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            “I didn’t ask for it, and I don’t want it. I told you, I’m serious about
you
.”

“You probably already have it memorised.”

Aiden rolled his eyes at her, offering her his hand. When she stood beside him, he wrapped an arm around her shoulders and guided her towards the exit. “I’m smart, but I’m not that good. I only memorise things I have an interest in. For example, your birthday is April seventh, you study drama, and I memorised the play so I could be close to you.”

Kayleigh thought about shrugging him off but she couldn’t. The secure feeling that came from being pulled close to him was too good to turn down. Besides that he’d stunned her into silence. “Wait, I thought the play was a bet?” she inquired hesitantly.

“It started off that way, but I didn’t need a leading role. I put my effort into it because I wanted an excuse to win you over. I also hated the thought of someone other than me touching you.”

Kayleigh’s mind was struggling to keep up with all of the revelations. She didn’t know what to say.

“You don’t believe me, do you?” Aiden finally asked with a sigh after they’d stopped in front of her block of flats.

“About what?”

“Being serious about you. You don’t believe I mean it.”

“Can you blame me?” Working with him every day had improved her ability to talk to him like a normal human being, now all she lacked was the confidence and trust to take the leap.

“Well no, but I wish you would.” He paused, clearly waiting for her to say something, but she just watched him. The silence dragged on for a few minutes before he broke it. “How about if I prove to you I’m serious?”

“How?” Kayleigh dragged the word out with suspicion.

“I’m going home to see my family this weekend, come with me.”

Kayleigh’s mouth opened and closed a few times before she could finally form a sentence. “What? But we aren’t even dating.”

“I beg to differ. We were on a date just minutes a go.”

“But I didn’t know that was a date.”

“Well now you do.” He had his cocky smile on his face as he leaned against the wall. “So how about it?”

“But I’m not your girlfriend. They’ll think we’re together.”

“Good, that’s what I want.”

“But—”

“But what? C’mon, we haven’t got rehearsals, and they’d love to meet you. It’ll be fun.”

“Since when was meeting someone’s parents fun?”

Aiden heaved an exasperated sigh. “Please, Kay?” He tucked a strand of hair that was fluttering into her eyes behind her ear before she had the chance to move her hand. “I’ll be lonely on my own.” His bottom lip jutted out into an exaggerated pout that made her laugh.

“Oh fine, but on one condition: you have to behave. And that means telling your parents the truth.”

“Done,” he responded quickly probably thinking she’d change her mind given the chance, and he was right. Kayleigh was already starting to wonder if she’d made the right choice.

“I’ll see you in rehearsals then.” Before Kayleigh could react, Aiden had bent down, his lips touching the corner of her mouth in a quick kiss and was jogging off in the direction of the playing fields. Leaving her stood there in bemusement, Kayleigh caught the disgusted shake of two girls’ heads as they walked by her. She knew what they were thinking—that she was his latest toy—and despite the doubts, Kayleigh knew she was falling deeper. She hoped he really was serious about her.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 

The weekend came around quicker than Kayleigh would have liked. They had been busy with rehearsals for the last few days and she’d hardly had room to breathe. The show was almost ready for the opening performance the Tuesday after they got back, and the final set was being assembled while they were away. The chorus were rehearsing all weekend, and that meant everything had been nonstop for her and Aiden, who had to be perfect by the time they finished on Friday evening. It wasn’t something Kayleigh struggled with, used to the strict deadlines of the drama department, but she was surprised Aiden had managed it. He had to fit everything around his own studies, but he had coped better than she’d have expected.
As well as that he was becoming more touchy-feely during rehearsals, and it was starting to be noticeable. They were only small things—like pulling her close, brushing her hair behind her ear, or using any excuse to make sure he touched her—but they were enough to start the questions Kayleigh had been expecting since Aiden first showed an interest in her. Numerous friends from drama, including Faye who hadn’t shut up, had asked her what was going on between her and Aiden. Some had put it a little more bluntly, but every time she had no response. She didn’t know what they were. Aiden spent every free minute with her, filling her in on his day or stupid things that happened, but she was still learning to let him in.

She was throwing the last few items into an overnight bag when there was a knock upon her door. Flinging the bag over her shoulder, she opened it, but was surprised to see Ellie stood on the other side.

Her gaze moved to take in the bag with confusion. “Going somewhere?”

Kayleigh didn’t want to tell her the truth, believing Ellie would confirm how stupid she was being, but she didn’t get a choice. Within seconds of the door opening, Aiden stood behind Ellie.

“I’m taking her home with me.”

Ellie squeaked and jumped at his voice, having been unaware of his presence. Spinning, she halted at his smug expression.

“You seriously need to work on your awareness, Elles. That’s three times since you’ve been back now.”

“Well if you didn’t go round sneaking up on people it wouldn’t happen. And what do you mean you’re taking her home with you?” Her voice was full of anger, but the curiosity in her eyes dampened it.

“You know what I mean, Elles. You’re not stupid.”

She turned to Kayleigh. “Please tell me he’s kidding.”

Kayleigh didn’t know what to think. She’d finally talked herself into going and with one comment Ellie had put all of her doubts, plus more, back into her mind. Something must have changed on her face because Ellie was suddenly looking guilty.

“Oh, he’s not kidding.”

“No I’m not.” Aiden glared at her with annoyance.

“I didn’t mean it like it was a bad thing, Kay. I was just surprised. He’s never taken anyone besides me home before.”

“Well I did tell you Kayleigh was special, Elles. And I have no problem proving that to everyone.” Aiden folded his arms, a small amount of annoyance creeping into his expression. “And we should really go if we’re going to beat the traffic.” He glanced down at his watch.

“Yeah, sorry. You should go.”

“Wait, what did you come over for?” Kayleigh asked, but Ellie was already turning away.

“I’ll call you later … or after you get back. It wasn’t important.” She smiled over her shoulder and then turned to glare at Aiden. “Don’t mess it up,” she murmured. Kayleigh assumed she wasn’t meant to hear, but Ellie was not known for subtlety.

When she was out of earshot, Kayleigh focused of Aiden. “Sorry about her, she’s a bit protective of me for some reason.”

“Don’t worry, it’s not you. She knows me too well, I’m used to her.”

They stood in the hall awkwardly for a second, neither of them knowing how to follow Ellie’s dramatic exit.

Finally, Aiden took her bag from her shoulder. She wanted to protest and say she could carry it herself, but in the end she ignored the action. Complaining for the sake of complaining wasn’t her style.

“Shall we go?”

Kayleigh nodded and started walking when he gestured for her to move ahead of him in the narrow corridor.

 

* * * *

 

The drive went surprisingly quickly with Aiden telling her all about his family on the way there. She had learnt his brother’s name was Cole, and that his parents were ecstatic she was coming home with him. She’d also discovered that they planned on having a barbecue, a fact that unnerved Kayleigh. She hadn’t expected any special treatment and she hadn’t wanted to put anyone out—a worry Aiden disapproved of, telling her it was no trouble.
Before she knew it, Aiden was pulling his car into a long driveway surrounded by fields and leading up to a modern barn conversion. She hadn’t really been paying attention to the route or the scenery on the way up, so it came as a shock to see that Aiden lived out in the countryside.

“Wow, this wasn’t what I was expecting,” she muttered to herself, causing Aiden to laugh.

“What were you expecting then?”

“I don’t know, but you don’t strike me as a country guy. Why’d you choose London and give up all of this?”

Aiden switched off the engine and turned to face her properly. “They had the physio course I wanted, and I needed a change.”

“Wait, I thought you were a sports major.”

Aiden laughed again. “Most people do. No, I’m training in physiotherapy and sport management. I just play a lot, which makes people think it’s my degree. Probably left over from being outdoors all day growing up.”

“So you’re clever?” Kayleigh instantly wanted to take back the statement, cringing at her lack of thought. “Sorry ... I mean, I know you’re clever, you’re just not what I expected.”

Thankfully, Aiden brushed off her comment, saving her from the humiliation. “Not many people know, so don’t worry about it. Ready to go in?”

“It’s a bit late for me not to be, isn’t it?”

“Yep, just thought I’d ask.”

Rolling her eyes, Kayleigh stepped from the car and went to grab her bag. However, Aiden beat her to it before coming around to her side. With his free hand, he took hold of hers to lead her inside.

Despite liking the touch, Kayleigh didn’t want to send out the wrong signals to his parents. Yet trying to free her hand only caused Aiden tighten his grip. “Relax, Kay. It’ll be fine.” Opening the door, he led her into the hallway. Just like the outside, the walls were lined with beams and the house had a cosy atmosphere with its small windows and yellow walls.

Aiden dropped their bags by the door, and without giving Kayleigh the time to study anything in detail, he pulled her flush against his side, wrapping an arm around her waist. “They’ll all be outside.”

Kayleigh gulped as she stepped out on to the patio, brightly lit with the spring-time sun.

“Hey Mum, Dad, we’re here!” Aiden called as a little boy Kayleigh assumed to be Cole ran across to them and threw himself at Aiden’s leg.

“Hey, buddy, you miss me?” He ruffled Cole’s hair as he nodded, but Kayleigh was distracted by Aiden’s parents. Both were eyeing her curiously, with beaming smiles. They each gave Aiden a quick hug before turning their attention on her.

“You must be Kayleigh? I’m Sue and this is David,” his mum asked and introduced them both before moving to embrace her, too. Not expecting it, Kayleigh became slightly rigid before hugging the woman back.

“No, Mum, didn’t you get my message? This is Samantha.”

Kayleigh felt Sue stiffen in her arms and as she pulled back slowly, there was panic in her eyes. Her cheeks were flushed, and as she looked back at Aiden, it was clear she didn’t know what to say and had thought she’d put her foot in something. Feeling bad for her, Kayleigh shot Aiden a glare and then turned to Sue. “I’m Kayleigh, you were right.”

“Aiden!”

“Sorry, I couldn’t resist.”

“I should have known you were joking. You’ve never brought anyone back here before, so I can’t see you’d consider two girls so close together. I’m sorry about him, I can’t imagine what he must have been like on the ride up.” She directed the last sentence at Kayleigh, her face having returned to its normal colour.

“I’m getting used to it. Thank you for having me, I didn’t want to cause any trouble.”

“Nonsense, it’s nice for Aiden to finally bring someone back.”

Kayleigh was about to correct her and make sure they knew that they were only friends, but Aiden must have been watching her and jumped in. “I’ll show Kay around before dinner and let you guys get back to the garden.”

Sue nodded and managed to prise Cole, who was still clinging to Aiden like a monkey, away. “I’ve set up the guest room for you, Kayleigh. Let me know if you need anything.”

“Thank you!” Kayleigh called. She didn’t want to sound impolite, but Aiden was already dragging her back into the house. “Aiden, cut it out.”

He laughed but did slow down a bit as he collected the bags and guided her up to the room. The door opened to a clean, magnolia walled room; the sun was shining through an open window and catching the pale yellow covers on the bed. Aiden dropped her bag on to the mattress and then led her back out to the corridor. “My room’s opposite yours and there’s an en-suite in your room.”

“Thanks, but why do I need to know where your room is?”

“You might get lonely? It’s a big, old house.” He phrased it like he was asking a question. When he took in her arched eyebrow, he tried again, “I might get lonely and need you.”

She shook her head in disbelief. “Nice try, but I’m not falling for it.”

He shrugged, not bothered. “Want to go for a walk? We won’t be eating for another few hours yet.”

“There isn’t mud on this walk, is there?” Kayleigh looked down at her almost new Converses with despair.

“Didn’t take you for the type of girl to be squeamish of a little dirt.”

“It’s not ... I’m not ...”

“Come on, city girl, I’ll carry you over any muddy spots or puddles.”

Aiden grabbed her wrist and was hurrying her through the house before she had time to argue.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 

Just like he’d promised, every time there was even the slightest muddy patch, Aiden lifted Kayleigh up into his arms so she was cradled against his chest. She also happened to notice that she could no longer see the ground in that position, and figured Aiden was using it to his advantage. On numerous occasions the mud seemed to go on forever. Yet, the more he did it the more she grew to like being in his arms.
Leaning her head on his chest, she allowed him to carry her over the latest puddle and quickly place her down on the other side. “We’re here!” he declared as she took in the rusted, metal gate in front of her.

“Um ... I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but where exactly is ‘here’?”
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