” the celebrant says. “Do you maybe want to say your vows first?” she asks.


    I pull back, smiling as I bite my bottom lip. Ben laughs, raising his eyebrow as he grins down at me. I know he doesn’t care that we’re not following protocol here. Neither of us does. Today is a day for celebrating who we are, and nothing says Evie and Ben like making the most of every opportunity.


    “Yes,” I say, turning to smile at her.


    “Well,” she says, laughing at us. “Your turn.”


    I turn back to face Ben, squeeze his hands before I start. “Ben, I fell in love with you when I was five years old. You are my best friend, the one person I love most in this world. The one person I never want to lose. No matter what happens, no matter how lost we ever feel, just know, I will always be only yours and we will always find our way back to each other. I promise to love you, to protect you, to always look after you and…” I pause, biting my lip before continuing, “To have lots and lots of sex with you.” Ben’s smile gets wider and I hear all of our guests laughing again. I take a deep breath before finishing, “For the rest of my life. I love you, Ben. Always.”


    When I finish, Ben doesn’t even hesitate before pulling me into his arms and kissing me. It’s only when the celebrant coughs, that we finally realise we still aren’t up to this part yet.


    “Rings,” she stage whispers, making everyone laugh again.


    Ben and I smile as we quickly exchange rings before turning to look at our celebrant. She’s smiling at us as she finally says, “Well, by the power granted to me by the City of London, I now pronounce you husband and wife. Ben,” she says, pausing to wink at both of us. “You may now kiss your wife.”


    “Thank god,” Ben murmurs as he takes a step towards me.


    Smiling, I wrap my arms around his neck. But before I can kiss him, Ben’s arms are around my waist, my feet are off the ground and Ben’s smiling face is looking up at me as he holds me in his arms. “You’re stuck with me now, baby,” he says, his eyes sparkling.


    I smile. “Shut up and kiss me, tough guy,” I whisper, knowing there’s nowhere else I’d rather be.


    And as Ben’s lips crash against mine, binding us together, somewhere in the background, I hear the sound of our family and friends, clapping and cheering.


    


    “To the happy couple,” Paul eventually says, raising his glass as trays of champagne are passed around. “Mr and Mrs Foster.”


    I smile against Ben’s lips, our arms still wrapped around each other as we celebrate finally being married.


    “Wait,” Rachel suddenly says. “You are taking his name right, I mean…well, are you?”


    I smile as I face my new sister. “Yeah, Rach, I am,” I say to her. “That’s one tradition I am sticking with.”


    And I am, because it’s the only one that really matters to me. Not just the part about being married to Ben and him being mine, it’s the tradition that’s finally given me a name, a permanent name that I can always come back to. Now I will finally always be one Evie, the same Evie, every single time.


    “My Evie,” Ben whispers in my ear, reading my mind.


    I turn back to him. “My Ben.”


    


    “Baby, hold up,” Ben says as I slide the keycard into the door of the hotel room we’re staying in tonight. Ben’s parents have given us a honeymoon in the south of France. A week in a villa all to ourselves and we leave on the Eurostar tomorrow morning.


    I turn to face him, smiling as I ask, “What?”


    Ben smiles at me as he says, “Come on, you think I’m not carrying you across that threshold?”


    I laugh. “Yeah, I’m kinda hoping you are,” I say, pushing up on my toes to kiss him.


    “Come here, Evie Foster,” he says, wrapping his arms around my waist as he picks me up and slings me over his shoulder. “My gorgeous little wife.”


    I laugh as I slap Ben on the arse. “Get me inside, sexy husband, you’re supposed to be ripping this dress off me, remember?”


    I actually hear Ben growl as he pushes the door open, carries me into the room and then kicks the door shut with his foot. He slides me down his body, his arms still around my waist as he holds me against him. “You look so beautiful today, Evie,” he says, suddenly quiet. “So beautiful.”


    I smile up at him, my hand resting against his heart. “Thank you,” I whisper before I push up on my toes and press my lips against his. Ben kisses me softly, slowly, his tongue gently parting my lips. I feel his hands at the small of my back, pulling me against him, pulling me as close to him as possible. My heart is pounding in my chest, just like it always does every time Ben kisses me and I hear the moan that falls between us.


    “Ben,” I breathe. “Get me out of this dress.”


    I feel his smile against my lips before he pulls back. “Oh I will, Evie, don’t you worry about that,” he says, kissing the end of my nose. “But first, I have something for you.”


    “What?” I ask confused. Ben and I agreed no gifts, from our guests, or each other. “I thought we…”


    “I know, baby,” he says, one hand letting go of me as his fingers brush down my cheek. “It’s only something little, don’t worry.”


    I watch as his hand now goes to his jacket pocket, the flash of his new wedding ring making my heart flip, before he pulls out a small box and holds it between us. I glance down at it, my heart pounding as a familiar feeling starts to grow.


    “Ben,” I whisper, amazed that he’s even remembered this.


    “Open it, Evie,” he whispers back.


    I reach for the box, my hands shaking a little even though I know exactly what it’s going to be. But when my fingers pull off the silver ribbon and open the lid and I glance inside, all of a sudden my breath catches and my heart pounds harder than ever.


    “Ben,” I whisper again, looking up at him.


    “Can I put it on you?” he asks and I’m nodding before he’s even finished. Ben takes the box from my hands and I turn, holding my hair so he can fasten the clasp of the necklace. When he has, he spins me around with his hands on my shoulders so that we are once again facing each other. My fingers go to the silver chain, to the tiny silver letters hanging from it. Now, instead of just a solitary ‘e’, hangs an ‘e&b’. Both of our initials, together, and it’s more perfect than I could ever possibly imagine.


    “Do you like it?” he asks, his hands sliding down my arms as he pulls me closer.


    “I love it, Ben. I always wished I still had the other one you gave me,” I breathe out, pressing up to kiss him again. “I can’t believe you remembered this.”


    Ben smiles as he stares down at me, his fingers gently tracing the chain that now hangs around my neck, sending shivers down my spine. “I remember all of us, baby,” he whispers.


    I stare back at him, wishing more than anything that I never forgot us, not even for one second. And as though Ben can read my mind, he distracts me by leaning in and kissing me as he says, “Now, about this dress.”


    I can’t help but laugh. “Getting me out of it you mean?” I ask, smiling against his mouth.


    “Oh yeah,” he says, his fingers slowly lowering the zip at my back. “I’m definitely taking it off you now, baby.”


    

  


  
    


    


    


    28th February 2008


    Thirty-one years old


    


    “I can’t believe I have to fucking work tonight,” Ben says, stomping around the bedroom as he throws clothes into his overnight bag.


    I can’t believe he does either. “I know,” I say, trying not to let him know I’m disappointed too. “I know it’s out of your control.”


    “It’s fucking bullshit is what it is,” Ben says, coming to sit beside me on the bed. “I’m supposed to spend this night with you.”


    I smile at him, leaning in to kiss him as my fingers smooth down the front of his t-shirt, tracing the hard muscle hidden underneath. “I know,” I whisper. “We can talk on the phone though,” I suggest.


    Ben’s hand slides into my hair, holding my lips against his. “I don’t want to just talk on the phone with you, baby,” he says. “I want to be with you.”


    I groan at Ben’s words, my fingers lifting his shirt now, desperately. Ben’s hands are on my tank top, yanking it over my head as he pushes me back onto the bed and pulls my underwear off. I slide up the bed, watch as Ben strips off the rest of his clothes and climbs up my body.


    “Maybe you won’t go,” he says quietly before he pushes inside me.


    I groan as my eyes close and I hope that I don’t.


    


    “You’ll be careful tonight?” I ask, kissing Ben as he stands in the doorway.


    “Always, baby, I promise,” he answers, kissing me back. “Promise me you’ll be careful too.”


    I nod as I take in his words. When he comes home tomorrow morning, I will be gone and he’ll have no idea where I am. Worse though, not only won’t I remember him, I’ll have no idea he even exists.


    “I’ll call you later,” he says, kissing me again and then he’s gone and soon I will be too.


    After Ben leaves, I take a shower and spend an hour or two working on my book. As usual, all I manage to write is random bits and pieces, having no idea where they’ll fit and feeling like I’m getting nowhere with a story I’m not even sure works, despite what Ben thinks.


    The phone rings around nine and I smile, knowing exactly who it’s going to be. “Hello?” I say.


    “Hey, baby,” comes Ben’s warm voice through the phone. “What are you doing?”


    I smile. “Missing you.”


    I hear Ben’s quiet laugh. “Well, how’d you like to come visit me then?”


    “Really?” I ask, jumping off the kitchen bench.


    “Really,” Ben answers. “It’s a quiet night, fuck knows why I’m here in the first place. But seeing as I have to be, why don’t you be here with me?”


    “I’d like that,” I say, smiling as I race into the bedroom to pull on some jeans and shoes.


    “I’ll start walking towards you,” Ben says. “Take your phone, baby.”


    “I will, I’ll see you in a sec,” I say, grabbing my jacket, scarf and beanie before I switch the home phone for my mobile, grab the keys and head out the door.


    Ben’s station is only a five minute walk from our flat and although it’s relatively safe, Ben always walks to the end of the street so he can watch me whenever I come to see him. By the time I round the corner, I see him waiting for me and pick up the pace. He’s standing under the street lamp in his black work pants and jumper, the station logo on his chest and a huge grin on his face as he watches me practically run to him now.


    “Hey, baby,” he says as I throw myself into his arms, my legs wrapping around his waist as my arms wrap around his neck. “Miss me?”


    “Always,” I answer, pressing kisses all over his face.


    Ben’s mouth finds mine and we lose ourselves in each other, kissing passionately as if we’re alone in our bedroom and not in the middle of the street. It’s not until I hear a bunch of whistling and cat-calls that I realise, not only are we in full view of the station, but also all of Ben’s work mates. Groaning, I duck my head into Ben’s neck as he starts laughing and lowers me to the ground.


    “The guys are gonna love that,” he whispers in my ear, grabbing my hand as we turn and walk towards the station. I can barely look at anyone as the guys continue yelling all sorts of comments at us. I’m practically dying of embarrassment, but Ben is just laughing it off. “Don’t worry, babe,” he says as we walk through the huge open door to the garage and head towards the stairs that lead up to the common and sleeping areas. “These clowns are just jealous.”


    I glance up and can see them all laughing and smiling at us as I clutch Ben’s hand, half burying my face in his arm.


    “Hey, Evie,” they all call out to me, laughing and whistling.


    “Hey, guys,” I answer. I’m sure my face is as red as their fire trucks right now.


    Ben takes me into the room they all relax in where several old but comfortable looking couches surround a coffee table, which has the remnants of a card game on it.


    “Want a drink, babe?” Ben asks, opening the fridge that sits in the kitchenette in the corner.


    “Sure,” I answer smiling and taking a seat on the couch as the rest of the guys file in and join me.


    “So, Evie,” Paul asks, a huge grin still on his face. “You wanna play poker with us?”


    I glance over at Ben who shrugs his shoulders as if to say whether we play cards or not is my call. After my very public display of affection when I got here, I feel like the last thing we should be doing is disappearing somewhere together, so I smile at Paul and say, “Sure, deal me in if you’re prepared to lose all your money.”


    “Ohhhh,” comes the cry from the rest of the guys.


    “Look who’s big talking herself now,” a guy called Rob, who only moved here last month, says.


    Paul is laughing as he gathers up the cards and starts to shuffle them. “Yeah, but does she have the goods to back it up?” he asks.


    I’m smiling at all of them, loving that Ben works with such a nice bunch of guys. Having stuck around for eight years this time, I’ve actually had more of a chance to get to know them and it saddens me that come tomorrow, I won’t remember any of them. At least when I find Ben, they’ll all still be here and will remember me.


    “Oh she’s got it alright,” Ben says as he sits beside me and hands me a Coke.


    This only fires the guys up all over again and as I turn to look at Ben, shaking my head at him, he just winks and says, “What?” as though he has no idea what he’s doing.


    I smack him on the leg and Ben starts laughing as he wraps his arm around my shoulder and pulls me against him for a deep kiss, which of course only fuels the whole thing even further.


    Eventually I push him away and watch as Paul deals the cards and the guys explain their complicated system of betting, which isn’t like standard poker. I’m not too worried about it, borrowing Ben’s money as I discard two of my cards and throw in some more to up my bet. After a couple of rounds of okay poker, where I don’t lose, but don’t exactly smash them, I finally score myself three of a kind. When the next two dealt to me give me a full house, I’m confident this hand is going to show these boys I’m not just all talk.


    “Come on then, Evie, show us what you’ve got?” Simon, the rookie says suggestively after the bets go around the table a few times, all of us upping it so the pot is looking very healthy.


    “Hey, watch it you,” Ben says, his voice serious even though I know he’s only teasing the kid.


    “Sorry, Sir,” comes Simon’s reply. All of us, Ben included, start laughing.


    I watch as Simon turns as red as I imagine I was when I first walked in here and I smile at him, which only makes him go redder.


    The bets max out and I’m the first to show my cards. “Read them and weep boys,” I say, smiling as I lay down my three kings and two nines.


    “Fuck,” a couple of them say, throwing their cards in, Simon and Ben included.


    I look up at Paul, who’s smiling at me across the table. “Think it’s enough, Evie?” he asks, laying an ace down on the table.


    I smile back at him, raising an eyebrow as I nod. “Yep,”


    “Not bluffing?” he asks.


    I feel Ben lean back on the couch, his fingers sliding across the bare skin between my jumper and jeans. I slide my hand onto his thigh as I keep my eyes on Paul. “You are that’s for sure.”


    Paul’s smile gets bigger as he lays another ace down. “Sure about that?”


    I’m laughing now, having no clue how this is going to go. “Very sure,” I say, not letting him know this.


    I watch as Paul places down his third card, which is another ace and then his fourth card, a queen. Still smiling I look at his face and see the one remaining card resting on his chin as he raises his eyebrows at me. If it’s another queen, I’m screwed.


    “Chicken?” I tease.


    Paul starts laughing now as he throws down his final card, a two and I’m laughing and clapping my hands together as I reach over to scoop up all the winnings in the middle. There must be close to five hundred pounds in the centre and I gather it all in a neat pile and move it towards Ben’s depleted stock.


    “All yours,” I tell him, leaning over to kiss him.


    “Oh come on,” come the cries from the guys.


    Ben just laughs as he stands up and shoves the money into his pockets. “Well boys, this has been fun, but it might be time for me to go earn these winnings now,” he says, pulling me off the couch and slinging me over his shoulder. “If you don’t mind,” he adds, slapping me on the arse and causing me to squeal. “We’ll be in the other room. Simon, keep an eye on this lot.”


    “Yes, Sir,” he answers as the other guys start calling out any number of obscene things to us.


    “Oh, looks like Evie’s gonna get a taste of Ben’s hose…Whoo hoo,” someone says, acting as though he’s a teenage boy.


    As Ben turns around, I catch Paul laughing at as. “Just remember, hang something on the door knob so no one accidentally walks in on you,” he says, winking at me.


    “Oh I’m sure there’ll be something hanging on someone’s knob,” someone else calls out and even I start laughing now.


    Ben’s arm tightens around me as he starts walking down the corridor. “Come on, Evie Foster, it’s time for me to earn my keep.”


    I smack him on the butt now, knowing he owes me nothing, but more than happy to accept whatever it is he wants to give me.


    Ben walks us into the communal sleeping room he normally shares with seven other guys when he’s on duty. Tonight though, we are the only two in here. The lights are all off, but the blinds are open and a single shaft of streetlight shines in, casting a beam of light right down the middle of the room.


    “Ben, let me go,” I say, smacking him on the butt again.


    “No way,” he whispers, sliding me off his shoulder and down his body.


    My feet are scrambling for the floor but they never get there because the next thing I know, my back is pressed against the door and Ben’s mouth is pressed hard against mine. Sounds of the guys talking and laughing float down the corridor to us, but I’m not paying any attention to them now. All of my focus is on Ben. He’s kissing me hard and my mouth opens as I let him in, kiss him back with just as much intensity.


    “Ben…” I murmur. “Fuck…”


    I feel his smile against my mouth. “That’s exactly what I’m planning to do to you, baby,” he says, turning and walking us away from the door, me still wrapped around him.


    When we reach what I’m guessing is Ben’s cot, he finally puts me down. With his hands on my hips, he slides them up under my jumper and lifts it off my head in one quick movement.


    “Jesus, baby, how many layers are under here?” he asks, frustrated when he sees I’ve got two tank tops and a bra underneath.


    I laugh. “Frustrated much?”


    Ben growls, his fingers digging into my hips. “Mmm, try horny, Evie. Horny and desperate for you,” he whispers. “I want you so fucking bad right now.”


    I smile as I suck Ben’s bottom lip into my mouth. “Have me then,” I tell him, my hands undoing the belt and button on his trousers.


    “Eva…” Ben moans, undoing my jeans and yanking them, my underwear, and my boots all off at the same time. “Come here,” he says, hands on my hips as he drops to his knees in front of me.


    “Ben…” I whisper, but then I can’t say any more because Ben’s mouth is on me and he’s working his magic and my hand is over my mouth to stop myself from screaming and giving the rest of the guys a show they really don’t need to have. “Fuck, Ben…please…” I beg, not even sure what I’m asking him.


    “What?” he asks, impatient as he pulls back and looks up at me.


    I glance down at him; see him watching me with a look of amusement and frustration. Smiling, I slide my hand to the back of his head and pull him towards me again, back where he was only seconds ago.


    Ben’s mouth, his tongue, his lips, are magic. He’s magic he always has been. He’s just always had that way with me, and as I’m practically screaming out his name and not giving a shit who hears me, I think he’s always going to have that way with me.


    “Goddamn, Evie Foster,” Ben growls as he finally stands up. “You drive me fucking crazy, girl.”


    I’m smiling as I pull him in, kiss his lips and taste everything he was just doing to me. “I do, huh?” I ask.


    Ben’s arms wrap around my waist as he yanks me into his body. “You know you do, baby,” he says, his voice a low whisper in the dark.


    I can’t help but laugh, his words both a compliment and a turn on. “Want me see what else I can do for you?” I ask, my hands on his chest as I push him down to the bed.


    Ben’s face breaks into a huge smile as I drop to my knees and my hands go for his waist, sliding his already undone trousers all the way off. The groan Ben lets out when I start returning the favour makes me smile and when he slides his hand into my hair, his fingers gripping it tightly, I know I’m driving him really crazy now.


    “Come here,” he eventually growls, pulling me up his body. “I need to be inside you, Eva.”


    I moan as Ben’s hands slip under my tank tops and pull them off. My bra is next and then all of my clothes are in a pile on the floor and Ben is sitting up now with me across his hips. As his arms wrap around my waist, he turns and puts his feet on the floor before standing again. I feel my back hit the cool wall beside Ben’s bed and then his mouth is on mine, kissing me with an urgency that only comes on this night.


    Despite how close we are right now, connected in all the best ways, there is already a sense of loss. I’m afraid of what happens tonight at midnight. Afraid that four years ago was just a one-off, a fluke that won’t be repeated. And with that comes the fear I always have, buried deep inside me, that I’ll lose Ben. That somehow, I won’t be able to find him or remember him, or worse still, something will happen to him and I’ll never see him again.


    “Evie, where’d you go, baby,” he whispers, stopping his kisses as he pulls back a little. “Where’d you go?”


    I blink as I stare into deep blue eyes that look at me with nothing but love. “Sorry, I’m here, I’m always here,” I tell him, leaning in to kiss him again.


    His thumbs brush against my cheeks, as he stands pressed against me. “Bullshit. Talk to me, baby, what’s wrong?”


    I shake my head, not wanting to ruin this moment.


    “Eva,” he says, his voice firmer.


    I exhale, tightening my legs around his waist, as I brush the hair back from his face. “I’m going to disappear tonight.”


    Ben exhales, his warm breath caressing my skin. “We don’t know that,” he says quietly. “You stayed last time, maybe you’ll always stay now.”


    “I think it’s going to happen,” I breathe out frustrated, wishing I hadn’t said anything now. “But I don’t know, Ben. I just don’t know.”


    Ben’s fingers brush across my cheeks as he takes a deep breath. “Neither do I, baby,” he says leaning in to kiss me again. “But I do know that I love you, and if you do disappear, I will be here waiting for you.”


    I try to smile at him. “I know you will and I’ll find you.”


    “I know, baby. I know you will,” Ben says, pushing his hips against me. “We don’t know what’s going to happen,” he says, his voice quieter now. “But let’s not lose what little time we might have left, okay?”


    I’m nodding at him, wishing I could take all of my words back. Wishing I hadn’t said anything and we could go back to the moment we walked into this room and Ben started pulling my clothes off.


    “Do you want me to stop?” he asks, wriggling his eyebrows suggestively, as he ever so slowly slides out and then back into me.


    I groan and laugh at the same time, knowing he’s right. Whatever happens, there is nothing either of us can do about it. There is no way to stop it from happening, and Ben’s right, we have to make the most of every second we have together. Because come tomorrow, neither of us knows how long we’re going to have to wait before it happens again.


    “Evie?” Ben asks, pressing kisses against my neck.


    “Mmm,” I groan, my head falling back against the wall.


    “Tell me what you want, baby,” he murmurs into my skin.


    I tighten my legs at his words as my heart stops in my chest. There’s only one thing I want, there’s only ever been one thing. I unwrap my arms from Ben’s neck and press my thumbs against his jaw, forcing his face up so I can look him in the eyes. “I want you, Ben. I just want you. I don’t ever want to forget you.”


    I see the sadness flash across Ben’s face and I know, despite his bravado, he’s feeling it too. The last eight years have been amazing, so much has happened and as much as we might pretend that tonight isn’t going to happen or that I will find him again easily if it does, we both know, it just isn’t true. Nothing can predict how the next four years will pan out and the fear of this possibly being our last moment together is always there.


    For both of us.


    “Come here, Evie Foster,” Ben whispers, turning and walking us back to his cot. He lays me down on his bed, his playful mood gone now as he gently lays his body on top of mine. My legs wrap around his hips as he slowly pushes inside me again. Ben stills for a minute, just staring into my eyes as though he’s trying to memorise everything about me. I do the same, desperately trying to imprint a part of him on to my brain so that if I do disappear tonight, tomorrow I’ll remember him.


    “I love you,” he whispers, leaning in to kiss me. “I love you so much, Evie.”


    His words and the intensity with which he says them make me want to cry. But I don’t, I fight the tears, not wanting to ruin this last time between us. As Ben starts to move inside me, I push my head back into the pillow, my body arching up to his. I feel the touch of his tongue at the base of my throat and I whimper as he slowly drags it up my neck.


    “Ben…” I whisper, my nails digging into his back now.


    My body is on fire as Ben continues to move inside me. He’s slow, gentle and deliberate, almost as if he’s making this moment last, not wanting it to end. I drag a foot up his leg, pulling him closer. Ben’s elbows are pressed into the pillow beside me and he’s kissing me constantly. His lips are hard on mine, not letting us stop, barely letting me breathe as he continues to push deeper inside me.


    I can feel the tension inside me building, magnified by the fear of what’s going to happen tonight, by the intensity of this moment.


    “Evie,” Ben whispers, his voice hoarse. “I’m so fucking close, baby.”


    “Don’t stop,” I breathe out, clinging to him as I pull him closer, deeper. “Please don’t stop.”


    Ben lets out a low groan as he throws back his head, his hips pushing into mine and causing all of my tension to release. I moan as it explodes through me, flowing rapidly throughout my body until even my fingertips are tingling.


    “Evie,” Ben breathes out as he collapses onto me now, his heavy weight pushing me into the bed. He slides his arms under my neck, wrapping me against him as he buries his face in my shoulder, his lips against my skin.


    I can feel his heart, hammering against mine, his body still coming down from the high we’ve both just experienced. I close my eyes, never wanting to leave this moment.


    “Maybe I’ll still be here,” I eventually whisper in the darkness, my lips pressed against Ben’s cheek. “Maybe tomorrow I’ll still be here…” It’s not a question, because I don’t dare ask or hope anymore and really, I can’t ignore what I know is coming.


    Ben rolls us over so we are face to face in his tiny cot. Our bodies are pressed against each other and there is barely an inch of space between us. His hand smoothes back my hair as he kisses me. “I hope so, baby,” he whispers back. “I really fucking hope so.”


    We lie in silence, watching each other, knowing with every passing second that the end is only getting closer. I can feel it now. I know it’s coming this time and no matter what we do, there’s no avoiding it.


    “You’d think we’d be used to this by now, wouldn’t you?” I say, my fingers tracing the line of his jaw.


    Ben shakes his head, his face impossibly sad. “I don’t think I will ever get used to this, Evie.”


    I exhale, knowing he’s right. “Yeah, me either,” I say, leaning in to kiss his lips. “If anything it’s just the opposite, isn’t it?”


    Ben’s fingers dig into my back, letting me know he gets it. “It never gets any easier for me, baby. With every time this happens, it only gets harder and harder to face. Harder and harder to watch you go.”


    “I just can’t believe we have to keep going through it,” I whisper, my voice so quiet, I’m not even sure Ben hears me.


    “I know,” he says, staring into my eyes. “But no matter how hard it gets, Evie, I’m not giving up on us. I’m never giving you up, baby.”


    My eyes close as I tighten my arms around him, pulling myself even closer. Ben’s hand slides up my back and into my hair, holding my lips to his. “Ben,” I breathe.


    “Just remember I love you, Evie,” he whispers. “Please, just remember that.”


    I breathe out a “Yes,” and then we are kissing, our fingers digging into each other, desperately holding on, clinging to our last few minutes together. I don’t want to go, I really don’t want to leave him, especially now after so long.


    Ben’s hand finds mine and he lifts it to his mouth, kissing my wedding ring. I hope it comes with me, even though deep down I know that’s impossible. But if it does, I have a chance of remembering him, because Ben’s name is engraved on the inside and all I have to do is look at it.


    I can feel the tears welling again and I close my eyes, not wanting to cry. Ben leans in and starts to kiss my tears away, which only makes me cry harder.


    “I love you, Ben,” I breathe out. “I don’t want to go, I really don’t want to go.”


    “I love you too, Evie,” he says. “I love you so fucking much.”


    I open my eyes and find Ben watching me. I smile at him through my tears as I hear my watch start to beep. I know it’s time.


    “I’ll find you,” I say, meaning it more than I ever have before. “I promise I’ll find you.”


    Then I blink and everything is black.


    I think of Ben and how much I love him.


    And then it’s all gone.


    And so am I.


    

  


  
    29th February 2008


    Thirty-two years old


    


    The sun shines into my room and today I turn thirty-two years old.


    


    As I my eyes open, I instantly feel different. Not just that I’m in a place I don’t recognise, but physically, I feel different. There’s a heavy sadness that feels like it’s wrapping itself around me, but somehow it’s more than that. I can’t quite put my finger on what it is exactly.


    I stretch my arms over my head, my eyes roaming around the bedroom I’ve woken up in. None of this is familiar. The wall behind me is red; the other three white and there is a huge window overlooking the sea. I climb out of bed and walk towards it, take in the pier, the ocean and the seagulls flying around, trying to take food from unsuspecting tourists who are braving the cold wind. I’m not quite sure where I am, but it’s clearly a seaside town.


    I turn away from the window and grab a cardigan from the end of my bed and walk into the rest of my flat. There is a large living room with a kitchen to the side, and I walk in to make myself a cup of tea. As my hand turns on the tap to fill up the kettle, I notice a dent on my finger. Pulling my hand closer, I can see the faint imprint of what used to be a ring, wrapped around my left ring finger. It’s as though I’ve worn one there for a long time and it’s left not just an impression, but also a tan line. There’s no ring there now though, and I have no memory of where it could be or even what it looks like. But the mark is there, clear as day.


    I close my eyes, trying to remember. The remnants of a dream, of a memory, of the happiest day of my life, float towards me. But as soon as I try to latch on to it, it’s gone. I open my eyes and switch on the kettle before walking around my flat, trying to work out if the memory is here.


    There are no photos on the walls; no indication of a husband or a wedding and the only thing I can think of is maybe I used to wear a ring there. Maybe I was married once before and I’m not anymore. Only that doesn’t feel right either.


    Why can’t I remember what this is about?


    

  


  
    


    


    


    28th May 2008


    Thirty-two years old


    


    “Ben?” I say when I hear his voice on the other end of the phone. But then he keeps talking and I realise it’s his voicemail. I wasn’t expecting his voicemail and I don’t know what to say. When the beep chimes in, I just say the first thing that comes to me. “Ben, it’s me, Evie. I don’t know where you are, but I’m in Brighton. I’m catching the train in ten minutes. I’ll be at Victoria Station in an hour, so twelve-thirty, okay.” I stop, wondering if he’ll even get this message before I get there.


    Where is he?


    “But if you’re not there, don’t worry. I’ll go straight home and wait for you,” I say, anxious to see him. It’s been three months this time and I’m lucky it’s happened now. I’m not sure how much longer I could have held out, not alone anyway. “I love you, Ben,” I add on. “I’ll see you soon.”


    I hang up the phone and pick up my bag. I have some things I need to take with me this time. Normally I’d leave it all behind, not really caring about the life I’ve been dumped in, only wanting to get back to the life I’ve created with Ben. But this time, things are a little bit different, and this time, I have things from this life that need to come with me back to my real life.


    “Can I help you with your bag miss?” a man about my age asks me.


    I smile at him. “I’m fine, thank you,” I say as I climb onto the train, the overnight bag in my hand.


    I spend the train ride doing nothing but staring out the window, occasionally sipping from the tea I bought at the station. My phone doesn’t ring and there are no text messages from Ben. I’ll ditch this phone as soon as I get back home, not needing to hang on to it and the life it represents anymore. My old phone, the phone Ben will have kept for me, will be my real phone. My real phone with all the numbers I ever need, already programmed in. Ben’s number, his parents, Rachel, Sarah, Paul, the station and some of the guys from his work and one or two of my work friends, who I hope have stuck around.


    Things got easy for a while, when I stayed for eight years, and hopefully Ben’s been able to explain this three-month absence to everyone. Because they aren’t the only ones in for a surprise when I reappear again.


    I’m not entirely sure how this has happened and I have no idea what it means or what’s going to happen next. I’m excited and surprised and scared and also eternally grateful. Because it’s actually the reason I’ve remembered Ben this time round and I hope that’s a good sign. I hope it’s somehow the reason I’ll always remember him.


    I sit up as my train pulls into Victoria, swallowing as I briefly feel like I’m going to be sick. There are a million people on the platform, but even if it were empty, it wouldn’t make any difference to how I’m feeling. As I gather my bags and stand up, I take a deep breath, hoping he’s here waiting for me.


    Everyone steps off the train and we all walk towards the gates at the end of the platform. I’m scanning the whole station, desperately looking for Ben, wishing I knew if he got my message. There are people everywhere, announcements over the loud speakers, a busker at the end of the platform trying to play his guitar. A young child starts crying and I’m starting to wonder if I’ll even be able to find Ben in amongst all of this if he’s actually managed to get here.


    And then I hear it.


    Clear as day, as though every single sound in the station all just simultaneously stopped so I could hear this one word.


    “Evie!”


    It’s Ben. My Ben.


    I’m looking everywhere, desperately scanning the crowds for his familiar face, but I can’t find him. And then suddenly, I’m engulfed in a pair of arms and lifted off the ground, kisses pressed all over my face. When I finally register what’s going on, I see Ben. His beautiful smiling face looking up at me, his strong arms wrapped around me like they’re never letting me go.


    “Hey, baby,” he says, as cool as ever. “Miss me?”


    I drop my bags to the ground and throw my arms around his neck. “So much,” I whisper, before leaning in and kissing him. We are standing in the middle of Victoria Station. My bags are at my feet, our arms are wrapped tightly around each other and we are kissing like we are in some cheesy Hollywood movie. It’s totally clichéd, but as always, I don’t care. I don’t care what we look like or who’s watching us. If any of these people had to live my life, they’d be doing the same thing.


    “You got my message?” I breathe out, when we finally come up for air.


    “I did. I’m so sorry I didn’t call you back, baby. I’ve been on a job and it only just came through.”


    It’s only now that I register he’s still wearing his uniform. He must have come straight from work and when I lean in and press my nose to his neck, I can still smell the smoke on him. Ben lowers me back down, still smiling and I wrap my arms around his waist and pull him closer.


    “It’s okay,” I say, pushing up on my toes and kissing him again. “I’m just glad you’re okay.”


    Ben smiles at me. “I have something for you,” he says, his fingers gently brushing down my cheek. “Something you left behind.”


    “You do?” I ask, confused. Ben smiles and nods as he holds up his right hand so I can see what he’s talking about. “Oh, my wedding ring,” I say, sliding it off his little finger and putting it back on my left ring finger where it should be. “You found it.”


    “I did,” Ben says, kissing me again. “It was the only part of you that was left behind with me when you disappeared.”


    I bite my bottom lip, knowing that Ben left a part of himself behind with me too. “Um,” I murmur, not really sure how to say this. “Yeah, you kinda left something with me too,” I say, still looking at him. “Something…kinda…big.”


    Ben’s face is a mixture of confusion and humour. He’s half smiling at me, but his brow is scrunched as he tries to work out what the hell I’m trying to say. “What do you mean?” he finally asks.


    I take a deep breath. “This,” I say, as I take his hand and rest it against my stomach.


    Ben’s face is all confusion now. “What? Evie, babe, I don’t…” He suddenly stops as though he finally understands what I’m trying to tell him. “Really?” he asks, his face breaking into a huge smile.


    “Really,” I say, my hand still covering his over my stomach. “I’m pregnant, Ben.”


    Ben’s smile only gets bigger as he leans in and kisses me hard on the lips, our hands trapped between us and still pressed against my stomach.


    “We’re having a baby?” he whispers, his lips against mine.


    “We are,” I breathe out. “I don’t know how it’s happened, Ben, but it’s yours, I know it’s yours.”


    “You’re…” he stops talking and I see the fear briefly cross his face.


    I smile, moving my hand to cup his cheek. “I’m sure,” I say, knowing it’s the truth. “It’s your baby, I promise you.”


    Ben’s hand moves gently over my stomach as he glances down. I’m only twelve weeks, so I’m not really showing yet, but to watch Ben, you’d never know that. “How?” is all he says, looking back up at me.


    “I’m guessing it happened the last night we were together,” I say to him, my thumb brushing his cheek. “It’s the first time we’ve actually had sex on a night before I disappeared. Last time I stayed, remember?” Which also meant I woke up and remembered to take my birth control. “This time, I disappeared and I had no memory of us, which also meant I had no memory of our last night together. And I guess when I didn’t take the pill the next morning, I got pregnant, making it a part of me, so it came with me.” I say, pushing some of his hair back off his face. “I got the shock of my life when I found out. I mean I knew I hadn’t been with anyone, so I couldn’t work out how the hell this had happened. But I promise you, Ben, I haven’t been with anyone else.”


    Ben’s nodding at me now. “I know, baby, I trust you, I know you haven’t. Sorry it was stupid of me to even think that.”


    I shake my head. “No, it wasn’t. I’d have asked too. And please believe me, I checked, triple checked. There is no one else, never has been anyone else. There never will be anyone else, but you.”


    “I know, Eva,” he whispers. “I believe you, really.” Ben kisses me, before suddenly pulling back. “So how’d you eventually work it out?” he asks, his fingers stroking my cheek.


    I smile up at him. “When I went to the doctor about feeling sick all the time and she told me I was pregnant, I nearly died of shock. She wanted me to go for an ultrasound, to try and work out how far along I was because I couldn’t tell her the last time I’d had sex.”


    Ben rolls his eyes. “Three long months, Evie,” he practically groans.


    I laugh. “I know that now,” I say, squeezing him tighter. “But luckily for me, when I went in to get the ultrasound, I happened to have a very chatty nurse.”


    “And?” he asks, wondering where I’m going with this.


    “And she was telling me all about her first pregnancy and how she didn’t realise she was pregnant either.”


    “And, how did this make you remember me?” Ben asks, still confused.


    I smile up at him, my fingers smoothing over his cheek as I stare into his beautiful blue eyes. “She was telling me about a trip to London that she and her husband took, how she first discovered she was pregnant when she threw up.”


    “I still don’t get it,” Ben says, his arms squeezing my waist.


    I smile. “She told me she threw up right as their tour bus pulled up in front of Big Ben. And when she told me that, everything came flooding back. I actually started crying right there on the bed.”


    “Evie,” Ben whispers, pulling me closer.


    “I have a photo if you want to see it,” I say, my face buried in his neck.


    “What, of the nurse?” Ben says and I can’t help but laugh.


    “No silly, of our baby,” I tell him, pulling the scan image from my bag.


    I watch as Ben looks at the photo, his eyes staring at it as though he can hardly believe what he’s seeing. When he turns back to me, he says nothing and we stand on the end of the platform, arms wrapped around each other, and staring into each other’s eyes. I don’t have anything more to say and I’m waiting, wanting to hear what Ben has to say next. Hoping he wants this as much as I’ve realised I do, even though I have no idea how this is all going to work.


    “We’re having a baby,” he eventually says, smiling.


    I nod. “We are.”


    And without saying another word, Ben crushes his lips against mine again and somehow I know we’ll find a way to make it work.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    20 October 2008


    Thirty-two years old


    


    “But what happens when she's born?” I ask.


    Ben smiles at me. “Then we have a daughter, Evie,” he says, half laughing as his fingers run up the underside of my foot, tickling me and causing me to gently kick him in the stomach. We’re sitting on the couch and my feet are in Ben’s lap as he rubs them for me. I have one month to go and I am absolutely petrified.


    “But what if…” and I'm afraid to ask, to even finish the question.


    “She’s due in November, baby, a whole month of regular days,” he says pulling me into his arms now. “And it’s nowhere near a leap year. We have three more years until that happens again.”


    I kinda love that he knows what I’m asking, and he's right, it's still three more years until the next leap year and her due date is nowhere near February. But she was conceived on a leap year and she survived, she came with me. I’ve never been able to bring anything with me and that’s what scares me more than anything. Why did she come with me?


    “I know,” I eventually say, my head resting against Ben’s shoulder. “I’m just scared because she came with me, when nothing else ever does.” I glance down at my fingers, at the wedding band that was all Ben had left of me last time. God, the idea of her disappearing from my arms, of me disappearing from her side. Of Ben losing us both. I can’t even think about that.


    “She went with you,” Ben says, pressing a kiss to the top of my head. “Because she is a part of you, a permanent part of you, baby.”


    “Yeah,” I say, knowing it’s the only explanation I have too. “But you know when we made her?” I whisper, glancing up him now.


    Ben’s lips press against the side of my neck as his hand slides onto my huge stomach and gently rubs it. “Yeah, I know.”


    Neither of us says anything, because right now, I don’t think either of us knows what we can possibly say. We are both thinking the same thing. She might not be born on the day that cursed me, but she was created then, and what that means for her, nobody knows. I’m too afraid to even think of the possibilities.


    “Oww,” I suddenly say as our unborn baby gives an almighty kick against my stomach, right where Ben’s hand is resting.


    Ben laughs. “I don’t think she likes us talking about this,” he says, his hand rubbing my belly again.


    I smile. “Yeah, maybe not.”


    “It will be okay, Evie,” Ben says.


    “How do you know?” I ask him, my head still resting on his shoulder as I look up at him.


    He nuzzles my neck again and this time his whiskers tickle my skin, making me laugh as I squirm away from him. “Because I just do,” he tells me, tightening his arm around my shoulder.


    “But you don’t know,” I say, laughing even though this isn’t a laughing matter. Now it’s his lips pressing against my skin, then it’s his whiskers, then his lips. He’s teasing me, trying to distract me and he knows it. “Ben!” I say, not sure if I can take much more.


    “What?” he says, laughing as he finally stops. His arm still holds me tightly against him, his other hand resting on my stomach.


    “How do you know?” I finally ask, my voice a whisper.


    Ben takes a deep breath, exhaling against my skin. “I don’t,” he finally says. “But we’ve made it this far, baby, and I have to believe she will too.”


    

  


  
    


    


    


    30th November 2008


    Thirty-two years old


    


    “One more,” the doctor says to me and I’m thinking if she asks for one more, one more time, I’m actually going to punch her in the face. I’m pissed, I’m hurting, and I don’t want to be fucking doing this. As I look down, I can see my doctor. She’s smiling at me like this is the greatest thing in the world as she perches between my legs and sticks her face in the one part of me that only Ben should be sticking his face in. And all she can say is fucking push.


    My head falls back on the pillow as I decide, that’s it, I’m done. I’m officially not doing this anymore, because it just hurts too fucking much.


    “Come on, baby,” Ben says, squeezing my hand. “Not much more.”


    “Fuck you,” I breathe out, my voice barely audible.


    “Is that a request or a promise?” Ben whispers, leaning in to kiss my forehead.


    My eyes briefly close. “You know this is all your fault, don’t you?” I say.


    I hear Ben laugh. “Yeah I figured that was the case,” he says. “But come on, one more. For me, please?”


    What else can I do, I push.


    And then none of this matters anymore. Because then we hear her.


    Our baby.


    Crying.


    And it is the most beautiful noise in the world.


    “And here she is,” Dr Anderson, the woman I was ready to strangle two seconds ago, suddenly says. “A beautiful baby girl.”


    I exhale loudly, my head trying to lift off the pillow.


    “You ready to hold her?” she asks us.


    I finally lift my head and see her. Our baby, our perfect little baby. I turn to look at Ben, but he’s staring at her and he’s looking at her with so much love, it makes my heart hurt.


    “Evie?” Dr Anderson asks me.


    I swallow. “Yes,” I whisper, my voice cracking. “Ben…hold her?”


    He turns to me, gives me the same look he just gave our daughter as he leans in and kisses my lips. “We have a baby girl,” he whispers and then he’s reaching out as Dr Anderson places her in his arms.


    Ben sits on the bed next to me, holding her in his arms like it’s the most natural thing in the world. My heart melts at the sight of my big strong husband, holding this tiny little baby. He’s so gentle and relaxed with her as he gently runs his fingers over her jet-black hair.


    “She looks just like you,” he says, his lips on my forehead.


    I laugh. “I kinda think she looks like you,” I say, my fingers reaching out to touch her hair before my hand cradles her tiny head.


    Ben swings his legs up so he’s lying beside me on the bed. “She’s beautiful,” he whispers.


    “Yeah,” I say, turning to kiss him. “She sure is.”


    “Does this mean I’m forgiven?” Ben asks, his head on my shoulder now as we both cradle our daughter between us.


    I laugh. “Yeah, Ben, you are.” My fingers gently brush over the thick hair she already has. I hope her eyes are blue, just like Ben’s. “What are we going to call her?” I ask him, knowing we’ve never really discussed it.


    Ben’s fingers gently stroke down her cheek and I watch as her lips suck for a second before she settles. I know right then, in that instant watching her react to his touch, she’s going to be a total daddy’s girl.


    “What about Lucia?” Ben asks, turning to face me.


    “Lucia?” I ask, wondering where this has come from.


    Ben smiles at me, his fingers gently brushing my hair back from my face. “Yeah, Lucia,” he whispers. “It means light.”


    I smile as I realise it’s the most perfect name in the world, our tiny ray of light. “It’s perfect,” I say.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    30th March 2009


    Thirty-three years old


    


    I’m sitting on the couch by the window. Lucia is lying on my chest as my feet rest on the coffee table. It is a beautiful day, the start of spring and as the sun shines in, I hold my hand to the light, stare at the band of diamonds Ben bought me. It was a gift after Lucia was born and I wear it next to my wedding ring.


    “She sleeping?” he asks, as he gently slides in next to me on the couch, putting two cups of tea on the coffee table.


    I glance down. “Yeah, sound asleep,” I say turning to kiss him.


    Ben deepens the kiss, his hand sliding into my hair and holding me to him, just like he always does. “Want me to take her?” he asks and I can’t help but smile. She might be a total daddy’s girl, but she definitely has him wrapped around her little finger.


    “I’m okay, thanks,” I say.


    Ben smiles as he drapes his arm across the back of the couch and around my shoulders, his other hand gently stroking Lucia’s black hair.


    “What are you thinking about?” he says, catching me looking at my rings again.


    I turn to smile at him. “I was thinking I had an idea,” I say. “An idea for how I can remember you. How I can make it happen straightaway.”


    Ben tilts his head in confusion and I laugh, my knuckles brushing his cheek. He catches them in his hand and threads our fingers together, resting our joined hands in his lap. “How?”


    “Well, you said last time, when I disappeared, you were left with nothing but my wedding ring in your hand, right?” I ask.


    “Yeah.”


    “Well, when I woke up the next day, I remember noticing an indent on that finger, as though a ring had been there, had always been there. It didn’t trigger my memories of you, but I do remember noticing it.”


    “Really?” Ben asks, looking even more confused.


    I nod. “Yeah, I’ve always had little things like that, thoughts and feelings before I actually remember you. Mostly, they are just a bunch of memories that are fighting to get to the surface, but somehow they never do.”


    “I didn’t know that,” Ben says. “And they never trigger anything?”


    I shake my head. “No, they’re more like dreams that wake you up in the middle of the night. When they do, you always know you’ve dreamt something good or scary or whatever, but no matter how hard you try, you can never remember the actual dream or what it was about,” I explain.


    “Okay,” Ben says, still confused. “So how is this going to help you remember me?”


    “Well,” I say smiling as I glance down at Lucia still sleeping on my chest. “Permanent things, or things that become a permanent part of me seem to move with me.”


    “Right,” Ben confirms.


    I turn to look at him again. “Well, she became a part of me last time, didn’t she? She was a permanent part of me that we created, that we made happen, and then she came with me.”


    “Yeah,” Ben says and I can see the faintest trace of a smile starting on his face, letting me know he knows exactly where I’m going with all this.


    “So, I was thinking, if my…”


    Ben laughs. “If your ring was a permanent thing too, it would also go with you?” he says finishing my sentence.


    “Yeah,” I say, smiling at him. “I think it probably would, don’t you?”


    Ben leans in and presses a hard kiss to my lips. “Baby, I think that’s a fantastic idea.”


    

  


  
    


    


    


    8th May 2009


    Thirty-three years old


    


    “You’re sure about this?” Ben asks, squeezing my hand as we walk into the shop.


    I nod, positive this is going to work. “Yep,” I say to him.


    “Because it’s definitely permanent,” Ben tells me as we reach the counter.


    “I know,” I say. “But that’s the whole point, isn’t it?”


    “It is,” Ben says. “But you also need to be sure about what you’re getting, you’re gonna carry it around with you forever, you know.”


    I smile at him. “Oh, I intend on keeping it forever,” I say, wrapping my arm around his waist as a guy smiles at us both across the counter.


    “Here for some tattoos?” he says.


    “Yep, I am,” I say to him. “Evie Foster, I had an appointment for ten.”


    The guy consults his book and then looks at us. “I’ve got an Evie and Ben Foster here, you getting one too buddy?”


    I turn to Ben, who’s smiling at the guy. “Yeah, I am.”


    “You are?” I ask, confused.


    Ben pulls me against him as he presses a kiss to the top of my head. “If you’re getting one, baby, then I’m getting one.”


    I laugh as I wonder when he made this decision.


    “Alright then,” the guy says. “We’ll do yours first,” he adds, gesturing to me.


    We both walk behind the counter to the chair the guy has set up in a back alcove. Everything looks clean and neat and the walls are covered in hundreds of designs and photos.


    “So what am I doing?” he asks me.


    I slide my rings off, moving them to my right hand as I take a seat in the chair. “I need you to tattoo the name Ben on my ring finger,” I tell him.


    “That’s it?” he asks.


    I nod. “That’s all I need.”


    “Okay, black I assume?”


    “Yep and big.” I need it to stand out.


    The tattoo takes all of two minutes and doesn’t really hurt much. It kind of feels like little cat scratches and it’s more uncomfortable trying to keep my other fingers out of the way really. Once he’s done, I hold my hand up, admiring my now permanent wedding ring, which is actually Ben’s name wrapped around my finger. There’s no way I won’t notice this and I smile as I think, we aren’t ever going to lose each other again.


    “And you?” the guy asks Ben.


    I watch as he takes the seat I was just in, sliding his own thick wedding band off and holding his hand out. “I need you to give me the same thing, only with the name Evie instead,” he says, turning to look at me.


    I bite my bottom lip as I stare down at him, knowing he doesn’t need any kind of permanent mark to ever remember me, but he’s getting one anyway. Ben tilts his head, as if to ask whether I’m okay with what he’s doing and I find myself nodding as I mouth the words, thank you to him. Ben reaches out with his right hand and slides it around my waist and pulls me closer. I wrap my arms around his neck and lean in to kiss the top of his head, still not understanding how it is I got so lucky with this guy.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    30th November 2009


    Thirty-three years old


    


    “Babe, what are you doing?” Ben asks, his voice heavy with sleep as he walks up and slides his arms around my waist, resting his chin on my shoulder.


    “Watching her sleep,” I whisper, my hands griping the edge of her cot.


    “She’s not going to disappear, Evie,” he says, pressing a kiss to the side of my neck.


    I don’t take my eyes off our daughter as I slide one of my hands over Ben’s and say, “We don’t know that, Ben. We don’t know what’s going to happen at midnight.”


    “But she wasn’t even born on a leap year, babe,” he says, trying to reassure me. “Why would she go?”


    I exhale as I lean my head back against Ben’s warm body. “I don’t know,” I admit. “Because of when we made her, because she has me for a mother.”


    “Evie,” he says, his hands on my shoulders as he forces me to turn around and look at him. “She’s not going anywhere. Lucia will stay with us, because she belongs with us.”


    “Ben…” I say, trying to explain my fear to him.


    “Baby,” he says, cutting me off. “She wasn’t born anywhere near those days and she isn’t going to disappear tonight, I promise you.”


    “But how can you know that for sure?” I ask, having no clue whether his words can possibly be true. I don’t know what I’ll do if she disappears from us. There’s no way we will ever find her and she’s too young to ever find her way back to us. I know, because I have never found out who my original parents are. They are a distant memory, a faded dream that I can’t hang on to, no matter how many times I remember they existed. I was simply too young to remember that life properly. And if Lucia disappears tonight, then she will be too young to remember us, and I’m not sure how I’d handle losing her forever.


    “Evie,” Ben says, smiling as he leans in to kiss me. “She’s not going anywhere.” And I don’t know how he does it, but his words, his confidence that she won’t be taken from us, slowly start to calm me.


    “Okay,” I whisper. “But can we just stay until midnight to make sure.”


    Ben smiles again, his fingers pushing my hair back as he nods before pulling me against his hard, warm chest. In silent agreement, we both turn and watch our sleeping daughter, who is oblivious to the turmoil that churns inside of me. She’s sleeping peacefully. Her tiny fingers clenched into little fists as I imagine she dreams of happy things. The soft nightlight casts a deep glow over her and the music maker that Ben put in her room plays a soft background of classical music.


    I remember him smiling at me as he’d plugged it in, his words of, “It’s supposed to be calming and educational,” making me smile. I love the softer side of him, the one that he reserves for only me, and now our daughter.


    As I wrap my arms around Ben’s waist, we stand over her cot, watching her sleep. My watch is on my wrist, but there’s no beeping tonight. I didn’t want the noise to wake her, and I didn’t want the reminder of what I know is coming. I glance down though, knowing it must be close.


    Eleven-fifty-nine.


    One minute to go. I feel Ben’s arms tighten around my shoulders and I know he must be feeling it. Despite what he thinks, it’s impossible to ignore the fear that we are about to lose our baby. I can’t turn away, and I try desperately not to blink as I count down the seconds to midnight.


    “She’s staying, Evie,” Ben whispers and my fingers grip his hip as I beg for his words to be true.


    As my watch clicks over to midnight though, the room suddenly plunges into darkness, the music cutting out as though the power has gone off. A strangled cry leaves me as I lunge for her cot, desperately trying to find her in the darkness.


    “Oh God,” I cry. “Please, baby girl, where are you?”


    Seconds tick by, that feel like hours, but finally my fingers find a warm bundle of softness just as the power kicks back in. I scoop her into my arms, no longer caring if she wakes up as I cradle her to my chest. Ben’s arms are around me, holding us both and I can feel his pounding heart against my back.


    “God, I thought we lost her,” I whisper, my lips on her tiny head, breathing in the scent that is all her.


    Ben exhales against me. “I know, baby, me too.”


    “She stayed though,” I say, my head falling back against his shoulder as I pull her closer against my chest. “She stayed with us.”


    “She did,” Ben says, pressing a kiss to our daughter’s tiny head. “And she will.”


    And I know that for now, Ben is right. I wish more than anything that I could just stay too, that I could always be here for her, never worrying where I’m going to end up, or worse still, if I’ll ever find my way back when I move. I wish I didn’t have to face the prospect of explaining to my daughter why I disappear every four years and why it sometimes takes a long time for me to find my way home again.


    “Come to bed, baby,” Ben says, pulling me towards the door. “Bring her with us.”


    I smile up at him, grateful that he understands, that he’s feeling it too. When the blackness took hold just a few minutes ago, it was so eerily similar to the feeling that I have every time I disappear. It was impossible not to feel the fear as well.


    But she’s still here and while I feel a sense of relief that comes from the fact that Lucia won’t be faced with this life, that she will be immune to all of this. I’m too scared to think about what happens when the leap year finally rolls around again.


    Too scared to face the fact that the twenty-ninth might be the real day she’ll disappear from our lives.


    Just like I do.


    

  


  
    


    


    28th August 2011


    Thirty-four years old


    


    Ben’s standing in the kitchen, stirring a pot of pasta on the stove, and staring out the window when I walk in from putting Lucia to bed.


    “Ben,” I say, sliding my arms around his waist. He doesn’t answer me, lost in space as he stares out the window. “Babe?”


    “Huh?” he says, finally turning to look at me.


    I smile up at him and he finally wakes up, smiling back as he slides an arm around my shoulders and kisses the top of my head. “What were you thinking about?” I ask him. “You looked like you were a million miles away.”


    Ben smiles again, leaning down to kiss my lips this time before he turns the stove off and turns to face me. Wrapping both arms around my shoulders, he pulls me against him as he leans back against the kitchen bench.


    “I guess I was thinking about next year,” he says, his eyes on mine. “When the tattoo works and you…”


    “If it works,” I say quickly, squeezing my arms around his waist.


    Ben leans down and kisses the end of my nose. “It’s going to work, baby,” he says, smiling.


    I can’t help smiling back at him. I want to believe it will work, I mean if Lucia can happen, then this can too. And even though I definitely don’t want to rush time and get to next year yet, a part of me is anxious to know if it will. Because if it does work, then it’s over. Ben and I will never lose each other again, because I will always be able to find him.


    “So what were you thinking about then?” I ask. Ben’s smile gets a little bigger as he leans in again and presses a soft kiss to my mouth this time. My eyes close as I sink into him and kiss him back. “Ben,” I whisper, my lips against his. “Tell me what you were thinking about.”


    Ben chuckles as he kisses me once more before slowly kissing along my jaw until he reaches my neck. I let out a soft moan as he presses light kisses up to my ear and when his mouth is against it, he whispers, “I was thinking, that when you come back, I want us to have another baby.”


    I feel my body as it melts against his, my fingers gripping his hips as I hold him against me. “You do?” I breathe out, my words barely audible.


    Ben kisses his way back to my mouth, his fingers running slowly down my spine at the same time. When they reach my butt, he pulls me harder against him, his lips on my mouth now. I force my eyes to open and find Ben watching me, a tiny smile on his face. “Yeah, Evie,” he says. “I do.”


    “Why?” I ask, having no idea why I’m even asking this question. Ben is an amazing father. Watching him with Lucia only makes me fall even more in love with him and I know if we had another baby, he’d be an amazing father again. But, there’s still a part of me that’s scared. Scared of what happens next year with Lucia. She might have stayed on the night of her birthday, but we have no idea what’s going to happen next leap year. And if we lose her…I can’t even bear to think about it.


    “I know what you’re thinking, Evie,” Ben says as he runs one hand back up my spine to my neck, his thumb lightly brushing against my cheek.


    “What?” I ask, looking up into his eyes.


    “You’re still worried about Lucia,” he says, his hand cupping my cheek now. “You’re still scared she’s going to disappear, aren’t you?”


    I nod, swallowing hard. “Yeah,” I admit.


    Ben smiles as he leans in to kiss me again. “I know,” he says. “A part of me is still scared too, but that’s why I’m saying wait until you come back,” he whispers, kissing me again.


    “If we lose her, Ben, if…”


    “Shhh, baby, I know,” he says, his fingers brushing my cheek. “We aren’t going to lose her. I know it, but I want you to know it too,” he says. “And next year, when the tattoo works and you come back to me and you see that Lucia hasn’t gone, then you’ll know.”


    I’m staring up at him, wondering how the hell he does this. How he knows just what to say to me, every single time. Ben is still smiling at me, waiting for me to say something. I don’t even know what to say so I just press up on my toes and kiss him, one arm sliding around his neck as I hold him to me.


    “So, is this a yes?” Ben whispers, sliding his hand from my cheek and back down my spine.


    “Mmmm,” I say, deepening our kiss.


    Ben laughs. “Evie, babe,” he says, pulling back a little. “Is it?”


    I smile up at him. “Yeah, Ben, it’s a yes.”


    Ben’s grin widens, his eyes lighting up as he squeezes my arse. “You know what this means, don’t you?” he asks now, raising his eyebrows at me. I shake my head as I bite my lower lip, even though I’m pretty sure I know exactly what he’s going to say. “It means, Evie Foster,” Ben says, his hands under my arse and picking me up as my legs wrap around his waist. “That we should probably start practicing now.”


    And I can’t help laughing as Ben walks us out of the kitchen and into our bedroom.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    28th February 2012


    Thirty-five years old


    


    “Really think it’s going to work?” I ask as Ben rolls off me, both of us breathing hard.


    He pulls me closer, pressing a kiss to my lips as he says, “Yes.”


    I glance down at my bare fingers. I’ve taken my rings off, but I still have the letters of his name tattooed around my ring finger. Ben tangles his fingers with mine and I catch the words of my name on his, before he holds our hands between us. “It’s going to work, baby,” he whispers.


    “I hope you’re right,” I say, leaning in to kiss him.


    Ben smiles as he pulls me closer. “Baby, I’m always right,” he says, making me laugh against his mouth. He gently pulls my lower lip between his teeth, rolling us over so I’m lying on top of him. “But just in case,” he says, brushing the hair back from my head. “I think we should have sex again.”


    I can’t help laughing again as my hands slide under his warm body. “Oh, just in case, huh, what happened to mister positive?”


    Ben smiles as he pulls me closer. “I’m just covering all our bases,” he whispers before he kisses me again, silencing any more discussion.


    So we do, and when I disappear at midnight, my arms still wrapped around Ben, the last thing I remember is… this is going to work.


    

  


  
    29th February 2012


    Thirty-six years old


    


    The sun shines into my room and today I turn thirty-six years old.


    


    I open my eyes and the first thing I see is my hand, resting on the pillow beside me.


    And then I see his name.


    Ben.


    And then it hits me.


    It hits me, hard and fast, like a huge flashing neon sign that I cannot miss.


    I feel a huge grin break out as I roll over onto my back and stare up at the ceiling, stretching my arm out in front of me so I can look at it again. I burst out laughing because I can’t believe it’s worked. It’s actually worked.


    Something that was so bloody obvious and so simple. Why the hell did it take us so long to figure this out?


    I stretch out under the covers, still laughing as I close my eyes and let all of the memories come flooding back. They fill my brain, my body and my heart. Memories of a walk to school, of a rescued cat, a first kiss, a proposal, a baby, and a man whose love consumes me.


    Memories of a million words, a million looks, a million touches, and a million kisses. Memories from every single second of my life; my life with Ben.


    I lean over and pick up the mobile phone from the bedside table. I don’t bother scrolling through the contacts as I know it won’t be there, it never is, but I dial the one number I couldn’t ever forget, even if I tried.


    “Hello.”


    “Ben,” I say, unable to stop the smile. “It’s me.”


    “Hey, baby,” he says and I can hear the smile in his voice too. “Miss me?”


    I laugh. “You know it,” I tell him.


    Ben laughs. “Where are you? I’ll come get you,” he asks, and my eyes close in happiness.


    “I don’t know, hang on a sec while I look outside and try to work it out.”


    Ben laughs again and it falls through the phone, wrapping around me. “You haven’t done that already?” he asks.


    “No,” I say. “I wanted to call you first.”


    “The tattoo works, doesn’t it?” he says quietly.


    “Yeah,” I whisper back, my heart hammering in my chest. “It really does, Ben. I wish we’d thought of it sooner.”


    “Me too, baby,” he whispers.


    “Dadda!”


    I laugh now. “Was that Lucia?” I ask, my heart melting at her voice.


    “It was,” Ben says, laughing as I hear rustling over the phone. “She’s still here, Evie,” he says. “She never left, baby, never disappeared last night.”


    I can feel the tears starting to fall as a huge weight lifts off me with Ben’s words. I am so relieved that she hasn’t been cursed like we have, that we haven’t been cursed to lose her either. She found us, but she’s staying with us, forever.


    “You wanna speak to Momma, baby?” I hear Ben ask.


    “Yeah,” comes her beautiful voice.


    “Hi, baby girl,” I say the tears streaming down my face as my beautiful daughter starts telling me about her morning.


    Somewhere in the background I can hear Ben picking up his keys and I know he’s getting ready to leave. I get out of bed and walk to the window, glance outside and see the huge castle that tells me where I am. As Lucia chats to me, my tears continue to fall and as much as I want to interrupt her and try to tell Ben where I am, I can’t bring myself to stop her talking. Even though I’ve only been away one night, I still feel like I might miss so much of her life, and I don’t want to miss this.


    “Ask Momma where she is,” I hear Ben say in the background.


    “Momma,” Lucia says to me.


    “Yes, baby girl?” I ask, smiling through my tears.


    “Dadda wants to know where are you?”


    I bite my lip, loving that even though I wake up with no memory of either of them, they never forget about me.


    “Momma?” she asks again.


    I smile, anxious to see to them. “Tell Dadda I’m in Edinburgh, baby, can you do that?”


    “Yeah,” she says as I hear her turn to Ben and try to pronounce the name of the city I’ve just discovered I’ve woken up in.


    There’s more rustling and suddenly it’s Ben’s voice in my ear. “Sorry, babe, I can’t understand what she’s trying to say to me, where are you?”


    I want to answer, but I can’t right now. I’m crying too hard at the enormity of what’s happened this morning, of knowing this is all over for us now.


    “Evie, baby, are you okay?” Ben asks, concern in his voice.


    I swallow my tears, trying to get myself under control so I don’t scare him. “Yeah, I’m good, really. I’m in Edinburgh, she was trying to say Edinburgh.”


    “Oh,” Ben says laughing. “Yeah okay, that makes more sense. We’re leaving now; I’ll call you back when we get closer. We’ll see you in about four hours, okay? Hang tight.”


    “No Ben, it’s okay. I’ll come to you, it will save time,” I answer, loving him so much right now.


    “You sure? I don’t mind,” Ben says, and I know he really doesn’t.


    “Yeah, I’m sure,” I say. “I’ll text you when I’m on the train.”


    “Okay, we’ll be waiting at the station for you.” Neither of us says anything for a second or two and I’m about to hang up when Ben speaks. “Evie?”


    “Yeah?”


    I know he’s smiling again. “I love you, baby, so much.”


    And now I’m smiling with him. “I love you too, Ben.”


    “I’ll see you soon.”


    I hang up the phone and find myself jumping up and down, laughing. Finally, we have found a way to make this work, whatever this thing is. I can’t stop it and neither of us understands it, but we’ve finally found a way to make it work. Now, I’ll only ever have to be apart from Ben for one night. Just one night and the answer to it all was so simple, it’s ridiculous.


    After I take a quick shower and grab a couple of things for the train ride, I head out to the station and get the first train I can. I spend the nearly five hour journey writing, working on this story Ben wanted me to tell. I think I’m almost done now, because now, I finally feel like I have an ending for it. I have no idea if it’s going to sell or if anyone would ever want to read it, but I don’t care. This is a story that had to be told. This one’s for us.


    Around four in the afternoon, I send another text to Ben, letting him know when I’m getting in. I glance at the cards in my wallet again, see the name that’s supposed to go with this Evie and this life. But they aren’t mine anymore.


    I am only one Evie now, Evie Foster, and I already have a life.


    The train finally arrives at St Pancreas and I’m one of the first people off it, bag over my shoulder, notepad under my arm. I run down the platform and through the gates and that’s when I see them. Ben and Lucia, standing there, waiting for me. Ben’s eyes are immediately on mine, that cheeky grin he has lighting up his whole face. Without saying a word, he walks straight up to me and wraps me in his arms. I feel Lucia’s tiny arms wrap around my neck too and the three of us stand in the middle of the station hugging as though we haven’t seen each other for months.


    “Hey, baby,” Ben eventually says, kissing me. “Miss me?”


    I laugh. “Always,” I say, taking Lucia in my arms as I press a kiss to her cheek.


    Ben slings an arm around my shoulders and together we walk out of the station and towards the tube. “What’s that?” he eventually asks, nodding at the notepad under my arm.


    “An ending,” I tell him. “I think I finally found a way to finish it.”


    Ben smiles at me, his other hand tucking my hair behind my ears. It’s a lot shorter today, I lost about five inches overnight, but I like it and at least shorter is easier to explain. As I hold Lucia in my arms, Ben slides his fingers across my neck, leaning in as he closes the distance between us and kisses my lips. “Let’s go home, baby.”


    By the time Ben and I arrive back at our flat, it’s already dark and Lucia has fallen asleep. Ben carries her upstairs and puts her to bed, while I head into our bathroom, stripping off my clothes as I climb into the shower. Two minutes later, Ben is sliding in behind me, his arms around my waist and his lips against my neck. I can feel his whiskers brushing against my skin, but I don’t mind it today.


    “Happy birthday, baby,” he whispers, his mouth at my ear as he gently sucks on my ear lobe.


    I turn in his arms, press up on my toes and put my mouth against his. Ben’s hands slide lower, until they’re under me and in one quick move he lifts me, my legs wrapping around his waist as he backs me up against the wall. He kisses me deeply, urgently, as though we’ve been apart for months, not just hours. “I love you, Evie,” Ben says, his voice husky and low.


    I can’t help but smile.


    This is the longest it’s ever going to be now.


    


    Afterwards, as we dry off, Ben asks, “So, you gonna tell me how the story ends?”


    I smile up at him. “Maybe you should just read it,” I say. I’ve never let him look at it before now. Not because I don’t want him to see it, it’s as much a part of him as it is me. I just wanted to get it done first. Wanted the story to be told.


    “Okay,” he says. “And you’re okay with me reading it?”


    “Yes,” I say, kissing him quickly. “I want you to. I want you to know the whole story. All of it.”


    Ben’s eyes hold me in their gaze. “Okay,” he whispers, leaning in to kiss me again.


    I walk into our bedroom and pull on some old yoga pants and one of Ben’s jumpers. Walking into the kitchen to grab some wine, I fire up my laptop on the way. Most of the story is typed up on there, but I’ll need to add the rest of it, the ending I wrote this morning, later on. I can only add to my story when I remember I’m writing it, and obviously my laptop never comes with me, so today it had to be done old school, using pen and paper. But there’s a lot to read before he reaches the end, so he can start with what’s on my laptop.


    I carry it and the two glasses out to the living room, placing them on the coffee table as I curl up on the couch. It’s started snowing and I’m glad we made it home before it started to fall. By the look of it, tomorrow London will be blanketed in white.


    “Ben,” I call out when I hear him rummaging around in our bedroom.


    “Coming,” he says as he walks out into the room carrying a shoebox filled with what looks like letters. Smiling he takes a seat next to me, pulling me close as he wraps an arm around my shoulders and presses a kiss on my cheek.


    “What’s this?” I ask, gesturing at what he’s holding.


    Ben smiles, leaning in to kiss my lips this time. “You asked me once what I did while you were gone,” he says quietly.


    I look into his eyes, wondering what he’s about to tell me. “Yeah?” I say. “You said you just waited for me.”


    Ben chuckles a little. “I did wait, Evie, I waited as long as I had to, mostly impatiently, but I always waited for you.”


    I smile, brushing my fingers down his cheek. “I know you did,” I say. “But now…”


    “Now,” Ben says, kissing my fingertips. “Now, I won’t ever have to wait for you again.”


    I shake my head, smiling at him. “No,” I say. “But what’s this all about?”


    Ben looks down at the box of letters in his hand, his thumb flicking through them as though he’s remembering something. When he looks back up, he’s smiling as though the memory is of something good.


    “I think I started doing this the second time you disappeared on me,” he says quietly. “I didn’t know where you’d gone, didn’t understand what had happened, what I’d seen that night.” He stops, as though he’s not sure how to go on.


    “It must have freaked you out, seeing me disappear like that,” I whisper, not realising until I’d found him again, that he’d actually witnessed my little disappearing act on the night of my twelfth birthday.


    Ben laughs a little. “It certainly was different and kinda strange, I’ll give you that,” he says. “But more than anything, I didn’t understand why. Why you had to leave again, you’d already been taken away from me once, and the second time, well it was a lot for my fourteen year old brain to process.”


    I smile, my hand brushing his cheek again. “It was for me too, Ben,” I say. “I couldn’t understand why it kept happening to me. But then I couldn’t believe it when I somehow found you again, the very next year.”


    “You found me, Evie,” Ben says. “Because we were always meant to find each other.”


    “And now we always will,” I add on, smiling as I hold up my tattooed ring finger.


    “We will,” he says, holding the letters out to me now. “And I won’t need to write these anymore,” he adds.


    “What are they?” I ask, confused.


    “They’re letters,” Ben says.


    “Letters,” I repeat. “To who?”


    “To you,” he says, smiling. “I wrote them all the times I was without you. I had so many things I wanted to tell you, Evie, in all the months you were gone. Writing them down for you just seemed like the easiest way to do that. The only way I could, at least until you found me again.”


    I feel a tear roll slowly down my cheek as I realise what Ben has been doing. What he’s done all these years he’s waited for me. What he asked me to do once too.


    He’s told me his story.


    “I want you to know this side of me,” he says, his thumb brushing away the tear on my cheek. “I want you to know all the things I wanted to say to you, how I felt when you were gone, how much I wished you would come back to me. Because now, you’ll always be here for me to tell it all to.”


    “I will,” I say, my voice barely audible.


    “I’ll never lose you,” Ben whispers.


    “No, because I’ll always find you,” I whisper back as my arms wrap around his neck. Ben wraps his arms around me as I crawl onto his lap and kiss him hard on the mouth. My left hand slides around his neck and moves down his chest to rest against his heart. I feel Ben cover it with his hand, lifting both of them to his lips where he presses a kiss against my wedding ring.


    Both of them.


    The one I leave behind.


    And the one I always take with me now.


    “So, what do you think, do you want to read them?” Ben eventually asks, smiling at me.


    I laugh. “Are you kidding, of course I do. I definitely want to read them. I want to know your stories, Ben,” I tell him. “I want to know everything about you.”


    “Baby,” he says, smiling at me. “Your story and mine, they’ve always been the same.”


    “They have?” I ask.


    Ben holds my face in his hands now as his piercing blue eyes stare right into my completely green ones. “I love you and you love me,” he whispers. “We’ve always been in each other’s heart, and we were always meant to find each other, Evie. That’s what our story has always been about. You and me.” And then he kisses me and I fall even further in love with him than before.


    And I know now, I’ve found the perfect ending.


    

  


  
    29th February


    


    Today is the 29th of February, the day I was born.


    And just like every other time this day rolled around, I woke up in a different home, with a different name and a different life.


    Only this time, I knew they weren’t mine, because I already had a home and a name and a life.


    With him.


    Ben.


    He’s always been the reason I’ve done this. The man who has patiently waited for me. The man who lost me when he didn’t understand why, who couldn’t stop me from going when both of us wanted me to stay. The man who couldn’t find me when he wanted to look.


    But the man who protected me, looked after me, and loved me anyway.


    And now, he’s the man who wrote letters to me because I wasn’t here for him to tell me all the things he wanted to say.


    He always said that every time I came back to him, it was like falling in love with me all over again. I used to tell him that every time I came back, I fell even more in love with him than before.


    He’s always been my strength, my protector, my one and only constant.


    I love him; I’ve always loved him.


    And he has always loved me.


    Every four years, I used to lose myself.


    And every four years, I’d have to find him.


    But not anymore. Now, we will never lose each other again, now I will always find him. It hasn’t always been easy and there are some things we’ve both done that I know we wish we could do differently. But our story was always the same; it’s always been to find each other.


    It’s always been about him and me.


    Ben and Evie Foster.


    It’s been a crazy life and I’m not sure anyone would believe it if we told them. But it’s happened, all of this has happened.


    This has been our story.


    I hope you’ve enjoyed it.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Time is…


    too slow for those who wait,


    too swift for those who fear,


    too long for those who grieve,


    too short for those who rejoice,


    but for those who love… time is eternity.


    Henry van Dyke.
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