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“She had been forced into prudence in her youth, she learned romance as she grew older: the natural sequel of an unnatural beginning.”


Jane Austen, Persuasion



1.

Milly

~18 years ago~

Derek Balfe came to my rescue when the cherry blossoms were in bloom.

It was my favourite part of spring, the pale pink petals brightening up the road I walked along to school, the weather mild. Unfortunately, that day, midway through my walk home, it started pouring. Not merely rain, but hailstones, too. It was sunny when I left my house in the morning, so I’d forgone my coat, only to be punished with what felt like shards of ice pummelling down on me.

Removing my bag, I held it above my head to shield myself from the onslaught and broke into a run. Not that running would make me any less wet, but it would get me out of the downpour sooner.

I was in the middle of my mad dash when I heard a car horn beep behind me. I ignored it and continued running. When the beeping persisted, I finally slowed down and turned, spotting a black Audi idling by the footpath.

I squinted amid the rain and hail, trying to see who was behind the wheel. It could’ve been my aunt, Nell. She currently drove a BMW, but she was rich and often traded in her cars for newer models. The Audi didn’t seem her style, though. Then the driver’s side window rolled down, and a dark-haired boy with a serious expression stuck his head out. Well, not a boy, really. He was more of a young man, and it took me a moment to place him.

Derek Balfe had been a year above me in primary school. I couldn’t remember ever really speaking to him. His sister, Nuala Balfe, attended my all-girls secondary school, St. Colmcille’s. Derek was also one of the most popular boys in town, and lots of girls had crushes on him. The fact he was even acknowledging my existence felt surreal.


“Need a lift?” he called out, and my heart raced. Why on earth was he offering me a lift? Sure, it was raining but we didn’t know each other. Nerves seized me. Since I went to an all-girls school and grew up with only sisters, I wasn’t used to interacting with boys at all. My cheeks heated despite my chilly, rain-soaked clothes, and my hands felt clammy as they gripped my backpack.


My pulse fluttered against my neck, and I scurried closer to his car. “That’s very kind, but I’m already drenched. I’ll ruin your seats.”

He leaned across and threw open the passenger side door. “Ah, don’t worry about that. Sure, it’s all leather anyway. Get in.”

I chewed my lip, uncertain, then blurted, “I don’t know you.”

His serious look was replaced with an unfairly handsome smile.

“Course, you do. I’m Derek Balfe, and you’re Milly O’Shea. We went to primary school together. My sister, Nuala, is in your year.”

“Right, but still,” I went on, unable to come up with a proper excuse. “That doesn’t mean we actually know one another.”

His face softened at my hesitation, the smile fading a little as his eyes trailed up my body, from my soggy shoes to my drenched uniform and wet hair, his expression turning thoughtful. “I get it, but listen, I’m just going to drop you off at your house. I see you walking this way every day, and I can’t in good conscience leave you out in this weather. You’ll catch your death.”


My lips twitched faintly at his statement. Catch your death. It sounded like something my grandma would say. “This is very kind of you.” I stepped closer. His warm, inviting brown eyes had me throwing caution to the wind as I approached the car and impulsively slid into the passenger seat.


“It’s so good to get out of that,” I went on with an intense shiver as I closed the door, and Derek frowned, looking me over.

“Are you all right?”

“I’ll be fine once I get home and out of these wet clothes. Some dry pyjamas and a hot cocoa should do the trick.”

Something I couldn’t decipher flickered in his gaze at the mention of me getting out of my uniform. It was gone in an instant, and he cleared his throat. “You live on Biscayne?”

I nodded, flushing slightly. I hadn’t expected him to know where my house was. “That’s right. Thank you.”

“It’s no problem.”

We fell into silence while he pulled the car back out onto the road, the windscreen wipers working overtime to clear the downpour. The radio was on low, but the heating was high, the intense blast warming my cold, damp skin. I grimaced at the sensation of my wet skirt sticking to my legs as I rubbed my hands together to get some heat back into my fingers. Derek glanced at the movement then focused back on the road.

“So,” he began after a minute or two. “Milly? Is that short for something?”

“Oh, yes, it’s short for—”

“No, wait, let me guess,” he said, a playful smile shaping his lips. “Is it … Millicent?” I screwed up my face, and he chuckled. “Okay, not that. How about Mildred?” I shook my head. “Hmm, Emilia, perhaps?”

“Nope.” I pressed my lips together, amused because he seemed annoyed that he hadn’t guessed correctly yet.

“Don’t tell me it’s Milton?”

I burst out laughing, my giggles filling the confined space, and Derek chuckled softly, too. “Oh, my goodness, can you imagine if my parents named me Milton? I’d be a laughingstock.”

“They could be Milton Keynes F.C. superfans. You never know. I have a friend whose cousin gave their baby the middle name Juventus.”

“That is truly horrifying,” I exclaimed. “And since you’re so bad at guessing, I’ll tell you. Milly is short for Camille.”

“Camille,” Derek repeated as though testing out the sound.

Something about the way he said it, his voice deep and rumbly, had my skin tingling—and not because of the damp cloth sticking to it. We stopped at a red light, and he cast me a glance, his dark eyes trailing over me and making my skin feel tight.

“That’s actually perfect. You look like a Camille.”

I shifted in place, lowering my gaze because his gold-flecked eyes were a little intense. It was no wonder he was such a big hit with all the girls in this town. Having Derek’s Balfe’s full attention was something of an experience. My stomach wouldn’t quit doing frenzied somersaults. There was just something about him that had a heady effect on me. Perhaps it was the broad shoulders, his height, or merely the confident way he carried himself. His dark hair was short at the sides with a little more length on top, his nose straight and faintly Greek in shape. He also had what appeared to be a small brown birth mark on the left side of his neck just below his jawline. I found myself studying it intently before I lifted my gaze and saw him watching me. He smiled in a way that said he didn’t mind me looking. I could only imagine what he must think of me by contrast in my drenched clothes and mousy hair that always managed to turn both flat and poofy in the rain.


I was caught on his statement, You look like a Camille, curious to know what he meant. Was it a good thing or a bad thing? “What does a Camille look like?” I asked quietly.


Derek appeared as though he was about to say something but then thought better of it. He rubbed lightly at his chin then placed his hand back on the steering wheel. “Like you, I guess.”

“Well,” I said, relieved he hadn’t pointed out my bedraggled appearance but also vaguely disappointed he hadn’t said something positive either. “Literally everyone calls me Milly, so it doesn’t really matter.”

“Which do you prefer?”

“I honestly don’t mind. It’s just a name. So long as it’s not Milton.” I grinned.

“You’re not going to let me live that one down, are you?” Derek responded just as he pulled into my housing estate. He drove up the hill, made a left turn, then pulled to a stop right outside my house. I was stunned that he knew not only the general location of where I lived but my exact house, too. The Balfes lived in a large house right by the beach. I always imagined how nice it must be to just look out the window and have the sea right there. Walk across the street and sink your toes into the sand.

“It’s just that you really sounded like you thought it was a possibility,” I teased, undoing my seat belt.

“I was kidding, and you know it.” He reached across me and threw open the door, a waft of his cologne tickling my senses. He smelled like sage and sea salt and something pleasantly spicy that might’ve been his own unique smell. I was momentarily overwhelmed by his closeness, but a second later, he leaned back into his own seat.

“Um, thank you for the lift,” I said, climbing out and relieved to see the rain and hail had tapered off.

“It was my pleasure, Camille. Enjoy the rest of your day.” With a final charming smile, he reached over to pull the door shut then headed off to wherever he’d been going before he took pity on me and offered to drive me home.

My little sister, Jane, was peering through the living room window at me as I approached the front door. She was in the hallway by the time I got inside the house. Jane was twelve, so she was still in primary school. Being that there were six years between us, and my parents worked a lot, I tended to be the one who looked after her. My other sister, Donna, was fourteen and a little better at taking care of herself, though not yet mature enough to take on looking after Jane.

My dad was an electrician, and my mam worked at the florist in town. Both were hard workers but somewhat scatter-brained in various ways when it came to finances and running a household. For example, Mam was great at her job, but she could not for the life of her remember to pay a bill on time or complete a weekly grocery shop before we ran out of food in the house. The same went for my dad, who also liked to spend large chunks of money on random tools and gadgets he thought would make his life easier but ultimately ended up gathering dust in the shed or up in the attic. All in all, my parents were good people, but they were not adept at handling the mundane necessities of daily life.

As the eldest child, those tasks often fell to me, which could be exhausting at times.

“Who was that in the car?” Jane asked as she eyed my bedraggled appearance.

“Oh, just a classmate from school who saw I’d gotten caught in the rain and offered me a lift,” I lied because Jane could get a little overexcited when it came to boys. She was obsessed with the idea of me getting a boyfriend since I’d just turned eighteen, and in her opinion, it was time. I had to continually remind her that between keeping our parents afloat and my studies, I had no time for boys. I only had two months left of Fifth Year.

Next year, I hoped to achieve enough points to study medicine at Trinity College. It had been my dream to become a doctor since as far back as I could remember. When I was a kid, I’d been obsessed with tending to family members when they got sick and rejoiced when they recovered as though it was my care that cured them and not the prescribed medication from their doctor.

“Where’s Donna?” I asked as I shouldered off my bag and headed upstairs to change into something dry.

“She’s in her room playing on the computer,” Jane replied, following me up. “Mam’s cooking cottage pie for dinner, but she forgot the potatoes, so she’s using turnips instead.” My sister made a disgusted face. “I told her I don’t think that’s going to be very nice, but she wouldn’t listen.”

Turnip topped cottage pie? Well, I definitely preferred potatoes, but it wasn’t the worst concoction my mother had ever dreamt up.

“It’ll be fine. We’ll just put lots of salt and butter on top to make it tasty,” I said as I grabbed something to wear from my closet. Jane didn’t look convinced, but she turned and left me to change anyway.

The following day, I was walking home from school again. My friends, Tara and Celine, lived on the other side of town, so we rarely walked together. I didn’t mind, though. I enjoyed my solitary strolls. It was often the only part of my day that I got to myself, where I didn’t have to be present in class or help my parents or younger siblings and could just let my mind wander.

Unsurprisingly, today, my mind was constantly wandering to Derek Balfe and our short car journey. I couldn’t stop replaying the way he’d looked at me, how he’d playfully tried to guess my name, but most of all his devastatingly handsome smiles. Butterflies filled my stomach every time I remembered.

I hadn’t had very many boys look at me how Derek had. Well, none had looked at me precisely as he had, but my next-door neighbour, PJ, asked me out last year, and it’d taken me so much by surprise that I’d requested a day to consider it. Then I’d gone into my house, and my favourite aunt, Nell, was there visiting with Mam. Nell gave great advice, mostly because she’d lived a full and interesting life, having been married and divorced three times over, not to mention having a career as a top talent agent in the entertainment industry. Some of her clients were super famous actors from both stage and screen, and she split her time between her house in Ireland and her apartment in London. I was in awe of her, and though I wasn’t interested in the same career path, I wanted to be just as successful as her when I was older.

When Mam went to use the bathroom, I confessed to Nell that PJ had just asked me out. I’d never been particularly interested in him, but he was good looking in a laid back, musician sort of way. His band often played gigs at some of the local venues and community events.

“Do you mean the guitar-playing stoner boy who lives next door?” Nell had replied, aghast. “Goodness, no, Milly. You can do so much better than that.”

Her opinion had sealed the deal, and I’d told PJ the very next day that I couldn’t go out with him. I wondered what Nell would think of Derek. He wasn’t anything like PJ, and his father was one of the most successful hoteliers in the country. People from far and wide came to stay at the prestigious five-star Balfe Hotels. I had no idea what Derek was going to do when he finished school. Though coming from such an esteemed family, he probably planned on going to college.

I was still lost in thought when a car horn beeped. My heart pounded when I turned and saw Derek’s Audi. He wore sunglasses, his dark hair stylishly mussed. Something about the texture had me feeling the odd urge to run my fingers through it. He lowered the window as I approached, gripping my backpack. He also looked really good in his navy school jumper and white shirt.

“Hello again.”

“I was just thinking,” Derek began, “since I drive by you on my way home almost every day, and your house is on my route, it would be rude not to offer you a lift.”

“Um, that’s very kind, but I’m actually not going straight home. I have a couple errands to run first.”

“That’s okay. I can take you.”

Was he serious?

I swallowed thickly. “Are you sure? Because I have to shop for groceries, then pick up a prescription for my dad.”

“That’s fine. Get in,” he answered breezily.

Feeling like I might be imagining this—because honestly, one of the most popular boys in town offering to take me grocery shopping was not on my bingo card—I climbed into his car just like I had the day before. It was different this time, though, because I wasn’t distracted by wet clothes, and the luxurious leather seats felt soft and sumptuous beneath me. It also smelled like his sage and sea salt cologne, which was a little heady.

“I’m just going to Tesco,” I said, feeling shy, and Derek nodded, putting the car in gear.

“Where’s your, um … Don’t you have a brother?”

“Tristan,” Derek confirmed. “He has rugby training most days after school.”

“Ah, I see.” I paused, running my teeth over my bottom lip. “You don’t play?”

“Nah, I’ve never been much into team sports. I prefer running and swimming, sometimes tennis.”

“I love to swim, too, but I haven’t gone in a while.”

“You should stop by the hotel. We have a twenty-five-metre pool and a sauna, plus a larger gym than you’d typically find. I go a couple times a week.”

Well, that explained how he was in such good shape. Derek couldn’t be any older than nineteen, but his arms were more muscular than any of the boys I’d ever ogled at the beach with Tara and Celine during the summer.

“I might do that,” I replied, though I had no intention of following through. The very idea of donning a swimsuit in front of Derek Balfe had my nervous system going haywire.

We fell into silence for a few minutes before we arrived at the supermarket. Derek got out first then walked around to open my door, and I came over a little breathless. No one had opened a car door for me in recent memory, and I was struck by the gentlemanly gesture.

“Shall we?” Derek asked, motioning toward the shop entrance. I swallowed down my nerves and nodded. I was about to go grocery shopping accompanied by the hottest guy I’d ever spoken to. Now, if only I could concentrate on what I needed to purchase instead of being distracted by his ridiculously handsome face, that would be a great start.


2.

Derek

Milly had no idea, but I’d been aware of her since we were kids. She saved me once, and I’d never forgotten. In my mind, she was the angel who’d come to my aid when I was a little boy and spiralling.

It all happened one day at our primary school when my younger brother, Tristan, had fallen on the tarmac and badly scraped his knee, blood running all down his leg. Mam had drilled it into me that I needed to look out for my younger siblings, and I went into a panic because I knew I should’ve told Tristan not to run through the yard so fast. But he’d always been so full of energy and impossible to control.


Tristan was sprawled out on the ground, crying and holding into his scraped knee, and I was about to go call for a teacher when a girl appeared. Her long, dark brown hair was tied in a neat ponytail, and her intelligent blue eyes matched the clear sky above us. The sun lit her up from behind, outlining her in bright, heavenly light like she was an angel who’d come down from on high. That day, she was my angel, my saving grace. From her satchel bag she produced a miniature first-aid kit, an eager expression on her face.


“Let me see,” she said as she bent to inspect Tristan’s knee then sucked in a harsh breath. “Oh, that’s a bad one.” She proceeded to pull out various accoutrements to clean the wound, wiping away the blood before sealing it all up with a blue plaster dotted with yellow smiley faces. “I’m going to be a doctor when I grow up,” she’d announced confidently when she was done, pleased with her handiwork, and I pretty much fell in love right then and there. There was something about how sure of herself she’d been, how capable, that had my nine-year-old heart thumping that much harder. Her patching up Tristan’s wound also meant that Mam wasn’t going to chew me out for not looking after him that day.

“Do you still want to be a doctor?” I asked randomly, dragging my mind back to the present. Milly and I walked through the dairy aisle at the supermarket, and I’d insisted on carrying the basket for her. She dropped a block of cheddar into it then peered up at me in surprise.

“How do you know that?”

A soft smile touched my lips. “You helped my brother when he scraped his knee in primary school one time. I don’t think I’d ever been more impressed by anyone when you produced a first-aid kit from your school bag.”

“Oh, my goodness, I’d completely forgotten about that kit.” She cast me an embarrassed grin. “When I was eight, I asked for it as one of my birthday presents. I’d always been obsessed with making people better when they were sick or injured. I think I fancied myself the schoolyard medic that year. When my little sister, Donna, got an ear infection at age six, I insisted on being the one to administer her medication and eardrops each day. Then when she recovered, I pronounced her all better and said that she could thank Doctor Milly for her excellent care and medical treatment.” She chuckled.

“That’s adorable.”

Milly flushed before focusing on the selection in front of her, not looking at me as she continued, “Well, to answer your question, I do still want to study medicine, but I need to get enough points next year to qualify for the course. I might not make the cut.”

“I’m sure you can achieve whatever you set your mind to,” I told her confidently.

“Thanks,” she replied softly, and I found myself admiring her long, poker straight hair that hung in a river down her back. I’d never seen a girl with hair as long as Milly’s.

“What is it?” she asked, noticing my attention as we turned into the next aisle.


“Your hair,” I replied on instinct, my throat scratchy. I’d had a couple girlfriends over the years and had also slept with a few who weren’t my girlfriend, but I’d never felt nervous like this before. There was something about Milly. I wanted her approval. Every day as I drove by her walking home from school, I’d been seized with the urge to stop and offer her a lift. The only thing preventing me was the worry of coming across as a creep. Come take a ride in my car, pretty girl. Not a good look. Then yesterday’s unusually bad weather had offered me the perfect opportunity, and I’d snatched it with both hands.


Now, I was awkwardly trying to compliment her hair and rapidly sliding back into creep territory.

“My hair?” she questioned, eyebrows rising in curiosity.

I cleared my throat. “It’s very long.”

“Oh. Right, yeah.” She fingered the silky strands. “I only ever get it trimmed so it stays long. My Aunt Nell says I should get it cut shorter, that it would look much better that way, but I like it how it is.”

“I like it, too. Your aunt doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”

That won me a smile as she continued walking along the aisle. “Thank you,” she murmured.

A minute or two went by as Milly quietly shopped, and I played my role of basket carrier. When she was done, we approached the register and joined the queue.

Okay, Derek, it’s now or never. Shoot your shot.

“So,” I began, turning to her, my gaze travelling over her delicate profile and soft lips. “We’re having a party at my house tomorrow night. Want to come?”

I watched her throat move as she swallowed and blinked up at me. “Oh. A party?”

“Yeah, nothing too crazy. Just me, my siblings, and a couple of our friends. I’d love for you to be there.”

She nodded, but then her brow crinkled. “I can’t. My parents are going out, so I have to stay in and watch my sisters.”

“How old are they”

“Twelve and fourteen,” Milly answered as she began unloading the items from the basket. Okay, so they were definitely too young for me to suggest bringing them along. Disappointment swept in.

“Ah, well, maybe next time.”

“Sure,” Milly replied, a faint flush staining her cheeks.

For the next two months, that was how it went. Most days after school, I’d pick Milly up in my car, we’d spend a couple minutes chatting, and then I’d drop her off at her house. The best days were when she had to run some errand or other for her parents, and I got to drive her wherever she needed to go, prolonging our time together. We developed a comfort with one another, but oddly, every time I invited her to spend time with me outside of the daily drives, she had some excuse as to why she couldn’t go. Whether she had a big test to study for, a chore to do at home or babysitting her kid sisters, there was always something.

Then, devastatingly, the school year ended, and I no longer had cause to run into her. I’d texted and invited her to several parties and hangouts at the beach, but like always, Milly was busy. I’d almost given up hope and decided I needed to face the facts; the girl just wasn’t interested in me. At the very worst, she might’ve been using me for the convenient car rides and nothing more. There was a line of others who would jump at the chance to go out with me, but I didn’t want them.

I wanted Milly.

She’d wheedled her way under my skin with her shy smiles, quiet intelligence and stunning blue eyes that I often found myself getting lost in. No other girl could compare. I mean, it wasn’t simply that she was pretty. There were lots of pretty girls in town. There was just something about Milly’s energy and presence that I craved. Being around her felt right somehow. It was like we instinctively understood each other without really needing to try. Perhaps it was because we were both the eldest in our families, and we both felt a similar responsibility to set a good example for our younger siblings.

Ever since I could remember I’d had this need to protect Nuala and Tristan, to look out for them and make sure they were safe. I could tell Milly felt the same about her sisters, Jane and Donna.

It was a couple weeks into summer when my friend Aidan announced he was having a big party at his house to celebrate his birthday. Aidan’s parties could get a little wild, but I decided this would be my last try with Milly. I’d invite her to the party, and if she said no, then that would be it. I’d leave her alone for good.

But then the unexpected happened, and only a couple minutes after I texted her, I received a reply.

Milly: Okay, that sounds like fun. What time should I meet you there?

My heart raced. I couldn’t believe it. It took immense effort not to go overboard with my response as I forced myself to remain cool.

Derek: I can pick you up at your house around eight?

Milly: Great, see you then :-)

I hopped in the shower immediately, and when I got out, my best friend, Rhys, was in my room playing on the game console. He was staying with us for a couple weeks over the summer. My dad had been the one to offer for him to stay, and the official story was that his house was undergoing renovations; however, I had a feeling the real reason was that there was something going on with his parents. Rhys’ father was a bit of a dickhead and could be very domineering with him, kicking him out of the house for the most minor offense.

“Hey,” I said, heading for my closet to find something to wear.

“Hey,” Rhys echoed, his attention fixed on the screen.

I selected my best black shirt and dark navy jeans. Rhys arched an eyebrow when he saw me set them down on the bed.

“Getting dressed up for the party?”

I lifted my chin. “Milly’s coming.”

Rhys chuckled low. “Ah, that explains it.” He was one of the few people I’d confided in about my crush on Milly, so he knew her coming to the party was a big deal.

“You’re one to talk. You can barely keep your eyes off Charli whenever the two of you are in the same room.”

My cousin from America, Charli, had come to stay with us for the summer. From the moment Rhys had laid eyes on her, I could tell he was smitten. I had a feeling Charli might like him back, but I was worried that once she headed home at the end of the summer, she’d leave Rhys heartbroken. He was my best friend, but he’d never been with a girl before. He also had a soft, open heart, and I didn’t want him to get hurt. Hell, maybe I should be heeding my own advice because how I felt for Milly was unlike how I’d felt for any girl. I wasn’t inexperienced like Rhys, but I felt just as in danger of getting my heart broken, especially considering how amped up I was to bring her to the party tonight.

“Charli’s not interested in the likes of me,” Rhys responded dismissively before focusing back on the game.

I didn’t bother contradicting him even though he was dead wrong. It was better for the lad if he kept believing she wasn’t into him. Less trouble in the long run. “I need to go pick Milly up from her house, but Tristan will be leaving to head over to Aidan’s in a little while.”

“Cool, I’ll go with him,” Rhys said, and I went to get dressed.

By the time I parked outside Milly’s house, I feared I’d put on too much cologne and hastily tried rubbing some off with a couple napkins from the glovebox while also lowering the driver’s side window to air the space out. Once I was satisfied the car didn’t smell like the Giorgio Armani counter in some fancy department store, I climbed out and walked up to the front door before lifting the knocker. A moment later, the door swung open, revealing a girl who was the spitting image of Milly, except she was several years younger with much shorter hair.

She took me in from top to toe with a mischievous smile on her face and then folded her arms.

“And you are?”

“Hi. I’m Derek Balfe. I’m here to pick up your sister.”

The girl’s eyes bugged. “Milly? Really?”

I grinned. “Yes, really.”

At this, she turned and bolted up the stairs. “Milly! There’s a hot boy at the door for you!” My grin transformed into a smirk. At least I’d passed her little sister’s inspection.

“Jane! No shouting please!” came a male voice, ironically shouting, too, before Milly’s dad, Ryan O’Shea, appeared at the door. He was walking with crutches, a large cast covering most of his left leg. Milly had mentioned that he’d fallen off a ladder while trying to clear the gutters on their roof and broke his femur while also suffering a fractured tibia. When he was being treated at the hospital, he’d contracted MRSA, further lengthening his recovery time. It meant he was out of work, and given he was self-employed, it had put financial strain on the family. Milly’s mam, who worked at the local florist, had to take on a second job waiting tables at night.

It was one of the reasons I really wanted Milly to come to the party tonight. She’d spent most of her summer so far taking care of her sisters and father, and she deserved a night off. Her dad looked to be around the same age as mine, in his late forties or early fifties, with greyish dark brown hair and blue eyes like his daughters. When he clapped his gaze on me, his thick, bushy brows immediately drew together in suspicion.

“And you are?”

I almost chuckled at how he addressed me the exact same way Jane had, only with a much more suspicious tone.

“Derek Balfe, sir,” I said, holding out my hand. “I’m here for Milly.”

The man stared at my hand, frowned, then reluctantly let go of one of the crutches and shook it. “Milly never said she was going anywhere.”

“We’re attending a friend’s birthday party. It’s at the Finnegan house. You might know it?”

“Yes, I—”

Before he could finish, Milly came rushing down the stairs, her little sister hot on her heels. Her long hair fell over one shoulder as she pulled a burgundy-coloured cardigan on over her silky cream camisole, which was paired with a loose black skirt. It was a conservative outfit, given what I knew most of the girls attending Aidan’s party would be wearing, but she still looked stunningly beautiful, and I had to work to catch my breath.

“Dad, this is my friend, Derek,” she hurried to say. “We were just going—”

“To a birthday party, yes. I’ve already been informed,” her dad said, those thick brows not letting up with their frowning.

Milly stared at her father, her throat bobbing on a swallow as she awaited his approval. He looked to me once more then back to his daughter before exhaling a long breath and muttering something to himself that sounded a lot like, “Was going to happen sooner or later.”

At last, he told Milly, “Right, well, off you go, then. Don’t stay out too late.”

“I’ll have her home before midnight, sir,” I said.


Her little sister squeezed her arm giddily, and I had to suppress a smile as Milly shot her a look that said, Calm down already, before she grabbed her phone from the entry table and stepped outside to join me.


I made sure not to touch her because her dad was still watching us from the house, but I did go around the passenger side of my car to open the door for her.

“I’m sorry about them,” she said as she lowered into the seat. I went around the other side and climbed into the driver’s seat.

“No need to be sorry.”

“Yes, there is. Jane can be a little over the top about, well, boys, and I’m pretty sure my dad thought I wasn’t going to go out with anyone until I turned at least twenty-seven.”

I chuckled. “Well, it would be a crying shame if you waited that long.” There was a pause as I pulled away from the kerb. “So, is that what we’re doing? Going out?” I tried to sound casual while being way too fucking hopeful.

When I chanced a peek at her, she seemed to be internally spiralling, her blue eyes wide and panicked like she’d misspoken. I briefly placed my hand on her knee, my voice warm. “Relax, Milly. Tonight can be whatever you want it to be. I’m just glad you agreed to come. I’ve been wondering if maybe I smell bad or something because you’ve declined every invite since I started giving you lifts.”

“You don’t smell bad,” she blurted, her expression horrified. “Oh, my God, is that what you thought?”

I chuckled low. “Well, I had wondered why you always said no to everything.”

“You smell wonderful, Derek,” she told me effusively then flushed when I grinned wide. “I just mean … um …” she trailed off, visibly flustered, then finally continued, “My declining your invites doesn’t have anything to do with you at all. It’s me. I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but I’m a little introverted. Parties are somewhat terrifying for me.”

I was still hung up on her saying I smelled wonderful. Some unexplored primal part of my brain enjoyed the idea of her liking how I smelled. When I comprehended the other part of what she said, everything inside me melted.


“Do you mean to tell me you’ve been declining my invitations because you’re scared of parties?” I mean, I knew she was shy, but I didn’t think it was that bad. I was obviously relieved her reasons weren’t to do with not liking me, but at the same time, I felt for her. To be so introverted that you’d prefer to miss out on a fun party was a foreign concept to me. I wasn’t as outgoing as my brother, Tristan, but I’d always taken social situations in stride. The fact that she’d overcome her anxiety and decided to come tonight had a burst of pride filling my chest because she was going outside of her comfort zone to spend time with me.


Milly nodded, worrying her lip before she replied, “Pretty much. I mean, my friends, Tara and Celine, aren’t the party going types either, so I don’t really get invited to stuff like that. And you and your friends, you’re, like, the popular kids in town. It’s intimidating.”

I actually knew her friend Tara because we were second cousins. Her father was my dad’s first cousin, and we’d played together as kids, but I hadn’t seen much of her in recent years. We went to different schools, and our parents didn’t interact much nowadays, having grown apart.

Tara had had pale blonde hair as a kid, which she now dyed a striking shade of blue-black. She was a goth girl who seemed to always have her head buried in Japanese comics. Milly’s other friend, Celine, from what I could remember from primary school, was one of those quiet girls who got straight As but wasn’t much interested in socialising. Between the three of them, Milly might be considered the confident social butterfly of the group. So, yeah, she was correct in describing them as not being party types.

When we came to a red light, I studied her for a minute, again struck by how ethereally beautiful she was, and she had zero fucking clue. The girl was oblivious to the fact that I could barely stop staring at her and had to fight the urge to kiss her daily. Not having seen her since school ended was torture. I noticed how she anxiously chewed on her fingernail, and on instinct, I reached over and took her hand in mine before gently lowering it to her knee. I held it in comfort for a beat as her eyes lifted to mine, wide and curious.

“Nervous about tonight?” I asked softly.

“A little,” she answered candidly on a shaky exhale.

“You don’t need to be. I won’t leave your side. And if you’re feeling like you need a break, you can just stay quiet, and I’ll do all the talking. How does that sound?”

Her look of relief had pressure building in my chest. It was a look that had me wanting to fight down demons and destroy everything in the world that might cause her distress.

“That sounds really good. Thank you, Derek. For understanding.”

“Anything for you, Camille,” I murmured.

The light turned green, and I reluctantly let go of her hand. A minute later, I pulled to a stop outside Aidan’s house, the party already in full swing with music pumping.

Climbing from the car, I went around to help Milly out. My heart thudded when she glanced up at me, a look of trust her eyes. It was a look that said although being at a party made her nervous, she felt at ease with me there. Then she quietly slid her arm through mine and let me lead her inside.


3.

Milly

Every time Derek called me Camille, something warm and fluttery unfurled in my belly. It felt intimate, like a little secret between us. I’d never cared much that everyone called me Milly, but since my friendship with Derek, I’d developed a new fondness for my given name.


When I’d told him about my anxiety over attending Aidan’s party, there’d been no judgment, only patient understanding. These past months of having to come up with excuses every time he invited me out had been awful. My guilt had grown and grown, but Derek had just kept on kindly bestowing me with invites until today when I’d decided enough was enough. I was going to face my fears and go to a party with him. I wanted to. In all honesty, I’d missed seeing him since school had ended for the summer.


Now, walking through his friend’s house with my arm through his felt surreal. He’d promised to stick by my side all night, and he had no idea how much that reassured me. When I was with Derek, I had this feeling of safety, like nothing could go wrong. I caught a few surprised looks from other girls, a couple catty, jealous ones, too, and had to fight the urge to self-consciously tug at my cardigan sleeves. I’d never been to a teenage party before and had to guess what might be an appropriate outfit. I’d guessed dead wrong because compared to the other girls I’d seen so far, I was dressed like someone’s mother. So many super short dresses and miniskirts.

“Do you want anything to drink?” Derek asked when we entered the large kitchen filled with teenagers, completely unaware that I was internally spiralling.

“Um, sure. What are you having?” I managed to reply, and Derek’s gaze flicked my way.

He cast his warm eyes over me, seeming to detect the discomfort in my voice as he frowned. “Milly?”

“I’m dressed all wrong,” I blurted, and his eyebrows jumped before his expression gentled. His attention went around the room, taking in the other partygoers for the first time. When he looked back to me, his face was dead serious. “Are you comfortable in what you’re wearing?”

“Well, physically, yes, but—”

“Would you be comfortable wearing something more revealing?” he went on.

“No, but at least I’d fit in better.”

“You don’t need to fit in. Just be yourself. That’s the girl I want to spend time with. And besides,” he paused, his gaze running over me intently as though momentarily distracted. Heat rose to the surface of my skin everywhere his eyes touched. He bent close, his breath whispering over the shell of my ear. “You look beautiful. You’re the prettiest girl in the whole party,” he spoke low, and I swear my brain short-circuited. He thought I was beautiful? Was this a dream? It had to be.

“That’s not true,” I breathed, pulse pounding.

He caught my gaze with purpose and stroked a hand down my arm, still with that distracted look on his face like he couldn’t stop staring at me. “Yes, it is.”


My breathing grew choppy, and I felt like I was trapped in a bubble with Derek, unable to escape the intensity of his stare. The way he looked at me, I suddenly believed him. He made me feel beautiful.


“Thank you,” I whispered at last, and his expression heated, his eyes dropping to my lips. He gazed at my mouth for several prolonged seconds before turning away and dragging a hand over his jaw. “Feckin’ all-girls schools,” he rumbled unhappily.

“What?”

He turned back to me, wry humour marking his features. “If you hadn’t been cloistered away at St. Colmcille’s for the last five years, you’d know exactly how gorgeous you are. If you’d attended my school, you’d have been beating the lads off with a stick.”

I laughed nervously. “If you say so.”

“I do say so,” he stated firmly then exhaled heavily, glancing about. “Right, drinks. How about a rum and Coke?”


I was glad for the subject change, because honestly, I could’ve basked all night in him convincing me of my prettiness, but indulging one’s ego rarely ended well. I hadn’t tasted rum before, only the vodka that Tara sometimes snuck out of her parents’ liquor cabinet. We’d mix it with orange juice while watching whatever silly reality show we were addicted to. Currently, it was Big Brother, though Real Housewives was a close second.


“Sounds good,” I said with a nod, and Derek took my hand, his warm palm sliding against my skin, strong fingers interlocking with mine as he led me over to the island. Every square inch was taken up by bottles of alcohol and mixers. I watched silently while Derek put together two rum and Cokes. He handed me mine, and I took a sip, glad it tasted mainly of cola with only a faint hint of rum.

“Okay?” he asked.

“Yes,” I answered. “Thank you.”

“All right, let’s go and find out where the birthday boy is hiding.”

I let him lead me farther into the house, eventually arriving at some kind of lounge where the guest of honour, Aidan Finnegan, was hanging out listening to music. Derek’s brother, Tristan, was there, too, alongside his other friends Rhys and Theo, plus several girls from their school whose names I didn’t know. Aidan, who had a reputation as a bit of a ladies’ man, sat surrounded by most of them as they hung onto his every word. Tristan and Theo were flirting with two other girls, while Rhys, who struck me as the shyest of the group, sat by himself in an armchair nursing a beer. The song “MakeDamnSure” by one of Tara’s favourite bands, Taking Back Sunday, was playing on the speakers.

“Derek! Where the hell have you been?” Aidan called out as we entered, clearly already tipsy. “And where’s my birthday kiss?” He came forward, but Derek held up a hand.

“No birthday kisses for you this year. Not after what you gave me the last time,” Derek joked.

“Ah, what’s a little herpes between pals?” Aidan exclaimed jovially before his attention fell on me with keen interest. “Who’s this?” His hooded gaze travelled over me, and Derek’s hand tightened on mine.

“This is my friend, Milly,” Derek replied.

“Milly!” his brother Tristan said loudly as soon as he spotted me. “I remember you! We went to the same primary school. You healed my boo-boo.” Okay, Tristan was even more tipsy than Aidan. I laughed quietly. I’d completely forgotten that I’d assisted in cleaning and bandaging Derek’s brother’s scraped knee until he’d reminded me that day at the supermarket. Honestly, I’d proudly pulled out my first-aid kit too many times to count in the school yard that year. So much so, I’d earned myself the nickname Nurse Milly. My teacher, Mrs Freyne, had given me a special gold star and everything. The strange thing was, whenever I’d focused on helping with an injury or tending to someone who was sick, all my social anxiety had fallen away. I’d been too driven by purpose to think about being nervous.

“Bloody hell, Tristan, how many beers have you had?” Derek questioned, frowning, his protective big brother instincts coming out.

“Ah, he’s only had two,” Aidan interjected. “Sure, you know he’s a terrible lightweight. Anyway, welcome to my party, Derek’s friend Milly. I hope you’ll have an enjoyable time.” Then he turned and rejoined the gaggle of girls he’d been impressing with some anecdote before we’d arrived.

“So, where was I? Oh yes, and then I said to her, I’ve never even seen a penny-farthing!” Aidan proclaimed, finishing his story, and the girls giggled wildly.

Warm breath hit my neck as Derek bent to murmur. “Sorry about Aidan and Tris. They can be a little overzealous when they drink.”

“That’s okay,” I replied, my voice suddenly breathless with how close he was.

“Come on, let me introduce you to Theo and Rhys.” A pause as he smiled. “My hopefully less drunk friends.”

I chuckled and allowed him to lead me farther into the room. Once I’d been properly introduced to everyone, I sat next to Derek on one of the couches, and we sipped our rum and Cokes while observing the drunken antics of his friend group. At one point, his sister, Nuala, arrived with a pretty brunette, who Derek quietly informed me was their cousin, Charli. She was visiting from America and staying at their house for the summer. Nuala and I shared a few classes at school, but we didn’t move in the same circles. Still, even though she was friends with the popular girls, she was one of the nicest people I’d ever met. Her eyes lit when she saw me with her brother, a smile gracing her lips as she cast me a little wave before Theo grabbed her hand and pulled her over for a chat.

The entire time I sat there, I was aware of Derek’s arm resting across the back of the couch. I felt the heat of his arm at my neck. When I finished the last sip of my drink, Derek quietly slid the empty glass from my hand and set it down on the nearby table. His eyes met mine, slowly travelling back and forth before dipping to my mouth.

“I feel I need to clear something up,” he said, frowning hard like he was having trouble grasping some philosophical concept or mathematical equation.

“Oh?”

“Contrary to what was said earlier, I did not, in fact, contract herpes from Aidan.” His deadpan delivery had me bursting into laughter, and a pleased smile graced his handsome face.

“That’s good to know.”

His smile deepened, and he nudged my shoulder with his. “Just in case you were thinking of kissing me later, you don’t have to worry about contracting any venereal diseases.”

My skin heated so much my cheeks were probably bright red. “Thank you for informing me of your clean bill of health,” I managed to reply evenly. “And as romantic as that sounds, I don’t currently have any plans to kiss you.”

He feigned offence. “No?”


I swallowed thickly. “Well, it hadn’t crossed my mind.” Liar. “But, uh, if you …”


His features softened while I wrangled with my fluster, unable to coherently finish what I’d been trying to say.

“What if I had plans to kiss you?” he asked then, gaze probing.

My eyes widened, and I suddenly wished for another rum and Coke, much heavier on the rum this time around. Derek had always been friendly towards me when he’d driven me home from school, and sure, sometimes he’d say things that might be construed as flirtatious, but nothing like this. Daytime Derek I could handle. Flirty nighttime Derek was another thing entirely.

“That … um, that would be—”

“Hey, Derek, want to dance?” a flirtatious voice asked. One of the girls from the group who’d been giggling at Aidan’s anecdote stood before us. She had long, wavy blonde hair and shiny pink lips and wore a sparkly pale mini dress that exposed her toned, tan legs.

In the middle of the room, Aidan, Tristan and a bunch of the other girls were dancing to some pop song. I’d been so wrapped up in Derek that I hadn’t even noticed. His sister and their American cousin had left at some point, and Theo and Rhys sat in the corner talking.

“No, thanks, Francesca,” Derek replied politely, and the fact he knew her name made me uneasy. I wondered if they’d ever been together. On our car journeys, he’d mentioned having a few past girlfriends, but I didn’t remember him ever speaking of a Francesca. She didn’t attend my school, so she must’ve been a classmate of his from St. Mark’s.

“But I love this song,” she pouted. “Remember we danced to it last year at the spring disco?”

Okay, now I was feeling uncomfortable again. I’d been relaxed ever since Derek’s reassurances that my outfit was fine back in the kitchen, but now, well, comparison was wheedling its way into my subconscious. I wasn’t used to competing for a boy’s attention. Especially not with girls who looked like Francesca—who was basically my opposite.

In a move that surprised me so much my eyes bugged, Derek shifted closer, his thigh pressing against mine as he slid his arm around my waist. “I’m here with Milly,” he replied evenly, sending her a pointed look, and some of her confidence deflated. She rolled her eyes, casting me an assessing glance and finding me lacking if her expression was anything to go by. “Fine. Come find me if you get bored.”

With that, she tossed her hair over her shoulder and returned to dancing with the others.

“You don’t have to …” I started then trailed off, a small lump forming in my throat. “I know you promised to stay with me for the night, but you can go dance with her if you want to. I’ll be fine.”

Derek caught my chin in his warm fingers, his eyes holding mine when he replied, “I don’t want to dance with her. I want to stay right here with you.”

His gravelly tone had me bobbing my head as I swallowed. “Okay.”

He didn’t remove his arm from around my waist, still sitting so close the heat from his thigh was seeping into me and giving me funny, whirly feelings in my stomach. A period of quiet passed before he spoke again.

“So, how’s your dad’s recovery been?”

“Oh,” I said, taking a deep breath and glad for the subject change even though he’d started brushing his thumb back and forth over my hip. The touch had tingles scattering across my skin. “He’s gotten over the MRSA infection, but his immune system is still recovering, especially with his broken leg. It’ll be another while before he’s off the crutches. I’ve been rushed off my feet trying to take care of everything at home. Dad normally does all the driving, and my mam doesn’t have a licence. I have my learner’s permit, so I’ve taken over the driving while Dad sits in the passenger seat telling me everything I’m doing wrong.” I paused to laugh sourly. “It’s been an experience. I definitely can’t wait for him to be better, but at least I’m off school, which gives me more time to help around the house.”

“If you need a lift anywhere, you can always call me,” Derek offered. “I’m not working this summer, so I’m free most days, aside from my morning runs and evening gym visits.”
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