
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
    Cinderfella. 
 
    By Kristy Brown 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                                         Before Magic. 
 
      
 
       “Come on Gus, drink your milk, or you won’t grow big and strong.” 
 
    The tiny pot-bellied pig gives me a sideways glance and turns its snout up.  
 
        I sigh, taking the bottle away. The door rattles, I jump. Who could be knocking at this time of night? Checking my watch, it’s almost midnight. It rattles again. 
 
      
 
       “Who’s there?” If it were my brothers, they’d stroll right in. So, whoever this is, they’re out in the middle of nowhere, looking for trouble perhaps, or worse? Waiting a few seconds in silence, before scrabbling to my feet. My heart’s thumping. I grab a hay rake and head to the door. 
 
       “I’ll ask one more time, who’s there?” I pull my torch from my back pocket. 
 
       “It’s me,” a voice chuckles. 
 
       “Me, who?” Raising my rake, I yank the door open. My brothers are probably playing a prank on me. I’m not in the mood for their crap. “Come on then! You want some?” I growl, looking out into the night. My eyes lower, grazing the top of a shiny, bald head.  
 
       “Do I want some?” The old fella smiles up at me. Flicking the torch on, I’d place him in his late seventies at least. He looks like my old science teacher in his brown tweed suit and a red dickie bow. “Maybe?” He shrugs.  
 
       “Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.” I lower the rake. 
 
       “You didn’t. I’ve faced actual dragons you know.” He wiggles his bushy grey brows.  
 
       “Do you need help? Are you lost?”      
 
       “I’m not lost.” He crosses his arms. “Are you?”  
 
       “What? Look, it’s late. I’m tired. What can I do for you?” 
 
       “More like, what can I do for you?” Taking off his little round glasses, he rubs them on his sleeve, before putting them back on. “That’s better, I can see you now. My, you are handsome…pity you hide yourself away back here.” 
 
      “Shall I call someone for you? Come in for a minute, I’ll get you a warm drink.” Stepping back to let him pass. “You’re miles from anywhere and it’s freezing tonight.” 
 
       “Fiddlesticks.” He waves away my offer. “I do need help with my car though. The old girl’s broken down again. I was hoping, since you’re good with engines, you’d come take a look-see?” 
 
       “Tractor engines maybe…but… how did you know that? And, why didn’t you knock at the house? Why come around the back to an empty barn?” 
 
       “But it isn’t empty is it? You’re here. Besides, I knew those idiots up at the house would be of no use to me, or I to them.” 
 
       “You’re strange… Sorry, that was rude.”  
 
       “Strange but worth helping?” His brows raise. “You look like a sturdy young man. I remember when I was your age. I had muscles like a sailor.” 
 
       “You are so...” I feel uneasy, like I’m the punch line to some bizarre joke. 
 
       “I am, right? My Nancy used to say that to me all the time.”  
 
       “Your wife? Did she die?” Is this guy just seeking out company? Maybe we aren’t so different after all. I mean, what harm could it do to help him? The poor guy’s probably escaped from an old folk’s home or something. 
 
       “Oh yes, for a while now. She’s gone up with the butterflies. But I’ll see her soon.” 
 
        “Sorry to hear that.”  I grab my toolbox from the table. “Gus be good whilst I’m gone.” Bending down, I cover him in a blanket, carefully tucking it in to the sides of his box. He opens one eye before going back to sleep. 
 
       “Come on, let’s take a look at this car of yours.” Flinging my coat on, I stride across the fields toward the road as he struggles to keep up. It’s cold and I’m exhausted, as usual. The sooner I fix his car, the sooner I can sleep. 
 
       “So,” I break the silence. “What’s your name?” 
 
       “Gerry.”  
 
       “Hi Gerry. I’m Ash.” I stop and offer my hand, which he shakes eagerly. 
 
       “It’s so nice to meet you, finally.” Squeezing my hand in his, but I pull away. 
 
       “O-okay.” I pick up the pace. “Have my brothers put you up to this? ‘Cos if they have, they’re not paying you enough.” I stop walking. “Are they luring me away to steal my pig?” I turn ready to run back.  
 
       “No!” He grabs my arm, he’s surprisingly strong. “I promise, your pig is safe. He likes his milk much warmer by the way. Look there’s my car.” 
 
       “Okay.” I follow. “But if I get back and Gus is gone…let’s just say, I won’t be so nice.” 
 
       “Got it.”  
 
       “Right, let’s have a look.” Pulling up the hood, it creaks with annoyance. 
 
       “I think you woke her. She can be ever so cranky.” Gerry pats the rusty Mini.  
 
       “Know the feeling.” Grabbing a torch from the toolbox, I poke around the engine.  
 
       “So, what do you do, Ash?” 
 
       “Don’t you know already?” I laugh, keeping my eyes on the job at hand. 
 
       “You work your father’s farm. They treat you like a dog, by the way.” 
 
       “What?” I drop my spanner and it clashes against the engine. 
 
       “You have a dream. What is it?” He leans against the car. 
 
       “I do, huh? Don’t you know that too?” 
 
       “Humour me.” 
 
       “I want to be a doctor someday and help people. That’s all.” 
 
       “So, why do you stay?” 
 
       “Family duties.”  
 
       “You don’t even like them, not now your poor mother’s gone.” 
 
      My jaw clenches. “There’s the problem. Looks like someone’s disconnected this wire.” 
 
       “Strange.” His eyes widen. 
 
       “Very.” I reconnect it, pushing the hood back down. 
 
        “So, you were saying about your mother?” 
 
       “I wasn’t. Look, I don’t know what this is, what game you’re playing or why…but you’re freaking me out.” I step away from him. “Who the hell are you?” 
 
       “I told you. I’m Gerry.” 
 
       “And what do you do, Gerry? Besides roaming the countryside in the middle of the night?”  
 
       “Well I’m a fff…” 
 
       “You’re a fff?” 
 
       “I’m a fancy-dress shop owner.” 
 
       “Okay.” I shrug. “Get in and try her now.”  He turns the key, the engine splutters to life. 
 
       “You’re amazing!” He sticks his head out of the window. “Thank you so much!” 
 
       “No worries.” I remove my tool kit from the car roof, stepping back from the road. 
 
       “How much do I owe you?” 
 
       “Don’t worry about it. You just get on home to bed.”  
 
       “You really are a prince.” He beams, and I have a crazy urge to hug him goodbye, but don’t. 
 
       “Yeah, that’s me, prince of pigswill.”  
 
       “Ash.” He looks serious, the smile in his eyes disappears. 
 
       “Yeah?” 
 
      “When fate knocks again, don’t pitch fork it in the face, okay?”  
 
      “Okay.” Frowning, rubbing away the sudden goose bumps rushing down my arms. This guy’s clearly off his rocker. In a way, I sort of like him, crazy or not, I’ll look back on this night with a smile. And it was sort of nice for someone to be interested in me for a change. Guess it was just nice to have a visitor. 
 
       “Bye then young man… see you soon.” He winds his window up and drives away. The night’s so quiet. I long to fill it with voices and laughter, again. I take a slow walk back to the barn and think over all the strange things he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                                          1: Ash 
 
   
  
 

   
 
       BANG! 
 
         Bolting upright, I’ve must’ve fallen asleep. The rickety wooden door bangs relentlessly against the frame. Rain explodes furiously above me on the old rotten roof. Gus grunts. I lean over and pat him. 
 
       “It’s okay boy. It’s just a storm. Go back to sleep.” 
 
       CRASH! 
 
    There it is again. Shit, something’s in here! Carefully, I rise to my feet. Grabbing my weapon, I tiptoe closer to the sound. It’s dark, but I have the advantage; knowing this place like the back of my hand. My heart’s hammering against my chest, but I’ve taken on enough wild animals and brothers in my life, so I don’t know why I’m feeling so anxious. Whatever this is, it shouldn’t have chosen my barn to raid. A shadow catches my eye as it drunkenly stumbles about knocking buckets over. The figure’s cloaked, with its back to me. 
 
       “Jack? Is that you?” I whisper, expecting him to turn and laugh in my face. I often catch him hanging around. The figure is still, which is unnerving. I don’t think this is Jack. “Show yourself!” I demand, trying to hide the shake in my voice. The figure straightens up. I relax a little, as I’m at least a foot taller than him. Walking forward, rake up, ready to attack. “I said…show yourself.” I point my weapon at its hooded head. “Show yourself or I’ll be forced to…” 
 
       “Put the rake down.” 
 
       “A girl?” I lower the rake slightly, but not fully. This could be a trick. She may have a gang waiting outside. There’s talk about town, of gangs looting local farms. “You’re a girl?” 
 
       “That’s right. Now put it down before I put you down,” she hisses. 
 
       “Feisty. I like that.” I reach in my back pocket for my torch. 
 
       “No sudden moves…I mean it.” She’s well spoken; possibly trying to disguise her voice.  
 
       “Did my brothers put you up to this?” 
 
       “If you don’t back off …you’ll be sorry.” I can’t help but laugh. “I’m not joking you…you great lug!”   
 
       “Funny.” I go for my torch again. 
 
     Before I can blink, the rake is snatched away. Pain streaks across the backs of my knees as my own weapon works against me.  In a blur, my feet go over my head. Then comes a crashing bolt of pain when my arse hits the floor. 
 
       “What the hell?” I wince.  
 
       “I told you,” she says, throwing the rake at the ground. Jumping to my feet, I grab her arm. “Please. Don’t.” 
 
       “Now you’re scared? I’ve had enough for one night. So, what? You’ve come in to my home to what? Attack me? Steal from me?”  
 
       “This is your home?” 
 
      I grab her arm tighter. “Have they sent you in as a decoy?” 
 
       “Back off. I mean it.”  
 
       “Say please.” 
 
       “Please.” She pulls her arm away. “Good. I don’t want to hurt you again.” 
 
       “Oh please.” I laugh, “That was pure luck.” 
 
        “Really?”  
 
       “Really.” I flick my torch on. “Take your hood down.” 
 
       “Look, I meant no harm.” Her hands go up defensively. 
 
       “Take it down.”  
 
       “I just needed somewhere to rest.” She pulls her hood down. White blonde hair tumbles over her shoulders. Her eyes are a deep green, yet so sad. My breath catches, and I don’t know if it’s because I was expecting a street girl, or that she’s so striking.   
 
    I lower my torch down her body. Under her cloak there’s a fancy ball gown, which looks like a year’s salary at least. I go back to focus on her face. 
 
       “You’re…” 
 
       “I’m?” 
 
       “You’re…” I want to say beautiful, but don’t. Sounding like some cheesy pervert who sleeps with pigs, would only scare her off. And I don’t want her to leave yet. For some reason, I feel more awake, more alive in the past five minutes than I have in years. Was it possible to have a connection with someone so instantly? I never believed in all that flaky romance crap before. Love at first sight only happens in romance novels… Plus this girl has some major anger issues. So why aren’t I throwing her out? 
 
       “I’m?” she asks again, her almond shaped eyes widen.  I’m staring at her like a total dumb ass.  
 
       “You’re…” 
 
       “I’m what? Familiar? Do you know me?”  
 
       “Should I?” Surely, if we’d met before, I’d remember…that face…those breathtakingly sad eyes… 
 
       “So,” she breaks me from my trance. “Do you know who I am?” 
 
       “No. It’s late. Is there something you need?” 
 
       “You’ve never seen me before?” She frowns, “Not even on television?” 
 
       “Are you one of those reality stars or something?”  
 
       “Or something.” 
 
       “Sorry, I don’t really have time for all that. I’m sure you’re great, but I haven’t a clue who you are.” 
 
       “No, that’s great actually.” She winces. 
 
       “What’s wrong?” 
 
       “It’s nothing…I hurt my foot.” 
 
       “Let me see.” I offer her my hand. 
 
      “Why would you help me? Do you expect something in return?”  
 
       “No. Why?” 
 
       “People usually want something.”  
 
       “I don’t. So?” I offer my hand again. 
 
       “Err.” She puts her hand out, then retracts it. 
 
       “If I was going to hurt you, I already would’ve.” 
 
       “You could try.” She almost smiles. “Will you get that torch out of my face…please?” 
 
       “I know a bit about injuries. I promise not to touch you without your permission.”  Gesturing the light towards a hay bale, so she can sit. Limping a little, I can tell she’s holding in the tears. Taking her elbow, I wait for her approval. She nods, and I let her lean on me as I help her sit. 
 
       “Thank you.” 
 
       “No worries.” I smile, she grins, which shows off a sexy gap between her two front teeth.  Heat rushes to my cheeks. “You look a lot less constipated when you smile.” I shrug, waiting for a swift slap across the head. She reverts to scowling again. “So, can I look?” 
 
       “Go ahead.” She pulls her muddy gown over her ankle. “Any funny business and I’ll scream.” 
 
       “Get over yourself. Besides, no one would hear you out here. That is, one messed up foot. What’ve you been doing?” 
 
       “I lost my shoe, running from this guy…” 
 
       “Did he hurt you?” My muscles clench. 
 
       “No, nothing like that. It’s my fault for wearing designer, one-of-a-kind shoes. I just didn’t have time to break them in.” 
 
       “Oh, the busy life of a celebrity.” I smirk. “What’s so special about these shoes anyway? Isn’t a shoe just a shoe?” 
 
       “These were unique, these were made of glass.” Her left foot pops out from under her dress, showing the remaining shoe. 
 
        “As you can see I’m no fashion expert.” I gesture to my plaid shirt and ripped jeans, which aren’t ripped as a statement, more ripped on the wire fence on the cow field. “That looks more like a weapon than a shoe. Pretty fancy though.” 
 
       “Fancy and impossible to dance in and totally not meant for running.” 
 
       “So, why were you running and dressed like that?” 
 
       “I was attending a ball…a charity ball.” 
 
       “For a minute then, I thought you were gonna say a royal ball.” I wrinkle my nose. 
 
       “You don’t like the royal family?”  
 
       “Again, I have no time to like or dislike them. Haven’t really taken any notice of them for years. But if you ask me, people with their kind of money could do a whole lot more for the world than the occasional parade or street party ‘cos one of em’s farted.” 
 
       “Oh.” She glances away. 
 
       “I mean no offence, guess someone like you would like that kinda lifestyle.”  
 
       “Someone like me?” 
 
       “So, a charity ball? Guess that’s good, you ‘celebs’ doing stuff for the needy. Maybe you could auction off that shoe? It might fetch a good price for a good cause.” 
 
       “It is beautiful, but what’s the point of breaking my neck to look pretty in a pair of shoes that no one can even see.” She kicks it off. 
 
       “So, you think you’re pretty?” I glance up, her mouth gapes open slightly. “Okay, I’ll need to clean the blood off to see how deep the cuts are. So, you ran across miles of muddy fields in one shoe? The guy must have serious breath issues or something.” 
 
       “Or something.” 
 
     I get up and grab my first aid kit. “Don’t go running off now.” 
 
       “Couldn’t if I wanted to.”   
 
      Kneeling at her feet, gently placing her foot in my palm and clean up the skin, it feels weirdly intimate. I’ve literally known her for ten minutes, yet it feels sort of right. She doesn’t look disgusted when I touch her. I wonder if she’d ever lower herself to be friends with someone like me. I shouldn’t care because any moment she’ll leave and none of this will even matter. She’ll go back to her famous, pampered life. I’ll just be the guy she knocked on his butt. My pride has taken a bit of a bashing, but I’ll live. 
 
       “Let me know if this hurts.” I dab her foot carefully. 
 
    She bites down on her lip, making my insides tingle. I shake myself mentally. If I were her doctor, I would be behaving very unprofessionally. Finally, when the foot is clean, I place a few plasters on it. We are both silent. I think of things to say and then change my mind. 
 
       “So, good news. None of the cuts are deep, you won’t need stitches. May hurt to walk on for a day or two though. The swelling should go down pretty quickly.” 
 
       “Thank you. How do you know this stuff?” 
 
       “I’m studying to be a doctor one day. Just an online course whilst I wait to hear back from colleges.” I shrug, knowing she’s not really bothered; she’s making small talk to be polite. 
 
      “That’s amazing. So why are you sleeping in a barn?”  
 
       “I have my reasons.” I say, getting to my feet. “And I don’t even know your name, so I’ll hold off on my life story.” 
 
       “Gosh, where are my manners? I’m Ellie.” 
 
       “Hi, Ellie.” We shake hands. “I’m Ash.” Her hand feels warm and soft like silk gloves. I pull away; mine are rough and dirty in comparison. Confusion flashes in her eyes.  
 
       “So, what happened? This guy propose or something?” I laugh, packing my bandages away. 
 
       “Or something,” she whispers. I turn back, she’s crying into her palms. 
 
       “Hey.” Bending down, placing my hand on her forearm. “It’ll be okay.” I squeeze once for reassurance. She sobs harder. “You’ll wake the chickens,” I joke to no effect. “Hey, look at me.” She doesn’t, I gently prise her hands from her face. Her makeup is smeared and she’s a little snotty. 
 
       “Don’t look at me.” 
 
       “Why not?” I sweep a runaway hair away from her eye. 
 
       “No one’s supposed to see me like this.” She sniffles, trying to hide her face again.  
 
       “I’m great at being nobody.” 
 
       “I don’t know what to do, Ash.” My stomach tightens when she says my name. She looks at me with such desperation. I put my hand in hers, hoping she doesn’t find it too beneath her. 
 
       “Can I help?” 
 
       “You and your hay rake?” Her thumb brushes across my palm, electric tingles race over my skin. My face heats, betraying me. I remove my hand. 
 
       “This guy…is he a real shit? You can say no, you know. This is the twenty-first century.” I’ve made her cry even more. “I didn’t mean to upset you, Ellie. I’m sorry.” I walk over to the sink. 
 
       “Don’t leave.” 
 
       “I’m getting you some tissue.” Offering her it, she blows her nose. “So, what’s so bad about this guy?” I sit next to her on the hay bale. 
 
       “I’m only nineteen. I want to live…see the world…” 
 
       “Tell him. Surely he’ll understand?” 
 
       “Look at you. You know exactly what you want in life. I barely know myself, never mind if I can ever be more than what I am…I don’t just want to be someone’s wife. I want to do more than look pretty and do my duty.”  
 
       “So, you do think you’re pretty!” I grin. 
 
      “Shut up.” She almost laughs. 
 
       “If you don’t want to marry this guy, don’t. If your job doesn’t make you happy and you don’t want to be famous anymore, walk away.” 
 
       “Walk away? I guess for someone like you it’s easy to do that.” 
 
       “Someone like me? A simple farm boy?”  
 
       “I didn’t mean it like that.” 
 
       “It’s fine.” 
 
       “No, I don’t know you and shouldn’t judge. You will be a great doctor one day. I know it.” 
 
       “You only get one life, Ellie, so live it on your terms. I see you as so much more than some man’s wife.” 
 
       “You do?” 
 
       “Don’t you? You either love this guy or you don’t. If you do, ask him to wait.” 
 
       “You’re right. Thanks, Ash.” 
 
      “Do you?” 
 
       “I…” 
 
       “Sorry. None of my business. So, what now?”  
 
       “No idea. Could I stay here tonight? Just to get my head straight?” She looks at me like she’s asking for the moon. I’d probably try to give her it when she’s looking at me that way. 
 
       “Really? Sure, it’s not The Ritz, but I’d like that. No funny business, you hear? You sleep over there.” I point to my mattress. 
 
    She laughs. “Sure, I’ll try to contain myself. Where will you sleep?” 
 
    I lay a blanket on the floor. “Here’s fine.” 
 
       “No, you can’t.” 
 
       “Really, take the mattress it’s a bit old but it’s comfy, besides you need to rest your foot. I won’t take no for an answer.”  
 
       “Thank you.” 
 
       “What for?” 
 
       “You hardly know me. I attacked you and you’re still helping me. There aren’t many good people left in the world. Not many that don’t expect something in return anyway.” 
 
       “I don’t want anything, promise. Actually, I’d like it if you didn’t knock me on my butt again.” I laugh.   
 
       “Ash?” 
 
       “Yeah?” 
 
       “I’m sorry.” 
 
       “It’s okay.”  
 
       “It’s odd.” She lies down, pulling the blanket over herself. “I feel like I was supposed to come here tonight.” 
 
       “You’re not the first visitor I’ve had.” I try to get comfy on my damp corner of floor.  
 
      “Who else came?” 
 
       “No one.” Smiling to myself, thinking about weird little Gerry and what he said about fate. Is this what he meant? Is this girl my fate? “Get some sleep, the morning will look much brighter.” 
 
       “Night, Ash.” 
 
       “Night, Ellie.” I feel her eyes still on me, even when I close mine. I hardly sleep. All I can think about is this beautiful girl who stumbled into my barn, who stumbled into my life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                                            
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                                            2: Ellie 
 
      
 
    I slept surprisingly well, considering I spent the night in a barn. 
 
        “Morning, Sleepy-head.” Ash stands over me. His black hair wet and ruffled and a towel’s draped loosely around his bare shoulders. My heart flutters a little; the morning looks great on him. I’d never noticed how blue his eyes were last night, but this morning they look like two clear pools of fresh water. My eyes wander over his naked torso; he’s nicely toned with good, strong-looking arms. I catch his gaze again as he smiles down at me with a slight blush to his cheeks. I look away. After all, I cannot afford to forget myself. 
 
       I must look a right fuzzy-headed sight. No one except the help sees me like this. This guy is different somehow. Yes, it’s obvious he’s gorgeous in an unassuming way, but I’m sure, like me, that he doesn’t want to be defined by the way he looks or pigeon-holed because of his position or background. I want to get to know Ash, the guy behind the farm-boy image, the guy that has the most completely overstocked first aid kit I’ve ever seen. He’s real; at least seems to be. I think he’s the most genuine person I’ve come across in quite a long time. 
 
      Ash doesn’t see my crown, he just sees me. I want the chance to be just a girl for a change and not a title. He doesn’t bow and scrape, bringing me my every wish.  I’m playing a very dangerous game and cannot be attracted to him when I’m promised to another. Maybe we could be friends? 
 
    Let’s face it, last night’s ball and proposal were totally staged. The wedding, my wedding, is already set for a month’s time, with or without my consent. It’s my duty I’m told; to unite our two countries…the entire idea is out-dated and crass. But my father wishes it. His father wishes it. So, it will happen. Sadly, my father has always put his country before his family. It’s like I’m living in the eighteenth century sometimes.  
 
       “You alive in there?” He bends closer. 
 
       “Sorry. It took me a moment to remember where I was. Morning.” I rub my eyes and sneak another peek at him. “Did you sleep okay?” 
 
       “As well as expected.” He smiles. “So, are you getting up? Shall I call you a cab?” He chews the side of his mouth. 
 
       “No.”  
 
       “No? No, you’re not getting up? Or no, you don’t want a cab? Are you planning on running home? ‘Cos, I hate to break it to you, your foot might disagree.” 
 
      I sit up. “No cab. I’d love a shower though, if that’s okay?” I feel a mess. My father would go ballistic if he knew his precious daughter had slept in a barn with a strange man.  
 
       “Err, you can but you’ll have to wait until I’ve fed all the animals…and for my family to go out.” He shoves his hands deep inside his jeans pockets. 
 
       “Don’t you want me to meet them?” I frown. 
 
       “It’s not you, it’s them. They’re not the most welcoming of people.” 
 
       “Good.” I nod. 
 
       “Good?”  
 
       “I mean…that’s fine. I don’t want them to recognise me.” 
 
       “I doubt they will, they’re not the reality T.V. sort either.” He offers me his hand and pulls me to my feet. We are standing really close and I notice a small, but deep scar running underneath his cheekbone.  
 
       “Angry goat.” He smiles, which makes his eyes twinkle. 
 
       “Really?” 
 
       “Yeah, goats can be pretty vicious if provoked.” 
 
       “I’ll try to remember that.” I chuckle, he lets go of my hand and steps back. I really should get out of this dress and shower soon. 
 
       “So, the plan is shower then cab?” 
 
       “Wow, you really want me to leave.” I fold the blankets on the mattress. 
 
       “No, not at all…just figured you’d have places to be…people missing you. Stay if you want. I don’t have much to offer you though.” He shrugs. 
 
       “I’d like to stay a while then. I’ll text home, let them know I’m safe.” 
 
       “If that’s what you want.” He grins giving him two cheeky, adorable dimples. 
 
       “It is.” I must be blushing like a maniac. “Are you going to put a shirt on? It’s quite off-putting.” 
 
      “Oh, sorry.” He returns my blush and his eyes do that twinkle thing again. I make a mental note to make him blush more often. He goes over to a table, which has piles of clothes neatly folded on top, pulls a black v-neck tee out and puts it on.  
 
       “Why do you keep all your stuff in a barn?”  
 
       “I’m not really welcome at the house. I often sneak in and shower before they wake, and cook leaves me meals out, she’s good like that. Talking of food, here.” He throws me a bread roll from his back pocket. “It’s not much.” 
 
       “Thank you. So, this is breakfast?” 
 
       “Yeah, at least until I go collect the chicken eggs. Cook often scrambles an extra few for me. Like I said, she’s pretty cool.” He pulls a roll from his other pocket and tears at it. 
 
       “This really is another world.” I perch on top of a hay bale. 
 
       “I grabbed fresh orange. Want a cup?” 
 
       “Please.” I drag my fingers through my hair, trying to look presentable. He hands me the juice. “Won’t your girlfriend mind you hanging out with me?” I down the juice, mentally kicking myself for being so ridiculously obvious. Maybe it’s best that he has one. Then maybe I can concentrate on being his friend. It could never be anything more anyway. 
 
       “I don’t have one.” He stares at me for so long, I feel faint from holding my breath. 
 
       “Oh,” I whisper. 
 
       “Ashes! You in there?” A male voice booms out from behind the door. 
 
       “Shit!” He gasps, pushing me backwards. I land feet up in a huge pile of loose hay. What the hell? Who’s here? Have they found me? He throws straw over me, hastily trying to cover me up. “Be quiet,” he whispers. 
 
       “Who are you talking to in here, boy?” A man, who sounds much older, asks. 
 
       “Yeah, Ashes, who’s in here?” A younger, higher voice adds. 
 
       “You talkin’ to yourself again ‘cos you got no friends?” A third menacingly low voice joins in. 
 
       “I’m alone.” Ash hisses. I try to hear everything. I think I’m breathing too loud, so I try to breathe through my nose.  
 
       “We thought we heard voices?” The older man asks. 
 
       “Nope, just me talking to Gus. Why are you all here? It’s not my birthday is it?” 
 
       “I want this whole farm cleaned from top to bottom. I’m thinking of selling up, so it needs to be perfect. Got someone coming this afternoon to value it.” The old guy slurs, like he’s already hit the whisky bottle a few times today and the sun’s only just come up. 
 
       “But you can’t sell it. Mum loved this place,” Ash protests.   
 
        “Well, she’s gone isn’t she.” The lower voice adds. 
 
       “Don’t Bruno,” Ash growls. 
 
       “Don’t what? Tell the truth? She left us…left us to deal with you.” The old man spits. 
 
       “You don’t even try to hide your contempt anymore. What did I ever do to make you all hate me?” Ash’s voice is barely audible. 
 
       “Aww, boohoo, poor little Ashes.” The low voice mocks. “My heart aches for you.” How can they be so cruel? 
 
       “I remember,” the old voice seems to come nearer, “I remember when I was proud of you.” 
 
       “And when was that?” Ash asks. 
 
       “When you weren’t such a disappointment.” 
 
       “I get it. You needn’t go on.” 
 
       “I don’t think you do. You stay around purely for the money. And we let you, so you can keep the farm running. But let me say this, I mean this to help you…you will never be clever enough to be a doctor, boy. You just ain’t got the brains kid. Why not just take the money on your birthday and go? Live life easy for a while and when the money runs out you could always be a model or one of them rent boys.” I want to jump out of my hiding place and slap this man’s face. Why is Ash taking this crap?   “Right boy. Get this place looking decent. We’ll be back later to check it. Make yourself scarce when the evaluator comes, don’t want him putting the price down ‘cos of you.” I hear feet walking away. I’m starting to itch in here so I’m relieved that they’re leaving.  
 
       “When was it?” 
 
       “When was what, boy?” The feet stop. 
 
       “When did you stop caring?” 
 
       “When your mother passed. I stopped caring about everything.” 
 
       “But you still care for them…for Bruno and Jack.” 
 
       “Of course, they’re my blood…you are not.” 
 
       “Okay. I’ve heard enough.” 
 
       “She wanted to adopt. I did it to please her.” 
 
       “Please leave.”  
 
       “What’s this?” The younger voice asks. 
 
        “I…I found it.” 
 
       “A glass shoe? Who the hell would wear it? It’s so tiny…” 
 
       “I found it by the road…thought it’d be a good plant holder or something.” 
 
       “I’ll have this.” The lower voice demands. 
 
       “Why?” 
 
       “’Cos Ashes, brother dear. I want it.” 
 
    The door finally bangs shut and I breathe again. 
 
       “Ellie?” Two hands reach through the straw, pulling me up by the shoulders. 
 
       “Thought I was going to suffocate in there.” I brush the hay off my dress. 
 
       “I’m sorry. Did you hear all of that?” Ash’s cheeks are on fire and I just want to hold him, let him know he’s not alone. 
 
       “Yes. Sorry.” I nod, and he pulls a piece of straw from behind my ear. “Your family’s just plain awful. Scum holes. Why do you stay?” 
 
        “You’re funny.” He laughs. 
 
        “I am?” 
 
        “The way you talk.” 
 
        “Elocution lessons since I was two.” I shrug. 
 
        “Pushy parents?” 
 
        “The pushiest.” 
 
       “At least they gave a crap.” 
 
       “There is that. But at least you’re free.” 
 
       “I never wanted to be free.” 
 
       “Sorry, sometimes I talk too much.” 
 
       “I like that about you.” He smiles, with added dimples. 
 
       “Thanks.” I feel flushed, and awfully girly. Not a feeling I’ve had for such a long time. 
 
       “Besides, It’s not that bad here. I’ve got good at avoiding them. Sometimes I don’t see them for weeks.” 
 
       “Why did your brother keep calling you ‘Ashes’? I thought it was cute at first, but I get the feeling it’s not.” 
 
      “Silly really. Sometimes in the winter I’d sneak inside the house and sleep by the fire to keep warm. I’d often wake up covered in soot and ashes, hence the name.” 
 
       “Really, Ash why do you stay?”  
 
       “My parents thought they could never have kids, so they adopted me. My mother; my adopted mother, died from a heart defect, when I was very young. She was on the waiting list for a new one, but it never came. Before she died, she promised me that she had changed her will and when I reached twenty-one I’d get enough money to go to medical school and be a doctor like she was. I didn’t understand it all, being young, but I remember parts.” 
 
       “And your father stands by this?” 
 
       “He constantly reminds me of it. Maybe that’s why he’s selling up ‘cos I’ll be gone in a few months. He’ll have no one to work the farm. Trust me, my brothers won’t do it. So, if I stay until my birthday, I’ll get my mum’s will money. That’s why I stay.” 
 
       “And you know for certain that it’s in this will?”  
 
       “I have to believe that it is and there’s some decency left in him. He was a nice guy once.” 
 
       “You’re a better person than me…well you know me, I run away from life.” I feel myself tearing up. 
 
       “Hey, no tears okay? Besides, I like farm life. It’s simple and I get to look after the animals and Gus is great company.” He takes the pig from its box and hugs it. “I get lots of fresh air and exercise and plus, I get to daydream.” He smiles broadly. 
 
       “And what do you daydream about?” I stroke the pig’s head. 
 
       “Far away places, travelling the world. Seeing the Pyramids, going to Africa on safari…stuff like that usually.” He places Gus back in his box. 
 
       “Let me give you the money, Ash.”  
 
       “No way. I get that you’re famous and rich, but no thank you. You’re very kind though.” He puts his hand on my shoulder. “I won’t take your money.” 
 
       “We’re friends now, right? Let me lend you enough for med school, enough to get out of here?” 
 
       “We’re friends?” He smiles, and those damn fine dimples reappear.  
 
       “Of course.” I can’t help but return his grin. 
 
      “Well I wouldn’t want money to come between our new friendship.” He crosses his arms in triumph.  
 
       “You are one of a kind, Ash.” 
 
       “In a good way I hope?” 
 
       “A very good way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    3: Ash 
 
      
 
       I check under the plant pot for the spare key.  
 
       “They are so predictable.” Winking at Ellie, I open the back door. “Wait here while I check if the coast’s clear.” I check the house thoroughly before returning to her. “Everyone’s out. My brothers have left for school already, and my father is probably waiting for the pub to open. He’s nothing if not eager.” Gesturing for her to follow me, we head upstairs. “I’ll try find you some clothes if you want?” 
 
       “Please. This gown isn’t very low key.” She laughs, and I love the sound of it and hope to hear it often. “Anything would be great, thank you, Ash.” My stomach tightens again, hearing my name on her lips. I barely know this girl yet can’t remember how it felt to not know her. 
 
       “Be quick. The towels are in the cupboard next to the sink. You’ll be okay?” 
 
       “Believe it or not, I have showered before.” She smiles. “I’ll be fine. No peeking now.” 
 
       “I’m a gentleman. I swear on Gus’s life.” I pretend to cross my heart. 
 
       “Glad to hear it.” She laughs, shutting the door on me. Lingering there for a few moments before forcing myself to move. I go on the hunt for clothes. Reluctantly opening the door to my father’s room. It’s been years since I stepped foot in here. It hasn’t changed at all. It smells like him; cheap aftershave and stale alcohol. On the bed there’s still the pink and red flowery bedspread that my mother picked. She died in this bed holding my hand. My father had to literally drag me away, I thought she was sleeping and she’d wake up any second and ruffle my hair. A shiver runs up my arms and down my neck. I move to the chest at the foot of the bed, which he kept all her old stuff in, praying that he’s held onto it. Lifting the lid, it’s just the way I’d left it last time. Did he never open it? Did he never sniff her jumpers to catch the hint of lavender that surprisingly was just still noticeable? I can picture her so clearly as if she’s standing by the window. I can still smell her, and she’s everywhere. I remember the last time I ever saw her, lying here asking me to be strong. Rubbing a rebellious tear from my eye. I’m still trying to be.  
 
    I return to my task, wanting to get out of here as soon as possible. Pulling out a pair of jeans, a simple blue v-neck sweater and even a pair of socks. My eyes catch her old purple Doc Marten boots in the bottom corner of the chest. She loved those boots. They look about Ellie’s size. Mum was small too. She’d wear them whenever she helped on the farm, which wasn’t very often as she was mostly at the hospital with her real job. Just as I’m about to close the lid, I spot the silk blue scarf, which she always wore in her hair. I grab that too. It feels wrong for this piece of her to be shut away in darkness.  
 
      I take the stuff back to the bathroom. Ellie’s singing. She has a sweet, calming voice. Leaning against the doorframe, just listening for a few verses before knocking. No answer. I open the door and cover my eyes, dumping the clothes and boots on the floor before leaving. I wanted to look, but I made her a promise. I always keep my word, no matter how tempting it is to break it. The shower stops running.  
 
       “You okay?” I shout through the door. 
 
       “Great, thanks!” 
 
       “I left some clothes, they look about your size.  Hope they’re okay? Couldn’t find anything fancy.” 
 
       “They seem fine,” she shouts back. A few minutes pass. I hear the shuffling of fabrics and Ellie cutely chuntering to herself. “Ash?” 
 
       “Yeah?” 
 
       “Would you come in here for a moment please?” 
 
       “Err, sure…hope you’re decent?” I laugh. Opening the door, she’s sat on the side of the bath with one boot on and the other in her hand, looking sorry for herself.          
 
       “What’s wrong?” 
 
       “I can’t get this one on. I’ve tried but it hurts. Will you help me?” 
 
       “Sure.” I kneel at her feet; pull her sock down to give her foot the once over. “It’s still pretty swollen. We just need to loosen the laces.” I go to work on them. Carefully taking her ankle, I help to glide her foot into the boot. “There it fits!” I chuckle, as she throws her arms around my neck and embraces me. 
 
       “What was that for?” I ask, when she pulls her warm cheek away from mine. 
 
       “Because I felt like it.” She beams, and that gap between her front teeth makes her smile ten times more enticing.  
 
       “It’s just a shoe.” I shrug, getting to my feet. 
 
       “Well, to me it’s so much more.” She stands. 
 
       “You look great.” I take in her casual jeans and jumper look. Like this, she doesn’t look above me; in fact, we look like we fit. She could easily pass as a country girl. 
 
       “Whose clothes are these?” 
 
        “They were my mothers.” 
 
       “Oh, Ash, you didn’t have to.” 
 
       “It’s fine, really. She’d have loved to see you wearing them.” 
 
       “Okay.” 
 
       “What shall we do with your dress?” 
 
       “Bin it. It’s ruined.” 
 
       “You can’t bin something like this. I’ll take it up to the children’s ward. Maybe they’ll play dress up with it.” 
 
       “Do you go there a lot?” 
 
       “I’m a volunteer. Have been for a few years. I go when I can, between the farm and studying that is.” Flinging her dress over my shoulder, I usher her out of the bathroom and help her down the stairs.  
 
       “What do you do there?” 
 
       “Well sometimes…” I lock the back door behind us and place the key back under the plant pot. “Sometimes I just read stories and stuff. Some days I visit the old folks and take them sweets and magazines. They’re always giving me lists and money. Those guys love their Humbugs. Often, I just sit and chat; some of them are just lonely. Occasionally, I’ll get lucky and one of the docs will let me shadow them on their rounds. You can learn a lot by just watching.” Putting my arm out, she takes it as we head back to the barn. 
 
       “Wow, Ash, you’re amazing. You love being there, your entire face lights up when you talk about it.” 
 
       “I do love it. I’m due to go tomorrow if I get the farm work finished in time. Want to tag along?” I stop walking and face her. 
 
       “I’d love to, but what if people recognise me? I’m not ready to be that girl again, not yet.” 
 
       “Okay. Another time maybe?” Yeah right, like she’s gonna come back and visit. 
 
       “Sure.” We start walking again. 
 
       “If you’re sticking around, you may as well muck in.” I smile expecting her to laugh in my face. 
 
       “Muck in?  You mean clean out pigs and sheep and stuff?” She raises a brow. 
 
       “May as well get your hands dirty, Princess. Those manicured nails are no use around here.” I shrug, and she looks annoyed with me. “Did I say something wrong?” 
 
       “No, no it’s fine. I’ll help. But I refuse to clean out any kind of animal excrement.” 
 
       “We just call it plain old poo around here.” I chuckle. “But I’ll go easy on you. Oh, here,” I say, pulling the blue silk scarf from my pocket, “Tie this round your hair to keep it out of your face...if you want. It was my mother’s favourite.” 
 
       “It’s beautiful, Ash.” Taking it, she wraps it around her head, bandana style. “Thank you. I love it.” 
 
      
 
      Ellie was true to her word and really got stuck in. Yes, she complained a little along the way, but still I never thought I’d see her shovelling cow shit. She helped feed all the animals, wearily at first, but after an hour or so she looked as if she was made for this life. I wished she were. I can dream, can’t I?  I showed her how to milk a cow, which she didn’t seem as fond of. She’d barely touched the udders and almost fell off the stool squirming. I let her watch me do that instead. 
 
      Unable to hold in my amusement when she slid on a cowpat, luckily, I was close enough to catch her. I liked catching her. She saw the funny side, eventually. After a gruelling day, we rode the tractor back up to the barn. She sat behind me, her arms wrapped around my waist. Admittedly; making the journey last twice as long as usual. 
 
      
 
        “So how did you like your first day on the farm?” I ask, holding the barn door open for her. 
 
        “I’m exhausted.” She yawns. “But I loved it. I thought I’d hate it, but you sort of made it fun. Maybe I should abandon my ‘fame’ and work here?” 
 
        “Don’t make any rash decisions. A day is fun, but a year? Not so much. And you’d have to get over your udder phobia.” I laugh, and she nudges me with her hip. 
 
        “Right, Gus, time for your milk.” I run his bottle under the hot tap for a few minutes. He has a quick suck then pulls away. “Aww come on, Gussy. If you don’t drink, you’ll never grow big and fat like your brothers and sisters.”  
 
        “So that’s why you keep him in here? He’s the runt?” Ellie goes over to the sink, grabs a jug and fills it with hot water. “You need to warm it for longer.” Passing her the bottle, we wait five minutes for it to heat. 
 
       “See!” She grins smugly when the pig drinks greedily from it. I get a sudden flashback of that old guy, Gerry, telling me that Gus liked his milk warmer. How strange.  “I could be a farmer yet.” She grins up at me; the sadness has completely disappeared from her eyes. 
 
       “You could be anything you want to be.” I mutter. I think she hears me but doesn’t turn around. I give Gus a disappointed look for making me look bad. I can’t help but notice how happy Ellie looks. Her shoulders seem lower; her entire being seems looser somehow, like the weight of fame and celebrity were weighing her down. She looks nineteen right now and happy, nineteen and free. 
 
     We tuck Gus in his box when he’s had his fill.  Our fingers touch briefly and my stomach flips in excitement. Giving myself a hard-mental slap, I don’t even know if she likes me that way. Why would she when she has men throwing themselves at her? Men proposing. And she’s my friend; don’t really have many of those. I can’t ruin this. Anyway, she’s so far out of my league that she’s the clouds and I’m the pond-life beneath, never meant to touch, never supposed to meet…yet here we are. 
 
       “So, shall I call you a cab?” I ask, desperately hoping she says no. I’ve really enjoyed her company. Having someone real to talk to, someone who doesn’t judge or look down on me, is really refreshing. When I talk she really listens, like what I’m saying is important, or at least interesting. I feel special around her, which is not a feeling I’m overly familiar with lately. 
 
       “It’s late. Can I stay one more night?” Her lashes flutter; she knows how to get what she wants. My answer is yes. It will always be yes to pretty much anything she could ask of me. I’ve known this girl about twenty-four hours and she already has an invisible hold over me. Does she know that? My thoughts are jumbled and totally confusing. I believed whole-heartedly that this could never happen to me. That I wouldn’t fall so hard so quickly. But here I am falling, any minute my face will smash into the floor because how could she possibly feel the same? I must be strong and fight this. I can’t feel the way I think I’m feeling, right?  She could never be mine. How did I leave myself open like this? We’re on borrowed time right now, so I have to make the most of it. 
 
       “I’ll sort the blankets.” I walk over to my lonely, cold patch of floor and lay my blanket down. 
 
       “Err, no you bloody won’t!”  
 
       “Language, me lady!” I gasp in mock pretence.  
 
       “You can’t sleep there again. You can share the mattress.” 
 
       “I don’t think we should. You have a reputation and I …” 
 
       “You are a true gentleman. You said it yourself and I trust you.” She sits down, patting the mattress. 
 
       “I did say that.”  Shit, why did I say that? 
 
       “I mean it, Ash. If you insist on sleeping over there, making yourself ill in the process, then I shall leave.” She crosses her arms tightly across her chest. 
 
       “Okay, okay. You win. I’ll share.” Holding my hands up in defeat, secretly excited about getting close to her. My stomach’s in knots as I slide in next to her. “And no funny business, do you hear young lady?” I wiggle my brows. 
 
       “You have my word, good sir.” 
 
       “Well shit.”  
 
       “You’re funny.” She lies down. 
 
       “Wasn’t trying to be,” I mutter, turning the lamp off. Gus grunts making us both jump, and we laugh.  
 
       “Night Gus. Night Ellie.” 
 
       “Night, Ash.” 
 
      
 
      I can’t sleep. Every part of me is very aware that she’s only an inch away. My heart is beating like a bongo drum. Her arm touches mine, a rush of pent up nerves and excitement tingles throughout my skin. Then I remember who I am and who she is and close my eyes. I don’t sleep for what feels like hours. Long hours of listening to her breathing, the cute little sighs she makes in her sleep. I could listen to those forever. She turns over and her warm breath hits my cheek. I move in a little closer. My lips tingling, hovering over hers. I wait over her, watching, taking in the contours of her face in the night. Leaning in to kiss her forehead lightly, before slumping back down on my side. This is torture. I should go sleep on the damp floor, but I’m not moving. I’m gonna need a seriously cold shower in the morning. Guilt consumes me. This girl trusts me as a friend. I don’t know if I can just be that. I fight sleep, even though I’m knackered. She’s awoken something inside me that I didn’t know was there. I keep telling myself that these feelings are wrong, that I am wrong. And where do I fit with this other guy?  Maybe it’s best for us both that she leaves. I have no right to ask her to stay. How could a swan live with a pig?  
 
                                           
 
      
 
      
 
    4: Ellie 
 
      
 
      Taking a deep breath, my eyes find his. He grins, making his eyes twinkle in a way that makes my heart flutter. I realise my arm is draped across his chest. 
 
       “Oh…I’m so sorry.” I retract it. My face heats up. 
 
       “No worries. It was keeping me warm.” He props himself up on one elbow and looks down at me. He’s so close, my mind races with thoughts that I simply cannot have. It’s not fair to him or me. I’m to be married soon and may never feel the way that I do just being around this guy. Being royal sucks. Sitting up, I angle myself out of his personal space. 
 
       “What time is it?” 
 
       “Just after six. You can sleep a bit longer if you like, or should I call you that cab now?” 
 
       “Will you stop trying to get rid of me? I’ll go when I’m good and ready…or don’t you want me here? Is that it? You’ve had enough of me hanging around?” Is this how rejection feels? I jump up off the mattress. Of course, he wants his space back. He hasn’t let himself feel for me because he’s far too sensible. He hasn’t got time for me with his life already being too full. We’re just friends so why am I trying to complicate it?  I should really get over myself, what am I thinking? 
 
       “No, of course I haven’t had enough of you. I love that you’re here. I just figured you would have had enough of sleeping rough and living my life.” 
 
       “Actually, I’m quite enjoying it. So, if it’s still okay, I’d like to stay a little longer?”  
 
       “No problem.” He beams a full-on, white smile complete with cute dimples and added eye twinkles. Wow, this guy is…just wow. Okay, now I’m over-staring and he’s noticed. 
 
       “What’s the plan for today?” I ask, busying myself with petting a very grumpy Gus. 
 
       “I’m volunteering at the hospital today, remember?” He hands me a bread roll from his pocket, which I devour, covering my mouth with my hand the entire time.  
 
       “Oh yeah, right.”  
 
       “It’s okay. I’ll call and say I can’t make it. After all, I don’t relish the thought of leaving you alone here with my brothers and arsehole of a father.” 
 
       “No, you have to go.” I say. “It would be selfish of me to expect you to stay.” 
 
       “But…” A tapping on the door interrupts us. “Quick hide!” He urges, throwing blankets over me. I jump back on the mattress and lay flat. We wait in silence, but no one enters. I hear his feet walking towards the door and the sound of it creaking open. 
 
       “Well that’s weird,” he calls back. “There’s nobody out here, just a bag.” 
 
      Throwing the covers off, I rush to join him. “A bag? What’s in it?” Standing on my tiptoes to peer over his shoulder. 
 
       “It could be a trick from Jack and Bruno…something horrid could jump out.” He carefully pulls open the top of the bag and we both step back. 
 
       “Nothing’s popped out…what could it be?” I push him forward. 
 
       “Could be a bag of maggots, they’ve done that before.” 
 
       “How very childish.” 
 
       “They haven’t pranked me for a while though.  They’re only just eighteen, guess they were just acting their age.”  
 
       “You always try to see the best in people. That’s a lovely quality to have. But really, Ash, your brothers are pretty nasty by the sounds of it.” I bend down and carefully prise the bag apart even more. “Oh…” 
 
        “Oh? Oh what? Oh, there’s a cow’s head in there or oh, it’s a warm pile of dog shit?” 
 
       “It’s a box of hair dye and fake glasses…what on earth?” I try them on and I’m confused when the glass is clear. “I can see perfectly fine…” 
 
    Ash takes the bag and forages to the bottom. “There’s a card.” He reads it, ‘To my good friend, Ash. This may hide your problem. Love Gerry.’ 
 
       “Who’s Gerry?” I ask.  
 
       “I think he’s my guardian angel or something…you can use this as a temporary disguise. You can come with me and can leave the farm!” He grabs my shoulders and shakes me until we’re both laughing like idiots. 
 
       “Guardian angel huh? Let’s do it.” I say. 
 
       “Yeah?” 
 
       “I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before.” I run over to his first aid kit and pull a pair of scissors out. “Cut it first.”  
 
       “No way, your hair’s so long. It must have taken years to grow.” He frowns, his eyebrows knitting together. 
 
       “It did but it’ll grow back. Cut it here.” I point to my shoulders. “I don’t want it too drastic.” 
 
       “Are you sure?” 
 
       “Sure as I’ll ever be.” I sit on a hay bale. “Come on, I trust you.”  
 
    He moves behind me, taking the scissors. “Okay, but I’m warning you I’ve only ever cut my own…unless you count the sheep shearing.” 
 
       “Do it,” I urge. He marks an invisible line across the top of my shoulders with his finger, which tickles, then he starts to cut.  
 
       “This feels wrong.” He moans. Clumps of beautiful hair lands at my feet. 
 
       “It’ll look great, I know it.” 
 
       “There. All done.” He steps back to view his handy work. Then offers me a tiny mirror from the first aid box.  
 
       “Oh my gosh, I love it!” I run my fingers over it a few times. “Let’s dye it now.” I grab the box and drag him over to the sink. 
 
       “You want me to do it?” He squirms. “What if I do it wrong and you hate it?” 
 
       “It’s just a shop dye, it’ll wash out within a few weeks. Relax. I don’t think you can do it wrong.” I read the instructions. “Okay, so you mix it together and rub it all over my hair. Wait for thirty minutes then wash it out. Simple enough.” Perching on a stool beside the sink and mix the two bottles and pass him the larger one. 
 
       “You’re serious?”  
 
       “Yes.” I nod. “I want to be someone else for a while. I want to see your world with you.” Feeling my cheeks heat to probably the ‘Crimson Berry’ shade on the box. 
 
       “I’d like that.” He whispers against my ear and I giggle. God, could I be any more obvious? He begins the process, gently pushing the dye through to the ends of my hair. This feels so intimate. I can feel the roughness of his fingertips as they graze over my scalp. This is the most relaxed I’ve felt in months. Every now and then I catch his glance and it’s so intense that I close my eyes.        
 
       “You have the magic touch.” I sigh. 
 
       “K.” His fingers leave my head and I wish them back again. “Thirty minutes.” He checks his watch. 
 
       “I bet I look a sight.” I lower my chin. No one, not even my sister has seen me this exposed before. And I feel it, I feel naked before him. 
 
       “You always look great, Ellie.” He says without sarcasm.  
 
      “Thanks.” I still can’t look at him. Luckily for me, it’s Gus’s feeding time and he spends most of the thirty minutes doing that. 
 
       “So,” I say trying to break the silence. “Your brothers, they’re in high school?” 
 
       “Yep. Final year before they’re spat out into the real world and have to think of either college or working for a living.” Rolling his eyes, he turns back to Gus. 
 
       “What is it they want to do?” 
 
       “Bruno, the slightly older one, wants to be a rugby player. Guess he’s got the build for it. Jack, the marginally nicer one, wants to go to college and do business or something. Reckon they’ll do well if only they weren’t a pair of complete shit heads…no, they must have some good qualities… they’re just very good at hiding them.” 
 
       “There you go again, seeing the good in people.” I check the time, only another five minutes to go. 
 
        “I try. After all, if they’re only what we see, then that would be quite depressing.” He pulls the bottle away from Gus. “Wow, you were a greedy little pig today.” He pats his head affectionately.  
 
       “Why do they hate you so much?” 
 
       “That’s a question I’ve had forever. Sometimes I think my father made up lies about me to take the heat off his drinking guilt. But I don’t know…He never treated me the same after we lost her…Jack’s pretty odd, always hanging about spying on me for dad. And Bruno, well I shouldn’t be mean, but there’s always been something really dark about him.” I sigh. “Like serial killer dark. I can’t put my finger on it. I’m sure I must have him all wrong…God I hope so.” 
 
       “So, they’re twins, are they identical?” 
 
       “God no, they are so completely unalike. Bruno’s short, and a muscle head. Dark hair and brown eyes, whereas Jack is tall, skinny and a red head like our, their mum.” 
 
       “She was your mother too, Ash.”   
 
       “I guess. So, what about you? Do you have any annoying brothers or sisters?” 
 
       “Just a sister, Phoebe. She’s lovely most of he time. She’s a few years younger than me, so about the same as your brothers. We talk all the time, yes, sometimes she’s prone to pout to get her own way, but father usually lets her have it. He always treated her like the baby and me like the one who should be more grateful.” 
 
       “Guess both our fathers are arseholes.” Ash checks his watch again. “Time.” 
 
       “Good. I’m getting restless.” He runs the tap until it’s warm.  
 
       “Are you okay to lean backwards over the sink?” 
 
       “Yes.” 
 
       “Here put this under your neck.” He rolls up one of his jumpers and places it behind my neck.    
 
        “It’ll get dye on it.” I protest. 
 
       “It’s just an old jumper,” He smiles down, his face inches over mine. “Ready?” 
 
       “Ready.” He fills the jug and slowly pours it over my hair, over and over until the water runs from red to pink to almost clear. He’s so gentle. 
 
       “I won’t break.” I tell him.  
 
       “I don’t want to hurt you.” His eyes lock with mine and I wonder if he’s talking about my hair still. I take a big gulp, willing him to close the gap between us and just kiss me. I know it’s extremely selfish, but I just want to know what he tastes like, just once. I’m a princess and should be allowed anything I want, but I can’t have him. He looks at my lips for a split second and swallows hard before turning off the taps.                  “You can sit up now.” Placing his palm around the back of my neck and lifting me forward. I towel dry it the best I can. In hindsight, I should have packed a few essentials like underwear, makeup, clothes and a hair dryer, but I didn’t know I was going to run away. 
 
       “Well, how does it look?” I ask. 
 
       “It’s pretty bright, but it suits you.” 
 
       “I actually feel free for once.” 
 
       “It’s amazing what a box of cheap hair dye can do.”  
 
       “We must find your friend and thank him. Can I ask what you’ve told him about me?” 
 
       “That’s the thing, I haven’t, not one thing. I’ve only met the guy once, very briefly. But it was weird, like strange weird, he seemed to know an awful lot about me. He arrived just before you did.” Ash chews on the side of his mouth. “It’s weird, right?” 
 
       “Very, but the guy seems to be on our side.” He passes me his brush, I drag it through my damp hair. When I’m happy it’s detangled and almost dry, I tie the blue silk scarf around it. 
 
       “It’s sunny out. Do you want to borrow a t-shirt?” He grabs a white one from the pile and throws it at me. 
 
       “Thanks.” I wait for him to turn his back whilst I change. 
 
       “Well?” I hold out my arms for inspection. “It’s a little baggy.” 
 
       “A little baggy? You could fit two of you in there.” He smirks. “You look so different to when we first met.”  
 
       “Bad different?”  
 
       “Not good or bad, just different. No one will recognise you from your T.V. show now.” 
 
       “Hope not.” Staring at him for so long that his face blurs until I’m almost looking through him. How can I possibly tell him the truth now? I should’ve just come clean to begin with. He’s been nothing but honest with me. Will he be angry? Look at me differently? Will he still be my friend?  
 
        “Hey!” He clicks his fingers under my nose. “Come back to me.” 
 
        “Sorry, I totally phased out there for a second.”  I laugh, but my conscience is screaming at me to tell him the truth. I’m scared that if I do that he won’t look at me like Ellie the girl anymore. Will he just see Ellie the Princess, just like everyone else does? Will he close himself off from me? Send me away? Every hour I spend with him, I get to know him a little more and I like him — like really like him. I like the girl I’m allowed to be with him. How can I ever go back to my gilded cage now that I’ve just started to fly? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    5: Ash 
 
      
 
       If I squint hard, it could almost be my mother standing there in those clothes with that striking red hair. My eyes refocus on the young, stunning face of Ellie. Her eyes still flicker with immense sadness, but occasionally, like now, they’re warm and inviting. 
 
      I want to remember every moment with her, because I know in my gut that she won’t choose me. Any second she could leave as quickly as she came. Maybe our paths will cross again someday, someday when I’ve graduated and have more to offer her. Four, possibly five years seems a hell of a long time to wait and by then she’ll have moved on and forgotten our secret time together. Maybe she doesn’t feel the connection between us like I do… 
 
       “And look,” she says, breaking me from my thoughts, “I can walk much better today, see?” She walks around the barn and does a cute little spin, eventually standing in front of me. “I mean, I won’t be doing any marathons for a while, but it certainly hurts less.” 
 
       “I told you, you’d be okay. So, hospital?” I offer her my arm and she wraps hers around it, like we’re a real couple. In my head, I dare to daydream that we are. Does she see me as a friend or if she playing make-believe too?   
 
      
 
       We bus the three miles to hospital. I can’t expect her to walk that far, not just yet. On entering the building, she looks surprised when the staff we pass welcome us. She’s very quiet when I introduce her to people. I expect she doesn’t want to linger too long in case someone watches her show and she’s ousted.  
 
       “Here, I almost forgot.” Pulling the fake glasses from my coat pocket, placing them on her face. “Better?” 
 
       “Much better, thank you.” 
 
       “Well if it worked for Clark Kent…” I chuckle. “No one should even suspect now.” 
 
    We walk through the corridors until we reach the children’s ward. 
 
       “Here we are.” 
 
       “The Peter & Wendy ward.” She reads the sign above the door. “Cute.” 
 
       “Yeah, all the wards have fun names. The baby care unit’s, ‘The Pumpkin Patch.’ The elderly ward is, ‘Over the Rainbow,’ and intensive care, we call that, ‘The Sleeping Beauties,’ and so on.”  
 
       “Have you always wanted to be a doctor?”  
 
       “When I was little, mum bought me one of those dress up doctor kits and a plastic stethoscope. Bet I annoyed everyone trying to listen to their hearts, that’s if they had one of course.”  
 
       “I wish I’d known you then.” She smiles up at me. 
 
       “Me too.” I take hold of her hand. “Right, are you ready for this?” 
 
       “I guess,” she says, blowing her cheeks out. 
 
       “Then stop looking so frightened. They’re just kids.” 
 
       “That’s why I’m frightened. Kids are always so honest. What if they don’t like me?” 
 
       “Are you crazy? What’s not to like? Come on, stick with me and you’ll do fine.” I squeeze her hand, dragging her inside. 
 
       “Morning Claire.” I greet the nurse in charge of the ward and introduce her to Ellie. She smiles and continues to make the beds, letting me have a little time with the kids under her watchful gaze. 
 
       “Hey, Ash!” Little Mia runs at me, throwing her arms around my waist. I notice her hair is almost gone now, apart from a small blonde wispy piece that sits defiantly atop her head.  
 
       “Hey, how’s my best patient today?” I put my hands on her shoulders. 
 
       “Good. I’ve missed you. Who’s she?” Mia glares at Ellie. 
 
       “This is my very special friend, Ellie. Ellie meet Mia.” 
 
       “Hi.” Ellie waves. Every kid on the ward has stopped to stare at us. 
 
       “Everyone! Say hi to Ellie.”  
 
       “Hi, Ellie,” they chorus back. 
 
       “Ellie really, really wanted to meet you all and look,” I hold up her ball gown, “Who wants to play princess?” Children swarm around us, grab the dress and argue who’ll wear it first. 
 
       “Are you Ash’s girlfriend?” Rosie, one of the quieter girls stands before us. 
 
       “Oh…err…” Ellie blushes and I take it as a sign of hope, when I’d never dared to hope before, this could mean that she likes me back. After all, she hasn’t flat out denied it. My chest tightens when she doesn’t laugh at the idea, meaning that she hasn’t completely ruled it out.  
 
       “We’re just great friends, Rosie. Is that okay?” I bend to her level.  
 
       “Yes. Because you’re marrying me when I get much, much taller,” she announces.  
 
       “Oh, right you are then.” I look to Ellie for help. 
 
       “What, you must know all these kids love you? Just look at them all. You’re the next best thing to Santa Claus.” She gestures around the room and they all seem to be competing for my attention in some way. 
 
       “So, you’ll marry me? And she’s just a friend?” Rosie tugs on my shirtsleeve. 
 
       “Please.” Ellie bends too, “Don’t be jealous. Ash here has a very big heart and has plenty of love for everyone.” She catches my eye and now I think I’m the one turning a funny shade of pink. Looking away, trying to hide my huge stupid grin, which I seem to have absolutely no control over. 
 
        “Right then!” I stand, clapping my hands to get their attention. “Who wants a story?” The children squeal and form a circle on the floor. I glance at Ellie and notice the sadness returning in her eyes as she surveys each child. 
 
      I begin to read The Princess and the Frog, which is one of their favourites.  Mia’s ended up sitting on Ellie’s knee and they both seem quite content. I watch her all morning off and on. She’s a natural with them. And by lunchtime, she’s like The Pied Piper with kids just hanging off her every word; some literally just hang off her. Most of them have forgotten I’m even here, but I don’t mind at all. Ellie’s special somehow and people just naturally seem to gravitate towards her. 
 
     One of the girls, Paige, who’s been burned quite badly and is undergoing long, arduous skin grafts, stands in front of me, drowned by Ellie’s dress. 
 
       “Ash, look. I’m a princess.” 
 
       “Are you sure it’s okay to have this fabric so near to your skin?” I ask. 
 
       “I’ll take it off in five more minutes. I promise.” 
 
       “Okay then.” I bow to her. “It’s an honour to meet you, Your Highness. You are looking most radiant today.” I notice Ellie watching me from the corner of the room. Her eyes are wide like she’s witnessed something terrible. Maybe I’m just imagining it; because when I glance again she’s all smiles. I study her intently while she sings nursery rhymes with a small group of boys. Her sweet voice has stopped everyone in their tracks. Even a few nurses passing by are standing in the doorway, grinning. 
 
      Ellie catches me staring and then notices that everyone’s staring. She blushes profusely. I simply can’t take my eyes off her. She captivates me in ways I’d never imagined before. A warm, fuzzy feeling rises up my body. I feel hot, dizzy and a little bit giddy, like I’ve had a shot of my father’s whisky or ten. And that’s when it hits me; this is what love feels like.  I’m in love with her! Am I? Surely this is all too sudden? I’m staring at her, like she’s some kind of miracle. I feel like the luckiest man on the planet that she chose my barn to stumble into. Could this really happen? Could she feel the same? A wide, manic grin takes over my face. This must be love. I never expected I’d be lucky enough to find it. How can I have fallen so quickly? I’ve known her for like a minute. How did this happen? Why didn’t I put up more of a fight? Because I didn’t want to, that’s why. I knew she was special the moment I saw her. I tried to fight it. My skin tingles, like little electric shocks reaching to my nerve ends. Our eyes meet, and she returns my goofy smile. I’m in love and think the whole world can see it. 
 
        “Ash, Ash!” I shake myself mentally. Mia is tugging on my trousers. “Why are you so happy today?”  
 
       “Don’t I usually look happy?”  
 
       “Not like today, you don’t.” She crosses her arms. 
 
       “Maybe I am. Maybe I’m less of a grumpy head today?” I tease. 
 
       “Hmm, okay then.” She narrows her eyes on mine.  
 
    Shit. If a six-year-old can see it, will Ellie? Will it scare her away? Will she run from me too? I can’t scare her off, not now I’ve only just found her.  
 
       “Okay everyone, sadly it’s time for us to leave.”  We get lots of, “Awwws” in return. “But I’ll be back soon, promise.” 
 
       “Will you come back too, Ellie?” One of the newer boys asks. 
 
        “Of course.” She beams. “I’ve had a lovely time meeting you all.” 
 
     We hug and wave our goodbyes and eventually escape. She is unusually quiet; I notice her eyes watering. 
 
       “Hey, what’s wrong?” I ask, putting my arm around her shoulders. 
 
       “Nothing. I’ve just enjoyed this so much. I never really get to be with normal people, you know? Some of these kids are really sick and not once did any of them complain. And then you look at me, moaning because I’m not content with living a good, wealthy, carefree life. Because I’m stuck in a life, which has parties, designer shoes and rich men who want to marry me. There’s so much suffering out there that I never really thought about before. I’m so selfish.” 
 
    I thumb away the tears that are now freely rolling over her cheeks. 
 
       “Look at me.” She does. “If you want to change your life, only you can do that. All I can do is be here for you. I will always promise you that, okay?” 
 
       “You will?” She sniffles. 
 
      “I never lie.” I pull her into a hug. “Come on. Dry your eyes, we’re off to visit the old folks now. If you think you can manage it?” 
 
       “Yes.”  
 
       “And if you’re crying they’ll blame me.” She splutters a laugh and I feel that warm glow racing through me again. “That’s better. The old timers can be pretty sharp. Watch out for Betty. Not much gets past her.” Taking her hand, leading her down another corridor. 
 
       “Betty?” 
 
       “Yeah, she thinks she’s psychic or something.”  
 
       “And is she?” Ellie’s eyes widen. 
 
       “Who knows? She’s never got me right once.” 
 
       “No?” 
 
       “She told me once, often tells me actually, that she sees a throne in my future! How funny is that? The only throne in my future is the one I have to clean up at the house.”     I chuckle at the absurdity. She’s not smiling, and I wonder if this is all too much for her. Maybe meeting so many people at once is completely overwhelming. Maybe she’s missing home?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    6: Ellie 
 
      
 
      Watching him with those kids, he looked so free, so relaxed like he belonged there. He knows his purpose in life and will do everything he can to achieve it. I couldn’t help but be drawn in by his magnetism. These kids were like little batteries feeding his spirit, driving him onwards. I never thought I’d meet someone with as much passion as Ash has shown me. 
 
       “You ready to meet Betty and the gang?” He wiggles his brows. 
 
       “They can’t be that scary. I mean, how intimidating can a bunch of old people be?” 
 
       “Be careful what you say. Most of them may have hearing aids, but these walls have very big ears. Come on, I’ll introduce you.”  He ushers me through the doors to the, ‘Over the Rainbow’ ward. 
 
       “Ashley James Thompson!” An old lady with a slight hunchback, beckons us over.      “Let me look at you! You handsome boy!” I laugh at Ash’s bashfulness.  
 
       “So, does everybody here adore you?” He grimaces when the lady reaches up to pinch his cheeks. 
 
       “Hey, Aida. How are you today?” 
 
       “What? Speak up boy!” 
 
       “Have you switched it on?” He mouths slowly, pointing to her ear. 
 
       “Silly me!” She laughs and fiddles with the hearing aid. 
 
       “Ashley!” An old guy shuffles toward us with a walking frame. “Come here, son.” Ash is pulled into a bear hug. 
 
       “Wow. Who is your young lady friend?” The guy takes my hand and kisses it. 
 
       “Now then, Harry, don’t go getting all fresh with my girl.” I gasp. “I mean…my friend. She’s my friend. She’s a girl…and my friend.” 
 
     He looks so cute when he’s flustered. I bite my lip to stop myself laughing. I’m introduced to all the gang and feel welcome, and instantly accepted. 
 
       “Come here, girl.” A lady with a purple rinse and a velvet robe to match, beckons me over. 
 
       “Hello. Do you need something?” I ask. 
 
       “And whom might you be?” She looks over her extra thick glasses. 
 
       “Ellie!” Ash waves at me from across the ward where he’s giving out various bags of sweets, “meet Betty.” He winks. 
 
        I gulp. “So, you’re Betty?” 
 
       “And you are?” She narrows her eyes, studying me intently. I feel like I’m being tested and wonder if I’ll ever be good enough to pass. 
 
       “Ellie. I’m Ellie.” I weirdly croak. 
 
       “Is that right?” She frowns, and dozens of tiny creases form across her forehead. 
 
       “Yes.” My mouth is suddenly very dry. 
 
       “Turn around.” 
 
       “Pardon?” 
 
       “Twirl for me. I want to look at you,” she orders. I feel like I’m back at the palace being scrutinised by my father before a public event. Twirling slowly, catching a glimpse of Ash smirking. Maybe she made him twirl once too? I scowl at him before facing her again. “That wasn’t so hard now was it? Come closer, I want to look at that pretty face of yours.” My palms are sweating. My heart’s thumping inside my ears. What if she looks too closely? What if she sees I’m a fraud? “Come on, I don’t bite.” Leaning closer, she studies my face. I hold my breath the entire time. “Hmm.” She mutters. “So, you think you’re good enough for our Ash, do you?” 
 
       “Err…I don’t think we…” 
 
       “Oh, stop squirming. I can clearly see that you two are meant for each other. It’s painfully obvious child.” 
 
       “It is?” I look over to him, he’s laughing in the middle of four old ladies, he’s the highlight of their week. I can almost hear them wishing they were forty years younger. And why wouldn’t they? He’s adorable, kind, gentle and he has that whole sexy doctor, farm boy thing going on. And what girl can resist those dimples and the way his eyes sparkle when he smiles…I sigh. Betty laughs. 
 
       “See something you like, Dear?” She unwraps a humbug and stuffs it in her mouth. “Trust me, that one won’t be single for long…have you seen those strong arms of his?  Bet he looks great in his swim shorts.” She giggles. I don’t like her talking about Ash in that way, he’s so much more than what you first see. “Come closer.” She orders. I step in. “No, closer than that.” I bend my ear to her lips. “Why are you here?” She whispers. 
 
       “To visit with Ash.”  
 
       “Break his heart and you’ll have all of us to deal with.” I pull away, worried at the lack of humour in her voice. Suddenly she’s up out of her chair, standing so close that my boots are touching her furry pink slippers. “I know who you are,” she whispers. 
 
       “What?”  Panic rises in my throat. 
 
       “You can dye your hair, I prefer you blonde by the way, and wear silly glasses, but I see the real you, Elle.” 
 
       “I don’t know…” I start to protest, but know I’m beaten. 
 
       “Your time with him is limited. You know that. Don’t hurt him.” 
 
       “I…”  
 
       “It was lovely to meet you, Your Highness.” She dips her head slightly in a hidden bow. “Trust only him.” The room feels like it’s beginning to spin.  
 
       “What?” I gasp, trying to steady myself. 
 
       “Your secret’s safe with me. But it won’t be long before everyone knows you’re missing. Watch your back.” 
 
       “Hey.” Ash appears from behind, startling me. 
 
       “Hey.” My voice trembles. 
 
       “Everything okay here?” He looks from Betty to me. 
 
       “Sure is Sweet Cheeks.” She pats his thigh. He wags his finger at her. 
 
       “Will you be a dear and get me the new ‘Knitters Weekly’ mag next week?” She shoves some coins in his hand. 
 
       “Sure will. Do you think you’ll still be in here next week?” 
 
       “Ashley, I’m a permanent fixture these days, besides I like it here.”  
 
       “Ash,” I grab his elbow. “I need to go.” 
 
       “Are you alright?” He dips his head to catch my eye line. 
 
       “I just need some air.”  
 
       “Okay, I’ll come with you.” 
 
       “No. You should stay.” I turn to leave. 
 
       “Wait in the corridor for me, I’ll be two seconds,” he says, and I hear him saying his goodbyes to everyone, which makes me feel guilty. “What’s up?”  He joins me, and we make our way to the exit. “Was Betty mean to you? ‘Cos she’s only joking most of the time.” 
 
       “No…I just felt a bit strange for a moment.” 
 
       “Hmmm,” He touches my forehead, “You are a little hot. Let’s get you out of here. You probably need some food.” He places his palm on the small of my back and ushers me outside. 
 
       “Okay. But I’m paying.” Reaching down, I pull an emergency credit card from my bra. 
 
       “You are full of surprises.” He chuckles. I shudder. If only you knew. 
 
      
 
     We eat at a quiet café in town and then take a slow walk back along the riverbank.  
 
       “It’s beautiful here, do you walk here often?” 
 
       “And the award for best cheesy pick-up line goes to…” He laughs. “Yes, I like it here. It’s peaceful especially at night. I do a lot of thinking here. He bends down, picking up a few large stones. “Here.” He places one in my hand. 
 
       “You’re giving me a stone?”  
 
       “Watch.”  Effortlessly, he skims the stone over the river; it goes a long way before it eventually sinks. “Now you.” 
 
       “Challenge accepted.” I nod, trying to copy exactly what he did. To my disappointment, my stone just plops and sinks. I screw my nose up. 
 
       “Not to worry. Try again.” 
 
       “We could be here for quite some time.” I sigh. “Poor old Gus may actually starve.” I throw another stone across the water, which also plops and sinks. “See? Useless.” 
 
       “Don’t pout, Ellie. It’s just too cute.” He chuckles bringing out his ‘just too cute’ dimples, and boy I so badly want to touch them. 
 
       “Here, let me help.” Moving behind me, putting his arm under mine, holding my hand in his. “When I say go, let go of the stone. One, two,” he moves my arm and our hips angle in unison. His breath kisses my neck and I shudder against him. “Three! Let go!” Releasing the stone, it skims over the water like it’s supposed to. “See.” He laughs against my ear. “You’re a pro.” His chin rests on my shoulder and I let my head rest against his as we silently watch the river flowing. I can’t remember ever feeling this content. I turn my face to his. We are stupidly close; our noses are almost touching, but it doesn’t feel wrong. His gaze flicks to my lips for a brief moment and I will him to kiss me. I hear Betty’s voice in my head. “Don’t break his heart.” I pull away. He reaches for me, but I pretend not to see. This is too hard. I’m being selfish. I should leave. If I stay much longer my own heart may break. My heart has been a prisoner for so long now, Ash has unlocked its cage. My head and heart are in a constant battle and I can’t pick a side. 
 
       “So,” I start walking again., trying to ignore the deep frown above his eyes. “Have you ever had a girlfriend?” This is a dangerous topic, but I can’t seem to help myself. “Bet you’ve had loads, right?” 
 
       “What makes you say that? Do you think I’m some sort of player?” I feel his gaze burning into me but keep looking straight ahead. 
 
       “No, I just think that someone like you would be fighting them off. I mean, look at everyone at the hospital, they all worship you.” 
 
        “Are you giving me a compliment?” He grabs my elbow to stop me walking. 
 
       “I guess I am.” Shrugging, I walk away.  
 
       “So, do you think I’m cute?” He’s smiling at me with mischief in his eyes. My stomach flips. 
 
       “Don’t look at me like that.” My entire body tingles. I walk faster, and my foot curses me. 
 
       “Like what?” He scurries alongside me. 
 
       “You know what.” 
 
       “No. I clearly don’t.”  
 
       “Stop it.” keeping my focus solely on the path, not daring to look at him. Right now, he’s hot, hotter than any guy I’ve met. But we’re friends and I haven’t got many of those. Not like him who weirdly, in a matter of days, I trust completely. I’d trust this guy with my life, yet I’m never allowed to share it with him. It would be so easy to fall for him. He’d just have to make a move and I’d be his…but to whose benefit? We can never have our happily ever after, not when I’m marrying someone else in a matter of weeks. 
 
       “Is the guy from the ball better looking than me?” 
 
       “He’s tall, blond, very proper and a little arrogant…so not my type.” 
 
       “So, what is your type?” He cocks his head to one side. I walk faster still. We’re flirting outrageously and I must be strong. 
 
       “I can’t do this,” I snap. Wanting him to just grab me and…and nothing. I must rise above this. For his sake and mine. “I should leave.” 
 
       “What? Why? Did I upset you?” He runs in front of me to make me stop. 
 
       “No, of course not. But I still have to go. I’ll leave in the morning. They’ll be looking for me and it won’t be long until they find me. It’s best that you’re not involved.” 
 
        “Okay, but I am involved.” His chin and shoulders droop as he walks. We walk in silence for at least a mile. I’ve hurt him. The farm’s up ahead, he startles me when he speaks again. “So, this is our last night together. I want details. I want to know as much about you as possible before you go.” 
 
       “Okay.” I agree. Me leaving on a high note is better than leaving him sulking. 
 
       “So, tell me about your past boyfriends. Bet you’ve dated lots of famous actors, right?” 
 
       “A few. Normally I’m too busy or my father puts a stop to it.” 
 
       “Your dad sounds prehistoric.” 
 
       “There was this one guy, a bodyguard…” 
 
       “You have a bodyguard? How famous are you exactly?” 
 
       “Famous enough.”  
 
       “So? What happened with this bodyguard?” 
 
       “Well, we had to keep it secret. We stole a few kisses here and there and that’s about as exciting as it got.” I shrug. 
 
       “So, what…the studio says you can’t date or something?” 
 
       “Or something.” Unable to look at him, I’m telling so many lies and for what? So, I can pretend to be a normal girl for a little while longer? I’ve got so wrapped up in this fantasy that I’m starting to believe it myself.  
 
       “So, you like never…you know…” He clears his throat. 
 
       “No, never. Is that weird?” 
 
       “No, more like unheard of.” 
 
       “So, have you…like a lot?”  
 
       “You really want to know?” 
 
       “We’re friends, aren’t we?”  A look of disappointment reflects from his expression, and I feel it too. 
 
       “There have been a few. There was this one girl, Katie Pickles; we were off and on throughout school. She was my first crush with her big blue eyes and blonde pigtails.” 
 
       “And? Is she still in the picture?” Annoyance rattles inside of me. I have no right to be jealous; I have no claims on him. 
 
       “No. My brothers caught us a few years back doing, you know, ‘stuff’ and took pictures. They said if she didn’t break up with me they’d post them online.” 
 
       “Oh, Ash, that’s awful. That poor girl…”  
 
        “I ended it for her sake. A year or so ago, she moved town with her family. We’re still friends and sometimes send each other a text. She’s engaged to some footballer. I’m happy for her.” He smiles. 
 
       “Do you miss her?” 
 
       “Sometimes. I mean, I thought I loved her, but now I realise it was always just a crush.” He looks at me, eyes flickering with warmth. “We’ve both moved on I guess.” 
 
       “And did your brothers keep their word? Did they delete the pictures?” 
 
       “No, they said they’d post them anyway. Guess they hate me that much.”  
 
       “What did you do?”  
 
       “Found their phones and smashed them to pieces. We got into a fight. I held my own, but Bruno pulled a knife.” He points to the scar under his cheekbone. “See, angry goat.” 
 
       “That’s terrible! Did you tell your father?” 
 
       “He said I had it coming and had to work harder to pay for the phones. He’ll always take their side, like he said, I’m not blood.” We scurry quickly past the farmhouse, hopefully unnoticed.  
 
       “You need to leave, Ash.” 
 
       “What and come with you?”  
 
       “I wish you could, but it’s not that simple.” I hate making him look so sad. “But I can give you the money you need to go and start med school…or at least lend you it? Let me help you?” 
 
       “No, I told you already I won’t take your money. Tomorrow you’ll go back to your cameras and red carpets…I don’t want to be in debt to you or anyone else. Money ruins friendships. It ruins people.” 
 
       “Ash,” I stop walking and place my hand on his chest. “You don’t need to be alone anymore. You have me.” 
 
       “I only have you until the morning.” He looks over my head. There are no words. I’ve already hurt him. I can’t bear knowing that. “You go on ahead and warm Gus’s milk. I’ll nip back to see if Cook’s got any leftovers.” 
 
       “Okay. See you in a minute.” I watch him walk away knowing I must leave and run from him too. If I stay, I’ll want to stay forever and that’s just not possible. Heading back to the barn, putting Gus’s milk in a hot jug of water, like I promised. Looking around, I realise that none of this stuff is mine. Taking the fake glasses off and placing them on the table. I linger before heading for the door. “Goodbye, Ash.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    7: Ash 
 
      
 
       “Hey, Clara.” I give her the usual peck on the cheek. 
 
       “Well, hey yourself stranger.” She stops washing the pots and wipes her hands on her apron. “Where’ve you been hiding these last few days? I’ve been leaving out plates of good food for you.” 
 
       “I got them thanks.”  
 
       “So, what can I do for you today? And be quiet, your father’s home early. He hasn’t managed to pass out yet.” She sighs and for a moment, she looks older than her sixty- one years, old and tired of it all. I know the feeling.  
 
       “If you can spare a few sandwiches that’d be great.” 
 
       “That’s all?” She opens the bread bin ready to start my request. 
 
       “Yeah, had a big lunch.” A loud crash comes from the living room. 
 
       “What the hell?” Clara scurries past me, I follow. On entering the room, the T.V. is booming out and my father is splayed across the coffee table face down. 
 
       “Charming.” I huff. 
 
       “Help me get him to the sofa…and turn that thing off. I can’t even hear myself think.”  I head over to the T.V. and stop dead in my tracks.  Ellie’s face flashes up on the screen. 
 
       “What the?” Glaring, open-mouthed as the reporter talks about a huge reward for the missing princess. PRINCESS!!! 
 
       “Ash, honey, are you okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” I can’t even form words. I listen harder to the reporter, standing outside The Royal Palace. 
 
       “Her Royal Highness, Princess Elle, has been missing since Saturday evening where she was last seen at a ball being given in honour of her alleged engagement to Prince Henrik of Austria.”  Gulping, the air around me feels like it’s shrinking and I’m struggling to breathe. She said yes to him? 
 
        The scene flicks back to the studio, “The Royal family are concerned for her safety. When asked why they didn’t make it public straight away, the police had instructed them to wait, in case of a ransom situation.” There’s a cut to her glass shoe, the one she lost finding me. “This shoe is the only lead the police have so far, which the Princess was wearing the night of her disappearance. It was found in a field north west of the town of Hickling. Anyone coming forward with information will be greatly rewarded. The King has offered one million pounds for any leading information at this time. We have this statement from the palace advisor: 
 
    ‘We are greatly concerned for the Princess. Anyone holding her against her will, will be gravely punished. Anyone with details regarding her whereabouts, please, please come forward.’ 
 
      I can’t listen anymore. An image of Ellie wearing a tiara flashes up before me. I feel sick. I feel stupid. 
 
       “Ashley? Are you alright?” Clara appears at my side, her face, lined with worry. 
 
        “I…I gotta go.”  
 
       “What about your father?” 
 
       “Leave him.” I shoot out of the door and through the kitchen, out into the night. I stop, needing to catch my breath and straighten out my head. I must confront her. How could she do this to me? Thought we had something? How could she lie like that to my face? Racing toward the barn, my heart pumping hard in my throat. Pulling the door open, walking straight into Ellie. We collide. She stumbles back against a tractor. “Going somewhere?” I feel my jaw clenching and my nostrils flaring. Her eyes widen, panic, or is it realisation falling across her face? 
 
       “I, I was just…”  
 
       “What? Don’t tell me you’ve lost all those posh words of yours?” 
 
       “Ash, please…” 
 
       “You’re a princess! A frickin’ princess!” I duck inside the doorframe, she inches away. “So now you’re scared of me? Please!” Throwing my hands up in mock despair. “You’re the princess for crap sake!” 
 
       “Ash, please, let me explain.” She reaches for me, I flinch away. 
 
       “Please?” She whispers. “I wanted to tell you.” 
 
       “But you didn’t! Am I not worth that? Am I not worth the truth? Am I just some dumb commoner that you’ve used for as long as it suited you?” I rake my hands through my hair and start pacing. 
 
       “Ash, no! Of course not.” She’s sniffling, but I can’t give in to her, as much as it pains me, she owes me answers. 
 
       “You told me you were an actress, guess you really are!” 
 
       “Says the boy who sleeps with pigs and hides his true self from the world,” she snaps. 
 
       “Says the girl who runs from life every time it gets a little rough” I stop pacing, planting myself firmly in front of her. 
 
      “Is that really what you think of me?” Her eyes are the saddest I’ve ever seen them. I cross my arms to stop myself from pulling her into me.  
 
       “No, yes…I don’t know what to think.” 
 
       “I didn’t tell you because I liked that you saw me as just me, Ellie. I liked who I am when we’re together. You’re my friend and…” 
 
       “If we are friends, then you should have trusted me.” I feel my frown deepening over my brows.  
 
       “I did. I do. I just wanted to stay here as long as possible. Where I can be just me the girl, not the princess.” 
 
       “And look at how that turned out.” 
 
       “Can you even imagine my life? How it feels to have your friends picked for you? People assigned to follow you wherever you go?” 
 
        “Never had many friends…” 
 
       “Can you imagine being the top of your karate class, but only the Sensei will spar with you because all the other kids are frightened they’ll hurt the princess? To be constantly on show, guarded day and night? To be seen as the country’s future happiness, to be watched like sport?” 
 
       “No…I can’t.”  
 
       “The reason I wanted to keep this from you was because you are the only person in my life who isn’t ‘assigned’ to me. You aren’t paid to laugh at my jokes or to protect me. You don’t have to be kind to me, but you are anyway.” 
 
       “I really hadn’t thought that far…but God, Ellie, I could be in so much trouble. Don’t you get it? They’re looking for you. You said you’d texted them? But thinking about it, I haven’t seen your phone. They think you’ve been kidnapped. There’s a huge reward for you.” 
 
       “Did you think about claiming it?”  
 
       “I can’t believe you’d ask me that! If I get caught up in this, I could lose any chances I had at becoming a doctor.” I’m pacing again. 
 
       “No! I’ll tell them the truth, that you helped me. I promise it’ll be okay.” 
 
       “You can’t promise that. Mud sticks, Ellie.” 
 
       “So, meeting me wasn’t worth it? Being with me wasn’t worth it?” Tears roam freely over her cheeks, she’s not acting. “I thought you were different.”  
 
       “Maybe I’m not.” I snap. She walks right by me and out of the door. “Oh no you don’t!” I stride after her, grabbing her elbow. 
 
       “Let go!” She slaps my chest with her free hand. 
 
       “Always feisty.” I half laugh but there’s no way I’m letting her go, not yet, not like this. “So, you’re just gonna leave? Just like that? Go; be miserable with your prince.  Guess you’re gonna run from this like you run from everything?” She stops struggling.  
 
       “I don’t know what to do, or what you want from me.”  
 
       “You don’t?” I lower my head a little, placing my forehead against hers. 
 
       “Ash…”  
 
       “You don’t know how much I want you? You can’t tell how I feel about you?” I close my eyes and breathe her in. She smells like cinnamon, sweet and intoxicating. 
 
       “Please…don’t say it.”  
 
       “Tell me you don’t feel it too. Tell me and I’ll let go. But if you go, you can’t come back, because it’ll hurt too much.” Pushing my forehead harder to hers, willing her to push me away, willing her to stay and leave all in one big push. 
 
       “Ash, I’m not allowed to care.” Dropping her head to my chest, I hold her. Tears dampen my shirt. I’m hurting her and can’t bear it. Holding her away from me, placing my hands atop her shoulders. “You’re not allowed to care, or you don’t? Those are two very different things.” 
 
       “I have obligations.”  
 
       “Leave.” 
 
       “What?” 
 
       “I’ll make it easy for you, leave, I’ll understand. I’m not being fair to you by expecting you to stay. You’re a princess, one day my queen, and I’m the guy who works with pigs. I get it. I ‘ll never forget you.” I half bow. “Please…just go.” 
 
       “Don’t ever bow to me!” 
 
       “But...” 
 
       “You are better than me, Ash. Don’t ever bow to me.” 
 
       “If that is what you wish, Your Highness. Please just go.” I walk back inside, numb.  
 
       “No! This isn’t my wish!”  I turn, she’s standing right behind me. 
 
       “Ellie?” 
 
       “I can’t feel for you, but it doesn’t mean I don’t. I’m not leaving you. I do feel it Ash, I do feel what you feel.” 
 
       “Then show me.” I can’t contain my feelings any longer. Grabbing her waist, I pull her into me, lowering my face to hers. “You sure?” She smiles up at me with that gappy-toothed grin and I simply can’t wait any longer. I clamp my lips down over hers. She sighs making my entire body clench with want. This is right. We fit. My tongue explores hers; she tastes sweet and warm, like I imagined. I want to always be kissing her, to never stop pleasing her. I don’t care who she is. Right now, she’s simply Ellie. Pulling her in closer so that our chests touch. She smiles against my lips, relaxing into them. Hungry for her, she takes her mouth away, I drag her back. She steps out of my hold, panting slightly. Reaching for her, she puts her hands up to stop me. “What’s wrong? Didn’t you like it?” 
 
       “I did. A little too much.” She blushes. “We need to slow down. Is that alright?” 
 
       “I’ll wait as long as you want me to.” I nod, trying to hide my disappointment. 
 
       “Thank you.” She chews her bottom lip. Neither of us knows what to say or where to go from here. I have an idea. 
 
       “Come with me.” I offer my hand. 
 
       “Come with you where exactly?” She narrows her eyes playfully. 
 
       “Trust me?” 
 
       “Always.” Placing her hand in mine, I lead her out into the night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    8: Ellie 
 
      
 
       “Where are you taking me?”  We run over a field and around the back of an old cowshed. 
 
       “You’ll see!” We stop. Ash places his palm over my eyes. “Not much further, no peeking now.” He walks me slowly across the grass. 
 
       “Seriously, if you’re going to kill me, I think you should have at least given me a head start.” 
 
       “Like you did when you told me you were royal?” He says against my ear, sending little electric pulses shooting over my skin.  
 
       “Okay, okay, let it go. If you’re going to throw that in my face every two minutes then I’ll simply leave, and you can call me that cab you keep threatening me with.” I giggle. He kisses my cheek and withdraws his hand.  
 
       “You can look now. Well? Do you like it?” 
 
       “I love it! What is this place?” 
 
       “It’s my secret retreat.”  
 
       “Did you build this?” I move closer to the tree house and touch the ladder.  
 
       “Yeah, started it with my dad when mum was pregnant. It was our bonding project. We never finished; it just got left halfway through. When things got really bad with the ‘angry goat’ incident, I started coming out here a lot. Some days only hammering a few pieces of wood together, but it was something. I needed to escape after my mum…” He looks away, holding back so many tears. 
 
       “Maybe you should build things for a living.”  
 
       “I do like working with my hands. It was really therapeutic.” 
 
       “Oh, Ash.” I place my hand in his. 
 
       “I was just a kid.” 
 
       “So, whose idea was the rope swing? I haven’t been on one of these in years.” I tug at it to see how sturdy it is. “I probably wouldn’t be allowed to in case I break my royal neck.” 
 
       “I have a feeling that won’t stop you. Try it out. There’s nobody watching but me.” 
 
       “Okay.” I giggle. 
 
       “Think you can climb to the top?” 
 
       “Faster than you can, I bet.” 
 
       “Is that so?” 
 
       “It so is!”  
 
       “Challenge accepted. Winner gets me.” He laughs, and I can’t resist joining in. 
 
       “You are such a child! What does the loser get?” 
 
       “Kissed.” 
 
       “Sounds fair.” Taking a few steps back for a good run up, leaping into the air. Clinging onto the rope, I swing by pushing off from the tree. 
 
       “Thought this was a race?” 
 
       “I decided I like swinging better. A girl can change her mind you know.” I gently swing from side to side. 
 
       “Careful you don’t bash into the tree.” 
 
        “I won’t. Push me?” He gives me a huge shove from behind. Even though I’m not swinging very high, I feel completely free. There are no guards looking on, no photographers snapping my every move. It’s just Ash, and me. A guy who likes me for me, that means more than I can ever explain. It’s only been a few days, yet this, being with him, is different, amazing. I never believed I’d find a person that I connected with so stupidly quickly, and yet here we are. I can’t imagine going back to my life again, away from our secret tree house, away from him. 
 
       “What’s wrong?” He holds the rope still, stopping me from swinging. 
 
       “What do you mean?” 
 
       “You haven’t said anything for a while.” 
 
       “I was just thinking…wishing really.” 
 
       “About?” 
 
       “About tomorrow and the day after that…and the day after that…I mean, we can’t hide here forever.” I sigh.  
 
       “But we can for now.” He leans forward, kissing me gently. I put my hands around his neck and hop from the rope to him. He holds me up in his arms. I wrap my legs around his waist. “You are bad for my health.” He grins, running the lightest of kisses along my neck. 
 
       “Stop.” I half-heartedly protest. 
 
       “You want me to?” He continues to work his magic. 
 
       “We better.” I slide off him.  
 
       “Sorry, just can’t help myself.”  
 
       “Are you going to show me inside?” 
 
        “Can you manage the ladder?” 
 
       “I hope you’re joking. You shouldn’t mock royalty.” I point my nose in the air. 
 
       “You can only pull the royal card if you accept that you’re royal.” He shakes his head. “I mean, right now you could be anyone…you’re just an amazingly cute girl in tight jeans.” 
 
       “Oh really? Does ‘anyone’ kiss you like this?” Placing my palms on either side of his face, pulling it down until our breaths intertwine. There’s a little groan in the back of his throat; he’s putty in my hands. Instead of kissing him, I stick out my tongue and swipe it from his forehead down over his nose. 
 
        “Urgh! Gross!” He wipes his sleeve over his face. “You’re no princess!” 
 
        “The look on your face! So funny!” I laugh, fleeing up the ladder before he can decide on my payback. 
 
        “You get back here, Missy!”  
 
     I push the hatch above, popping my head inside the tree house. It looks strangely bigger inside than is does from the outside.  I clamber inside. 
 
       “It’s perfect.” I survey Ash’s secret world, a part of him that no one else gets to see. I’m lucky enough to have an invite that I don’t want to run away from. 
 
       “You like, Madam?” His head comes up through the hatch before he joins me. 
 
       “Very much.” I sit on the mattress that takes up an entire side of the wooden room.  There’s a slightly lop-sided shelf, which holds a few medical journals. In the opposite corner, there’s a little desk, which has a laptop, a small dated radio and a framed picture on top. I get up to study the picture.  
 
       “That’s me with the family. Mum had just had the twins.” I notice that his dad has one arm around Ash and one arm holding a baby. His mother holds one, but she too has an arm around Ash. 
 
       “You all look so happy…” 
 
       “We were I guess, still,” he shrugs, “Stuff changes.” 
 
       “I love it here…it’s so you. A laptop? Looks new. How did you afford it on the pittance your father gives you?” 
 
       “Actually, weird story. I’ve been going to the town library to study but was visiting less and less because of my workload. A week ago, this laptop was just sat here all wrapped up in a big red bow. I didn’t know what to do so I just left it. There’s only my old man that knows of this place and he never comes out here…I don’t think it was him for a minute. And then I met Gerry...I have a strong feeling he has something to do with it. Things certainly have changed a lot since he showed up.” 
 
       “Really? First a computer, then my hair dye…I’d like to meet this Gerry.” 
 
       “I have a feeling you will.” He smiles with those seriously adorable dimples; my breath catches in my throat and I have to look away. I turn the radio on for a distraction. Ed Sheeran’s ‘Photograph’ is playing. 
 
       “It always feels like he’s singing just for me…I love this song.” I turn it up a little. 
 
       “Me too. Dance with me?” He opens his arms widely. 
 
       “What, here?” 
 
       “Why not?” 
 
       “It’s a little snug.” 
 
       “Thought you liked a challenge?” He cocks a brow. 
 
       “Indeed.” I snuggle into his chest as we gently rock side to side. We let the tune wash over us and keep dancing until well after the song has ended and another has begun. “I could stay like this forever.” I look up, he’s staring at me intently. I could easily drown in those blue pools of his. 
 
       “Let’s then.” 
 
       “You know we can’t.” Untangling myself from him, I turn the radio off, taking a seat on the mattress. He joins me.  
 
       “What is it?” He moves a piece of hair that’s escaped from my bandana and wraps it around my ear. “You keep phasing out. Where do you go?” 
 
       “It’s just…these past few days with you have really opened my eyes, you have got me thinking. What if I was supposed to meet you? I mean, I never really knew my purpose before. I have all this power to change things and never once have I tried. All I’ve ever known is that one day I will form an alliance through marriage which will connect countries…I’m watched by the world and haven’t ever done anything worth watching.” I bring my knees up to my chest, resting my chin on them. 
 
       “Ellie,” He places his hand lightly on my back. “You’re right, the world is watching you, but only you can control what they see.” 
 
       “Being with you these past few days, watching your passion for people and how deeply you care…well it got me thinking and I want to help too.”  
 
       “So, what? You wanna become a doctor, a nurse? Hate to burst your bubble, but I don’t think many royals work in healthcare.”  
 
       “No, silly!” I push his arm; any excuse to touch him is a good excuse. “I have so many ideas…” 
 
       “Tell me.” 
 
       “Don’t laugh, they’re very rough and I don’t have a business plan or anything yet.” 
 
       “I promise.” He puts on his best serious face. 
 
       “Okay, so I was thinking about The Palace setting up some sort of grant scheme for people like you, who want to work in healthcare but don’t have the funds to train, like a royal scholarship.” I steal a brief glance at him to see if he’s laughing. 
 
       “Ellie, that’s a fantastic idea.”  
 
       “You really think so?” I wait for some sign of sarcasm or at least a hint of mocking, but there’s none.  I gain a little in confidence, wanting to share more of my thoughts. 
 
       “Yes! What else?” He lays across the bed half upright against his pillow. 
 
       “I also think that the royal family should visit hospitals at least twice a year, or maybe more. Can you imagine those children’s faces if my mother, The Queen, read them a story?” 
 
       “They’d be over the moon. Do you think they’d go for it?” Ash pulls my arm lowering me into his body so that I’m lying between his legs with my back supported by his chest. 
 
       “I don’t see why not. I’m going to suggest it when I go home.” I feel him clench under me, but I carry on talking. “Also, we need more helicopters and helipads so that we can fly to other countries and transport needed organs within a matter of hours. Then your mother may have got the heart she needed in time. We need a negotiator or someone to make connections with medical professionals across the world; so, all countries can provide organs to anywhere in the world at a moments notice. I may have to take up a few more languages…” 
 
       “Why? How many do you speak now?” 
 
       “Seven.” I shrug. “Like I said, pushy parents.” 
 
       “I like it. You’d be great at that.” Ash kisses my ear from behind. 
 
       “You’re distracting me!” I nudge him in the ribs. 
 
       “I give in!” He laughs.  
 
       “And, this way I can be doing more good than just marrying some prince to connect two countries…I can connect all the countries.” 
 
       “I like any plan that means you’re single.” 
 
       “Am I single?” Half turning so we’re almost stomach-to-stomach. 
 
       “No,” he pulls my chin up to his. “You’re mine.” My stomach somersaults like crazy. We kiss, and I could easily stay here forever. I break away, before it starts to become more than just a kiss. 
 
       “I’m going to have a meeting with my parents in the morning.” 
 
       “You’re still going back?” He sits up straight, my body goes with him. 
 
       “You know it’s only a matter of time. They will find me. Isn’t it best to go back of my own accord?” 
 
       “What if they still make you marry that guy? What about us, Ellie?” He stands abruptly with his back to me. I stand too, wrapping my arms around his waist.  
 
       “At least I met you. They can never take that away. Don’t you see how much I’ve changed because of you?” 
 
       “You’d really marry him?”  
 
       “If my father demands it, yes.” He steps out of my hold, turning to me. He looks bewildered, lost.  
 
       “But what about us? I know you feel it too. We’re meant to be together…don’t you see? Fate led you to me. I just know it. Fate and a silly pair of shoes.” 
 
       “I’ve been born into privilege and with that, certain obligations…” I say robotically. 
 
       “Have you heard yourself? You sound like one of them.” 
 
       “Please, let’s not argue,” I ask. “Let’s just sleep here tonight. Tomorrow will seem much brighter.” I sit back on the bed, holding out my hand for him to join me.  
 
       “I’ll be back in a bit.” 
 
       “Please Ash, don’t be cross.” 
 
       “No, I just need to clear my head and I need to go back and feed Gus and all the animals for that matter. You, My Lady, are a total distraction. Don’t go anywhere, okay?” He opens the hatch and disappears down it, popping his head back up making me jump. “Promise to stay here?” 
 
       “Promise.” I smile and let my eyelids fall. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    9: Ash 
 
      
 
       “Hey there Gus, sorry to keep you waiting, boy.” I pat his head. He grunts. I think he’s mad, but then again, he’s a pig, he always looks kinda disgruntled.  
 
       “You kept us waiting.” A deep voice that I know all too well, startles me from behind. I turn ready for him. 
 
       “What do you want, Bruno?”  I gulp as two of his thickset rugby mates enter followed by my other brother, Jack. I mean, I could probably take on two of them at a push, but this seems unfair. 
 
       “Well now, what could we possibly want?” 
 
       “I don’t know so tell me and piss off,” I snarl, standing in front of Gus like a protective father. 
 
       “We saw the news,” one of the goons’ grunts. 
 
       “And what, you need help to understand it?” I snap, knowing already that they know something about Ellie. I’m totally goading him, but I’m so done with these idiots.  
 
       “You need a good k- kicking?” Another guy asks. 
 
       “Think I’ll pass, but thanks for dropping by.” Crossing my arms, keeping my stance tall. I can’t show them I’m scared. They’re here for one thing, Ellie. But I’ll never give her up, not to them, not to scum. 
 
       “There’s a reward, a big one for The Princess.” 
 
       “And? What’s that got to do with me?”  
 
       “We have that glass shoe.” I look to Jack who is quieter than usual. He looks away. 
 
       “I found that shoe, so what? Dad’s probably pawned it by now. Go ask him about it.” Standing my ground, hoping they’ll see my nonchalance as real. 
 
       “We know you have a new little friend. You’ve been seen about town with her.” Bruno invades my personal space. “So, who is she?” 
 
       “Just a nurse I got talking to.” 
 
       “Liar!” he spits, “So the blonde pieces of hair in your bin along with a box of red dye is whose, Ashes?” I’m lost for words. Shit they know. Why didn’t I cover our tracks better? 
 
       “B-Busted.” The stutter guy laughs. Every part of me clenches. Balling my fists ready, I won’t go down easily.  
 
       “Where’s the Princess, Ashes?” Bruno pushes me against the sink. 
 
       “Don’t know what you’re talking about.” I push back twice as hard. 
 
       “Tell us and we won’t hurt you, too much.” 
 
       “Why do you want to know?” 
 
       “Reward money stupid. She’s gonna fetch us a nice price.” 
 
       “She’s a person, not cattle!” Bruno whips a knife from his back pocket.  
 
       “You want a scar the other side to match?”  Sidestepping him, I grab my trusty hay rake.  
 
       “You can try.”   
 
      He runs at me, knocking me to the ground. We scuffle. I hold the rake against me like a barrier, which he tries to force down into my chest, but I’m strong. I hold him off. I toss the rake away; it’s hindering me, and I need my fists. He pushes the knife towards my face. Grabbing his wrist, resisting with all my strength, knocking the knife from his grip, it clatters to the floor. Before I can blink, his friends have waded in and I’m held down at the knees and elbows, whilst Bruno sits on my chest punching my face over and over. Blood spurts from my nose. I’m starting to feel light-headed. I’m outnumbered and out of breath. I catch a glimpse of Jack, who hasn’t moved from the doorway. He’s wringing his hands together and shaking his head. 
 
       “Tell us where she is brother and I’ll not break your pretty nose.” Bruno’s beer-stained breath is an assault in itself. 
 
       “I won’t tell you anything.”  
 
       “Benny.” He beckons to his huge, built-like-a-shed, friend, “Pass me the knife.” 
 
      
 
       “Hello? Ash? Are you in here?” It’s Ellie. I told her to stay put! 
 
       “Ellie! Run!”  
 
       “Ash?” She gasps seeing me covered in guys and I’m guessing my face looks like abstract art.  
 
       “Get out!” I yelp.  
 
       “Grab her, Jack!” Bruno orders. Jack grabs her from behind. She kicks against him, screaming and thrashing. “Well now, Princess.” Bruno gets off me and his stuttering friend takes his place. They surround her until I can barely see her.  
 
       “Don’t bloody touch her.” I growl, pushing off my captor who seems transfixed either by Ellie’s beauty or her status. His moment of distraction, I use to my advantage. Using both hands, punching him hard in the gut. He cries out and I push him off. 
 
       “Get off me!” Ellie brings her knee up, giving Bruno a sharp shock to his special area. 
 
       “Why you little Bitch!” Bruno doubles over, groaning before he stands up, brings his arm back and slaps her across the face. The slap echoes through the barn. 
 
       “No!” I gasp. Ellie’s pale and stunned. Her whole cheek, now a bright pink handprint. 
 
       “Bruno.” Jack puts his hand up. “Stop! You can’t hit her. Do you know the trouble you’ve just put yourself in?” He places Ellie at his side, removing her from Bruno’s reach. 
 
       I stand, staggering slightly, before running at them with the last bit of strength I have left. I fly at them. We go down like dominoes. Arms and legs flail about as we all roll around in one giant ball of frenzy. Finding the strength somehow, I manage to untangle myself and push them away, but I’m exhausted. Looking at my attackers, they don’t look so fresh either. 
 
       “Take your filthy hands off me you coward! Don’t you know who I am?” Ellie struggles against Jack’s grip. 
 
       “We do indeed. That’s why we’re here.”  Bruno stands, striding toward her. 
 
       “So, get on with it. Take me back. Claim your reward. Just don’t hurt him.” My heart feels like it could burst, realising I’ll never be everything she needs, I can’t even protect her. She doesn’t belong here. I know that now. She is so much better than them, than me. 
 
       “Oh, now you see Princess, we don’t intend on claiming that nice reward, not now. We were gonna just hand you back and claim the money, but now you’ve both made me angry, real angry, so now I want more.” Bruno winks at me. “Now I want four times more.” 
 
       “What?” Jack’s eyes widen. 
 
       “You’re talking about a ransom? You’re all crazy. She’s seen your faces. You’ll never get away with it. You seriously need to think about this.”  I look to Jack. 
 
       “Come on, you’re going to some fancy business school…surely even you can see that this is throwing your life away?” He says nothing, but I think, hope, I’m getting through to him. 
 
       “We won’t plan on sticking around.” Bruno laughs. “I hear the Caribbean’s nice.” 
 
       “Are you thick or just really, really stupid?” I roll my eyes. 
 
       “What?” 
 
       “You can’t kidnap a royal and just live a normal life somewhere else.” 
 
       “The new plan will work.” Bruno directs this at his goons rather than me. “I’ve never let you guys down before, have I?” They mutter agreement back at him. 
 
       “Bruno, surely there’s another way?” Jack pleads. Locking eyes with me, he looks panicked.   
 
       “There was, but now I’ve hit her so I’m in the shit now whatever I do. Question is, are you with me or against me?” He eyes each of his gang in turn. 
 
       “And we’ll still get the money, right?” the big guy asks. 
 
       “Yes, just a lot more. We can bolt soon as we have it.” 
 
       “Good luck in prison,” I seethe. 
 
       “You are a pretty one.” Bruno runs his finger down Ellie’s arm. I see red. 
 
       “Don’t touch me!” She struggles against Jack. 
 
       Launching myself at Bruno, his hand closes around my throat. It hurts to breathe but I won’t stop. I clasp my fingers around his neck, pushing hard on his jugular.  
 
       “I’m going…to…kill…you…” he gasps. “Stand in my way… and you’ll …die.” 
 
       “Stop!” Jack yells. A gun fires behind us. I freeze. To my utter shock, Jack has a gun pointed at Ellie’s head. It trembles in his fingers. Her eyes are wide, her face is ashen. 
 
       “Don’t Jack! The money’s not worth her life or yours. Please,” I beg, making eye contact with her, “please…I think…I love her.” She closes her eyes; a tear rolls over her cheek. This is all my fault. I should’ve sent her away the night we met. 
 
       “What? No, you don’t, you can’t!” Jack spits in anger but his expression reads as something else, disappointment maybe or regret? “You’re just saying that ‘cos you think it’ll change our minds.” 
 
       “Aww, does Ashes love a princess? Does Ashy-washy think he could ever be good enough for her?” Bruno laughs in my face. “Look at yourself, you’re lower than the shit in the gutter.” 
 
       “That may be so but I’m still better than you’ll ever be,” I snarl. 
 
       “Give me the gun, bruv.” Bruno holds out his hand. 
 
       “Why?” Jack asks, “What you going to do with it?” 
 
        “Give it!”  He commands. Jack shakily places the gun in Bruno’s hand. 
 
       “Nighty-night sweet prince.” Bruno grins at me with his stained, yellowing teeth. I hear Ellie scream and Jack shouting something as the full force of the gun strikes across the back of my skull. Dropping to my knees, my vision blackens. I hit the ground hard. There are footsteps.  A warm hand touches my face. Struggling to open my eyes, I hear her voice. 
 
       “Come back to me,” she whispers. 
 
     There are sounds of a struggle somewhere in the distance. I fight to stay awake. Then there’s just the silence and me and with it comes the darkness. It pulls me under away from her, away from me… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    10: Ash 
 
      
 
       “Wake up lad!” A voice calls to me, reaching for me through the never-ending nothingness. “Ash? Ashley?” I will my eyes to open, but they’re so heavy. Pain. There’s nothing but pain. “Ash! Wake up right now! Do you hear me?” Someone is pressing on my shoulders and shaking me. Ice-cold water slaps me in the face. I gasp for breath; my eyes shoot open. 
 
       “What?” Spluttering, trying to focus. I try desperately to recall where the hell I am. Pushing myself up on my elbows, instantly collapsing again. Shit that hurt.   
 
       “Try not to move.” 
 
       “Who’s there?” I focus hard until his face comes into view. Little, bald…  “Gerry? What happened? Why do I feel like I’ve been hit by a truck?” I bolt upright. “Crap, that hurt.” A pain spikes up my spine, into my neck and through my temples. 
 
       “I told you to stay put.” Gerry sighs. “When will you youngsters ever listen?” Memories of Ellie and the fight come rushing back to me.  
 
       “Where is she?” I grab him by the shirt collar. 
 
       “I was hoping you would tell me…I got here far too late, I’m afraid. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be…I was helping a puppet to lose his strings, lovely lad…” 
 
       “Cut the crap! How long have I been out?”  I release him. “Sorry. I’m a little on edge.” Shakily, I rise to stand. Everything hurts.  
 
       “Hurts, huh? You should see yourself. What were you thinking getting into a fight?” 
 
       “I wasn’t thinking.” I snap. “Look, I need to go. She’s out there somewhere…I need to find her.” Side stepping the little man, but he mirrors me, and we end up shuffling back and forth together. 
 
       “Look, we’re dancing.” Gerry raises his bushy brows. 
 
       “Seriously, if you don’t move I’ll move you.”  
 
       “Stay still,” he orders, and to my surprise, I halt, becoming completely still. 
 
       “How did you?” 
 
       “Never mind.” He reaches up, placing his palm across my forehead. “This will just take a minute.” 
 
       “Gerry, I know you think you’re helping but I really don’t have time for this. She needs me.” 
 
       “And you will help her when I’ve taken your pain away and fixed your face. You don’t want her seeing you like this. Trust me. Now, do as I tell you, be still and shut up for once. You’re starting to test my patience. No one has done that since…well, that silly girl with the spindle…what was her name?” 
 
       “Gerry, please I need to go.”  
 
       “All done.” He smiles smugly, removing his hand from my head. “All better. You look as good as new.” 
 
      The pain has totally vanished. Touching my face, it doesn’t hurt at all. I can’t even taste blood on my lips. In fact, I feel better than ever. “Who the hell are you?” 
 
       “Who are any of us?” he chuckles. 
 
       “Really, thank you. I don’t understand it, or you, but thank you. Now I must go. I don’t what they’ll do…”  
 
       “Ash, stop and think.” Gerry places his hand on my chest to stop me leaving. 
 
       “You know I can easily move you, right?” 
 
       “Maybe you can and maybe you can’t. Look, if you go out there all guns blazing, without a plan, well it could make the situation ten times worse.” 
 
       “I guess so.” I rake my hands through my hair. Gus grunts at me from his box. 
 
       “Have you fed him today?”  
 
       “Crap, no. I haven’t fed any of them….” 
 
       “I’ll help you do that and hopefully a plan will materialise.” Gerry smiles. I wish I had his confidence. 
 
       “Then you promise to help me find her?” 
 
       “Promise.” He puts his hand on my elbow and I completely trust him. My anxiety starts to fade, and he nods, like everything will be all right. 
 
       “You feed Gus and I’ll go take care of those noisy sheep out there.”   
 
      
 
       “Ash!” My father stumbles into the barn. “What the bloody hell you done this time?” Four armed police officers follow him in.  
 
       “Ashley James Thompson, you are under arrest for the unlawful kidnapping of Her Royal Highness, Princess Elle.”  
 
    My hands are whipped behind my back and cuffed before I take in what they’re saying. I desperately search the barn for Gerry.  
 
       “Gerry? Help me,” I whisper. He’s disappeared. How’s that even possible?  
 
    The officer’s still talking, “Anything you say may be used in evidence…” 
 
       “You don’t understand! She’s in danger! You’re wasting time!” I struggle against my restraints. 
 
       “Easy, son.” A large, hulk of a man holds me firmly in place. “Are you threatening the Princess’s life?” 
 
       “What? No!” I look to my father. “Dad, please?” I beg, hoping to reach that tiny part of him that may still care. He doesn’t blink. I don’t know why I’m surprised. 
 
       “Found this in the rubbish.” A lady officer with a snooty look and an ‘I know you’re guilty’ expression, holds up the bag of Ellie’s hair. 
 
       “Oh, son, what did you do?” My father looks at me like I’m a monster, which is sort of ironic. 
 
       “Is that really what you think of me? You care so little for me that you’d actually believe I’d stoop so low?”  
 
       “You can tell us everything back at the station.” The burly cop pushes me out of the barn.  Gus grunts in distress or hunger and I call out one last time for Gerry. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *     *     *     * 
 
      
 
      
 
       They’re watching me, I can feel them behind that obvious pretend mirror, judging me. They think I did it. They think I hurt the one person in my shitty life that made it less shitty, who made me want to be a better man. The person that, surprisingly in a matter of days, I’ve completely, stupidly fallen in love with. 
 
      I’m alone. The room has only a table, a tape recorder and three chairs. My hands are still cuffed, only to be unlocked when I first got here when I needed to use the bathroom and even then, I was heavily guarded. I’m trying my hardest not to look guilty, but how do you even do that? It’s been a while now since anyone has spoken to me, hours have passed since they took her, and they could have taken her miles away. This tiny room is making me feel like a prisoner. Guess in their eyes, that’s what I am. 
 
       “So?” The door flies open, and a new guy walks in. He’s clean-shaven and obviously of some importance as he wears an expensive suit and an impressive scowl.        “Ashley isn’t it?” 
 
       “Ash,” I sigh. 
 
       “Hello, Ash. I’m Special Agent Tremaine.” 
 
       “I’d shake your hand but can’t.” I nod at my restraints. He moves behind me and takes off the cuffs. I rotate my wrists in relief. “Thank you.”  
 
       “I’m going to ask you some questions.” He turns on the recorder. “Trust me kid, you’ll want to be honest ‘cos this ain’t looking too bright for you.” He takes the seat opposite me. 
 
       “I didn’t do it!” I throw my hands in the air. 
 
       “Calm down, kid.” He looks towards the ‘mirror.’  
 
       “You must have, what? Like fifty officers in this station? Do you think I’m stupid enough to try anything?” 
 
       “Kid, we have the entire MI5 outside. So, if you wanna take your chances, go ahead.” He narrows his eyes on me. I don’t move. “Would you like a drink?” 
 
       “No! I don’t want a bloody drink! Don’t you people get it?” I address the mirror. “She’s out there somewhere…they could have taken her to France by now!” I stand. 
 
       “Calm down, right now!” he orders. 
 
       “Calm down? Are you shitting me?” I ball my hands into fists, trying desperately to keep them glued to my sides. 
 
       “Sit. Please.” He coolly looks up at me. I sit. “Now, please, take me through your side of the story.” 
 
       “I already told those officers on the way here.” 
 
       “One more time.” He moves his jacket, showing me his gun underneath. “Don’t make me go all bad cop on you.” 
 
       “This is such a waste of time.” 
 
       “We can’t help her if we don’t have anything to go on. And the bad news for you is you’re suspect number one, suspect one and only right now. All we have is you and a bag of hair. Can you imagine how that looks?” Shit. He’s right! It looks like I’m some sort of killer that cuts off body parts for fun. I go through every detail I can, right up to my brothers attacking me and blacking out. “But you haven’t got a scratch on you.” The guy eyes me wearily. 
 
       “Gerry!” I blurt. “He did something. He healed me.” 
 
       “Who is Gerry? Where do we find him? And no offence son, how did he heal you exactly?”  He half smiles and I think he might actually laugh. 
 
       “Do you believe in guardian angels, Agent Tremaine?” He shakes his head.  
 
       “See, I was starting to believe you there for a minute, kid.” 
 
       “I can’t explain it. The guy just showed up one night and keeps helping me out somehow. It’s the truth I swear it. Bruno, Jack and his mates, they’re the ones you should be looking for. Please, find them and you’ll find Ellie.” I drag my fingers down my cheeks. 
 
       “Princess Elle?” 
 
       “She’s Ellie to me.”  
 
       “I see. Be straight with me Ash, is this some weird way for you to have a pretend relationship with the princess? Do you have it in that head of yours that you two are together? Did she spurn your advances, and this is your screwed-up way of getting payback?” 
 
       “You see nothing! If you did, she’d be safe with me and not out there frightened and alone.” I try hard not to scream in his judgmental fat face. “Please, Bruno, he’s the ringleader. Find him. Ask my dad, he’ll know all his hideouts…please?”  
 
    Agent Tremaine nods across at the mirror and I presume, I pray that someone’s gone off to follow my leads. 
 
       “Do you want a phone call? You never asked. Most people ask straight away.” 
 
       “I have no one to call.” I inspect the dirt in my nails, not wanting his pity. 
 
       “I’ll go get you a drink. Think carefully whilst I’m gone. I’m told you want to be a doctor someday?” 
 
       “I do.” I say. “So, do you really think I’d risk all that to kidnap a princess? I didn’t even know who she was until yesterday.” 
 
       “And you really expect me to believe that?” 
 
       “It’s the truth!” 
 
       “Look, I know you live in a barn…people talk. So maybe you got desperate to leave? Desperation can do weird things to people.” 
 
       “I would never hurt her.” I place my forehead in my hands. 
 
       “We’ll see. Right now, my people are going through your stuff. They’re asking around the town. Believe me when I say, we will turn your life upside down until we find her. If you are clever, then you may want to just confess now. You may get a life sentence for taking a royal, but if you tell us where she is, we could go a little easier on you.” 
 
      “I already told you everything.”  
 
    He exits. I’m alone once more. I feel their eyes watching my every move, trying to see the guilt in the smallest of my movements. I’m sweating like I have something to hide. It feels like forever until the door opens again. 
 
      
 
       “Hey, kid.” Gerry pokes his head round the door. 
 
       “Gerry? How did you get in here? It’s so good to see you.” I get up, lean across the table and hug him. An officer follows him in and I quickly let go. 
 
       “I’d like a few moments alone with my client.” Gerry stares the officer down and he leaves. 
 
       “How the hell did you do that?” I’m in total awe of this guy. Freaked out still, but glad that whoever he is, whatever he is, he’s on my side. 
 
       “I’m your lawyer.” He winks at me, facing away from the all-seeing mirror. 
 
       “What do I do Gerry? I’m…” 
 
       “You’re scared.” 
 
       “Yes.” I chew my bottom lip. “Have you heard anything? Have they found her?” 
 
       “Not yet. But they’re about to get a very interesting phone call.” He grins widely. 
 
       “What are you up to?” I whisper, trying not to move my lips so they can’t read them. 
 
       “Me? Nothing? Let the fools hang themselves because they don’t need any extra rope, believe me.” 
 
       “This is a nightmare.” I sigh, letting my forehead rest on the table. 
 
       “I’ve fed all the animals for you so no need to worry. Oh, and thought you should know…you’re famous.” My head shoots up so quickly that I’m a little dizzy.  
 
       “What?” 
 
       “You’re all over the news.” 
 
       “Shit. I’ll be labelled forever as a kidnapper. What’s the bleeding point?” I let my head smack back down on the table. 
 
       “The ‘bleeding point’ is that you never give up. And that you love her.” He places his hand on my shoulder and I look up. “You do love her, don’t you?” 
 
       “I do. Saying it out loud sounds crazy. I’ve known her for a matter of days…but I really do.” 
 
       “Then my job is almost done.” 
 
       “Your job?” 
 
       “Never mind, kid.” He winks. “All will be revealed sooner or later. I never realised how popular you were.” 
 
       “Me? I don’t think so.”  
 
       “No? Then how would you explain the crowd gathering outside demanding you be released?” 
 
       “Crowd?” I stand and peer out of the small window, but I can’t see shit. 
 
       “They’re out front, mostly from the hospital I suspect. I spoke to a few nurses, a doctor and quite a few of the patients.” 
 
       “Really?” I’m stunned. 
 
       “Really! Don’t you realise what an impact you have on their lives? You brighten up a lot of people’s days. You do so much for them and don’t even see it.” 
 
       “They do so much for me too,” I sigh, thinking of all the times I’d had a fight with my so-called father or brothers and escaped to the hospital for refuge. “I’d wanted to give up so many times…and may have if it wasn’t for that place, those people…” 
 
       “Ash, they have faith in you. Ellie has faith in you. Isn’t it about time that you did?” 
 
       “I guess.” 
 
    We both jump when the door opens. 
 
       “Hey kid,” Agent Tremaine smiles like we’re new besties. “You are free to go…for now anyway. But don’t leave the country, as we may need to bring you back in. There will be officers constantly parked outside your residence, just as a precaution.”  
 
       “Have you found her?” I grab his arm tightly then instantly let go. 
 
       “We’ve just received a call from the kidnapper so unless you are in league with them, then we have no reason to keep you here.” 
 
       “I don’t buy it? You’re trusting I’m innocent now?” 
 
       “If you are in on it, then you are bound to slip up and trust me, we will be there when you do. A Mrs. Betty Hope has just been in. She told us all about you and the princess visiting the hospital and of how, in her opinion she didn’t look like she was in any kind of distress. In fact, we’ve asked around and everyone we spoke to have said the same. They all speak very highly of you. Most of them were shocked at the identity of your ‘friend.’ But by all accounts, Princess Elle was there willingly. We have similar statements that the princess was laughing and singing. You’re one popular guy, Ashley.”  
 
       “So, what did Bruno…what did the kidnapper say?” 
 
       “He demanded money, a lot of money. We don’t know when or where yet. He’ll call again, they always do and if your story is correct and this wasn’t their original plan, then they have to come up with a new one and fast.” 
 
       “So, I can just leave?” 
 
       “Yes.” 
 
       “What about Ellie? I’d rather stay and help.” I cross my arms, not wanting to budge an inch. 
 
       “Believe me, if we need you, we’ll come for you.”  
 
       “You’d better.”  
 
       “Sir.” A young, fresh-faced recruit enters. “You have a call on line two.” 
 
       “Take a message please.” 
 
       “Sir, I think you need to take this…it’s the kidnapper.” She tries to whisper but fails. 
 
       “Well, that was quick.” 
 
       “Let me take it.” I grab his arm again, he looks down at my hand and I remove it. 
 
       “Wait here. I’ll be right back.” They exit. We wait in silence and I pace the room. I must have done at least fifty laps before they return. 
 
       “Right.” Agent Tremaine looks a little ruffled, which makes me anxious. 
 
       “What happened, what did they say?” I demand. My nerves are all over the place. My heart is racing. “Is she alright?” 
 
       “Well as we guessed, they’re demanding a ransom…over triple the reward money.” 
 
       “So? The king will pay it right?” I chew the side of my mouth until I can taste blood. 
 
       “Yes, but…” The agent frowns. 
 
       “But? There’s a but?”  
 
       “They’re demanding that you make the exchange. I guess you were right about it being your brothers.” 
 
       “Me?” 
 
       “Yes, but if they see anyone with you, then the deal is off. They say they’ll kill her.” The agent places his palms on the table, puts his head down for a moment like he needs spiritual guidance. 
 
       “They wouldn’t…would they? Surely even Bruno wouldn’t kill for money? But then I’ve seen Bruno backed into a corner many times before, he always comes out fighting, without thinking first.” 
 
       “Ashley.” He looks up at me; his eyes are dark and tired. “We can’t make you do this. If you do, we will be close by with our snipers, but for the most part, you’ll be on your own. If just one of us is seen, then…” 
 
        “Then she could die,” I mutter, feeling sick at the thought. “I’ll do it.”  I slam my fist down on the table. 
 
       “Ash are you sure?” Gerry asks. “It’s so dangerous.” 
 
       “What if it was your Nancy?” He nods. “When do they want to do it?” I ask Tremaine. 
 
       “Midnight tomorrow. Your king will be proud of you.” 
 
       “I’m not doing it for him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    11: Ellie 
 
      
 
      Blinded by the sack over my head. Bundled into the back of a van. My hands are tied. Forced to sit by a large pair of hands that remain firmly gripping my shoulders throughout the journey. We’re only driving for about ten minutes, so we can’t have gone very far. 
 
     The van stops. The back doors open, and I’m lifted to my feet and pushed out into the cold night air. Voices are muffled. It’s hard to concentrate on what’s being said with my heartbeat thrumming so heavily inside my ears. I’m frightened but refuse to let them see. They shall not have the satisfaction. These ‘brutes’ can’t be too clever. They obviously haven’t thought of the ramifications of abducting a princess. I know what Ash has told me about them, so yes, I’m scared. These guys are ruthless.  
 
       “Come now, Your Royalness,” The gruff voice talks exceptionally close to my ear. I squirm away. “Let’s get you to some nicer quarters.” 
 
       “I demand that you release me at once!” I yell through the sack. They laugh. 
 
       “Your Highness, please shut your royal gob.” The same voice orders. 
 
       “I know your voices. I’ve seen your faces…I can identify all of you. So, before this goes too far, let me go and I’ll see to it that the authorities go easy on you.” Silence. I think I’m getting through to them. “If you hurt me…what do you think happens to those who harm the royal family? You really haven’t thought this through have you?” I figure the longer they let me talk the longer I’m out in the open. Someone may see us and help. A hand pushes me forward from behind.  
 
       “Walk, Your Majesty. Walk until I say stop.” I recognise this baritone voice as Bruno’s, the brother who scarred Ash.  Ash. I close my eyes to keep from crying. Is he okay? Does he know I’m gone? Will he come for me? Will they kill him if he tries? “Keep moving.” Bruno pushes my shoulder. 
 
       “It’s hard to walk with my hands tied and a bag over my head.” I protest. 
 
       “Ooh you are a feisty one. I like feisty!” He laughs. I hear what sounds like the screeching of a garage shutter door being lifted. The smell of oil and cheap aftershave hits me head on.  
 
       “Where am I?”  
 
       “Take a look.” Roughly, the sack is pulled off my head. It takes my eyes a few moments to focus.  
 
       “Classy.” I dryly gulp. “Whose garage is this?” I look in turn to each of them. “Only three of you? Did your other friend come to his senses?” 
 
       “He bailed. Just means more money for us. Think seeing you in the flesh rattled him. Bloody wimp. Mind you…” Bruno touches my hair, “have to say it, you are even prettier in real life.” 
 
       “Take your hands off me!”  
 
       “Right you are, Your Royalness.” He pushes me further in. “Here you go, a throne fit for a posh backside.” He points to three tyres stacked on top of one another. “Sit.” 
 
     I glare at him, refusing to budge an inch. “I said sit!” He grabs my elbow so hard that it’ll bruise. “Sit.” Spinning me to face him, then pushing me down until my bottom is wedged inside the tyre hole. My legs stick upwards like two flagpoles. They burst into laughter. I guess they get off on making me look and feel ridiculous.  
 
       “Go ahead, laugh. You won’t be laughing when the police turn up.” Sticking my nose in the air, trying hard to keep hold of the small piece of dignity I have left. 
 
       “The police huh? They’re beyond useless. We’ve been looting the farms around here for months and still they have no clue.” Bruno’s fridge-sized friend breaks his silence. 
 
       “Well aren’t you the clever ones.”   
 
       “Clever and rich soon, thanks to you.” Bruno ruffles my hair. “By the way, loving the new look. You could almost pass for one of us.” 
 
       “I wasn’t trying for scum.” I narrow my eyes on his. 
 
       “Watch it.” Bruno closes the gap between us. His beer-stained breath attacks my senses. Like father like son. 
 
       “You don’t say much.” I address the taller twin, Jack. He shrugs. “Are you really going to do this? I know you have a real chance at a future. Why don’t you stand up for yourself?” He looks away, but I know I’ve hit a nerve. I saw it in his eyes. He could be my one and only chance to get out of this. 
 
       “Shut your pretty little mouth.” Bruno blocks my view of his brother. “Or I’ll shut it for you.” 
 
       “Touch me and you’ll regret it. I promise you.” My entire being is shaking. I need to stay strong and be smart. 
 
       “Ooh there’s the feisty again.” He bends over me putting his hands on the tyres either side of my thighs. “How do you like to play, Princess?” Spit hits my top lip and I flinch. “Do you like a bit of rough and tumble?” He grabs my knee. “Or do you like a soft, pretty boy like our Ashes?” He moves his hand from my knee, pushing it up my leg. My cheeks heat in anger. I want to claw at his stupid wide face, but my hands are tied. He has the power and he loves it. “When you’re ready for a real man…” 
 
       “Don’t Bruno.” Jack finally speaks. “We’re not here for that.” 
 
       “What does Ashes have that I don’t?” He squeezes my thigh. My stomach churns in disgust. “Well?” 
 
       “A heart for one. Do you want me to write a list?” Staring him down until he removes his hand. I want to cry but won’t. “I don’t believe you really want to do this. There must be a heart in there somewhere. You really hate Ash that much that you’d do this just to hurt him?” 
 
       “You know nothing. That boy has taken everything from me.” 
 
       “Like what? Why don’t you tell him so you two can work things out? Surely that would be the sane thing to do?” He grabs my hair, hard. It hurts. 
 
        “Bruno! Leave her alone.” Jack grabs his brother’s arm. 
 
        “Whatever.” He walks away. I try to give Jack a thank you nod, but he doesn’t look my way at all. “I’m off to make the call.  The sooner we get rid of her the better.” Bruno bends under the shutter. “Watch her!” he calls back. 
 
      I look to Jack, who has his back to me, then to their well-muscled friend.  
 
       “So? Do you have a name?” 
 
       “Don’t speak to me. I’m only here for the cash,” he grunts. “Unless you want to offer me something else?” He smiles, a crooked, creepy smile. Yuck. 
 
       “You think you’re too good for the likes of us?” He rolls his sleeves up, which I take as a really bad sign. 
 
       “I am.” I blurt like an idiot. 
 
       “Hey!” Jack steps between us. “I said we’re not here for that. Nobody touches her. She’s a princess for Christ’s sake!” The nameless guy leaves in a strop. 
 
       “Thank you, Jack isn’t it?” 
 
       “Don’t.” He looks away. 
 
       “Don’t what?”  
 
       “Don’t try to be friends with me.”  
 
       “I know you don’t want any of this,” I whisper. 
 
       “You know nothing about me.” 
 
       “You’re just doing what Bruno tells you.” 
 
       “I’m not.” Now he’s looking at me with a death glare. Guess I really did hit a nerve. 
 
    “I suggest you get some sleep. Tomorrow’s gonna be a long day.” 
 
       “Would you mind helping me out of these tyres?” I flutter my lashes a little. “They’re so uncomfortable.” He takes my hands and pulls me up and out until I’m standing. “Thank you.” I force a dazzling smile.  
 
       “By the way, don’t waste your flirting on me. It won’t work. Save it for Ashes.” I nod, red-faced and ashamed. 
 
       “Do you think Ash is okay?” 
 
       “I…I don’t know. Bruno hit him pretty hard. Ash is tough though.” He looks almost sorry for a moment. 
 
       “You don’t really hate Ash, do you? Why do you act the way you do?”  
 
       “Keep your nose out. I’m warning you.” He glares at me. I simply nod, knowing I’ve got under his skin. “Here, you can sleep on this.” He opens an old metal-framed sun lounger that’s covered in a yellowing flowered material and is so rusty that I may need a tetanus jab. 
 
       “Thank you. Would you untie these ropes?” I gesture down to my wrists. 
 
       “Do I look stupid?” He almost smiles, and then he too ducks under the shutter.  I bend down and there are three pairs of feet outside. There’s no chance of escaping yet, but I won’t give up. I pray that Ash and the police will not give up either. 
 
      
 
    *     *     *    * 
 
      
 
      I must have fallen asleep. The three of them are scattered on the floor around me fast off. Someone has placed a blanket over me: my bets are on Jack. I knew he had a heart buried beneath all that bravado. This is my chance. Carefully rising, the damn sun lounger creaks under my weight. I freeze. Bruno snorts through his nose and turns over. His mouth hangs open as he snores.  I stand. It’s hard to get my balance with my hands tied. I tip toe around two of them. Bruno is sleeping right next to the shutter switch. Will it wake them when it opens? I’ll have to take my chances. I take a long deep breath and step over him. Reaching out to flick the switch, bending, ready to make a mad dash for freedom. Cold fingers wrap around my ankle. Crap. 
 
       “Going somewhere, Princess?” He grins up at me. 
 
       “Let go!” I try to shake him off, but his grip is strong, and we’ve woken the others. 
 
       “I think not. Hey boys, Her Ladyship here was trying to make a run for it!” 
 
       “No, I…I just needed to use the ladies room.”  
 
       “Then I’ll take you.” He sits up, knowing he’s called my bluff. 
 
       “I’ll take her.” Jack stands, oddly coming to my aid again for a third time. He walks me under the shutter towards some bushes. 
 
       “Seriously? You want me to go here?” 
 
       “Up to you.” He shrugs. 
 
       “Can you at least look away?” 
 
       “Yes. But if you run, I’ll be forced to chase you and believe me, I’m faster than I look.” 
 
    Taking a position behind the thickest bush, I feel violated. My father would go crazy if he knew how they’re treating me.  
 
       “Can you at least whistle or something?” 
 
       “You whistle, that way I know you’re still back there,” he suggests. 
 
       “Hmmm.” I frown before having the quickest wee in history. I take in my surroundings; to my disappointment we seem to be in the middle of nowhere. There’s an old derelict house attached to the garage. It looks like no one’s lived here in years. I hum to the song that Ash and I danced to in the tree house, when the world looked amazing and I wasn’t pretending to be having a wee behind a dead bush. I step out from my hiding place. 
 
       “You have a nice voice.” Jack says, momentarily taking me off guard. 
 
       “Err, thanks. Look Jack, you don’t want to do this, please…let me go? Tell them I ran.” 
 
       “Why would I do that?” 
 
       “Because deep down you’re a good person.” I put my hand on his arm, but he pulls away. 
 
       “Don’t.” 
 
       “I see it in your eyes, you’re not like them. You don’t want to do this do you? I know you’re scared.” 
 
       “You don’t know me. You know nothing, you’ve been nothing but trouble since you came into his life.” 
 
       “Are you doing this because you hate Ash? Because going to prison seems like a hell of a way to give him that message. Hating him because your brother does seem pretty lame.” I won’t give up on him. I know I can get him to listen. 
 
       “See, you know nothing.”  
 
       “Please, Jack. Please let me go. You’ll be free to live a normal life….” He looks like he’s thinking about it. “Please, say I tricked you…say I ran.” 
 
       “You could try.” He smirks. “They’d never believe that. I’ve been school champion for the last three years at the hundred metres.” 
 
       “And you leave school this year…this will ruin any chances you have at a career.” 
 
     He sighs and in that tiny sigh, I see hope. I’m getting through to him. He’s just a victim too, bullied by Bruno. I must keep trying with him because he’s looking like my only option. 
 
      
 
    *      *      *     * 
 
      
 
      Daylight streaks in underneath the shutter. I didn’t let myself go back to sleep. 
 
       “So, you and Ashes, huh?” Bruno hands me a muffin, which I’m thankful for. I wasn’t expecting them to feed me at all. 
 
       “I don’t know to what you are referring.” I concentrate on pulling my muffin apart. 
 
       “You and him, you two are like doing it?” He smirks, and I remember even though he looks much older than his years and is the total definition of the rugby player cliché, he’s still just in high school, still immature. I want to slap that smirk right off his stupid face. Doesn’t he know he’s throwing his life away? 
 
       “Doing what?” I open my eyes extra wide. 
 
       “Aww don’t play all innocent. You may be a royal but even you must have needs. And if Ashes isn’t providing for those needs, then I will offer myself as a sacrifice.” He winks, biting into his muffin and noisily slopping it around. I look away as I can see the entire contents of his mouth.  
 
       “Leave her alone, Bruno.” Jack says. “Remember we’re here for the money, nothing more. Keep your head straight.” 
 
       “My brother, always watching my back.” Bruno winks at Jack, who rolls his eyes in return. 
 
       “I’m off to stretch my legs,” Jack announces. Panic consumes me; I really don’t want him to leave. He disappears under the shutter and I feel sick. My mind keeps wandering back to Ash. Is he okay? Did he suffer serious injuries? This is entirely my fault. If I hadn’t run away from my duties, Ash would never have tried to defend me. But then I would have never met him… 
 
       “So, Elle, may I call you Elle?” 
 
       “No.” 
 
       “Well Elle, I guess it’s just you and me now.” 
 
       “And me.” The fridge-sized guy ducks back under the shutter. 
 
       “Great.” I cross my arms and plonk myself on the sun lounger, praying they won’t come any closer. 
 
      What’s taking the police so long? Will my parents be worried? I bet my sister’s in tears. This is my fault. It’s my fault that Ash is hurt, my fault for being a spoilt brat. I mean, did I really think that I could be just a normal girl in love with a normal boy? And I really do love him. Against my better judgement, I ignored my head and listened to my heart. This is crazy! I never meant to fall for him, he just made it too easy and now I may never get to tell him. If I get out of this mess, then my father will be even more protective. My golden cage will be locked for good. Now I’ll never be free. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    12: Ash 
 
      
 
       I didn’t sleep at all last night. I did a lot of pacing. Those two cops outside were just like being back in that tiny room at the station.  I know they’re waiting for me to trip up somehow. I crawled out of the barn via a secret loose piece of wood that’s hidden by a few bales of piled up hay. Fitting through the hole was much easier when I was a skinny kid, but everyday work on the farm gives me a complete body workout. It was a real effort to squeeze through this time. I mean, I’m no Bruno in the bulging biceps department, but I can hold my own.  
 
       I searched for her all night. Needing to feel useful, hoping that my brothers hadn’t taken her far. I went to every farm and outhouse I could think of. I even went to the houses of a few of Bruno’s mates and peered through all the windows. I found nothing, not one clue that would take me to Ellie. A week ago, we hadn’t even met. I never imagined loving someone as deeply as this. And now I can’t imagine not loving her. For them to take her from me is unbearable. Having something, then losing it is worse than never having it at all. 
 
     If they’ve hurt her, I’ll rip them apart and feed them to the pigs. I’m barely controlling my anger right now. I don’t know if I can wait until midnight not knowing what they’ve done to her. And if I get her back, she’ll still have to leave me and marry some prince she barely knows. He could never love her the way that I do.  
 
      
 
       “Ash? Are you in here?” I hear Gerry as I squeeze back through the little hole into the barn. 
 
       “Here.” I pant. 
 
       “What on Earth are you doing back there?” He walks around the hay bales and peers down at me. “You went looking for her, didn’t you?” 
 
       “Maybe.” I stand, dusting off the dirt from my knees and palms. 
 
       “There’s nothing you can do until tonight. I promise you it’ll be alright.” He looks over his glasses at me. 
 
       “You can’t promise that.” 
 
       “I just feel it.” 
 
       “But you can’t ‘feel’ where they’re holding her?” I huff. 
 
       “It doesn’t work like that. My abilities are limited…” 
 
       “Limited? So, you’re not an angel then?” I check on Gus and he’s still sleeping, without a care in the world. Lucky pig. 
 
       “No, Ash. I’m not an angel.” 
 
       “So, what? A leprechaun? A magic imp? A figment of my imagination?” 
 
       “I’m your…your Fairy Godfather.” He throws his hands up. “There, I’ve broken rule number one. Are you happy now?” 
 
       “Yeah right and I’m the Pope’s son.” I shake my head. “Look I have stuff to do. So, if you don’t mind…” 
 
       “It’s okay. I’ve already seen to all the animals and I also took the liberty of ploughing the outer fields. Oh, and your hen house roof is fixed, no more foxes in there…” 
 
       “And how did you manage all of that before sunrise?” I cross my arms tightly. This guy is unreal. 
 
       “I simply clicked my fingers.”  
 
       “And now you’re messing with me. After all I’ve gone through…is this funny to you? What, did your nursing home get boring? Did you get sick of playing chess? Thought you were on my side. Guess I was wrong.” 
 
       “Ash, I never lie. I am what I say.” He looks wounded. 
 
       “Don’t fairies just exist in kids’ books? Where’s your wand?” 
 
       “Wands are so old-fashioned.”  
 
       “Okay. Enough’s enough. You’ve had your fun. I’m tired. I suggest you leave. Maybe you’re just lonely or maybe you need professional help? Sorry, but I must think of Ellie now. I can’t worry about you. Thanks for everything, but I don’t need more lies…” 
 
       “Do you need a comfy bed to nap on?” He clicks his fingers and my old, shabby mattress morphs into a luxury four-poster bed, with silk purple sheets and plush pillows.  
 
       “What the hell?” I shut my eyes and open them again. 
 
       “And how about a big breakfast before your nap?” With a click of his fingers, the little table transforms into a fine dining table with six cushion-backed red, velvet chairs. Waiting for me, are plates piled high with various mouth-watering foods. “A meal fit for a king.” He grins. 
 
       “Holy shit, Gerry! You really are a Fairy Godfather! I mean,” I rake my palms through my hair, “I mean, holy shit!” 
 
       “So, you believe me?” 
 
       “I can’t get my head around this…shit, Gerry!” 
 
       “Language.” 
 
       “Sorry. Wow! How come you don’t just zap everything, I mean, you could rule the bloody world.” 
 
       “Like I said, my powers are limited. Let’s sit, shall we?” We both take a seat at the table and I can’t help but dive into the bacon strips. He tucks a napkin into his collar. “I am old now. You are my last project.” Picking up a teapot, he pours himself a cup. 
 
       “Wait.” I stop chewing. “I’m a project?” 
 
       “It’s all a bit messy really. The Fairy Godmother assigned to your birth mother, well she went off the rails a little. Leaving me with an utter nightmare to clean up.” 
 
       “My mother had…? How come?” I put the bacon down ready to give this story my full attention. Any links to my birth parents deserves that. I never knew anything about them. 
 
       “It was never meant to be like this.” He sighs, places his elbows on the table and his chin in his hands. “When your real mother was younger she ended up with the wrong man. You see, Glenda, the Fairy Godmother for your mother’s case, broke the most important unbreakable rule. She did the unthinkable by falling in love with the man meant to be with your poor mother. This broke your mother’s heart sending her into the arms of the nearest man for comfort. The man she was destined for, who Glenda tried to claim for herself, was actually a prince.” 
 
       “So, my birth mum would have been royal…I would, should have been royal?” 
 
       “I’m afraid so. You should have grown up to be the prince whom Elle met at a charity ball and instantly fell in love with. But your poor mother was left to bring you up alone. She was very young and couldn’t cope. It almost killed her when she had to give you up.” 
 
       “Oh.” I take a bread roll and start breaking it into a bowl of soup that I have no intention of eating. “So…I would never have lived here, never have been this, me? I wouldn’t have a father who can’t bear the sight of me…brothers who despise me. I would have been worthy of Ellie. Knocking the soup away, making the liquid splash onto the tablecloth. 
 
       “You…” Gerry places his hand over mine, “you are worthy of her, Ash. You two are destined. She’s your perfect match. Look on the bright side, you loved your adoptive mother, right?” He takes the napkin from his collar and pats his mouth. 
 
       “I really did.” 
 
       “You wouldn’t have had that special time with her if all had turned out as planned. You may never have wanted to be a doctor…” 
 
       “I guess. What happened to this Glenda woman?” 
 
       “She was stripped of her title and her magic. Sent to live out her days in another realm.” 
 
       “Another realm? No don’t.” I put my hand up. “I’m not ready for that. And the prince? What happened to the guy meant to be my dad?” 
 
       “The memories of your mother were taken from him. He was given another chance, another story. He’s happy now.” Gerry squeezes my hand under his. “And as for your birth mother, she’s still out there somewhere wondering everyday how you are.” 
 
       “She wasn’t given the choice of having her memories wiped?” 
 
       “Yes. She refused it. She wanted to remember you. She still loves you, Ash.” 
 
       “I need time to clear my head.” I pull my hand away. “Fairies, magic…this is all too much right now.”  
 
       “I understand. This is a lot to take in.” Gerry stands. 
 
       “Before you go, change it back. The bed, the table…all of it.” 
 
       “Really?” 
 
       “Yeah, it’s all great, but it will never really be mine. Besides, if those cops outside come in here; won’t it look slightly suspicious? How do I explain it? Won’t I look guilty?” 
 
       “I guess so.” He clicks his fingers and my barn is just a barn again. 
 
       “A life like that is too good to be true,” I sigh, thinking of Ellie smiling at me with that beautiful, gappy grin and hauntingly, sad eyes. 
 
       “Some things are simply destined. Remember that.”  I turn to respond, but he’s vanished. 
 
      
 
    *         *        *        * 
 
      
 
      Laying down, my mind is reeling. There’s zero chance of sleeping with everything that’s happened, and with everything that’s yet to come. Gerry is a frickin’ fairy and my birth mother is still out there somewhere waiting for me. The woman I love has been taken from me. My head is buzzing with white noise. 
 
      The creaking of wood and a scuffling sound breaks me from my moping. I stand. It seems to be coming from my hidden escape route. Guess it’s not so secret any more. I tread lightly and peer around the hay bale wall, shocked when I see who’s crawling through. 
 
       “You!” I lean down grabbing him roughly by the shirt collar. “What the hell are you doing here?” I drag him to his feet, pushing him hard against the wall. Scrunching his shirt in my hands, ready to strangle the truth out of his smarmy, pointy face. “Talk fast or I’ll knock the crap out of you. Those cops outside will be welcome to you when I’m done.” I growl an inch from his face, my hands gripping tighter. 
 
       “Ashes, wait!” Jack pleads. “Wait okay? Just hear me out?” 
 
       “And why the hell would I do that?” 
 
       “Because I’m here aren’t I? I didn’t have to come…please?” He raises his brows and I push him into the wall once more before letting go. 
 
       “You are in so much shit. Do you even realise how deep you’re in?” 
 
       “Yes.”  
 
       “Is she okay? If you’ve laid a finger on her, if any of you have, I’ll hunt you all down before the cops do.” I step in closer to him; he turns his face and closes his eyes. “You tried to shoot me!” 
 
       “I only fired because I knew how bad he was hurting you. I knew he’d stop.” 
 
       “Yeah, right. Good excuse.” I roll my eyes. 
 
       “Ashes, please just listen.” He dares to look at me.  
 
       “Don’t call me that.”  
 
       “Ash, please…I’m here to help. I swear it.” 
 
       “Swear on our mother’s grave.” 
 
       “I do.” 
 
       “I’ll give you five minutes.” I cross my arms. “Make it count. I’m in a really, really bad mood. See, these arseholes have taken the woman I love. That’s sort of pissed me off.” 
 
       “You…you really love her?” He frowns. 
 
       “Yeah. But you haven’t come for gossip. Continue.”  
 
        “But you’ve only known her for about a week…I thought you were just saying it in hopes that Bruno would back down.” 
 
       “When you say it like that, it does sound ridiculous, but I just know. We can’t help how we feel.” I shrug. “Now get to the point.”  
 
       “You’re right...we can’t help how we feel.” He sighs so deeply that I think he may cry. 
 
       “Four minutes.”  
 
       “Right, yeah.” He scratches his greasy hair. I notice how scruffy he’s looking, usually he only leaves the house looking nothing but immaculate. “I want to help.” 
 
       “What’s the catch?” 
 
       “No catch. I really want, need to help you.” 
 
       “You hate me. Why would you help me?” 
 
       “I don’t hate you. I’ve never hated you,” he whispers. 
 
       “No? Well you have a damn funny way of showing it.” I cough on my laughter. 
 
       “Really, Ash. I don’t… couldn’t hate you.” I swear for a moment there’s tears in his eyes. “Look, Bruno really wants to hurt you. The money’s a bonus. You are his endgame.” 
 
       “Why? Why? What did I ever do to him that turned him into this?”  
 
       “Truth is he was obsessed with Katie.” 
 
       “Katie Pickles? That was ages ago.” 
 
       “She was the only girl that was ever nice to him.” 
 
       “Nice out of sympathy.” I add. 
 
       “Maybe. I mean, let’s face it he’s never been quite right has he?” Jack scratches his neck until it’s bright red. “There’s always been something off about him.” 
 
       “So, you’re saying he had a crush on my ex and now he wants to hurt me? Seriously, he never stood a chance with her.” 
 
       “You know that. I know that, but he really thought that one day she’d be his. And then he caught you two half-naked and he just snapped, I guess.” Jack glances up with a slight blush to his cheeks. “I guess he turned off his emotions, but not his hate for you.” 
 
      “Wow. That’s so…sad. I mean, as a kid he used to love pulling wings off butterflies and legs off spiders, but this? I didn’t expect this.” 
 
        “I know. I thought he’d get over it.” He looks at his feet. “I’m sorry.” 
 
         “Okay. Say I believe you? Why do all those spiteful things to me over the years? Why did you always side with Bruno? Why did you always rat me out to your father?” 
 
       “I never wanted to. I was just really confused back then…guess I was frightened.”  
 
       “Of?” I check my watch. “Three minutes.” 
 
       “Of how I…how I felt about you,” he blurts. He looks up, red-faced. 
 
       “What?” I uncross my arms. “What are you saying?” 
 
       “Do you remember, before mum died and we used to play? You were always the cop and we were the robbers?  You’d chase us…we’d laugh a lot…” 
 
       “Yeah, I remember. Surprised you do. And?” 
 
       “I remember looking up to you so much. I adored you. But then she died, and Dad just turned on you…he changed into someone else. He got it into our heads that you didn’t belong, that you were to blame…” 
 
       “And you believed that?” I suddenly feel very cold. 
 
      “I was a kid, He was my dad. Bruno started to play tricks on you; he got nasty with you as he got older. I thought he resented you, was jealous of you.” 
 
       “Jealous of me, ‘Ashes the Pig Boy?’ I don’t think so.” I huff. “Is this story actually going anywhere? Two minutes.” 
 
       “He thought that Mum loved you more than him. She knew he was different. I remember how she loved you. I was young, but I remember how she’d smile at you. And look at you, you’re so…and he’s so…” 
 
       “Get to the point!” 
 
       “As I got older, I realised I was different to the other boys. They started liking girls…I only liked…you.” My mouth hangs open in shock. “I’d follow you. You never knew. I liked watching you work. I often left you cake and sweets by your mattress.” 
 
       “That was you? I always assumed that was Cook.” 
 
       “I’ve watched you study at the library until it closed. You always looked so tired. I hope the laptop was a help?” 
 
       “That was you?”  
 
       “I paid for it with my birthday money.” 
 
       “Why?” 
 
       “I felt guilty about how I’ve behaved…what they did, do to you.” 
 
       “So, you’re saying?” 
 
       “At first I thought it was just a crush but…but I’ve had feelings for you for a while now.”  I gasp. He gazes into my eyes hopefully. It’s now my turn to stare at the floor. “Please, Ash, please say something? Anything?” 
 
       “Don’t know what to say,” I mumble. 
 
       “Are you disgusted?”  
 
       “I…” I can’t find the right words. 
 
       “Are you disgusted because I’m gay or that I’m your brother?” 
 
       “I’m not disgusted.” I finally look at him. “I’m disgusted with the way you all treat me, not that you’re gay. I’m shocked because I’m your brother.” 
 
       “Adopted brother.” He adds like it could make me see him differently. “We weren’t even brought up together, we barely shared the same space for more than a few minutes…but you don’t see me the way I see you…I get it. I only ever wanted you to notice me, and for you to love me, but you love her.” He wipes his eyes. 
 
       “I do.” 
 
       “I’m so sorry Ash, for my actions in the past. I feared how they’d react if they found out. I saw the way they treated you and was terrified they’d do it to me too. So, I tried to cover it up by pretending to be like them, pretending to hate you. Believing if I pretended to hate you then it may become a reality and I would be normal.” 
 
        “You can’t stop being who you are, not for anyone.” I go to place my hand on his shoulder but stop myself. I’m not ready for that yet. This is all so messed up. How did I not see this? Where do we go from here? “You’ve told me now, maybe you can move on?”  
 
       “I’ll try. I’m truly sorry if I’ve made you feel uncomfortable…I just thought it was time to tell the truth. I never knew things would get so out of control. I knew who she was, I was following you, watching you both and then I saw the shoe…and just thought we’d claim the reward money. Bruno has taken this way beyond too far now.” 
 
       “And?” 
 
       “And I want out. I need you to tell the cops that I’ve helped you.” 
 
       “You haven’t yet.” I lean against the hay wall awaiting his plan, hoping he has one. 
 
       “Tonight, Bruno knows he can’t get out of this now, he’s taking the gun…I’m worried he’ll use it.” 
 
       “If he hurts Ellie, then he’ll have to shoot me. ‘Cos I actually will fuckin’ kill him.” 
 
       “When he brings her to you, I’ll be with him. If he looks like he may go for the gun, I’ll be there to take him by surprise. He’ll never see it coming.” 
 
       “Fine. But if she gets hurt in any way…” 
 
       “She won’t.” 
 
       “If you betray me …” 
 
       “I swear I won’t. I’ve done enough damage already. Bruno’s lost the plot. He needs to be stopped. He’s my twin. I love him through all his faults, but if this happens…I’ll never get my life back. I don’t want to spend it behind bars. I don’t want to be hated.” He rubs his palms over his face. “Look, I have to go. She’s on her own with them. They may suspect something’s wrong.” 
 
       “Yes, get back there. Look after my girl, right?”  
 
       “Right. Ash, please don’t hate me?” He bends ready to crawl through the gap. 
 
       “I don’t. You just need to give me some space. I need time to process all this.” 
 
       “Okay.” 
 
       “See you tonight.” 
 
       “Okay.” 
 
       “And Jack?” 
 
        “Yeah?” He stops, just about to stick his head outside. 
 
       “You’d better not be playing me. She gets hurt, so do you.” 
 
       “You know the annoying thing? I actually really like her.” He smiles a downward smile and crawls away. 
 
       “Me too,” I mouth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    13: Ellie 
 
      
 
       “When is Jack coming back?” I dare to ask. No one’s spoken in ages and the silence is deafening.   
 
       “Why, you fancy him too? Maybe you like to roll around in the gutter with more than one rat? Maybe you’re not that posh after all.” Bruno laughs. 
 
       “I’m guessing that you are both single. Am I correct?” I look to him and then to his bulky friend. 
 
       “And?” Bruno jumps up off the old, rusting car bonnet and stands over me. “What’s your point?” I gulp, mentally kicking myself for starting this.  
 
       “My point is that you may be single for a reason. Perhaps if you tried to be a little kinder…how could you respect a woman when you clearly don’t respect yourselves?” Folding my arms tightly across my chest. Why am I wasting my breath?  
 
       “You don’t know anything about us.” Bruno bends down, whispering against my ear. My stomach knots in two. Where the heck is Jack? 
 
        “And believe me, I don’t wish to. Look…” I try a change of tactic, “I know about your mother, I’m so sorry.” 
 
       “Why? You didn’t kill her. Looking after Ashes most likely did that.” 
 
       “Is that what your father told you?” 
 
       “It’s a fact.” He narrows his beady eyes into slits, signalling me to shut up. 
 
       “Do you think she’d be proud of the man you’re becoming?” I just can’t stop myself. I want to hurt him like he’s hurt Ash so many times before. I want to get through to him somehow. 
 
       “Shut your mouth! You know nothing about my mother!” 
 
       “Ash has told me parts. Did you know that this…” I point to the silk scarf wrapped in my hair, “this was her favourite? These clothes were hers too and these boots…” 
 
       “You may be wearing her clothes, but if you don’t shut that big gob of yours you won’t be wearing them for much longer!” His face has turned an unattractive shade of crimson. Time to do as I’m told for once and shut the hell up.  At least half an hour passes before I dare to speak again. 
 
       “What time is it?” I ask, hoping that it won’t be too long until my rescue, until I see him.  
 
        “Why you got a hot date?” The friend, whom I’ve secretly named ‘The Fridge’ on account of his huge frame, asks. 
 
       “Have you got a name? I think it’s only polite that I know it.”  
 
       “He’s Benny,” Bruno adds. “Benny here, well he don’t need your attention, but I wouldn’t say no.”  
 
       “Dude, what the hell?” Benny, a.k.a ‘The Fridge,’ pushes Bruno’s shoulder causing him to stumble over my feet. I quickly draw them up onto the sun lounger. 
 
       “What the fuck is your problem?” Bruno regains his balance, pushing Benny back harder. 
 
       “You told her my name! You swore to keep my name out of it! Now the little cow can identify us all. Why not give her my friggin’ address too?” Benny shoves Bruno back my way. I jump from the lounger taking a place against the far wall. Bruno crashes to the floor. 
 
       “Why you ungrateful pile of shit!” Bruno’s back up and running at Benny. Both collide sending them flying backwards over the car bonnet. They punch and yell. I remember now that although they may look like men on the outside, inside they’re nothing but boys, both in need of a damn good hiding. 
 
      This is my chance to escape. I spider my way along the wall until I reach the half-open shutter. Lowering myself, stealthily until I can simply bend under. I make a dash for it, Ouch! My head catches, scraping the metal, making a crashing sound, disturbing my plan. Sunlight hits me like a welcome friend, and I’m up, running. I have no idea which direction will lead me to safety, but I run and don’t look back. 
 
      
 
       “Shit! She’s gone!” Bruno yells behind me. I never knew I could run this fast, guess I’m fuelled on by adrenaline. I can still hear their shouts as I run onto a small country road. My desire for freedom, my desire to see Ash again leads me onward. Thank God!  A car’s driving toward me.  
 
       “Stop!” I jump in the road. “Please, stop!” Trying to wave my arms, which are still bound at the wrists. The sun’s blinding me as it bounces off the windscreen. 
 
       “Stop her!” Bruno’s low tones are getting worryingly close. The car door opens. I shield my eyes to see whom I need to thank. 
 
        “Hello, Princess.” The driver sighs. 
 
       “Jack?” 
 
       “Brother! Stop her!” Bruno screams. 
 
       “Don’t Jack. Please?” I try to step around him, but he grabs my arm. “Please? I know this isn’t you,” I beg, desperately trying to wriggle from his grasp. 
 
       “I’m sorry,” he whispers. 
 
       “Me too!” I kick him hard in the shin and he lets go, squealing obscenities at me. Turning to run. A gunshot fires over my head. I freeze. 
 
       “Get in the car.” Bruno orders, pointing the gun at me. “Or the next one won’t miss.” Jack pushes me down into the passenger seat. 
 
       “I thought you were different.”  
 
       “I am.” He slams the door on me. The back doors slam in unison as Bruno and Benny join us. 
 
       “Try that again,” Bruno leans in behind me, catching my gaze in the mirror, “and I’ll do something we’ll both regret.” 
 
      
 
             My wrists are tied around the wheel of the old broken-down car back at the garage. They spoon feed me like an infant and drag me out for occasional toilet/ bush breaks. Treated like an animal, I’ve never felt so degraded. The only thing that’s keeping me from giving up and breaking down is the thought of seeing Ash again. I overheard them talking about him, and he’s coming for me very soon, at midnight, which means that Bruno didn’t hurt him too badly and he’s okay. I just need to hold it together until then. I won’t give them my tears. They won’t break me. 
 
      
 
    *        *       *       * 
 
      
 
       “It’s time.” Bruno announces. “Bring her. Let’s do this.” I catch a glimpse of Bruno’s gun sticking out of his coat pocket. Benny unties me, yanking me roughly from the old car. Before I can rotate my wrists to get my circulation moving again, he ties them together. 
 
       “I’ll take her.” Jack grabs my elbow and walks me under the shutter.  
 
       “Jack,” I side whisper. “He has the gun. It’s not too late to help me.” 
 
       “Quiet.” He hushes me. “Just trust me, okay?” He nods like he knows something I don’t. A sense of hope rushes over me. I can almost taste my freedom. 
 
       “Let’s get this over with,” Benny grunts, pulling a balaclava down over his face. This won’t hide his identity. I know who he is. Idiot.  
 
      I’m driven to a large open field. I guess they’re not as stupid as I first perceived, this way no one can sneak up on us. Ash won’t have any back up. Bruno has that gun. Putting it politely, we are screwed. 
 
      We step out. Grabbing my roped wrists, Bruno pulls me to the centre of the field. It’s dark and silent, too silent.  
 
       “Somebody help me!” I scream out into the nothingness. 
 
       “Shut her up would ya.” Bruno nods to Jack. Jack pulls the silken scarf from my hair and ties it round my face and mouth in the fashion of a makeshift gag. 
 
       “Not so talkative now, huh?” Bruno snarls.   
 
       “Let her go.” Ash’s voice rings out of the darkness. My heart beats faster. He’s come for me! 
 
       “Show yourself, Ashes,” Bruno demands. 
 
       “I’m right here.” He steps into view a few feet in front of us. I melt when he looks at me. “You okay?” I nod. I am now. 
 
       “You got my money?” 
 
       “Yes. Send her to me and it’s yours.” He sounds calm, a lot calmer than I am. He looks okay, he must be a fast healer, or the night is playing tricks on me. 
 
       “You know you two can never be together.” Bruno grins. “I mean, look at her, and then look at you. She’s so out of your league.” I try to tell him that I don’t care but it just comes out a mumbled mess against my gag. 
 
       “Here’s your money.” Ash holds up a briefcase. 
 
       “You came alone? Good boy.” 
 
       “You want it or not?” 
 
       “I do, but first get on your knees and beg for her life.” Bruno pulls the gun out, placing it against my head. I can’t breathe. 
 
     Ash’s eyes reflect the sheer panic in mine. I tremble uncontrollably, feeling faint. I will myself to breathe, to concentrate on Ash. 
 
       “Bruno, man, don’t do this,” Jack pleads. “You’ve gone too far, but it’s not too late to get you some help.” 
 
       “Shut it Jack. Don’t you dare wimp out on me now. Beg Ashes, beg at my feet. He pushes the gun harder into my temple. I feel all the blood draining from my face.  
 
       “Bruno, man, don’t. She’s not worth it. Give me the gun bro.” Jack puts out his hand. Bruno turns the gun on his brother. 
 
       “Jack you are such a complete let down. I should shoot you first and get you to stop whining!” Jack puts his hands in the air.  
 
       “Look at me,” Jack whispers, and takes a step closer to him. “You are my brother. Do you really want to hurt me? Are you really going to shoot me?” Bruno lowers the gun slightly. “Now, Ash!” he shouts. 
 
     What happens next is a blur. There’s shouting and an obscene amount of punching. Jack grabs at the gun. Ash flies at me, knocking me to the ground, taking me out of the line of fire. Big Benny jumps on Ash and they roll around on the floor. I glance over at Jack and Bruno still both scrabbling for the weapon. I’m witnessing it all in slow motion, wanting to get up but I’m frozen in fear and still bound at the wrists. Ash seems to have the upper hand, holding Benny down; he sits on his chest and punches his face over and over. He looks wild, feral. Finally, he draws back his elbow and delivers an all-powerful blow. Benny won’t be a problem for a while. He scurries to my side, looking like my Ash again.  
 
       “Are you alright?” He unties the gag. “Tell me you’re okay?”  
 
       “Yes. Go help Jack.” I gesture over to his brothers. “Get the gun.” 
 
       “I’ll be right back.” He jumps to his feet and grabs Bruno’s neck from behind, pulling him backward as Jack rips the gun from his hands. 
 
      Struggling against the ropes, I eventually, painfully pull them down over my hands. I stand on quivering legs. All three of them are a big fighting jumble of limbs as Bruno tries to regain power and the gun. 
 
   
  
 

  BANG! 
 
     A single shot screams out in to the night. I can’t breathe. Who’s hit? Is somebody hit? I check myself. I’m okay. Is Ash? No, I couldn’t bare it… 
 
       “Ash?” I squeal, running at them. 
 
       “I’m not hit,” he pants. “Stay back!” 
 
     Bruno is up and running across the field. But Ash is on his heels. Bruno doesn’t make it far before he’s tackled to the ground. 
 
        “Princess?” Jack croaks. He hasn’t got up or moved at all. I drop down beside him. 
 
       “What is it? Are you hurt?” 
 
       “Think I got a bit shot.” He tries to smile, but only manages a pained grimace. 
 
       “Don’t move. Ash! I need you!”  But he doesn’t respond. He’s pounding into Bruno over and over until Bruno is begging him to stop. 
 
       “Ash!” I scream, getting to my feet, running toward him. “He’s not worth it! Don’t turn into him! You’re better than this! Stop!” He looks back at me with so much pain in his eyes, so much torment. “Come back to me?” I reach for him. 
 
      To my relief he gets up off his brother and grabs my hand. The wildness has gone from his expression.  
 
       “He’s hurt!” I pull him over to Jack. His eyes are closing. “Stay with me do you hear? You can’t go…I order you to stay. Your Princess needs you.” 
 
       “Jack?” Ash kneels at my side.  
 
       “He’s shot.” I sob. 
 
       “Give me your scarf.”  
 
     I place the scarf in his hand he covers the gunshot, pressing on the wound with the scarf that has now quickly turned from blue to red. Something so beautiful is now ugly and ruined forever. 
 
       “Hey, stay with us okay? “Ash lightly pats Jacks face. 
 
       “Think…” Jack’s eyes flutter. “Think it’s time for me to go…” 
 
       “No! Do you hear me?” Ash pulls out a small torch from his back pocket to examine the wound. “The bullet looks like it just missed your heart. You’re lucky.” 
 
       “I don’t feel lucky.” Jack splutters. 
 
       “Don’t speak. Shit, this isn’t stopping the blood.” Ash throws the scarf away. He pulls his top over his head in one fluid motion, then bundles it up, pressing it over Jack’s wound. “Hold on. Help is on the way.” 
 
       “Ash…I’m so sorry.” Jack croaks. The sound of propellers advances overhead and I pray that they will hurry. “I know you are. Try not to speak. The police are coming, they’ll take care of you.” 
 
     Thank God! A herd of officers run across the field. Armed police jump from a helicopter before it even touches down. Benny is lifted to his feet and dragged away. Two cops have Bruno in handcuffs, which makes me smile inside. Then I see Ash’s white shirt turning red and I forget any small piece of pleasure that I had. Sirens ring out in the distance. 
 
       “They’re almost here.” Ash pats Jack’s cheek gently. “Stay with me.” 
 
       “Ash?” His eyes flutter. 
 
       “Yeah?” 
 
       “You’re still my big brother, right?” 
 
       “Always.” Ash smiles down at him. Jack smiles back before his eyes close. 
 
       “We’ll take it from here.” A paramedic towers over me. Ash quickly relays information to the two men.  
 
       “Be careful with him.” He’s so calm now when only minutes ago he was so full of anger. He stands; putting his hand out he pulls me up. One of the men places a foil blanket around Ash’s naked shoulders.  An agent joins us.  
 
       “Your Highness. I’m Special Agent Tremaine.” He bows. “Those two won’t be a problem any more. Are you, all right? Do either of you need to go to hospital?” 
 
       “No. We are both fine?” I look to Ash, he nods that he is. 
 
       “We will need to question both of you tomorrow but for now we should get you back to the palace, Princess.” 
 
       “But I want to stay with Ash.”  
 
       “It’s okay.” Ash holds my shoulders. “You should go. Your family must be so worried about you. I’m gonna go to the hospital with Jack.” 
 
       “Are you sure?” My eyes sting with stubborn tears. 
 
       “No. But it’s the right thing to do.” He pulls me in and kisses me softly. My body sighs against his. The kiss becomes greedier, more passionate, I never want him to stop. I know that when he does, I might never see him again, never taste his lips on mine. I’ll never see him smile with that certain twinkle in his eye that I believe is just for me. Tears flood down my face as our kiss ends. We stand silently staring into each other’s eyes. I want to remember every piece of him, the way he frowns, the way his hair sometimes flops in his right eye and he tries to blow it away. I want to remember this moment as the time when I was my happiest. The time I met my Ash. 
 
       “Err, Your Highness?” Tremaine clears his throat and I realise we have an audience, some look shocked, some more confused. I guess to them, I’m cheating on my fiancé, a man I barely know. I’m cheating on my country. Finally, I step away from Ash’s arms. I’m cold, numb and empty. “It’s time.” The detective nods. 
 
       “I don’t want to leave you.” I reach out for Ash’s cheek. His eyes close at my touch. When he looks at me again, there’s that ridiculously cute twinkle which only makes this ten times harder. 
 
       “You’ll always be my Ellie. Never forget me. Never forget who you are, the things you want to do now.” He sighs. “I love you.” A warm glow spreads throughout my body. He loves me? He really loves me? I feel elated. He said it before, but I wasn’t sure if it was real then. There are tears of joy and then the cold reality sets in. I want to tell him that I love him too but can’t speak or can’t move. Turning, he walks away. He doesn’t look back as he steps into the ambulance. Guess it’s too hard for him. It is for me. It feels like a part of me is dying. As the doors shuts, his head slumps into his hands. This is almost worse than having a gun to my head. It’s like having my heart ripped out and not dying, just walking around with a huge Ash shaped hole in my chest. This is how grief must feel. 
 
       “Are you ready, Princess?” The detective looks upon me with such sympathy. I can’t answer. We watch the ambulance pull away. I collapse onto him, shaking, crying. He carefully places his hands around me and lets me sob into his shoulder. “Let’s get you home.” He ushers me to his car. 
 
      I don’t know where home is anymore. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    14: Ash 
 
      
 
      I spent the night at the hospital, waiting for news on Jack. The doctors know me well and kindly let me stay in the staff lounge as everyone in the patient waiting areas were either talking about me or judging me. News of Ellie’s return was already all over the news somehow and her face peered at me from every T.V. monitor around the place. My face also flashed up a few times, through old photographs I presume my father had given them. 
 
      I couldn’t bear to look at it, to hear any of it. None of it was true. How could they know the truth? How could they see my heart breaking? I ache for her. I ‘m hollow inside, lost. I was a fool to think we could be together. I was a fool to let myself love her. Happy endings only happen in fairy tales, and not to people like me. 
 
    Jack was still unconscious when I left a few hours ago. The surgeons successfully removed the bullet from his chest and he needs time to recover. There are dozens of reporters outside the house and the barn, all wanting a piece of me. They’ve been there ages and by the looks of it, they’re here to stay. There are police outside for my protection, keeping the vultures at bay. So, I’m a prisoner again. Hopefully this will die down and tomorrow I’ll be yesterday’s news, I’ll just be some invisible farm boy again.  
 
        I promised I’d bring Jack’s stuff back up to the hospital. I escape through my secret gap in the wall and make a mad dash for it over to the house. The door swings open. Clara waits for me, arms outstretched.  
 
       “Ashley James Thompson you come here right this minute and give old Clara a hug.”  I do. She squeezes me so tightly, that I have no choice in the matter. “How are you? Why didn’t you come to me?” she asks, finally releasing me.  
 
       “It all happened so fast. I didn’t know when I met her who she was.” 
 
       “Ash, my poor, poor boy. Do you love her? Don’t tell me you love her?” Her eyes bulge. I simply nod. “Oh, my boy, is there anything I can do?” 
 
       “No, but thanks. Just having you in my corner is enough.” 
 
       “I’m always in your corner, you know that.” She winks. “Shall I make your favourite, omelette and baked beans?” 
 
       “Nah, not hungry.” 
 
       “You need anything, you come to me first.” She scolds, and I feel like a kid again. “You need to keep your strength up, you hear?” 
 
       “I hear. I need to grab some of Jack’s stuff. Could you maybe take it for me? I have bloody reporters following my every move.” 
 
       “Why are you helping him? He’s never done anything for you?” 
 
       “Let’s just say he came through for me last night big time. He’s a victim of all this too. So, you’ll take it?” 
 
       “Of course, I will. You go on up and get his things. Shout me if you can’t find what you need.” 
 
       “Will do boss.”  
 
       “I know it feels like the bottom of your world has fallen away, but you’ll smile again soon. Time heals all wounds.” She smiles. 
 
        “Really hope so.” I sigh and make my way upstairs to Jack’s room. Passing Bruno’s room, his door is slightly ajar, I wander in. It’s a state. The guy has absolutely no self-respect. Ironically, he gave me the name ‘Pig Boy,’ when he lives more like one than I ever did. Something glistens at the edge of my vision. Ellie’s glass shoe sits alone on the windowsill, twinkling against the sunshine. Taking it, slumping onto the bed. Looking at it for so long that my eyes have unfocused completely. I concentrate on the rainbow of flickering colours reflecting from it. It’s dainty and unique, just like its owner. I close my eyes to keep myself from tearing up. I wonder what she’s doing right now and what she’s thinking. Is she all right? Is she missing me too? 
 
      
 
       “You’re home then.” My father falls against the doorframe. I open my eyes and refocus on the shoe. I can’t bring myself to look at him or hear what he has to say. “I’m glad you’re okay, son,” he slurs. 
 
       “You are?” I angle myself to look at him. 
 
       “Course.” 
 
       “Whatever.” I stand abruptly. I’ve been here too long. “I’m just here to get Jack’s stuff. Clara’s taking it up to the hospital soon. Remember Jack, your son? Your blood?” I snarl. “The one who got shot last night? The one who nearly died?”  
 
       “Yes. I’m off to visit him later.” 
 
       “When you’ve sobered up, you mean.” 
 
       “Don’t be like that, son.” He frowns like he actually cares or believes he does. 
 
       “So now I’m your son? You really are a piece of work. What about Bruno, your real blood? Huh? Are you proud of him? Are you proud of what’s he’s done…of the man he’s become?” 
 
       “He is dead to me.” He burps. 
 
       “So, you’re just gonna leave him to rot in jail? You’re not even off to visit him? Don’t you want answers? Don’t you want to know why?” I walk right up to him. “You made him what he is and now you’re punishing him for it?” Bewildered, he looks at me as if I’m speaking another language.  
 
       “Son, let’s you and I start over? Let’s build that old tree house that we never got to finish.” 
 
       “I finished it. But you’d know that if you ever gave two shits about me.” I look down on him. He’s not so tough now. He seems small, old. “All you’ve ever cared about is yourself.” 
 
       “No, I cared about her. I loved her.” 
 
       “So, what? When she died so did everyone else? We needed you more than ever…all you needed was your precious booze.” 
 
       “Let me try again. I took my grief out on you. I was wrong. Let me be a real father to you.” He puts his hand on my arm and I brush it off. 
 
       “You think I have a chance at royalty, at money, don’t you? That’s what this is about.” I prod his chest. “My God, that’s it!” 
 
       “No, that’s a lie!”  
 
       “You are so transparent. So full of crap!” 
 
       “But you love the girl, right? Then we are halfway through that palace door.” 
 
       “Unbelievable!” I push past him and head for Jack’s room. 
 
       “Ash!” He’s following me. “Ash don’t be like that. What would your mother think?” I spin to face him.  
 
       “Don’t you dare speak about her! She’d look at you and Bruno and be devastated by what you’ve become. You’re not capable of loving anything or anyone except yourself and your whisky! Sell this place, give me my share and we’ll never have to see each other again.” I walk into Jack’s room, slamming the door on his pathetic, drunken face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *       *        *      * 
 
      
 
        There’s a knock at the barn door. 
 
       “Go away! Leave me the hell alone!” I shout, believing that it’s my father back for another attempt or the wrath of the press, beating down my door for answers. I’m surprised and a little shell-shocked when The King steps inside. I spring from my bed.       “Your Majesty.” I nod my head in a half bow. 
 
       “You may leave us.” He waves away the two bodyguards. 
 
        “Ashley is it?” 
 
        “Ash is fine, Your Highness.” Panic flutters in my chest, or excitement…is he here to give his consent? Is she with him? Will he call off the wedding and let me love his daughter? 
 
       “Alright, Ash it is. I guess you’re used to having royalty visiting?”  His brow quirks like he’s toying with me. 
 
       “Please sit.” I gesture to my little stool. 
 
       “I’ll stand. So, this is where my daughter’s been sleeping?” He narrows his green eyes on mine. I can’t help but see her in him. 
 
       “How is she, Sire? How is Ellie?” 
 
       “Elle,” he over pronounces her correct name, “Elle is no longer your concern.” 
 
       “What?” My heart is beating out of my chest. “But I’m…we’re friends.” 
 
       “I’ve merely come to thank you for saving my daughter’s life and to thank you for taking care of her.” 
 
       “Believe me, that girl can take care of herself. And you don’t need to thank me, it was a pleasure. I’ve never met anyone like her. You should be really proud.” 
 
       “Is that right? Who are you to tell your king how he should and should not feel?” His nostrils flare in annoyance. 
 
       “I meant no disrespect.” This really isn’t going the way I’d hoped. 
 
       “What are you, twenty, twenty-one?” He looks over me. I look down at my ripped jeans and faded tee shirt then at his expensive designer suit. Guess he doesn’t see past that. I guess that’s where he and Ellie differ. 
 
       “I’m nearly twenty-one, Sire.” 
 
       “And you live in this barn?” 
 
       “Mostly, but not for much longer.” I chew my bottom lip. 
 
       “You can hardly say you’ve lived or seen much of the world yet, not enough to tell me how I should be feeling.” 
 
       “Of course, I merely meant…” 
 
       “It no longer matters. I’m a very busy man.” 
 
       “I know.” 
 
       “As the ruler of this country and a father, I only want what’s best for my daughter, for us all.” 
 
       “I understand…but…” 
 
       “I have come to reward you for your bravery and inconvenience.” 
 
       “She was no inconvenience, Sir. I loved my time with Ellie, with Elle.” 
 
       “Here.” He steps forward holding out a cheque. “Take it. You’ve earned it.” 
 
       “I don’t want it, Sire.” I’m holding back my secret rage the best that I can. 
 
       “Are you saying no to your king?” His eyes widen. I bet no one ever says no to him.  Snatching it, I rip it into tiny pieces, then throw it on the floor.  
 
       “I don’t want your money. You can’t pay me off. All I ask is that you let me see her again?” 
 
       “I’m afraid that’s just not possible.” He folds his arms. I fold mine. 
 
       “Isn’t it? I thought you were the King? I thought you made the rules?” 
 
       “Touché.” He strokes his little white beard. “Look, if you really do care for my daughter, and I clearly see you do, then walk away with some dignity.” 
 
       “If you care for her then why not let her decide her own future? Let her decide who she loves?” I stand firm. King or not, he can’t stop me loving her. “If you’d only see her like I do…she has so many great ideas. One day, she’ll make a fantastic queen.” 
 
       “I know her well enough.” He snaps, and I’ve crossed a line. “If things were different young man I think I may actually like you. I can see what she sees in you.”  He smiles. “But you could never fully understand. How could you?” 
 
       “Me being a simple farm boy, right? Try me.” 
 
       “Let’s just say that relations with Prince Henrik’s country are ‘delicate.’ His father and I have had this marriage arranged before Elle was even born. Our children will marry to unite our countries and that is that.” 
 
       “So, if she doesn’t marry this guy then it’ll be all out war?”  
 
       “Not at first, not for many years. But someday it could happen. I can’t be held responsible for that. We have a lot of trade deals on the line. They send an awful lot of money and big business our way.” 
 
       “And there’s no other way around it? She has to marry a man she’ll never love, who’ll never make her happy like I can, just so we can keep trading with a country that’s practically holding us hostage?” 
 
       “It’s for the good of us all.” 
 
       “But it’s so backward.” 
 
       “And yet, Elle realises it is our only way of moving forward. She is selfless.”  
 
       “So, you’re implying that I’m selfish for wanting to be with her?”  
 
       “I never said that.” 
 
       “Have you ever been in love?”  
 
       “My marriage was arranged. Elle’s mother and I have grown in our partnership over the years.” 
 
       “And you don’t want more for your daughter?” I’ve crossed so many lines now that I may as well keep going. “She’s happy with me, I know she is.”  
 
       “And what could you offer her?” He looks around my rustic home. His eyes land on Gus who’s snoring away in the corner.  
 
       “I won’t always be this. I have goals. One day I hope to become a doctor. I’ll provide for her, look after her if she wants me to.” 
 
       “What could you possibly provide that a princess doesn’t already have?” 
 
       “I forget about her title sometimes. To me, she’s just Ellie.”  
 
       “Has she said that she loves you?” 
 
       “Not yet, but I know she does. I feel it. Why not ask her? Or are you afraid I might be right?” 
 
       “Ashley, please.” He suddenly drops the snobbery and talks to me like a normal man. “Please, my hands are tied. For the good of the kingdom, for the sake of your country, please let her go?” 
 
       “I can’t do that. Not unless she tells me to herself.” 
 
       “You want to be a doctor? Let me get you into the best medical school in the country. You only need to say the word.” 
 
       “No, thank you. If I can’t get in by myself, then I shouldn’t get in at all.” 
 
      “Very honourable. It’s a real pity that things between you both have to end, but sadly they do.” 
 
       “I won’t back down, Sir, unless I hear it from her.” 
 
       “Then I’m afraid there’s nothing more to say. You will not be allowed to see her again.” 
 
       “Is that a joke? You can’t do this! I don’t care who you are! You can’t stop us.” 
 
       “I’m afraid I can. I am the King. I am sorry for your loss.” He turns to leave. 
 
       “My loss? You’re talking like she’s dead. Is that it? Is that how you treat the guy that saved her life?” 
 
       “So, you do want a reward?” 
 
       “No! I don’t want your money. You can’t just buy people off!” I throw my hands up in frustration. 
 
       “I find it often works.” 
 
       “Well not on me.” I stare him down, willing him to blink first. Mentally fist bumping the air when he does. 
 
       “If things were different, I really would welcome you, Ashley.” 
 
       “Make them different.”  
 
       “I wish I could.” He nods. “I am truly sorry.”  
 
       “So am I.” Now I’m even more determined to see her again. I just have no idea how. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    15: Ellie 
 
      
 
      It’s been three days since I returned to the open arms of my family. Both my mother and my father cried the moment that they saw me. I wasn’t expecting my father to. They want me to talk to the royal counsellor about my ordeal, but the only person I want to speak to is Ash. I miss the jean wearing, boot wearing Ellie. I miss the girl who rides on tractors, and feeds chickens and gets dirty. I miss seeing myself through his eyes, if that makes any sense. Now I’m back to being Princess Elle again, the girl with obligations. The girl whose future is already set. I plan to talk to my parents regarding my ideas about becoming an ambassador for healthcare. I just need to let my heart mend for a little while longer. 
 
      Knock. Knock.   
 
       “Ellie? Ellie? Are you in there?” It’s my sister again. She calls by at least five or six times a day. “You have to come out of there at some point you know. You must be starving?” 
 
       “Go away, Phoebe,” I moan, rolling onto my side. 
 
       “That’s it! I’m getting Dad!” 
 
       “No!” I shoot up from the bed and run across my room. “What?” I ask, unbolting the door. 
 
      “You cut your hair?” She gasps. 
 
       “I fancied a change. You don’t like it?” 
 
       “Looks great. I may cut mine too. I come with cakes.” She grins, holding out a plate of various amazing delights. “So? Can I come in? I’ve missed you…I miss you.” 
 
       “I guess.” I grab a cream cake off her plate as she passes. 
 
       “So?” She puts the plate on my bedside table and flops onto my bed. “What’s going on with you?” 
 
       “Haven’t you been watching the news?” I angrily bite into the cream cake, sighing with bliss, remembering how good food tastes. 
 
       “You look shocking,” she says, cuddling a silk cushion to her chest. 
 
       “Missed you too, Sis.” I take a fleeting glance in the mirror. I look drained. There are black circles under my eyes and my hair is a faded pinky colour, lank and lifeless.  
 
       “Seriously Ellie, when was the last time you took a shower? No offence, but it’s a bit ripe in here.” 
 
       “What’s the point?” I slouch down beside her and finish my cake.  
 
       “The point? You’re getting married in two weeks! There’s so much to do! You need to make decisions on the flowers, the cake, my bridesmaid dress…your dress!” 
 
       “I don’t care.” Reaching for another cake, she slaps my hand.  
 
       “No! No more cake for you until you’ve had a wash.” 
 
       “Oh, all right then. When did you get so bossy?” I sigh, lick any leftover cream off my fingers and walk into my bathroom.  “Actually,” I shout, “I think I’ll take a really, long bath.” 
 
       “I’ll go fetch one of the maids to run it for you!” 
 
       “No.” I stick my head round the door. “I’m a big girl. I can run my own bath.” 
 
       “Since when?”  
 
       “Since now.” I sit on the side of the bath and drop the plug in. “Don’t you ever get tired of it? Don’t you get frustrated with being treated like a child?” 
 
       “What happened to you while you were gone?” She leans against the doorway. “You seem different somehow.” 
 
       “I do?” I run the hot tap. 
 
       “I can’t quite put my finger on it. Wait, it’s that guy isn’t it? The one on the news? So that part is true? Are you and him? No, you can’t be…did you…have you? Oh my God, Ellie!” 
 
       “No, we haven’t.” I feel my skin heating up and I don’t think it’s from the steam coming off the hot water. “Could you imagine the scandal?” I whisper. 
 
       “The palace advisors are working hard to protect your reputation. Father’s doing his utmost to smooth things over with Henrik and his parents. So, the news, all those stories are just lies?” Her eyes widen, and I know she doesn’t believe that. 
 
       “No, not exactly. There is, there was a guy…” I turn off the tap and stare down into the water. 
 
       “Tell me.” She perches on the bath beside me. 
 
       “It’s only between us, right? Swear it.” 
 
       “I swear.” She crosses her heart. “Spill.” 
 
       “Okay, so his name’s Ash. He lives on a farm…but he’s going to be an amazing doctor one day. His brothers held me hostage and he saved me…” 
 
       “I know all of that.” She wrinkles her nose. “Tell me the juicy stuff. What’s he like? Did you two…kiss?” 
 
       “He’s like no one I’ve ever met before. He treated me like a regular girl. He never bowed or did things because of what I am, even when he found out, he treated me the same. He showed me his world and made me feel a part of it. I think he loves me, Phoebe.” I gulp. “When he kissed me, the whole world went away. Everything was stripped away leaving only us.” 
 
       “He told you he loved you?” Her eyes bulge. 
 
       “Yes.” I smile at the memory of his lips against mine. 
 
       “And do you feel the same?” She stares at me for so long that I can’t hide it. I never could fool my little sister. “Oh. My. God! You do, don’t you? You love him!” 
 
       “Ssshhh! Be quiet!” I slap my hand over her mouth. She nods, and I remove it. 
 
       “No one can hear us in here,” she whispers. 
 
       “Why would you think I love him?” 
 
       “Because every time you talk about him you go all distant and swoony. Plus, that silly grin you’ve got could almost split your face in half.” She chuckles. “You’re practically glowing.” 
 
       “Phoebe.” I take both her hands. “What should I do? What would you do?” 
 
       “It’s not about me. Father is determined that you marry Henrik…so I guess that is that.” 
 
       “I can’t even think about that right now.” I let go of her hands. “You are so lucky not to be the first born.” 
 
       “Henrik’s great. You’d see that if you’d just give him a chance. He’s great looking, funny…he has the goofiest laugh and he’s very charismatic. And plus, he’s clever. And that accent of his…” 
 
       “Now who’s gushing? Phoebe, do you like Henrik?” 
 
       “What? No! Don’t be stupid! He’s your match not mine.” She stands and goes into my bedroom. I follow. “I’m just saying that if you stop trying to dislike him then maybe you’d see what a great person he is. Maybe you’d grow to love him even?” 
 
       “Have you spent a lot of time with him?” 
 
       “I felt I should cover for you, you know, keep him sweet until you came home. I mean, how do you think he feels? He must marry a girl he hardly knows. A girl who won’t even give him the time of day. Who runs off with some stranger, rather than get to know him. You’ve made him and his family a laughing stock by appearing all over the television, linked to another man. Ash is really hot by the way.” She smiles. 
 
       “I know.” I say, chewing my bottom lip. “I guess I never thought of Henrik’s feelings in all of this. Phoebe, what should I do?” 
 
       “Well for a start you need to show the public that you’re back and ready for your duties. You need to get on the wedding train and start making decisions with your future husband. You need to let the world see that you’re happy together. You have to fix this and quick…and…” She places her hand on my shoulder. 
 
       “And?” 
 
       “And you need to say goodbye to Ash.” 
 
       “You’re right, I know you are.” Tears bubble in the corners of my eyes. “I just don’t think I’m strong enough.” 
 
       “You? You’re the strongest person I know. If you really love him, let him go. It’s not fair to keep his hopes up.” 
 
       “When did you get so wise?” I sniffle. 
 
       “I’ve always been this way.”  
 
       “Can I have a hug?” 
 
       “You never ask for a hug.” She opens her arms and I fall into them. 
 
       “I need one.” I sob. She lets me cry until I’m all cried out. It feels therapeutic and well overdue. “Thank you.” I wipe my eyes. “I seem to be crying a lot lately.” 
 
       “Of course, what are sisters for? Now get yourself in that bath before I throw you in!” 
 
      
 
    *          *          *        * 
 
      
 
       A day later and here I am, standing in my room in a huge white wedding gown. My mother arranged for all the dresses to be brought here. I guess she worries that the reporters will be all over me. I’m not ready for that. 
 
      Maybe my parents are right. Maybe over time it’ll get easier and one day Henrik and I will have a strong partnership just like theirs, but he’ll never have my heart. That is already taken. Not seeing Ash is just making me want to see him even more.  
 
       “So, Your Highness,” the overly made-up sales lady asks, “how do you feel in this one?” I look at myself in the full-length mirror.  
 
        “I guess it’s pretty.” 
 
       “Your Highness, this dress is a one-of-a-kind original. It’s the most expensive dress that we stock.” She looks offended, like she designed and made it herself. 
 
       “Expensive doesn’t always mean that it’s right though.” I muse, turning slightly to catch the back of the dress in the mirror. 
 
       “Well?”  
 
       “I meant no offence. It’s just so big. Don’t you think it drowns me? I’m not tall enough to pull this off. I feel like a fat fairy.” 
 
       “But you look like a princess.” 
 
       “But I’d look like a princess in my nightgown because I am one. Shouldn’t we go in the opposite direction? Won’t everyone be expecting the big, over the top ball gown?  Shouldn’t we go for the element of surprise?” I can see I’m annoying her. I clamp my lips together to stop myself from laughing. I mean, this entire situation is laughable.  
 
       “If that is your wish.” She slides gowns along the rails. Her red face almost matches her lipstick. 
 
        My reflection’s like a stranger staring back at me. I’m just a girl in a pretty dress. I don’t want to be a bride…I don’t want to choose a dress. Ironically, I can make all the decisions I like about the day, just not on my choice of groom. 
 
       “Wow!” Phoebe enters with my mother. “You look …wow!” 
 
       “Oh, my darling, you look simply radiant.” My mother kisses me on each cheek. 
 
       “Hmm. I don’t think this is the one…aren’t you supposed to just know when it’s right? Aren’t I supposed to get that ‘ooohh’ moment?” I swish the huge taffeta skirt from side to side. “I look like a big, glittery bell.” I hear the shop lady muttering something under her breath. 
 
       “You need to hurry up, the wedding’s less than a fortnight away. There is simply too much to do.” My mother forces a smile, the smile she uses when she’s completely stressing out. 
 
       “I know. I know.” 
 
       “Have you spoken with Prince Henrik since your little trip.” My mother shoots a warning glance over to the sales lady, who’s doing a fantastic job of looking busy and totally not eavesdropping.  
 
       “No, but Phoebe has arranged for us to meet for afternoon tea out in the gardens.” 
 
       “What an utterly splendid idea, Phoebe.” My mother grins. 
 
       “Well as she’s marrying the guy, they really should get along.” Phoebe smiles, but her eyes don’t. 
 
       “How about this one, Your Highness?” The shop lady holds up a mermaid style gown with a sweetheart neckline and minimally beaded bodice. 
 
       “What do you think?” My mother frowns, mirroring mine. 
 
       “It’s lovely but I was thinking of something a little plainer.” 
 
       “Darling,” my mother stands beside me talking to my reflection in the full-length mirror, “you are a princess. You need to make a statement. The entire world will be waiting to see what you’ll be wearing. Little girls everywhere will want to be you.” 
 
       “I just thought it would be fun to go against the tide I guess.”  
 
       “Have ‘fun’ on your honeymoon.” My mother winks. I roll my eyes. Ugh I haven’t even thought about the after part, the part where we are expected to make tiny royals.  The thought of another man touching me makes me nauseous. I wanted my first time to be special. I wanted it to be with Ash. “Your wedding only happens once.” 
 
       “Yes mother.” The sales lady unzips me and helps me step out of the dress. I step straight into the mermaid option. “Well?” I ask, looking myself up and down. 
 
       “Oh Ellie, I love it!” Phoebe gushes. 
 
       “Do you want to try it on?” I offer. 
 
       “I would love to!” She steps toward me and my mother stands between us. 
 
       “No Phoebe. Your special day will come. This is all about your sister’s happiness, not yours.” 
 
       My happiness? Can she hear herself? This isn’t about happiness, it never has been. 
 
       “So, Your Highness. How do you feel in this one?” The sales lady’s smile looks like it’s been screwed on. 
 
       “I guess this will do.” I shrug. I look great in it, but I don’t feel like a bride. I guess there isn’t a dress in the world that holds that kind of magic. 
 
       “Fabulous!” My mother claps her hands. “Now let’s try some veils.” 
 
      
 
    *           *         *         * 
 
      
 
      Henrik is already waiting for me in the rose gardens by the pond. He stands rigidly next to the table, which has been set with the best china and mini-sized sandwiches. Dressed in his air force uniform, which is awfully formal for a little tea drinking in the garden. I look down at my sundress and ponder whether I should go back and change, but I guess I’ve kept him waiting long enough. The big sun hat that mother suggested I wear to cover my fading pink hair, keeps flopping in my eyes. 
 
       “Princess Elle.” He takes my hand and lightly kisses it. “You look lovely today. Please, sit.” He pulls a chair out for me. 
 
       “Thank you, Henrik.” I sit. “You look very…clean.”  Clean? I cringe. “So?” I look across the table at him. 
 
       “So?” He looks just as uncomfortable as I feel. There’s a huge awkward silence between us. One of us should really say something. He swiftly stands up and then he’s down on one knee before me. Oh my God! 
 
       “Princess. I never had the chance before to formally ask for your hand in marriage.” He opens his hand out to reveal the largest, most sparkling diamond ring that I’ve ever seen. 
 
       “Henrik, you don’t have to do this…we’re getting married next weekend.” I itch to run away. I hold my legs down to keep them from juddering.  
 
       “It’s only right we go by the book.” How romantic.   
 
       “If that is what you want.” 
 
       “Elle. Will you do me the honour of becoming my wife?” He looks up at me with those chocolate brown eyes and I feel absolutely nothing. Phoebe’s right, he is very handsome, he ticks all the right boxes, but those boxes aren’t mine. I know he doesn’t feel anything for me either. How could he? We are two strangers. I feel his anguish. I understand his torment. We both have that in common. 
 
       “Yes, Henrik. I will marry you.” I say almost robotically. He slips the ring on my finger and amazingly it fits.  
 
       “Please get up.” He does, and we are back facing each other in silence. 
 
       “So,” he clears his throat, “Would you like some tea?” 
 
       “Yes please.” He rings the tiny silver bell and Sally, one of the younger maids comes out from nowhere, or behind a bush perhaps, to pour our tea.   
 
       “Tea, Prince Henrik?” She curtsies.  
 
       “No, it’s fine, Sally.” I smile. “We can manage. You take the afternoon off. Go enjoy yourself.” 
 
       “If you are sure, Your Highness?” She raises both brows. 
 
       “Go.” I wave her away. She curtsies and leaves. 
 
       “That was very kind of you.” He passes me his cup and I start to pour. 
 
       “We all deserve a little freedom, especially on a sunny day like this.” 
 
       “How do you feel about our alliance?” He sips his tea, his eyes never leaving mine. 
 
       “I guess we just have to get on with it.”  
 
       “And the chap on the news? He is nothing to you?”  
 
       “To be honest, everything’s happening so fast. You and I are both still very young. I had a moment of panic. Ash, the boy in the news, he just helped me out. He’s just a really good friend.” I totally lie, but what choice do I have? Henrik and I are stuck together in our misery, there’s no point making it worse. How can I tell him the truth that my heart will never be his, and that he will never be free to find true love whilst he’s bound to me? We have to make the best out of an awful situation. We must be selfless and strong. My mother never loved my father at first and they seem happy now. Was there an ‘Ash’ in her life earlier on? Did she have to make such a huge sacrifice? Was it as hard for her as it is for me? 
 
       “And you are sure?” Henrik interrupts my thoughts. “He’s merely a friend?” 
 
       “Yes. I’d like to see him again to thank him for all he did for me.” 
 
       “There’s no need for that.” 
 
       “How so?” 
 
       “I believe that your father has already thanked him on behalf of our royal families. He thought that after your ordeal that you would want some time to yourself.” 
 
       “And what did he do exactly?” I clench. 
 
       “He paid your friend a visit and I believe he rewarded him.”  
 
       “Rewarded him?” I slam my cup down on its saucer so hard that tea splashes all over my hands and splatters droplets up my dress. 
 
       “Elle are you feeling all right?” 
 
       “Did Ash take my father’s money?” I stand. 
 
       “I believe so, why?” 
 
       “I have to go and change. Please excuse me, Henrik.” 
 
       “Of course.” He stands too. “When shall I see you again?” 
 
       “I don’t know. Check the schedule,” I snap, not intending to. He reaches for my hand, which feels so much heavier now with the small boulder sat on my finger. He kisses it.  
 
       “Until next time.” 
 
       “Next time.” I try to smile, before leaving him standing alone in the garden. 
 
      When I’m out of sight, I run up the steps, through the palace looking for my father, looking for answers. 
 
       “There you are. I trust that you are feeling better after your long rest?” He steps out from the library. “I was just coming to find you two lovebirds. I forgot to tell you both that we have a royal parade through the city planned for tomorrow. I think it’s important that our two families show a united front. You just need to turn up looking pretty and smile, wave for your fans.” 
 
       “Fine. Whatever.” I glare at him. “Father be honest with me. Did you pay Ash off?” 
 
       “Whom, Dear?” He never was any good at lying. 
 
       “You know very well whom! Ash! Did you offer him money to stay away?” 
 
       “I did.” He sighs. 
 
       “What?” 
 
       “I only ever had your best interests at heart.” 
 
       “If only that were true!”  
 
       “Elle, Ellie, please Dear…” 
 
       “Did he take it? Did he take your money?” I narrow my eyes. He looks away. 
 
       “I’ll take your silence as a yes?” I stand with him a few moments longer, praying that he’ll say otherwise. He doesn’t. I run up the stairway into my room and slam the door behind me. I can’t believe Ash would do that.  How could he? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    16: Ash 
 
      
 
      After four days of trying to wait me out, the reporters have given up and moved onto their next poor victim. I’ve managed a little bit of farm work, but I’ve mostly stayed inside my barn like some smelly hermit or lonely recluse.  
 
       It’s been quiet here without her. My father hasn’t bothered to show his slimy face again. And with Bruno locked up awaiting trial and Jack still recovering in hospital, it’s like a ghost town. I might have gone slightly insane if it wasn’t for Clara bringing over my meals and the odd visit from Gerry here and there. Gus is the only constant thing in my life right now and he only tolerates me because I feed him. Guess you could say that I’m in a slump, feeling pathetically sorry for myself.  
 
      The nights are long, and I can’t keep my thoughts from springing back to Ellie. What’s she doing now? How is she feeling? Is she missing me too? I have this sinking feeling in my gut that replaying my memories of her is the only way I’ll get to see her again, especially now I know where the king stands on our ‘friendship.’ 
 
         Today I’ll venture out. I’m climbing the walls in here. I should visit Jack again; he’ll need fresh clothes taken to him. Grabbing an old baseball cap, I pull it down low to hide most of my face. Then I walk the three miles to the hospital, it’s too risky, someone might recognise me if I take the bus. 
 
      I pause along the riverbank at the spot where Ellie and I skimmed rocks such a short time ago. She was so useless and adorable then. If only my own personal Fairy Godfather could turn back the clock… 
 
      
 
    *             *            *            * 
 
      
 
       “Hey.” I smile entering Jack’s room. “You’re finally awake and eating. That’s great.” He beams upon seeing me.  
 
       “Yeah, it would be if this hospital mush actually resembled food.” He lifts the spoon, letting the watery brown soup slop back into the bowl. 
 
       “Eek. Not like Clara’s home cooking then?” 
 
       “Thanks for coming, Ash. I was worried you wouldn’t.” 
 
       “Brought some of your things.” Placing the full rucksack carefully on the end of his bed, I sit in the visitor’s chair at his side. “Why did you think I wouldn’t visit?” He stares down into his soup for an awfully long time. “Jack?” 
 
       “Because of what I told you…” 
 
       “About?” I take my cap off and rake my hands through my scruffy, unwashed hair. 
 
       “Don’t make me spell it out.” 
 
       “Oh. Right. Okay.” I chew the side of my mouth. 
 
       “I don’t want things to be weird between us.” 
 
       “What because you told me you had feelings for me and kidnapped my girl?” I splutter a laugh. 
 
       “Something like that.” He sighs. 
 
       “Why don’t you and I start over?” 
 
       “Do you think we could?” His ginger brows join in the middle. 
 
       “Hi.” I offer him my hand. “I’m Ash and you are?” 
 
       “So sorry.” He shakes my hand. “Jack.” 
 
       “Good to meet you, Jack.” 
 
       “And it’s that simple?” 
 
       “If we let it be. Look, okay so you told me that you were into me. That was pretty brave. I was shocked, but time will change how you feel. We’ll look back at this someday and laugh. And just because I don’t like bat for your team, doesn’t mean I wasn’t the teeniest bit flattered.” 
 
       “Getting awkward.” He reddens. 
 
       “It is, right?” I grin. “Let’s just try to be friends. We tried being brothers and that didn’t work.” 
 
       “I’d like that.”  
 
       “I know there’s a really great guy out there for you. You just need to be patient.” 
 
       “Thanks, mate.” 
 
       “How are you doing, how’s that wound feeling now?” 
 
       “I’m still pretty sore. Who knew getting shot would be so bloody painful?” He smirks. “But seriously, Ash, I want to thank you for saving my life.” 
 
       “No problem. I didn’t really do much though.” I shrug. 
 
       “You did more than I deserved.” 
 
       “Well, if we’re giving out thanks, then thank you for coming over from the dark side to save Ellie. Going against Bruno like that took real guts.” 
 
       “I didn’t want to be a coward anymore. He always told me what to do and I just did it out of fear. I have a chance at a life, a career and a chance to get away from them. How is our lovely dad by the way?” 
 
       “He hasn’t visited you?” 
 
       “The doc said he came down the first day, but I was asleep. He hasn’t been back.” 
 
       “Big surprise. Bet he’s got his head down a pub toilet somewhere.” 
 
       “It just makes leaving him easier.” 
 
       “Have the police spoken to you?” 
 
       “They’ve been by a few times. They say I’m looking at a suspended sentence and six months of community service.” 
 
       “And you’re okay with it?” 
 
       “God, yeah. It’s so much better than what Benny and Bruno are facing. If it wasn’t for your girl speaking on my behalf, I’d be pretty much be up shit creak.” 
 
       “She spoke for you?” 
 
       “Yep. Told them all about how I was trying to look out for her and how I fought my brother.” 
 
       “Well you did sort of take a bullet for us.” 
 
       “And I’d do it again.” He winces, touching the bandages across his chest. 
 
       “Shall I get help?” 
 
       “Nah, I get a shooting pain across my chest sometimes. I’ll be fine.” 
 
       “I better go, leave you to rest. I might pop into some of the wards and see some friendly faces. I bet Betty’s missing me.” I put my cap back on. 
 
       “Are you alright?” Jack’s head dips to see my eyes under the hat. 
 
       “I’m fine.” I stand. 
 
       “How’s Ellie doing?” 
 
       “I honestly don’t know. They won’t let me see her.” 
 
       “I saw on the news that she’s still getting married.” 
 
       “I know.”  
 
       “Since I have to give you up then… I’m happy it’s to her. I really do like her. You two would be great together…I’m rooting for you both.” 
 
       “Don’t.”  
 
       “Did you see there’s a royal parade today? She’ll be on it.” 
 
       “And?” 
 
       “Well you want to see her, don’t you?” 
 
       “I won’t be able to get near her.” I frown, feeling a headache coming on. 
 
       “But it’s worth a try?” The parade goes down Main Street in about…” he glances at the clock on the wall, “ten minutes.” 
 
       “I’ll never make it.” 
 
       “Better run then.” He waves me away. “Go! Run!” 
 
      
 
        I practically fly out of the exit, apologising to staff who are trying to slow me down.  
 
       “I’ll come back soon. Promise!” I call out behind me. 
 
       The streets are busy. Cars are being redirected for the oncoming parade. I push on, darting between pensioners who only have one snail-paced speed. I apologise as I nearly knock a young couple over. They’re holding hands because they’re allowed to, because it’s normal. Lucky sods. My life used to be normal. I knew exactly where I was heading. Get my share of the money, go to med school, be a doctor. Simple. Only now, there’s a big barrier in the way called love, which I so hadn’t factored on.  
 
        Finally, I make it to Main Street. There are thousands of people waving flags, buzzing with excitement. There’s a huge collective gasp. Everyone cheers as the marching band turns onto the road, entering the home straight towards the palace. My stomach flips over and over, and my legs have become like two sticks of jelly. I need to find myself a good spot, where hopefully she’ll be able to see me amongst the masses.  
 
       “Sorry, ‘scuse me. Very sorry.” Pushing my way through to the front, next to a family who look like they’ve been camped out here all night. Girls nearby whisper, I could’ve sworn I heard my name. I pull my cap down a fraction lower. Are they judging me or is this my own paranoia? Glancing back down the road as the band passes me by, the drums bang against the inside of my head. Everyone starts to shout, some scream when the royal carriage comes into view. It’s strange to me, she’s just a girl, but to them she’s an icon. For many, this moment is a once-in-a-lifetime experience, something to tell their grandkids. I wonder how far some of these people have travelled just to get a tiny glimpse and then have to go all the way back home again. I wonder if that’s what’ll happen to me? Will she even see me? Will I get anywhere near her with all these cops hanging around, holding everybody back? 
 
        The carriage draws closer. In my mind, time has slowed right down, like she’ll never get here. I stand on my tiptoes and catch a glimpse of her blonde hair. Guess she had to change it back. She could shave it all off and I wouldn’t care. Crap. She’s looking the other way, waving at people over the other side of the street. My throat tightens when I see her future husband sitting next to her. All suited and booted, all clean…he’s nothing like me. He’s grinning with his perfect white teeth and large Roman nose. Smug prick. He’s almost sitting on her bloody lap! The King and Queen sit opposite with a younger girl in a large flowery hat. I guess it’s her sister. 
 
       Finally, she looks my way. Her smile is wide but there’s that sad, lost look in her eyes like she had on the first night we met. Her gaze sweeps over us all. She doesn’t see me. 
 
       “Ellie!” I shout, not caring who’s here or what I must look like. “Ellie!” She looks at me. I take off my cap. Her eyes widen, and she mouths my name. Time trickles to a standstill. The crowds around us disappear. There’s no noise but my pounding heartbeat. There are no fans, no flags. It’s just a boy looking at a girl. “Ellie,” I whisper, stepping out onto the road. She stands. Her father reaches over, grabs her elbow and forces her to sit. The noise rushes back to my ears.  
 
       “It’s him!” A young girl squeals. “It’s Ash! You tried to steal our princess!” 
 
        Ellie’s carriage pulls away. She quarter turns her head in my direction but doesn’t look at me again. Why didn’t she stop the carriage and jump into my arms? Am I a complete fool? She couldn’t even if she wanted to. I’m just making things worse. 
 
       “Leave her alone young man!” An old woman wags her finger at me. 
 
       “You leave him alone!” Another lady jumps to my defense. “Can’t you see he loves her?” There’s a lot of muttering and shocked faces. A hand grabs my elbow from behind.  
 
       “Leave me alone!” I grunt. 
 
       “Ash, you shouldn’t be here.” 
 
       “Gerry? How did you find me?” 
 
       “Magic, silly. Now come along before you get yourself arrested.” He pulls me through the crowds and out onto a quiet street where the parade has already been, and workers are already picking up rubbish.   
 
       “Ash.” Gerry takes his glasses off and rubs his eyes. “What am I going to do with you? What on Earth were you thinking?” 
 
       “I wasn’t. I just wanted to see her.” 
 
       “Well now you have. Do you feel better?” He places his glasses back on and stares at me intently.  
 
       “No. I feel worse. Why didn’t she…why wouldn’t she…” 
 
       “What? Why didn’t she stop the carriage and declare her love for you in front of the world and her poor fiancé?” 
 
       “I don’t know…I just thought it would go differently.”  
 
       “And it will. But your timing is all wrong. These things all have a plan you know. This isn’t how it goes. You are making my job very stressful. You young ones never listen, always think you know best.” He huffs. “You remind me of a chap I helped a few years back…what was his name? Hmmm? He wanted to climb some girl’s hair. I told him it wasn’t safe. Ended up with a broken leg…” 
 
       “Gerry, please, enough!” 
 
       “I was merely saying.” 
 
       “Well don’t. I need to go home. My head is buzzing.” I walk away. 
 
       “And your heart is breaking.” 
 
    I turn to apologise for snapping at him, but he’s vanished again. 
 
      
 
    *        *       *       * 
 
      
 
       For the next week, I hear nothing from Ellie. Every time the door goes I jump up ready to try and win her back. I must talk her out of this wedding. I have a whole speech which has changed a hundred times. But she never comes. I never get the chance, or the chance to tell her goodbye, because if I’m truthful with myself, there is only one outcome for us. But whenever the door opens, it’s usually Clara bringing me food or Gerry bringing me false hope and a pep talk. 
 
             My father visits. It’s very brief, which I’m glad of. He informs me that the farm has been sold and that we have two days to vacate. He’s moving into a hotel for a while, I bet my life it has a bar, not that I care where he goes or what he does anymore. I carry on with my farm duties and move my few belongings and a very grumpy Gus into my secret tree house. I apply for another medical school just outside the city about an hour’s train ride away. Spending my nights gazing at the stars, listening to the radio, waiting, praying for news that the wedding has been cancelled. But I know that is pure fantasy.  
 
    Why hasn’t she tried to contact me? Have her feelings changed? Has she warmed towards him? She must know this is killing me? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    17: Ellie 
 
      
 
    Seeing him standing on the roadside, I just wanted to run into his arms and kiss those warm lips again. If my father hadn’t stopped me, it would have made quite a scene. And then I remembered that he took the money to stay away and I felt angry and betrayed by the one person I thought would never hurt me. Saying I’m a little confused, doesn’t really cover it. And then there are Henrik’s feelings to consider. The look on his face said it all. He thought I was going to publicly humiliate him again. I couldn’t do that as much as he seems like a stranger to me, he’s still a human being. He’s just as trapped as I am. 
 
      
 
       A few hours later and here I am having dinner with my family, Henrik, and my soon to be in-laws. There’s lots of polite chatter, but no actual real conversations. Every so often I look across at my sister who is staring at Henrik and me in the most peculiar manner. She doesn’t believe the show we’re putting on for our families, the tight-lipped smiles and the fake laughter. She knows as well as I do, that this whole charade is a sham. 
 
       “So.” My mother speaks over everyone. “So, I was thinking of giving a ball in honour of your engagement, the night before the wedding.”  
 
    Yeah, because the last one went so well! 
 
       “The night before? Is that a good idea?” I frown and put my fork down. 
 
       “It could be like a joint stag and hen.” My mother’s doing that rehearsed grin of hers. “That’s what people do, isn’t it? You’d like that wouldn’t you, Henrik?” She gives her best wounded-puppy look.  
 
    Oh please! Like he’s going to risk offending his future mother-in-law and the Queen!                
 
       “If Elle does?” He turns to me and I can’t think of a good enough excuse to ward her off. 
 
       “But…but…isn’t it a bit short notice? Surely there isn’t enough time?” 
 
       “The invites have already been sent, Dear.” She takes a sip of wine, her eyes never leaving mine. My mother; party planner extraordinaire. Of course, she never asked me first. 
 
       “Fine.” I huff. My father gives me a quick nod, which translates into ‘good girl.’ 
 
     “It was my idea to make it a themed black and white ball.” Henrik’s mousy mother adds.  
 
       “And I came up with the masquerade idea. So, we decided to do both.” My mother beams across at her like they are new best friends. We finish our main course and wait for dessert.  
 
       “So,” I pipe up, thinking this is a perfect time to bring up my recent revelations on health care and how I can be an ambassador for it. I may as well just dive right in to the deep end. I go on to tell them of my ideas for student grants for anyone training in the medical profession. About my helipad and organ donating worldwide ideas, barely stopping for breath.  
 
       “And how would you have time to oversee all this, be an ambassador and help rule a country?” Henrik’s father looks over his glasses at me. Stuffy old fool.  
 
       “I think it’s a great idea.” Henrik nods. A little surprised, I give him a thank you nod in return. 
 
       “But Elle, my dear. How will you have the time? King Stefan is right, how will you be a wife and mother as well?” My mother raises her eyebrows.  
 
    My cheeks are getting hotter and I clench my fists. I really want to run out. I’m sick of them all making judgements on my life, my future. I’m not even twenty, I haven’t even thought about having children. Shouldn’t they come out of love? Did I? Women are more than just wives and mothers. We can be whatever we want nowadays. Two weeks ago, I was trying to milk a cow and now I’m chained down by duty. 
 
       Henrik puts his hand over mine and gives it a tiny squeeze. I mentally ice myself down. It wouldn’t do to have a melt down in front of them all. My father wouldn’t forgive me. As annoying, old fashioned and as pompous as he is, he’s still my dad. I still love him; yes, I’m as mad as hell that he’s forcing this marriage on me. But he honestly believes that he’s doing the right thing. I know now where I get my stubbornness. I bet there have been times when he wanted to stamp his feet and run away, but he doesn’t, he holds it together somehow because he’s the king. He must. 
 
       “May I be excused?” I stand, throwing my napkin on the table. 
 
       “What about dessert?” Mother frowns, because I never miss dessert. I look down at the rich chocolate gateaux.  
 
       “I won’t fit in my wedding dress if I eat that.” I fake a smile. 
 
       “Of course.” My father waves me away and carries on in deep conversation with King Stefan. I stomp out, away from their oppression and happy pretenses. 
 
       Escaping into the garden, I often come out here at night. It’s so peaceful.  The moon’s reflection bounces off the pond. I could stay out here forever. 
 
       “Elle?” I turn, Henrik stands behind me.  
 
       “What are you doing out here? Don’t you want dessert either?” 
 
       “I’ve come to see if you’re all right. Are you?” He stands at my side. Both of us face forward, staring into the water. 
 
       “I’m well. Thank you.” 
 
       “I wasn’t enquiring after your health. I meant, how are you after all your ideas were shot down in flames back there? Are you all right?” I face him.  
 
       “No, not really, but we just have to do as we’re told, don’t we?” 
 
       “Why do we?” 
 
       “Why do we what?” 
 
       “Do as we’re told? What will they do to us, flog us before the common folk?” He smirks, and I find myself unclenching. 
 
       “So, why do you think that we do?” 
 
       “Obligation, guilt, duty to our countries...” 
 
       “Well it sucks.” Rubbing my bare arms wishing I’d grabbed a coat on my dramatic, yet pointless exit. 
 
       “Here.” Taking off his suit jacket, he places it around my shoulders. 
 
       “Thanks. Henrik, I’m so sorry.” 
 
       “For?” 
 
       “Being a brat and not giving you a chance. I mean, we’re stuck with each other whether we like it or not. I’m sorry that I ran from you. I’m sorry I never gave you the time to show the great guy you so obviously are.” I wrap his jacket tighter around myself. 
 
       “Is that all you see? A great guy?”  
 
       “Yes.” I admit. “I’m sorry. I’d love to wake up and be in love with you. But that could never happen.” 
 
       “Never say never; that’s what my father always says.” 
 
      “Henrik, I have to be honest with you…I’m in love with someone else.” I dare to glance at him. To his credit he looks surprisingly calm. 
 
       “The farm boy?” 
 
       “I’m afraid so. I didn’t go looking for love. It just crept up on me. It was all so sudden, but I just knew.” 
 
       “Love has a funny way of catching us out.” He stares into the pond. 
 
       “You’re not upset? You’re allowed to be angry.” 
 
       “We never said we loved each other, we don’t really know one another.”  
 
       “I feel terrible that you will miss out on any chance of happiness because of me.” 
 
       “And?” He looks up from the water. “Are you happy, Elle?” 
 
       “I thought I was. But I was being naïve and selfish. I should have never let myself fall. I should have left that first night. Having love then losing it is just the worst. Plus, he took that money from my father, maybe it was never what I felt it was…” I sigh, aching for the pain to go away. 
 
       “Maybe you need to ask him face to face for the truth?” 
 
       “I really do. It’s driving me crazy…but I’m not allowed to leave the palace until after the wedding. Grounded at nineteen, it’s fun being me.” 
 
       “But I can.” Phoebe stands behind us. 
 
       “God, Phoebs, you made us jump. How long have you been there?” I ask. 
 
       “Long enough.” She smiles. “Let me go talk to this Ash. Tomorrow, I’ll make up some excuse and go.” 
 
       “I’ll instruct my driver to take you. He’s very discreet.” Henrik offers. 
 
       “You would do that for me?” 
 
       “Of course. There’s no point in us all being miserable.” He shrugs. 
 
       “Thank you both.” I turn to my sister. “What will you say to him?” 
 
       “I’ll ask him directly if he took the money. People can’t usually lie to me. I’m just too cute.” She giggles. 
 
       “That’s true. I can never lie to you.” 
 
       “Then it’s settled.” Henrik nods. “You can clear this up and put it behind you.” 
 
       “Thank you both.” I hug Phoebe and then go in to hug Henrik but it’s awkward and my nose collides with his chin.  
 
       “Right I’m off back to finish off your dessert.” Phoebe says. “Are you coming?” She looks to Henrik. I guess they really have become friends. He joins her.  
 
       “Henrik?” I beckon him back. 
 
       “You go ahead.” He tells her. “I’ll be two minutes.” We wait for her to leave.  
 
       “Can I ask…is there, was there someone special that you’ve had to give up?” 
 
       “There is.”  
 
       “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
       “I really can’t” 
 
       “That’s okay. I’d really like it if you and I were friends?” 
 
       “Well, since we’re getting married in two days, I guess we should at least try.” He sadly smiles. “Goodnight, Princess.” He takes my hand and kisses it. “I shall see you at the ball tomorrow evening?” 
 
       “You will. Goodnight.” I watch him leave. I don’t care about the ball, the wedding or anything else. All I care about is what Ash will tell my sister in the morning. Will I be ready to hear it? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    18: Ash 
 
      
 
    There’s a polite tapping at the barn door. 
 
       “Ellie?” I dash to open it. “Ellie, you came!” I stare at the back of her platinum, blonde head, waiting for her to face me and smile with that beautiful gap-toothed grin. She turns.  
 
       “No sorry.” My heart plummets to my knees.  
 
       “You’ re not her.” 
 
       “Nope. I’m the next best thing. I’m Phoebe, Princess and sister. Nice to meet you.” She extends her hand and I’m not sure whether I’m supposed to kiss it or shake it, so I plump for the latter.  
 
       “Please take a seat.” I grab my little stool and dust it with my sleeve, but she remains standing by the door. I suppose she’s right to, after all, she doesn’t know me at all. “Five minutes more and you wouldn’t have caught me. I’m just moving the last of my stuff.” I gesture to Gus’s blanket. “It’s for my pot-bellied pig.”  
 
       “Really?” She looks amused. “I love pigs, can I meet him?” 
 
       “Sorry, he’s already been taken over to my new place.” 
 
       “You’ve moved?” 
 
       “I’m sort of between places; just while I wait to be accepted into student digs. Fingers crossed.” 
 
       “Fair enough.” She folds her arms. 
 
       “I don’t mean to be rude but why are you here and she’s not?” 
 
       “You’re disappointed?”  
 
       “Yes…not that you’re not great and everything…” I babble. 
 
       “Relax! I’m kidding.” She giggles, sounding so much like her sister. But unlike Ellie, Phoebe doesn’t have the sexy gap between her two front teeth and her eyes are slightly wider apart. 
 
       “Why are you here? Is Ellie okay?” I panic.  
 
       “Define okay?” She frowns; all traces of humour disappear from her face. 
 
       “So, she’s not okay?” I rake my fingers through my hair “Is she okay? Tell me.” 
 
       “Well that all depends.” 
 
       “On?” 
 
       “On you. On whether or not you took my father’s bribe?” She eyes me like she’s already decided.  I guess looking at me; it’s an easy leap to make. I haven’t bothered to wash my hair or shave in days. 
 
       “Yes. I took his money and ripped it up right in front of him.” I point to the cheque remains that I haven’t swept up yet. 
 
       “Oh!” Her eyes widen. “You really do love her, don’t you?” 
 
       “Of course! Wait, does she think I don’t?” 
 
       “She’s just really confused. Our father led her to believe that you accepted his offer. I guess he was trying to help in his own weird way. He probably thought if he got her to be cross with you, then she’d be easier to get down the aisle…” 
 
       “I know there’s no way that I can see her again. And believe me, I’m trying to come to terms with that. Will you tell her goodbye for me? Will you tell her the truth? And that I love her, and I understand she has no choice…” 
 
       “Tell her yourself.” She hands me an envelope from her purse. 
 
       “What’s this?” 
 
       “An invite to the ball tonight. You can see her there. Maybe then you can both move on.” 
 
       “I can’t go. Everyone will know my face. I’ll be stopped before I’ve even reached the gates.” 
 
       “It’s a masquerade ball. Everyone wears a mask silly. No one will know it’s you, if you’re careful. Isn’t it worth the risk to see her one last time?” 
 
       “I’ll think about it.” 
 
       “Are you undecided because if you go then it’s final? And if you don’t go there may still be a little hope?” 
 
       “I don’t know…maybe. How did you get so wise, so young?” 
 
       “I’m almost eighteen, thank you very much.” She sticks her nose in the air, again reminding me of Ellie. 
 
       “And then you’ll be free to make your own choices, not like Ellie ever was.” 
 
       “Believe me,” She unfolds her arms and places her hand on my forearm. “If I could change it for her, I would.” I see the same sadness in her eyes as the night I first met her sister.  
 
       “I hope I shall see you tonight? Or on second thoughts, that I don’t if you’re discreet.” She bows her head and exits. I read the invitation. How could I possibly go to a masked ball, which has a black and white dress code? I own nothing smart enough to pass as one of them, never mind a bloody mask! 
 
      
 
    *       *      *      * 
 
      
 
    It’s getting late. I’ve completed all the last little jobs I had to do on the farm. Tomorrow it will be someone else’s responsibility.  I can’t help but feel sad as I walk slowly back to my tree house. Even though the farm was sort of forced on me, eventually I grew to really enjoy my work. I became fond of all the animals. I even had pet names for them all. I know every one of them individually, even the sheep I could tell each one from the other. Sometimes, merely by their behaviour or the way it stood, or the way that its wool parted around its face…silly things like that I’ll miss.  
 
        It’s time for me to be an adult and take my place in the world. I wait everyday for a reply from med school determining whether I got in. I gave them Clara’s address. She offered me her spare room in her tiny cottage, but I feel more at home in my tree house than I do anywhere else. The tree house isn’t built on owned land, so at least I’ll always be able to escape back to it. 
 
      Checking my watch, it’s nearly eight p.m. The invite states from seven…but I can’t go. How could I turn up looking like this? Maybe it’s best that I don’t. I don’t want to make things worse for her or hurt her. I honestly can’t imagine saying goodbye. Maybe it’s best for us both that we just try to let it go and hold on to our memories. So why do I have this nagging feeling telling me to go? I can make up a million tiny excuses, but I have one huge reason to go… Looking down at my mucky, farm-worn jumper and dirty ripped jeans, then to my fetching green wellies, yeah, I can’t go. They wouldn’t let me in anyway. I sigh and crawl up the ladder into my secret hideaway. Falling onto the bed, closing my eyes hoping to sleep through until morning, until the ball’s over. 
 
      The hatch springs open. I bolt upright.  
 
       “It’s only me!” Gerry waves up at me. I offer my hand and help him climb into my little den. 
 
       “Bloody hell, Gerry, I almost crapped my pants!” 
 
       “Language.” He looks exhausted like he’s just climbed Mount Everest and not a small ladder. 
 
       “What the heck are you doing here?”  
 
       “Me? What the heck are you doing here?” He bugs his eyes. “Well?” 
 
       “What are you talking about? And why are you all dressed up like some fancy penguin?” I take in his black tux and matching silk bow tie. 
 
       “The invite clearly stated seven o’clock. So why are you still here?” 
 
       “Wait, are you invited too?” 
 
       “My dear boy, us Fairy Godfolk never need an invite.” He straightens his bow tie, which was already straight. 
 
       “Yeah? Well enjoy yourself ‘cos I can’t go.” 
 
       “How so? You have an invite.” He points at the invite that I crumpled up and aimed at the bin earlier. 
 
       “Gerry, take a long, hard look at me.” I hold out my arms and take a step back. “Tell me what you see.” 
 
       “Well now,” he rubs his chin, “I see a very handsome, stylish young man, who is obviously in love.” 
 
       “Dude, you’re crazy! I can’t turn up looking like this!” I peer down at my dirty outfit, dumbstruck to see that I’m no longer wearing it. It’s been replaced by a crisp white tux and shiny shoes.” I look to him again, and then back at myself, then to him again until I’m dizzy. “Gerry, how the hell?” 
 
       “You like it?” 
 
       “Like it? How did you? Never mind…can I have it in black like yours?” He snaps his fingers and the suit is black.  
 
       “Hmm, I think the white goes better on you.” He clicks again, and it’s changed back to white. I’m wearing a black bow tie and my hair is remarkably clean and swept back. My stubble has disappeared, I look damn good for a farm boy.  
 
       “Gerry you rock. Thank you.” 
 
       “Welcome. Now Ash, you shall go to the ball.” He smiles smugly, but I think he deserves a little smugness.  
 
       “Wait though, I can’t, I don’t have a mask. People will recognise me.” 
 
       “Look again.” He holds up the mirror. I gasp in awe of this man.  
 
       “How the hell did you do that? I didn’t even feel it. You are seriously the King of all Godfathers!” Over my eyes I’m wearing a white mask, which is masculine, yet it has a few feathers around the edges to give it that fancy, royal feel. 
 
       “You look like a prince.” Gerry beams. “Shall we go?” 
 
       “Wait.” I stop him as he bends to open the hatch. 
 
       “What now?” He huffs. 
 
       “Is this enough? What if I’m still seen? I was on every bleedin’ news channel last week.” 
 
       “The mask is magical. Only those who know your true heart will know the real you.” 
 
       “Yeah? You my friend are a friggin’ genius!” I pull him in for a hug. 
 
       “Language, please.” 
 
       “Sorry.” I release him and follow him out of the hatch, down the ladder and out into the night. “I’ve never seen so many stars out.”  
 
       “Maybe they’ve come out for you.” He chuckles. 
 
       “So how do we get there? We aren’t really dressed for a jog.” 
 
       “Who needs to jog when you have this?” He clicks his fingers. A golden Porsche appears on the road. 
 
       “Holy Shit! Is there anything you can’t do?” We march towards the vehicle.   
 
       “After you, good sir.” He opens the door and I jump into the passenger seat. He takes his place in the seat next to mine. “I will be your driver tonight.” He places a chauffeur’s hat over his bald head. 
 
       “I can’t believe you did this for me.” 
 
       “Why not? I told you Ash, you are a remarkable young man, you just need to start believing that.”  
 
       “If that’s true, shouldn’t I get the girl?” 
 
       “Fate will decide, she always does.” He winks and starts the ignition.  
 
       “What are you up to?” 
 
       “Time will tell. Time will tell.” He checks his mirror and we’re off. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
       We arrive at our destination. The palace looks stunning dressed in millions of white, twinkling fairy lights.  
 
       “Gerry, I don’t think I can go in there.” 
 
       “You my boy, can do anything you want to…you only have to believe it to be true.” He leans over and straightens my bow tie. “Now, out you get.” 
 
       “Okay then.” I open the door and step out onto the walkway. “Laters.” 
 
       “Ash, wait!” He beckons me back. “You must meet me here no later than midnight. You hear? Not a second later.” 
 
       “Why?” 
 
       “I have to return this car before its owner knows it’s missing.” 
 
       “Gerry, you didn’t?”  
 
       “I told you my powers are limited. Sometimes I have to borrow a bit.”  
 
       “You have real big balls, you know that?” 
 
       “That’s me, Gerry big balls. Now go. Find that girl of yours.” 
 
       “Wish me luck.” 
 
       “Luck.”  
 
      
 
       I head through the masses down a corridor that’s full of portraits of past royal family members. It feels like they’re all watching me, rolling their painted eyes at me. 
 
    Black tuxes and white ball gowns pass me by. I’m starting to feel like the only guy in white. I told him!  An orchestra plays inside the grand hall. I stand in the entrance, stopping for a moment to take it all in and to take a few deep breaths. Ladies below titter, glasses chink. A grand staircase is set before me. Hopefully, I can stop my legs from shaking. I’m about to enter her world but I’m not sure I can fit in it. I’ve come to say goodbye, when what I really want is to kidnap her myself and take her back to my tree house, where she could be Ellie and I could be Ash.  
 
      I will myself to walk down the steps. Be brave! You’ve got this! Descending, I realise halfway down that I’m completely on my own. I glance over the dancing couples, and that’s when I see her standing in the middle of the dance floor, staring up at me. She’s all in black but I know those sparkling green eyes behind that black sequined mask. I know that sadness and what she’s trying to hide. Does she see me? Does she know my heart? Walking faster, I reach the dance floor, but can’t see her anymore. Shit, did she see me and leave? Is she running from me too? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    19: Ellie 
 
      
 
      The song ends, and I step away from the old lord, thanking him for the dance. Father told me to socialise so that’s what I’m doing. I’m roughly half way through every guy, lord, duke and second cousin here already. Plastering on a smile, I will it all to end. I’m just about to leave the dance floor, when my eyes are drawn up to a man in a white tuxedo, standing halfway up the staircase. I’m transfixed. He’s mesmerising. He looks like an angel. People around have stopped to stare at him too. I hear them whispering, asking who he is. His face is mostly covered by a feathered white mask, but I see those electric blue eyes twinkling underneath and I hear myself gasp.  He’s here! It’s Ash! He’s here!  I think he sees me but can’t be sure. He descends towards the dance floor, towards me! Scanning the hall quickly, my parents are deep in conversation with Henrik’s. Henrik and my sister are chatting over by the bar. What if they see him?  I feel hot, giddy. Excitement pulses through me. Needing to get to him, I make my way through the dancing couples, desperately trying to reach him. 
 
       “Your Highness.” The Duke of Hickling, who’s been stalking me all night, has finally found me. He stands over me, completely blocking my view of Ash. Great!   
 
       “Duke.” I smile, trying to look around him. 
 
       “May I have this dance?” He offers me a sweaty palm. 
 
       “Yes, of course.” I secretly seethe as the rotund duke twirls me around whilst talking at me about the beautiful weather we’re having, and how if he were twenty years younger he’d marry me himself. Eek!  All the while, I’m frantically scanning the room for Ash. Did he leave? Did they find him? Did he change his mind? 
 
       “Excuse me.” Someone stands behind the duke and he stops twirling me. “May I cut in?” The duke turns to the man. It’s Ash! Ash bows in response. Butterflies flood my stomach. My hand twitches to touch him. The whole time his eyes haven’t left mine. 
 
       “Of course, lad. I was getting tired anyway.” He nods to us both and leaves.  
 
    We stand face to face in the middle of a crowded dance floor, but all I see is him. Suddenly it feels really stuffy in here. Under my mask, my face must be an amusing purple colour.  
 
       “May I have this dance, Princess?” He puts his hand out. He’s acting very formally. Is he worried he might look out of place if he doesn’t? I decide to play along too. After all, I don’t want to draw any attention to us, not now he’s so close.  
 
       “Why, of course.” Placing my hand in his, immediately it feels like I’m home, where I truly belong. The song slows to a familiar tune. I realise that it’s the same song we danced to back at the tree house. What a strange coincidence. I look across to the orchestra, confused to see a little bald man has taken over the conducting. I could have sworn he wasn’t there a moment ago… 
 
       Ash’s hand slips around my waist and we gently rock to the music. 
 
       “I love this song.” He looks down at me. It feels like he’s looking right into my soul, like he can see me, inside and out, and he loves me, despite our situation. I want to pull that mask off his face and take in every inch of him, so I can keep it in my most sacred memories for when I can’t see him anymore. 
 
       “Me too.” He pulls me in closer. We dance staring into each other’s eyes. The song needs to go on longer, so I can stay here with him, holding him, loving him. This is the last time I’ll ever be allowed to touch him and feel his hand in mine. I put my face on his chest, not caring where we are or who is watching. The orchestra stops playing, my heart sinks. I want to cry. Letting go, he steps away bowing. I wish he wouldn’t bow before me, not now. This is goodbye and I’m not strong enough to say it. I will never be strong enough, never be ready to let him go. 
 
       “So, who are you? I don’t think I’ve seen you around here before?” I ask, keeping up our charade, desperately trying to keep him with me. 
 
       “You don’t know me?” he asks, sounding annoyed. “Thank you for the dance, Your Highness.” He turns away. 
 
       “Wait!”  
 
       “I feel that Your Highness has given me enough of her time. Thank you. I’ll never forget our dance.”  
 
       “Wait!” I gulp. “How’s Gus doing?” 
 
       “He’s great…wait…you know it’s me? You’ve been messing with me?” He closes the gap between us. 
 
       “I thought we were trying to fit in and not be noticed. I’m sorry. But yes, I’d know your eyes anywhere.” He grins, puts his hand out and we dance to the very end of the next song. I can’t look away from him. I daren’t in case this is just my imagination and he’s not real. “It’s odd,” I whisper as the song ends. “I don’t think anyone suspects.” People are beginning to stare at us. I guess I should have changed partners by now. 
 
       “Only someone who knows the real me can see beneath this mask.” 
 
       “Really?” I narrow my eyes, waiting for him to laugh. 
 
       “Seriously, I’ll tell you all about it someday…if I get the chance to see you after you’re married.” His hand tightens in mine. I wish for tomorrow never to come and to be in his arms forever, but I’m not a child anymore and there are no such things as wishes. “God, Ellie I’ve missed you so much.” 
 
       “Why are you here? Why would you risk getting caught?” We move slowly to another song. “I mean, I’m pleased to see you but…” 
 
       “I had to see you one last time.” 
 
       “Don’t, Ash.” Closing my eyes tightly, to keep the tears from forming. 
 
       “You know I didn’t take your father’s pay off, right?” 
 
       “Yes, Phoebe told me. I’m so sorry I ever doubted you. It just got it all messed up.” 
 
       “No amount of cash in the world could ever replace you.” He pulls me in a little closer. 
 
       “I’ll never doubt us again. I swear it.”  
 
       “You look breathtaking by the way. Black huh?” 
 
       “I thought a white dress would be too bridal and I want to hold that off as long as possible. So, white? Very James Bond.” 
 
       “I told Gerry to go for the black.” He huffs. 
 
       “No, I like it. You look amazing. I expect every girl here wants to dance with you.” 
 
      “But you’re the only girl in the room. The only one I want.” He whispers, and I melt a little. 
 
      “So, Gerry again? Where is he? Is he here?” 
 
       “He’s over there. Somehow, conducting the orchestra. I don’t think there’s anything that man can’t do.” 
 
       “I wondered who he was. So that’s the infamous Gerry? I’d like to meet him.” 
 
       “I’m sure you will someday.” He smiles down at me, and boy how I’ve missed those dimples. I sigh, making him grin even wider. “I’ve missed you so much.” 
 
       “And I you…there’s so much to say.”  
 
       “Can we go somewhere?” He whispers against my ear. I remember where we are, and that people are watching my every move, so I do a loud, polite giggle, pretending he’s told me a joke. I check that my parents and Henrik aren’t watching, before pulling him through the crowds. We escape through an exit at the back of the hall. 
 
    Leading him down lots of hidden corridors where Phoebe and I used to play hide and seek. Back when we were oblivious to our futures, laughing at all the silly adults and overly made-up ladies at court. 
 
       “Ellie, seriously where you taking me? Are you going to kill me and hide my body parts?” He laughs. 
 
       “Come on!” I drag him out of the palace into a small hidden overgrown garden, which I haven’t visited in years. Lavender hits my senses. Wild flowers grow freely up the walls and rose bushes spiral around the trellises.  
 
       “I love the smell of lavender. It reminds me so much of my mum…this place is almost as beautiful as you.” He touches my cheek. 
 
       “Take off your mask.” I demand. “I want to see you.” The mask hits the floor. He’s looking at me in a way that makes me tremble. “I miss you.” I can hardly get my words out. He does things to me, excites me in ways that I never thought possible. 
 
       “Ellie.” He pulls my chin up to his. 
 
       “We shouldn’t.” I say, not meaning it in the slightest. Every part of me is screaming that we should. 
 
       “You’re right, we shouldn’t,” he mumbles just before his mouth softly meets mine. And boom! I’m putty. His kiss deepens. He groans, making me whimper beneath his touch. He’s holding me so tightly like I may turn to paper and be taken away by the breeze. He’s kissing me like he’s starving and I’m his first meal in weeks. Wanting to be devoured, needing him to kiss me harder. I’m drowning in him and don’t care if the tide takes me. His lips wander over my chin, down my neck and over my shoulder. 
 
       “Ash.” I pant. 
 
       “Hmmm?” He doesn’t stop kissing me, driving me wild. 
 
       “We. Should. Stop.” I’m finding it hard to catch my breath. I’m light-headed and flushed. He looks at me with a sleepy grin.  
 
       “You want me to? ‘Cos the look in your eyes tells me different.” He raises a lazy brow. My stomach flips in response. “I’ll stop if you really want to?” 
 
       “No. Don’t.” I put my hands around the back of his neck, pulling him closer. His mouth clamps down over mine as he pushes me against a wall. Trapping me between it and his body. Grabbing both my hands, he pins them above my head, I’m his prisoner with no intention of escaping. He trails light kisses along my neck and shoulder. I feel my strap sliding down my arm. 
 
       “Ash.” I moan. He takes one hand away from mine and places it firmly on my hip. Then it slowly makes its way down my skirt, tugging my dress up above my knee. I want him so badly, and know this is wrong, I’m a princess, who’s getting married in the morning, and yet it feels so damn right. I want to give myself to him while I still can. This is the best and worst night of my life. I have to know how it feels to be completely loved before I marry, before I have to go. “Ash,” I sigh as the cold air hits my leg and his hand wanders up my naked thigh. 
 
       “Are you sure?” He nuzzles my neck. 
 
       “Yes.” My lips search for his. He kisses me hard and fast, letting go of my hands so they’re free to explore his body. I pull his jacket off his shoulders. His warm fingers rest on my skin, about to slide under my underwear. Oh my God! I don’t think I can take anymore! I want to let go, to lose myself in him. This is wrong and selfish but all I want and feel right now is Ash. “I’m yours.” I moan. 
 
       “Mine.” He grunts, and his fingers creep a little higher.  
 
       “Ellie?” My father’s voice calls for me. We freeze. 
 
       “Shit.” Ash mouths, removing his hand. I push my dress down. “Great timing.” 
 
       “Ash, you have to go. If he finds you here…” 
 
       “No, I won’t leave you.” He gently places his hands on either side of my face. 
 
       “We have to say goodbye.” My voice cracks. 
 
       “No, I won’t. Not ever, do you hear? You can marry that guy, it won’t ever stop me loving you.” 
 
       “Please don’t.” It feels like I’m being punched in the gut over and over. 
 
       “Ellie, dear…are you out here?” My father’s getting closer. Ash leans his forehead to mine.  
 
       “Come back to me,” he whispers. The church clock across the street, the one I’m to marry in tomorrow, strikes midnight. “Shit, guess I just lost my ride, but you are so worth it.” He quickly kisses my lips one last time and without another word he’s halfway across the garden and leaping over the high wall. I chase him, watching in awe as he hits the street and makes a run for it. I walk towards my father’s worried voice, stopping to pick up Ash’s mask. I hide it behind my back. 
 
       “Ellie, dear. There you are. You had us worried. I thought you might be out here. You’d often come here when you were little.” 
 
       “I just needed a moment…some air. It felt a bit overwhelming inside.” I try and return my breathing back to normal and fan my face with my hand. 
 
       “Of course, Dear. You’re about to take the biggest step of your life, it’s only natural to be nervous. You’re bound to have a few wedding jitters.” He puts his arm around me. “Come back inside, you’ll catch your death out here.” I pull away from him.  
 
       “Ash never took your money, did he?” 
 
       “No.” He looks at my feet. 
 
       “So, why tell me that he did?”  
 
       “I really thought I was doing you a favour and I never actually said it.” 
 
       “But you didn’t deny it either.” He sighs, sitting down on a bench.  
 
       “I thought that if you had reason to doubt your young man that you may be more amiable about marrying Henrik. And that maybe it would help you to let him go and move on to a new chapter.” 
 
       “But I haven’t. I can’t.” I sit next to him. “Please Daddy, don’t make me do this.” 
 
       “Believe me, I’ve tried to find a better way. But it seems to be the only solution satisfactory to King Stefan. He’s such an old stick in the mud.” He frowns and removes his golden crown, placing it on his lap. “We made this silly deal years ago before you girls were even born. I never thought that he wouldn’t change with the times when I signed that blasted contract. I was young and foolish, and I pray that one day you will forgive me, then maybe I can start to forgive myself.” He looks at me with heavy eyes. I hug him, and we stay clamped together for a few minutes before I release him. 
 
       “So, you don’t agree with this wedding either?” 
 
       “No, not in my heart.” He places his hand over mine. “You are my little girl. You will always be that. I just want you to be happy. I wish more for you, more than we ever had. I’m asking for a lot, but do you think one day you could be happy with Henrik?” 
 
       “I don’t know. I can’t even think that far ahead.”  
 
       “I’m truly sorry about your young man, Ash wasn’t it?  You left here a girl and being with him somehow changed you. You’ve become a woman overnight. You came back with so many excellent views and ideas…I thought keeping you here at the palace all these years that you’d never fall for someone else.” 
 
       “But I did Dad. I have.” 
 
       “Oh, my Ellie.” He holds out his arms for a big bear hug. I fall into his chest and he holds me, stroking my hair like he did when I was young and afraid of the dark. We sit like this for a long time, neither of us speaking. “We should get back to the ball before your mother sends out a search party.” 
 
       “I’m sorry I ran away. Can you ever forgive me?” 
 
       “I may be the king, but I’m still your dad. Of course, I forgive you, just please never make us worry like that again.” I nod. We make our way back. Leaving behind my beautiful garden is hard. I’ll always visit it and remember my passionate moments with Ash. I think about him kissing me up against the wall and I know what I must do. 
 
      
 
    *           *         *         * 
 
      
 
      It’s almost one a.m. when the last guests leave. I say goodnight to my parents and pretend to turn in. I’m going to look like hell in the morning, luckily for me a team of make-up artists and hairdressers will be at my beck and call. I feel sick just thinking about it. 
 
     Changing out of my gown into my farm jeans and a jumper. I stick on a warm jacket for the long walk ahead. I’m crazy to even attempt it, but I must see him one last time. I smile pulling on the purple Doc Martens. Taking off the engagement ring, I place it next to the bed. Making my way through the palace corridors like a thief in the night. I’m taking control for one night only, this night will be ours. Reaching the palace grounds seems all too easily. The gates open on my approach. Strange.  Lady luck is most definitely smiling down on me. I run across the road. 
 
       “Hey, Princess!” I stop. “Hey! I see you!” I glance over at the little bald man leaning against a Mini. I know him from somewhere. “Come over.” He beckons, and I do as he says, not feeling the slightest bit worried. 
 
       “Where do I know you from?”  
 
       “I was the conductor at your ball tonight.” He opens the door to the passenger seat. “Come on then.” 
 
       “Err…” I look to him and then to the car. 
 
       “I’m Gerry, by the way. Ash’s friend.” He bows. 
 
       “Of course. Gerry!” 
 
       “The one and only. You need a lift, yes?” 
 
       “Oh, yes please.” I slide into the car. 
 
       “Your chariot awaits.” He smiles, shuts my door and jumps in the other side. 
 
       “I’m not supposed to be here.”  
 
       “And yet, here you are.” He turns the key. 
 
       “I’m going to see—” 
 
       “I know exactly where you’re heading, Princess. Now buckle up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    20: Ash 
 
      
 
       On entering the tree house, my crisp white tux has become my scruffy jeans and t-shirt again. Guess the dream is really over. I’ve landed with a thump back down in the muddy reality that is real life. My gut tightens in anguish. Yet I find myself smiling thinking about our heated garden embrace. Now I sit alone in my trusty old tree house. Thinking what could have…should have been. When the sun rises, she’ll no longer be mine. I lay down, in hopes of dreaming the time away. Trying to ignore the dull ache stretching across my chest. All I have left is a stupid glass shoe, and I’m not sure whether to hug it or smash it into thousands of pieces. I drift a while in the nothingness, knowing that things won’t look brighter in the morning, not for me anyway. 
 
       “Ash.” Her sweet voice invades my dreams. She runs toward me, her hair blowing in the wind. We’re on a beach somewhere exotic, somewhere far away. We are happy. She’s free. “Ash. Wake up.” I open my eyes. “Ash.” Her face hovers over mine. 
 
       “Holy crap!” I bolt upright, we crash heads. 
 
       “Ouch! It’s me!” She rubs her forehead. “It’s Ellie.” My hand reaches to touch her face, needing to know she’s real.  
 
       “It’s you. You came back to me...” I throw my arms around her neck. “How?” 
 
       “Your friend Gerry drove me. He’s a funny little man.” 
 
       “He is.” I let her go. “But why are you here? Are you crazy? They’ll be looking for you.”  
 
       “Maybe I am.” She sits on the bed. “But I couldn’t just let you go…without saying goodbye.” She wipes a tear from her eye. 
 
       “Don’t do that. Don’t be sad. I hate to see you upset.” Throwing off my blanket, kneeling at her feet. “Ellie,” I push her hair from her face. “Don’t cry.” Something behind me catches her eye.  
 
       “You kept that stupid shoe?” 
 
       “It was all I had left of you. If it weren’t for that stupid shoe, then we never may have met.” 
 
       “Maybe we shouldn’t have. 
 
       “Don’t say that. You’ve been the best thing to happen to me ever, okay?” I squeeze her forearm.  
 
       “Okay.”  
 
       “If this is goodbye, let’s make it a good one.”  
 
       “How?” She looks so tired. I want to steal the sadness from her eyes. 
 
       “Like this…” I lean forward, planting tiny kisses all over her face. 
 
       “Okay, I’m liking it so far.” She sniffles and a small giggle escapes, a sound that starts my pulse racing. 
 
       “I love your laugh.” My lips find hers. I kiss her tenderly wanting to show her how deeply I love and want her. 
 
      She lays back across the bed pulling me with her, over her. Holding myself up on my elbows, fearing I might crush her. Not wanting to go too fast and spoil her first time, our first time together…and last time together. She pulls me down. I can feel her heart beating in time with mine. 
 
       “I love you.” I sigh against her cheek. 
 
       “You do, huh?” She grins that sexy grin. I think I’ve wanted her since the first moment I saw her. Maybe it was lust back then or was it love? Can love at first sight be real? I’m starting to believe it can. The first night we met she put me on my arse and she’s been putting me in my place ever since, flooring me in so many ways. 
 
       “I do.” I smile. 
 
          Grabbing at my shirt, pulling it over my head, she flings it across the room. I sit back on my ankles and undo my jeans. Standing up to pull them off. I’m in nothing but my boxers. She looks over me, biting her lip, driving me crazy like only she can. 
 
       “Help me?” She pouts, and I don’t wait to be asked again. Sitting by her, pulling her jumper over her head. I unzip her jeans and pull them down as she wriggles free. Lying on my bed in just her underwear. Her milky white skin looks so soft, so perfect. She tries to cover herself with my blanket. 
 
       “Don’t hide. You are so beautiful.” Leaving the cover off, she holds out her hand, which I take, pulling me back on top of her. Her skin feels so warm and welcoming. “I love you.” I whisper. “Are you sure you want to?” 
 
       “I’ve never been surer in my life.”  
 
      I lean across, pulling out the protection I keep in my drawer. She places her palm over my chest, which weaves slowly down over my torso and around my back hooking into my boxers, making me shiver. Sucking in my breath, clenching hard to keep my excitement at bay. She groans in pleasure as I slowly move down her body, kissing every inch of skin, taking my time as my lips hover over her waist. She moans blissfully as I weave my tongue along her hipbones. Knowing full well I’m driving her wild, not wanting this night to ever end. My whole being tingles in anticipation. She grabs my hair and guides me back up to her face. In the half-light she looks flushed and radiant. 
 
       “Ash?” 
 
       “Yeah?” I murmur, intoxicated by her. 
 
       “I’m a princess not a china doll. I won’t break.” 
 
       “Let’s see, shall we?” I laugh, letting her feel the full weight of me. 
 
       “Ash?” 
 
       “Hmmm?”  
 
       “I love you.” She looks at me like it hurts her to say it, but inside I’m cart-wheeling, doing a happy dance whilst buzzing with pure joy. 
 
       “About bloody time.” I kiss her deeply, smiling against her lips. Needing to know all of her; wanting to give her everything I am, so she’ll remember this night forever. 
 
      
 
    *           *         *         * 
 
      
 
         We lay exhausted, her legs wrapped around mine.  
 
       “That was…” 
 
       “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” 
 
       “No. That was amazing.” 
 
       “You’re amazing.” I kiss her forehead. 
 
       “Did I…did I do okay?” 
 
       “You are so much more than okay.” I chuckle as she snuggles down onto my chest. 
 
       “I never want to move from here.” She sighs. 
 
       “Good, ‘cos I’m never letting you.” I stroke her hair. 
 
       “No one could ever touch me or know me the way that you have.” 
 
       “No because you’re mine.” I bring her chin up to mine. “Say it.” 
 
       “My heart is yours. I am yours. When we get old we’ll look back and smile at the memories we have, no one can ever control that, or take it away.” A tear drops onto my chest as she nestles back down. 
 
       “Fuck that!” 
 
       “Ashley!” She bolts up, wide-eyed and gorgeous. Her hair is a wild mess, but I’ve never seen her looking more perfect than she does right now. 
 
       “I want to grow old with you. I refuse to watch you being paraded around like bleedin’ show cattle on some rich guy’s arm.” I snap. “Run away with me. I’m serious. Let’s just go tonight.” 
 
       “And spend our lives always running? Always dying my hair and pretending? You’d never be a doctor. Eventually they’d find us.” 
 
       “You’re right. Sorry, that was a stupid thing to say. Would you be like me, a nobody, if you had the chance?” 
 
       “What, shed all my luxuries and mountains of wealth?”  
 
       “Yep.” 
 
       “For you, yes and by the way you’re not a nobody. You could never be a nobody. But I couldn’t do that to my family. Annoying as they may be, I still love them.” I pull her back into me and hold her tightly.  
 
       “If I wrap my arms around you, I can keep you here forever.” 
 
       “You’ll fall asleep eventually,” she mumbles against me and I relax my arms because I’m squashing her. 
 
       “Nope.” 
 
       “I don’t want to leave either.” Her warm breath tickles my chest. “But you know that I have to.” 
 
       “Nope. Not listening.” 
 
       “Ash.” She looks up at me. “Close your eyes.” 
 
      
 
    *       *       *       * 
 
      
 
      Daylight wanders across my face.  I reach out for her, still half asleep and smiling inside.  I pad the bed with my hands a few times before the realisation hits me. She’s gone. I sit up, rubbing my face. Refocusing, I notice an envelope with my name on, leant against the glass shoe. I already know this is her way of telling me goodbye. I wouldn’t let her say it…wouldn’t let her leave. Deep down, I’ve always known our time was limited. The moment I fell for her, I was at risk of getting my heart splattered all over these wooden walls. Gus, who thankfully slept in the corner all night, grunts at me from his box. Guess he’s hungry again. 
 
       “In a minute, boy,” I reach for the letter.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Ash, 
 
          This is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. If I’m honest, this letter is the coward’s way out. I should have said this to your face. You deserve that, but I just couldn’t find the words.  I was born into privilege and duty and I must do this for my father, my country.  If there were the slightest chance I could be with you, I’d gladly take it. I’ve tried running away it doesn’t work. I have to marry, and I know that you will make a brilliant doctor someday. Don’t worry, I’ll still chase up my ideas, the ideas that you inspired me to make. I won’t give up just because I’m someone’s wife.  
 
      I’m watching you sleep right now. The more I look at you, the harder it is to leave. Last night was the best night of my life. I’m so completely in love with you and it’s not fair that I’ve put you through all this. Every minute I spend with you, the deeper I fall. 
 
     Meeting you has opened my eyes to life outside of my gilded cage and designer shoes. If I had the chance to go back, I’d do it all over again. Thank you for everything, but mostly for being you, the man I love. Thank you for loving me, the real me. Don’t ever look back and be sad. Even if I never feel loved again, I’ll try to be content knowing that I had it once, with you. What we have is special. You are special. 
 
          I will love you always. 
 
      
 
            Yours forever,  
 
          Ellie. 
 
       x 
 
      
 
     P.S. Please don’t come after me. I can’t see you suffer any more. x 
 
      
 
      
 
      I hug the paper to my chest and fall back onto the bed, which still smells of her, sweet like cinnamon and candy. I startle when the floor hatch rises, and Clara pops her head in. Sitting up, quickly throwing a blanket over my naked body. 
 
       “Here you are.” 
 
       “Clara? How did you find me? How did you even know about this place?” 
 
       “Child, I have known you since you were a little boy. I know most of your secrets by now.” She holds up a letter. “Thought you might want this. It looks pretty important.” 
 
       “Thanks.” I take it and rip it open. “It’s from medical school!” 
 
       “Oh, my goodness! What does it say?” She climbs the rest of the ladder and stands over me. “Well?” 
 
       “I got in! I start in two months!” 
 
       “Ashley, that’s wonderful news!” She bends and hugs me. “I am so proud of you.” 
 
       “Thanks. You want to sit down?” 
 
       “I can’t I’m afraid. There’s so much to do. The new family who bought the farm have taken me back on. Can you believe it?” 
 
       “Clara, that’s great news.” 
 
       “So, we’ve both had great news, so why do you look so glum?” 
 
       “It’s nothing.” 
 
       “Oh, it’s the big wedding today isn’t it? I’m so sorry child. I know you don’t want to hear this but there’s plenty of other fish out there in that big wide ocean. You may not feel like fishing for a long time, but someday…” 
 
       “Thanks Clara.” I shrug. “But I won’t be casting my net again.” 
 
       “You think that now.”  
 
       “There’s no one like her. She was the one, I know it and now she’s gone just like everyone I care for goes. Guess I’m shit at this whole fishing thing.” I’m totally wallowing. 
 
       “Maybe you can take this time to go travelling, see the places you’re always dreaming about? Clear your head, mend that heart of yours. Your share of the will money and the land sale will be yours in a few days.” 
 
       “Maybe.” 
 
       “But you still feel miserable, huh?” 
 
       “I think I just need time. Maybe you’re right. Maybe a change of scenery will do me good.” 
 
       “You think about it and make sure you come see me before you take off, you hear?” 
 
       “Yes, I hear.” She leans down and kisses the top of my head before disappearing back down the ladder. Flopping back down on my bed, I pull the pillow over my face.  The hatch creaks. “You forget something?” 
 
       “What the heck are you doing here, boy?” I push the pillow away. Gerry stands over me, arms crossed. Looking really pissed. 
 
       “What are you talking about? Where am I supposed to be?” I sit up. 
 
       “You’re supposed to be stopping a wedding! Which…” he glances at his watch, “is about to start in about twenty minutes.” 
 
       “Yeah, right…whatever. It’s too late.” 
 
       “Ashley James Thompson! You get your scruffy backside out of that bed this very minute!” 
 
       “What’s the point? Look, I know you mean well but maybe your magic feelings or whatever are wrong this time? Even you must know when you’re beaten?” 
 
       “I wouldn’t have been assigned to you if there was no hope.”  
 
       “Read her letter. She says not to go after her. She made it pretty clear.” I throw the letter at him. 
 
       “I don’t need to read it. Read between the lines…fight for her.” He huffs, his face and bald head turning bright red like a shiny tomato. 
 
       “You know she has to marry that prince. There’s no way around that.” 
 
       “Oh Pish! There’s always another deal to be made isn’t there? So, you know everything do you? There is always hope. She is your match Ashley, your soul mate. This is not how it ends.” 
 
       “So, what? I just go over there and burst into the church demanding they stop it?” 
 
       “Yes.” 
 
       “You’re nuts.”  
 
       “It was the same with that Alice girl, she just needed a good push down the rabbit hole.” 
 
       “Gerry, not now,” I whine. 
 
       “I’m serious. You have to show that father of hers, and the rest of the world that you won’t stop fighting.” 
 
       “I don’t know…” 
 
       “I’m serious. Get your butt up now.” 
 
       “It’s too late.” 
 
       “Now! I said.” I’ve never seen him angry before. 
 
       “Okay, okay just don’t turn me into a rat or something.” I shuffle off my bed, holding my blanket around me. 
 
       “Get dressed.” He orders, and I do. “When are you going to realise how special you are? You are so much more than they’ve forced you to be.” 
 
       “I’m working on it.” I look down at my usual jeans and plaid shirt combo. “Do I look all right?” 
 
       “It’ll have to do. I haven’t got enough magic to change you.” 
 
       “Now what?” 
 
       “Now we get you there, follow me.” I follow him down and out of the tree house. 
 
       “Gerry, do you really believe that there’s still a chance?” 
 
       “I know there is. Love always finds a way…well most of the time.” 
 
       “Okay. I don’t now why I trust you, but I do. Where’s the Porsche?” 
 
       “Not today. My magic is pretty much exhausted, there’s only a tiny bit left.” 
 
       “The Mini then?” 
 
       “She broke down again. I had to leave her in town.” 
 
       “So, we’re screwed?”  
 
       “Hmmm.” He rubs his chin. “Go get your pig.” 
 
       “Why?” 
 
       “Just go.” I go back inside and drag Gus from his box. He’s not happy at all that I’ve disturbed him. He wriggles in my arms, squealing all the way back down the ladder. “Put him down.” Gerry orders. 
 
       “He might run away.” 
 
       “Just do it, please.” I gently place him at my feet, ready to grab him if he makes a run fun for it. “Hmmm…let’s see.” Gerry rubs his chin. 
 
       “Well? Should I ride him into town? That certainly would stop a wedding, me riding down the aisle on a pig.” 
 
       “Shush! I’ve got it! Stand back.” He clicks his fingers at Gus and I’m thrown backwards onto my arse. A dazzling white light flashes, blinding me for a few seconds. When I look again, my little grumpy pig is now a large, beautiful, grumpy looking horse.  
 
       “What did you do to him?” 
 
       “He’s fine. Get on; the magic will wear off in less than an hour. It’s borrowed magic, it never lasts long.” 
 
       “This is nuts,” I say, mounting the horse. “Sorry, Gussy,” I bend to whisper in his ear. In true Gus style he grunts, neighs and looks away. “Yeah that’s my Gus all right.” I pat his pink mane. 
 
       “Now go! Stop that wedding!” He smacks the horse’s bottom. Gus rears up angrily and we race across the field towards town. “Go get her!” Gerry shouts. 
 
      I’m heading towards the church on a horse that was a pig; to stop the woman I love from marrying a prince. I have absolutely no idea how I’m going to do that. But Gerry’s right, I have to try.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    21: Ellie 
 
      
 
     Everyone’s fussing around me. I’m on my fourth cup of black coffee, but still I’m pale and utterly drained. But then, last night was totally worth it. 
 
      Two women overpower my senses with their combined perfumes, which makes my already sore eyes water. They tug at my hair and dab powder on my face. Good luck hiding those black circles! 
 
     I’m being pulled in two very different emotional directions. On the one hand, I’m numb. I’m getting married in an hour to a man I have no romantic feelings for whatsoever. On the other, when I let myself think about last night, Ash, me, my first ever time…I can’t help but feel warm and fuzzy. The way he kissed…touched me, our skin-to-skin contact. Making love with Ash was more than I could have ever imagined. Even though our time together has come to an end, my only regret is that he’s hurting. I hope that he hurts less than I do. I hope he’ll be able to move on. Thinking about that makes me so sad; that he could eventually replace what we had, when I never can. There’ll never be another Ash in my life, only Henrik, and we are working on being friends. 
 
      
 
       “Chop, chop, ladies!” My mother claps her hands. “So, what do you think?” She gestures to her crimson, floor-length dress and matching stole.  
 
       “You look stunning as always.” I try to sound enthused. Her make-up is a little harsh, but she looks good for her years. Her blonde hair, like mine, is twisted into a plait. I hope I age as well as she does. 
 
       “Why aren’t you dressed yet? Ladies!” She claps her hands at two more women; it’s like a party in here, it’s so crowded. “The Princess needs help with her gown. Come along now, chop chop!” 
 
       Cringing, hoping that I don’t inherit her snobbery too. They scurry over and help me step into the mermaid dress. The zip whizzes up my back and I feel like an instant prisoner in it, restricted by it. Trapped in a gown that I don’t wish to wear. Trapped in a marriage that is a lie. 
 
       “Oh my God, Ellie!” Phoebe enters looking all grown up and pretty in her emerald green bridesmaid dress. “You look gorgeous.”  
 
       “Yeah? But look at you, I mean Woo-hoo! You look hot.” I chuckle. 
 
       “Hush, girls.” Mother frowns. “Remember who you are.” How could I ever forget? I roll my eyes at my sister. 
 
       “Those flowers are all wrong.” Mother walks away to interfere with someone else. 
 
       “How are you?” Phoebe puts her hand on my shoulder. 
 
       “I’m fine.” I can’t look at her. She’ll know I’m lying, she always knows. 
 
       “Hey, look at me.” She turns me to her. “What you’re doing is so brave. I really wish you didn’t have to. You are my hero,” she whispers. 
 
       “Why so sad? You don’t have to marry the guy.” I force a smile. 
 
       “I know.” She leaves. I try to go after her but my mother’s in my face again. 
 
       “Someone come and sort my daughter’s make-up; can’t you see the bags? And her hair needs more spray. Do I have to do everything around here?” 
 
       “My hair’s fine.” I stare into the mirror at my updo with a few cascading curls looping down. I look like a princess; right now, I want to be anything but.  
 
      Has Ash woken already? Has he read my cowardly letter? Leaving him was horrible. I hope he knows that and forgives me one day. I was never allowed to believe in fairytales and love at first sight. That stuff was for hopeless dreamers, people with the freedom to dream.  
 
      Everything changed the moment I stumbled into that barn and looked into his eyes. I changed. I believe that fate brought us together for a reason, so why now is it tearing us apart? 
 
       “It’s time my beautiful, Elle.” Mother grabs my hands. “You look lovely. He is one lucky prince.” Her eyes begin to water. “I know you can do this.” She nods to me. A maid passes me my lavender bouquet, which I wanted as a reminder of my garden moment with Ash. This way a piece of him will be walking down the aisle with me. I just have to smell them to know that he is part of me, keeping me upright, keeping me strong. 
 
      
 
      Our glass carriage arrives, pulled by eight pure white stallions. Each one wears a golden-feathered headdress. I can’t help but wonder if they are in any pain. Everything matches in gold, white or emerald. Everything down to the golden designer shoes I’m supposed to be wearing. My mother would flip if she saw the purple Docs Ash gave me, hidden under my dress. They can be my something borrowed and old and I can be the something blue… 
 
       The streets are lined with hundreds of loyal fans, calling out my name and throwing petals at the carriage. How can I let all these people down? I will myself to smile for the cameras and wave at the children. 
 
      My father sits proudly at my side, he too is pretending that it will all be okay, that I’ll get used to it. My mother and sister sit across from us. Phoebe looks as miserable as I feel, which makes my heart feel twice as heavy. She’s always the one making me laugh, making me see the bright side in a dark situation, but even she can’t perform the impossible today. 
 
      The church is only a five-minute ride from the palace, yet we must take the long way around for the people. For some, this will be a momentous occasion in their lives. I envy those people, the ones looking on, the ones who can choose their own pathway. 
 
      We eventually pull up outside the church. I’ve had about two hours sleep, but I must get through this. Trembling as I’m helped down from the carriage. My dress suddenly feels awfully heavy and my hair is too tightly pinned. 
 
      More crowds have gathered and there are dozens of press shouting my name. Am I the only girl in the world right now who doesn’t want to be me? My father and sister join me as Mother messes about with my veil.  
 
    We enter the doors. The wedding march greets us. My mother kisses my cheek and goes inside to take her seat. Next, it’s Phoebe’s turn. She gives me such a sorry look. 
 
       “If I could do this for you, I would.” She quickly hugs me and disappears inside. I wish more than anything that I were her right now, how very selfish of me. 
 
       “Our turn.” My father links his arm around mine. “You can do this. Ready?” 
 
       “No. But I will for you.” I nod, and he closes his eyes for a second. The doors open and we’re walking down the aisle. All heads turn to us. The church looks like a garden of white roses and lilies, it’s beautiful but wasted on us. I see my mother at the front dabbing her eyes already. Tears of joy or sadness I wonder? 
 
      My eyes connect with his, my future husband. He stands with his father, both in their military uniforms, looking clean and pristine. He nods to me, a nod that says, ‘be strong,’ and a nod that says we can get through this together. I so want to believe him. He’s a good man, I don’t know him very well, but I know he’ll treat me like a queen. Guess that’s the best I can hope for, to be respected and looked after. I refuse to back down on my ideas for the future; at least Henrik will back me in them. We arrive at the altar. My father lifts my veil and kisses me on both cheeks. He then places my hand in Henrik’s and I’m trembling again. 
 
       “Breathe,” Henrik mouths. I take a deep breath to compose myself. His hand is surprisingly sweaty, not cool and calm like I’d imagined he’d be.  
 
      Everything that follows next is a huge blur. Rings are exchanged. My hand shakes as I slide his down his finger. Robotically, I repeat the vows and remind myself to look present when Henrik says his vows to me. Every one of them, a half-truth or lie. 
 
       “If anyone here knows of any lawful impediment …” I hear the vicar say.  I look to the exit, imagining Ash running in to save me, but there’s nothing but silence. I told him not to come. Of course he didn’t come.  Henrik’s eyes are wide, he looks lost, frightened almost like a little boy. “No?” The vicar looks at our guests one last time. “Then we shall continue.” 
 
       “Wait!” Henrik blurts, making me jump, making me hope. “I object.” He says looking straight at me. Oh, thank God! “I’m so sorry Elle,” he whispers. I hear my sister squealing behind us. Gasps and shocked whispers grumble amongst the pews. 
 
       “I object too!” I shout, glancing at my parents who are open-mouthed. 
 
       “What is the meaning of this?” King Stefan stands between us. “Someone had better speak up! What the hell is going on here?” 
 
       “Father.” Henrik is visibly sweating now. His mother looks ready to faint. 
 
       “Well boy? This had better be good. We are in public or did you both forget?” 
 
       “King Stefan.” I want to defend Henrik but have no idea what to say. 
 
       “Well, what is it girl? Is this your doing? First you run away from my son. Then you run off with some cheap commoner?” The crowd gasps. 
 
       “King Stefan you are crossing a line. Don’t speak to my daughter like that!” My father roars. 
 
       “Okay. Can we have the immediate families in the back room?” The vicar tries to calm everyone down. “Perhaps some privacy may help?” He ushers us around the altar into a small study at the back of the church. “I’ll go and calm the masses.” He bows and leaves, shutting the door behind him. 
 
       “There better be a damn good explanation for this! This is yet another public humiliation by your family on ours!” King Stefan spits. 
 
      I know why I objected, but why did he? I’m overjoyed that he did, but what does this mean for my father and the country? 
 
    22: Ash 
 
      
 
      Shit!  Is that wedding bells? I push Gus on harder. The bells loudly ring in my ears until they vibrate against my chest. We reach the back of the church. I jump down from the magical horse. 
 
       “Stay here boy.” I run through the graveyard and around the side of the building until I reach the entrance at the front. The doors are locked. The bells keep ringing, telling me it’s too late. I’m too late.  It’s all over. She’s married. 
 
      I notice that the crowds are rushing away down the street, shouting and throwing confetti. I follow them out. Climbing the church wall, standing tall on top, trying to get a better view. 
 
      I see them. I stop breathing. The bottom of the world dissolves underneath me. Any moment now, I’ll fall into the void and be sucked down into the abyss. They’re driving away in a huge glass carriage. I can just make out the back of her blonde head under her veil. I watch in horror as he leans into her and they kiss. Everything she’s ever told me has been broken with that kiss. Is she that cold? I can’t believe she could get over me so soon…is she that good at acting? No, I know she loves me…I saw it, felt it. 
 
       “Crap!” I jump down off the wall. “Crap!” I kick the wall so hard; I may have broken my toe. “Ah, shit.” 
 
       “You may need to see a doctor for that.” I spin around fast on hearing that voice. 
 
       “Ellie?” 
 
       “Yes?” She smiles looking radiant in an emerald green silk dress that perfectly matches her eyes. 
 
       “But you…you are…I just saw you…you were just…” 
 
       “You’re cute when you babble.” She chuckles. 
 
       “I don’t understand. You just drove away with him…it’s not possible.”  
 
       “It’s me.” She steps in closer. 
 
       “Wait a minute! Are you Gerry? Are you him trying to say goodbye or something totally screwed up?” 
 
       “Ash? Do you need to sit down? You’re not making any sense.” She puts her hand out to comfort me, but I step back. 
 
       “Oh, you’re good, Gerry, but really, enough is enough. This is a bit too much even for you.” I cross my arms. 
 
       “Ash. Who are you talking to?” Her brows knit together. I hear Gus grunting in the distance. I run through the graveyard to find that Gus is a pig again and Gerry’s holding him. 
 
       “Oh!” I turn to see Ellie following me. 
 
       “I’ll be by the car.” Gerry winks and walks away. 
 
       “Ellie!” I grab her shoulders. “It is you!” I hold her to me. “But, how did you? Who got married?” 
 
       “You’re crushing me!” She laughs, pushing on my chest. 
 
       “Sorry.” 
 
       “It’s good to see you too. That was my sister.” 
 
       “You let your sister take your place? Why would she even do that?” 
 
       “Turns out they’ve become quite close in my absence. They seem to have a bad case of being in love.” 
 
       “You’re kidding?” 
 
       “No. It’s true. I would have never let her do it if it wasn’t. But she looked at him the way I look at you. She never said anything because she didn’t think our parents would go for it but she’s quite persuasive when she really wants something. Turns out, King Stefan didn’t really care which daughter Henrik married. So, everyone is happy…that’s if you still want me?” She bites into her bottom lip knowing she has total power over me. 
 
       “Want you? I never stopped. Listen, I may not graduate for four or five years and I don’t have much to offer you yet…” 
 
       “All I want is you.” 
 
       “That’s all I needed to hear.” Closing the gap between us, grabbing her chin, pulling her mouth to mine. I kiss her hard. She wraps her hands around my neck. 
 
       “Excuse me.” Gerry coughs. I didn’t even hear him approaching. I pull myself away from her, slightly out of breath. “May I have a word?” He grabs my elbow and walks me across the road towards his mini. 
 
       “Gerry, you were right! She never married him!” 
 
       “I told you, there’s always hope. You just stopped looking for a while.” 
 
       “Thank you for everything. You truly are the best.” 
 
       “I’ve grown fond of you too. That’s why it’s time for me to say farewell.” He looks over his glasses at me. 
 
       “You’re leaving?” 
 
       “It is time. My project is complete. You are complete.” 
 
       “Did you have anything to do with Phoebe and Henrik getting together?”  I narrow my eyes. 
 
       “Maybe, maybe not.” 
 
       “Hmmm.” 
 
       “Here.” He passes me a piece of folded paper. 
 
       “What’s this?” 
 
       “Your birth mother’s name and last known address.” 
 
       “Oh.” I frown, and my stomach tightens. 
 
       “She will love you, she never stopped. I know you’re not ready yet but promise me that one day you’ll go and find her?” 
 
       “I will. I just need to get my head straight first.” I put the note in my pocket. “Thank you, seriously. Guess what! I got into med school. Hang on, was that your doing?” 
 
       “Well done! And no, that was all you. After everything we’ve been through and still you doubt yourself. Promise me you’ll stop that too?”  
 
       “I promise to try. I’ll miss you.” He hugs me.  
 
       “Go.” He releases me. “Be off with your young lady. Travel the world, be brilliant.”  
 
       “I’ll try.” I laugh. “Will you find your Nancy?” 
 
       “I intend to.” He winks and hands me the keys to his Mini. 
 
       “No, I can’t.” 
 
       “Take it. I know it’s a bit of a fixer-upper, but she won’t let you down and I won’t need her where I’m going.” 
 
       “Thank you.” 
 
       “Don’t keep her waiting, that girl of yours has a tendency of running away.” He smirks. “Go, shoo!” 
 
       “Okay, okay.” I wave back at him and cross the road. 
 
       “What was that about?” she asks, as I approach. 
 
       “Just saying our farewells. I’m gonna miss the old guy.” 
 
       “Ash.” Her eyes widen, she points to the spot where Gerry had been only moments ago. He’s vanished and in his place are two bright blue butterflies fluttering around one another, flying upwards until they are just two little dots in the sky. “Wait, you don’t think that that was…no, you don’t do you?” 
 
       “Probably.” I grin. “There’s so much I haven’t told you.” 
 
       “What did he say to you?” 
 
       “He gave me details about my real mother.” 
 
       “Your real mother?” 
 
       “I think I want to find her someday. Will you come with me?” 
 
       “Of course. She will love you.” 
 
       “I got into med school.” 
 
       “Oh, Ash. That’s brilliant. I knew you could do it. When do you start?” 
 
       “Two months. But the cool thing is, I get to train one day a week at my local hospital. So, I get to see Betty and the gang for a lot longer.” 
 
       “That’s so great.”  
 
       “So, I have two months. Maybe I could go travelling for a bit. Do you think you might want to join me?” 
 
       “Only if you take me to see the pyramids.”  
 
       “Deal. You’ll look great on a camel. Shouldn’t you be at the wedding reception?” 
 
       “They won’t miss me as long as I’m back for the cake. Now, take me to your tree house or lose me forever.” I sweep her up in my arms and kiss her.  
 
       “I’ll never lose you again.”  
 
       “Close your eyes,” she whispers against my ear. I close them tightly, awaiting her lips on mine. Her warm wet tongue slides over my forehead and down my nose. 
 
      “That’s so gross, Princess! You are so gonna pay for that!” She springs out of my arms.  
 
       “You’ll have to catch me first!” She heads out of the churchyard onto the open fields, squealing as she runs. 
 
       “Yeah, you better run!” I hear Gus grunting behind me as he tries to keep up. “Come back to me right now!” 
 
       “Or what?” She yells over her shoulder. I realise watching her, that I am the luckiest guy on the planet. Life seems to be going in my favour for a change. Maybe Gerry’s right, maybe I should just accept who I am and try to be brilliant at it. Maybe there are such things as happily ever afters, if we just let ourselves believe.  
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