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CHAPTER 1

MADDY

I’ve been in love with Tyler Van Der Woodson my whole
life.

He’s the boy next door who captured my heart
from day one and up until a couple of years ago he was my best
friend.

Tyler is a year older than me but his sister
Olivia, is only a few months older than me and the three of us have
been inseparable our entire lives.

He was right by my side when I was learning
to ride my bike, encouraging me to keep going and comforting me
when I fell.

He stood up for me when I got picked on at
school to the point where he would get in trouble himself.

We spent countless hours running around in
our back yards and playing up in our rooms.

We did everything together.

Absolutely everything.

That is, until I ruined everything on
Tyler’s sixteenth birthday and kissed him.

I could have sworn that he liked me
back.

For months I had seen him watching me like I
had always watched him, which gave me the courage to finally show
him how I felt.

If I had known he would have freaked out and
taken off then I never would have done anything about it.

My feelings would have remained a secret
because losing Tyler’s friendship is far worse than keeping my love
for him locked up deep inside.

Having Tyler keep his distance from me has
been slowly killing me inside.

I miss him.

More than words can express.

He went from being a steady constant in my
life one day to almost non-existent the next.

I spent countless nights crying myself to
sleep over Tyler and I’m sure that I will spend many more nights
curled up in a small ball, remembering the way things were.

Our parents are best friends which means
spending family dinners, long weekends and holidays together but
after that night, Tyler not only started to retreat from me but
also Olivia. Our parents said it was normal for Tyler to start
drifting away at his age.

He was a teenager wanting to explore the
world on his own.

His priorities were different now but they
didn’t see why we all couldn’t be friends again at one stage.

If only they knew the truth.

That Tyler pulled away from everyone because
of me and now I’ve lost him for good.

Two weeks after I kissed Tyler, he got a
girlfriend.

His very first girlfriend and that
only made our parents start giving us lectures about how Tyler has
pulled away from us because having a girlfriend for the first time
is a big deal.

Or how his girlfriend might not like him
spending so much time with me, that she could be threatened by how
close we are.

But they’re wrong.

We used to be close.

I used to think our bond was unbreakable but
now Tyler can barely look me in the eye, which is funny considering
our families are so close that we do almost everything
together.

That’s been one of the hardest things, being
so close to him but not being able to talk or hang out like we used
to.

Worst of all was having to watch Tyler with
his girlfriend.

It was absolute torture.

I can see straight into his bedroom from
mine and I was more than aware on the nights that he would sneak
her into his room.

Those nights were the worst. I would cry
myself to sleep on those nights, picturing the things they would be
doing together.

The things that he would never do with
me.

When I heard the rumors at school that they
had slept together, I ran to the bathroom and bawled my eyes
out.

That’s how Olivia found me and how we ended
up grounded for a week after skipping school for the rest of the
day.

She’s never said anything about my crush on
her brother but she knows how I feel about him and she knows how
badly it hurts me to watch him with someone else.

The hardest part to understand was that his
girlfriend looked so similar to me.

We both have long blonde hair with a small
wave at the ends, we’re both vertically challenged and now that my
breasts have fully developed, we’re a similar cup size.

That only cements the fact that there’s
something wrong with me.

Something about me that he doesn’t
like.

I’m clearly his type but that’s not enough
and I’ve never had the courage to ask him why.

That’s all going to change tonight
though.

For two years I have watched Tyler and
Danielle together.

Watched them cuddle on family outings.

Witnessed their kissing and groping at
school.

Having to look at him stare at her like I
thought he used to look at me.

But Tyler broke up with Danielle a few weeks
ago.

I almost couldn’t believe it was true.

My heart soared for the first time in two
years.

Tyler is single again.

However, my elation didn’t last long when I
remembered that he will be leaving for college soon.

He leaves in a couple days and tonight there
is a party that some of the other seniors from his year are
throwing.

One final hurrah before their lives all
change and they most likely never see each other again.

Olivia has had her eye on Mitchell Braxton,
one of the football players all year and she was actually the one
to convince me to come tonight.

Tyler practically forbid her from coming and
took off earlier when she asked for a ride but that didn’t stop
her.

When she gets an idea in her head, nothing
does and she wants to kiss Mitchell Braxton before he leaves, maybe
even do more with him.

Olivia is a lot more forward with boys than
I am but that’s probably because I’m saving myself for her
brother.

She has tried to get me to date other guys,
especially this last year but compared to Tyler, no one else is
good enough.

No one sets my heart racing like he does so
why would I settle for something less?

It was easy enough for Olivia to sneak out
of her house tonight and since my parents and brothers are away for
the weekend, I didn’t have to sneak past anyone.

My parents trust me completely.

I’m the perfect child.

It’s only Olivia that steers me off course
every once in a while.

Like tonight.

We’re at a party with a bunch of seniors and
Olivia got her wish like I knew she would. Her and Mitchell have
been making out heavily for the last ten minutes on the couch which
makes me feel like a huge third wheel.

If I was more confident, I might try and
talk to some of the seniors I recognize but instead I continue to
sit awkwardly next to my best friend while she hooks up with a guy
she barely knows.

After a while, Mitchell’s friend Doug comes
over and sits next to me. He stinks of beer and cigarettes but he
leans close to me as he says, “How about I take you away from these
two for a while? I’ll get you a drink.”

Even though Doug is an attractive guy and
I’m pretty sure he is flirting with me, my heart does absolutely
nothing when I look at him.

Still, his offer does sound a lot more
appealing than sitting here for the rest of the night and he’s a
good guy. I trust him. “Sure, why not?”

His whole face lights up and he stands
quickly, holding out his hand. I only hesitate slightly before
placing my hand in his and I let him lead me into the kitchen.

We receive a few cat calls and whistles when
we walk in hand in hand but I would never let someone like Doug be
my very first proper kiss so I gently pull my hand back with the
excuse of straightening my handbag.

He walks over to the keg and pours us both a
beer, it’s not my favorite thing to drink but I manage to sip at it
politely.

We stand in the kitchen with a few of Doug’s
other friends and it’s so loud that he rests his arm over my
shoulder and leans in close to my ear to talk to me.

I’m not sure I’m comfortable with how close
Doug is getting to me and looking around the room, I think Doug’s
intentions are pretty clear.

His friends probably think he’s about to
score but that couldn’t be further from the truth.

I’ve gotten a bit of a reputation around
school about being hard to get and I often get guys asking me out
but I know it’s only because they want to try and hook up with the
school prude.

I’m sure Doug is no different to everyone
else but he’s a nice guy so I’ll stay for a minute or two to be
polite and then I’ll make up an excuse to leave.

Hopefully I can find Tyler, I haven’t seen
him anywhere yet and I’m hoping that doesn’t mean he’s upstairs
somewhere with Danielle.

She’s been trying to get him back since they
broke up but with them both attending colleges on opposite sides of
the country, it makes sense that they should break up.

At least it makes sense to me.

Doug’s face keeps getting closer to mine so
I bring my cup to my lips to take a sip. Just as the sour liquid
touches my tongue I’m pulled sideways roughly.

Since the cup is still quite full, most of
the contents gets spilled down my dress and I look over angrily at
the person who grabbed me. “What the hell did you do that for? Now
I’m soaked.”

At least I found Tyler but my dress is
practically ruined, not to mention the fact that I stink so badly
I’m probably going to have to go home.

This is not how I wanted tonight to
turn out. How am I supposed to tell Tyler how I really feel looking
like a drowned rat?

The smell alone would be enough to turn him
off.

“Me?” Tyler asks with fury etched all over
his face. “What the hell are you thinking coming here dressed like
that?”

What the hell does he mean by that
comment?

Looking down at my dress, I can’t see
anything wrong with what I’m wearing. It’s a cute little black
dress that I picked up the other week, sure it’s a bit tighter than
what I normally wear but it’s no different to what every other girl
here is wearing.

Why does he even care what I’m wearing? I’m
surprised that he actually looked at me long enough to notice.

“What do you mean? What’s wrong with what
I’m wearing?” I wore this dress to try and impress Tyler but it
looks like I failed.

I can’t do anything right when it comes to
Tyler.

Danielle always dressed like this and it
didn’t escape my notice that Tyler would run his hands up and down
her legs.

I’m an idiot for thinking he would do the
same to me.

He ignores my question and grabs the now
empty cup out of my hand, slamming it down next to Doug with so
much fury that it would have smashed if it was made of glass.

I haven’t seen Tyler this angry in a long
time and I have no idea what I did to make him so worked up.

Next thing I know, I’m being pulled roughly
towards the front door. “Tyler, what are you doing?”

“I’m taking you home,” he snaps.

He’s practically vibrating with fury but I
have no idea how I’ve upset him so badly.

Is he honestly angry over my dress? Or is it
the fact that I came to one of his friend’s parties?

“But I don’t want to go home,” I whine.

This is one of the last opportunities I have
to spend time with Tyler before he leaves for college, I can’t go
home early.

He pulls me out the front door and we walk
the short distance to his truck. “I’m sorry, would you rather stay
and get drunk so that Doug can take you upstairs and take advantage
of you?”

Take advantage of me?

He can’t be serious?

“What the hell are you talking about?” It
was one drink and I never planned on letting Doug kiss me, let
alone take me upstairs.

Sure, sex has been on my mind lately but the
only person I’m interested in having sex with is Tyler.

If he bothered to talk to me at all, he
would know that.

I thought I might be able to seduce him
tonight but instead, I’m covered in beer and he’s taking me
home.

Once he leaves for college, I’ll lose my
chance.

He unlocks his truck and forces me into the
passenger seat, basically doing my seatbelt up for me to make sure
I don’t run back into the party. Once he gets into the driver’s
seat, I say, “You should let me drive, you’ve been drinking.”

“I’ve only had a couple, I’m fine.” He drags
his hands over his face in frustration, “What the hell were you
doing in there with Doug?”

Why is he still talking about Doug?
“Nothing, he got me a drink, that’s all.”

“Yeah?” he asks darkly. “Well it sure looked
like you were doing more than that.”

He starts the engine and his tires squeal as
he pulls out onto the road.

What the hell has gotten into him?

He’s never been this angry with me before.
“Why are you so mad?”

He turns to glare at me, “Seriously? Doug
was all over you, why wouldn’t I be mad?”

“No, I think the question is why
would you be mad? Doug’s a good guy.” I’ve only spoken to
him a few times this year but each time he’s been really nice and
friendly.

Tyler’s made it clear that he doesn’t even
want to be my friend anymore so why the hell is he getting mad over
a guy flirting with me?

He laughs darkly, “Yeah, a good guy until he
spikes your drink and then takes you upstairs! Fuck Matty!” He
slams his hand down on the steering wheel, “How could you be so
stupid?”

My heart practically soars at hearing him
call me Matty, I haven’t heard that name nearly enough over the
last two years.

When I was a baby and everyone started
shortening my name from Maddison to Maddy, Tyler couldn’t quite get
the word right and he has been calling me Matty ever since.

He’s the only person who calls me that and
it makes me feel special.

It’s something that’s just ours and I used
to think that it could mean something.

“Doug’s not like that,” and if I thought he
was the type of guy to do that then I never would have accepted a
drink from him.

“And how would you know that?” he asks with
a hard edge to his voice.

“Because he’s a nice guy.” When Tyler
continues to seethe, I add, “Have you heard of him doing that to
anyone else before tonight?”

He takes a moment to answer, “No.”

“So why would he do it me?” Tyler’s always
been protective of me but tonight was way over the top. It’s a
reaction I expect from my dad, not from Tyler.

His shoulders deflate when he realizes that
I’m right. “Fuck, Matty, I don’t know. Why were you even cuddled up
with him like that? You haven’t shown the slightest amount of
interest in any guy all year.”

That’s because the only guy I want is
you.

I don’t understand why he is reacting like
this.

He spent the last two years having sex with
his girlfriend and I have one guy put his arm around me at a party
and it’s the end of the world.

Talk about double standards.

“He offered to get me a drink, it was no big
deal.” If he freaked over me standing there with Doug then I’m glad
he didn’t see Olivia.

Speaking of, I pull out my phone and send
her a quick text to let her know that Tyler is taking me home.

If he knows that Olivia is at that party
then he will turn around and drag her home as well and I don’t want
to ruin her night.

She texts back almost instantly to let me
know she will be able to get a ride and not to worry about her.

With all her winky face emoji’s, I would say
things are going pretty well with Mitchell.

The rest of the drive goes by in silence but
I can practically feel the anger radiating off Tyler.

It seems the silence has done nothing to
improve his mood.

When we pull onto our street, he turns the
headlights off a few houses down and then coasts into the
driveway.

We both try to shut our doors as quietly as
possible which I know is more for my benefit than his.

If Uncle Mason and Aunty Eva spot me then
they will tell my parents I was out at a party and I will most
likely be grounded.

Again, double standards.

Our families are pretty old school like
that.

At least the dads are.

I start stalking towards my house next door
only to turn around when I feel someone close to me. “What are you
doing?”

“Making sure you get inside safely,” he
gestures for me to unlock the door.

“Seriously?” How much danger does he think
I’m going to get in walking to my front door?

“Yes seriously, now open the door.” I do as
I’m told but Tyler surprises me by walking inside instead of going
home.

After shutting and locking the door, we both
make our way upstairs in the dark.

When we get to my bedroom, the curtains are
still open and it’s letting in enough moonlight that I don’t need
to turn the light on to see what I’m doing.

Tyler is still fuming while standing in the
doorway to my room. “If I leave are you going to stay put or are
you going to run back to the party to see Doug?”

He can’t be serious right now?

Why is he still going on about Doug? I was
hanging out with him for like five minutes and nothing
happened.

Even if I wanted to go back to the party,
how would I get there? It’s not like I have a car and I stink of
beer.

The only reason I went to that stupid party
was to seduce Tyler but that turned into an epic fail so there’s
nothing left to do but go to bed.

Choosing to ignore Tyler, I remove my soiled
dress and throw it at my laundry hamper.

When I hear a sharp intake of breath, I look
over to see Tyler’s eye’s glued to my body.

Hmm, maybe tonight hasn’t been a total bust
after all.

He’s seen my body in a bikini countless
times during the summer but he was always wearing sunglasses and
avoiding looking at me.

He’s definitely not looking away now.

Could it be because he’s attracted to
me?

He’s sure looking at me like he is.

“What, um,” he clears his throat, “What are
you doing Matty?”

That’s a good question.

What am I doing?

If my intention is to sleep with him then
how do I go about doing that?

It’s not like I have any experience with
boys and since I tried to kiss him two years ago and got rejected,
I haven’t had the confidence to try again.

But tonight feels different.

Maybe it’s the fact that he’s leaving for
college soon that is making me want to put myself out there again
but I don’t want to let this opportunity slip past me.

If I don’t give it another shot now then I
might never have another chance.

Once Tyler gets to college, I’m sure he will
have a bunch of girls who would want to be his girlfriend.

Or maybe even willing to jump into bed with
him for a night.

I would kill to be one of those
girls.

If I put myself out there and get rejected
again then what’s the worst that could happen?

I’ve already lost his friendship and I will
hardly see him this year since he is moving to the other side of
the country.

No one has to know.

If he rejects me again, then it’s not like
he’s going to tell anyone.

No one knows that I tried to kiss him two
years ago so no one will know if I ask him to have sex with me
either.

With my parents away, it’s the perfect night
to try.

The perfect opportunity to put myself out
there.

I’m already in my bra and panties, I have
his attention, I just need to make my intentions clear.

“Getting ready for bed.” Reaching behind my
back, I quickly undo my bra clasp and throw that into the laundry
hamper on top of my dress.

My sudden bravado pays off as Tyler’s eyes
darken and when I glance down at his jeans, there is now a
noticeable bulge.

At least if this doesn’t work, I’ll know
that he finds me attractive.

If he runs again, I’ll know it was from
something else.

The fact that I caused Tyler to get an
erection is causing my body to heat up and my skin is tingling.

His eyes seem glued to my breasts and my
body reacts under the heat of his gaze. I can feel my nipples
tighten so I reach up and brush them softly which causes Tyler to
groan.

Holy shit, this might actually work.

Running my hands down my body, I waste no
time removing my panties and dropping them on the floor.

This is it.

I’m naked in front of Tyler Van Der Woodson,
the boy of my dreams.

If he rejects me now, at least I know that I
gave it my all.

I can say goodbye to him in a couple of days
with no regrets.

Tyler’s mouth opens and closes in shock.
“Fuck, Matty, fuck, um, holy shit.”

Walking over to him slowly, I place my hands
on his chest and let them wander down towards his crotch.

Before my hand can make contact with his
obvious bulge, he grabs my wrist and shoves my hands away like they
burned him.

He turns around and starts to walk down the
hallway only to turn back again, “What are you doing Matty?”

“Getting ready for bed, do you want to join
me?” Not feeling overly confident anymore, I turn my back on him
and walk over to the bed.

Bending over in what I hope is a seductive
move, I make my way onto the bed then turn around and face him.

He’s moved a lot closer to the bed now and
his eyes can’t stop roaming over my body. “I can’t fuck you
Matty.”

“Why not?” I’m running out of chances to be
with him and once he leaves for college, I’ll hardly see him
anymore.

I’m not stupid, I know that if Tyler gives
in tonight that he’s not going to magically ask me to be his
girlfriend but I have been dreaming of this night for years now and
I never thought it would actually happen.

I want my first time to be with Tyler.

Hell, I want my first everything to
be with Tyler.

He’s the only man that I want and I would do
just about anything to have him.

Including putting myself in the most
vulnerable position I have ever been in.

No one has seen me naked before.

Not even the other girls at school in the
locker room, I’m far too modest to let anything slip in front of
anyone but I want Tyler to see me.

I want him to do more than just look
at me.

For the first time in years, I have the
tiniest bit of hope that my dream might become a reality.

Tyler can’t take his eyes off me.

They are practically burning with heat and
the fact that he is licking his lips while staring between my legs
tells me that he wants this.

He wants me.

That knowledge alone is enough to cause my
body to ignite in a heat so intense that I think I’ll cry if he
doesn’t put his hands on me.

“Because,” he drags his hands through his
hair roughly while taking in every inch of me. “Your dad will kill
me for one.”

“Who says anyone has to find out?” I’d be
willing to take this secret to my grave if it meant getting one
night with Tyler.

I’d even take one simple kiss if he isn’t
prepared to do anything else.

“Fuck,” he reaches for his shirt and pulls
it off over his head.

This isn’t the first time that I’ve seen
Tyler shirtless but just like every other time, his beauty takes my
breath away.

His body is stunning, it’s completely
perfect and I want to feel every inch of it against mine.

I want to run my lips along the length of
his body, the same way that I’ve dreamt of doing, night after
night.

He sits down on the side of the bed and
drops his face into his hands, “Fuck Matty, you’re precious, don’t
you get that? I would taint you. I’m not good enough for you.”

Sitting up, I press my body against his and
he shivers as I run my hand up and down his back. “I’m not precious
Tyler and you could never taint me. I want this Tyler, I want
you. I have for a long time.”

How could he think that he wasn’t good
enough for me?

If anything, I’m not good enough for
him.

He has always excelled at everything.

School, sports, art…everything.

Everyone loves him.

Students, teachers, parents.

He has this natural ability to get people to
like him.

He doesn’t even have to try and he’s the
most popular guy everywhere he goes.

If only I was the same way, then maybe I
could have been his girlfriend instead of Danielle.

She’s like the female version of him and
I’ve always been jealous of her.

Even more so when they became a couple.

Tyler shakes his head. “No Matty, ever since
you were a little girl, everyone treated you differently. They knew
you were special way back then and if I do this then there’s no
going back. It’s not just our families that would hate me Matty,
this could cause a rift between everyone.”

There are a few other families that ours are
incredibly close to, Uncle Kyle and Aunty Jessica even live across
the street from us. We all go on vacation together every year,
sometimes twice a year but I don’t see how us sleeping together
could cause such a problem for everyone.

It’s got nothing to do with anyone apart
from the two of us.

When Tyler stands up, I begin to panic and
lie down on the bed, thrusting my hands between my legs.

As soon as Tyler notices what I’m doing, his
eyes widen in shock, “What are you doing Matty?”

Shit, what am I doing?

Embarrassment hits me square in the gut
until I notice Tyler rub his hand over his groin.

I’m not even sure he’s aware that he’s doing
it.

“If you aren’t going to fuck me then I’m
going to get myself off.” As I rub my fingers over my center, I
keep eye contact with Tyler.

His mouth is hanging open and his eyes
become heavy, filling with desire.

Desire that’s directed solely at me.

“You, fuck, you touch yourself?” he asks
hoarsely.

“Only when I’m thinking about you.” Which is
the absolute truth.

I’ve brought myself to orgasm countless
times over the last year thinking about Tyler and I in this exact
position.

Even if he walks away from me now, I know I
tried everything I could think of.

I’ve already lost his friendship and once he
leaves for college, we will most likely drift apart even more.

We will be on opposite sides of the country
and who knows how often he will come home or if he will even come
on our family holidays anymore.

I’ve got nothing left to lose but
everything left to gain.

As I shiver in need, Tyler hops onto the bed
between my legs and watches me intently. “If we do this, then it’s
a one-time deal and you can’t tell anyone, not even
Olivia.”

Nodding my head frantically I increase my
pace and when I feel his hands graze my thighs, I cry out, “Tyler,
oh fuck, Tyler!”

All of a sudden, his lips crash down on
mine.

He kisses me passionately and both my hands
come up to grab hold of his hair. My legs wrap around him like a
vice, never wanting to let him go and he starts grinding into
me.

My first kiss.

My first real kiss and it’s
everything I hoped it would be and more.

His tongue is dueling with mine and I can
feel myself getting wetter as his hands brush down my sides.

When his fingers make contact with my
center, I practically shoot off the bed and he groans into my neck.
“Fuck, how are you so wet Matty?”

“I want you Tyler, I want you so bad.” I’ve
never wanted someone as much as I want Tyler.

Reaching down between us, I try to undo his
jeans but he stops me. “Slow down Matty, if this is going to be a
one-time thing then I don’t want to rush it.”

He starts peppering kisses down my neck and
along my chest, circling my breasts before taking my nipple into
his mouth.

I practically arch my body into his, trying
to get closer, the feeling of him touching me is unreal.

He takes his time kissing my nipples, then
he slowly starts to venture south. I squirm as he starts kissing my
thighs and when he finally makes contact, I scream out his
name.

I’ve fantasied over this exact situation
many times but never did I think it would feel this good, never did
I think I could experience pleasure this intense.

When my orgasm hits me, Tyler doesn’t stop
kissing me and my body continues to shudder.

I watch, completely captivated as he gets
off the bed and removes his jeans and underwear.

Tyler Van Der Woodson is standing before me
naked and it’s the most beautiful sight I have ever seen.

This is a moment that I will remember
forever.

He is utter perfection.

When he starts to hop back on the bed, I
stop him, “Wait, I want, um, just give me a minute.”

Sitting on the edge of the bed, I reach up
and take his big length into my hand. I’m spurred on by his groans
and before he can stop me, I take all of him into my mouth.

If this is going to be a one-time thing,
then I want to make sure I experience everything.

I meant it when I said I want Tyler to be my
first everything and I don’t want to waste a second of this
opportunity.

To start with, I feel self-conscious but
with the sounds that Tyler is making, I figure I must be doing
something right.

Just as I’m starting to get into it, he
pulls out and gently cups my face with his hands. “If you keep
doing that, then I’m not going to last.”

“Oh.” That’s not what I want at all.

Jumping back onto the bed, I spread my legs
eagerly.

Tyler chuckles and picks his jeans up off
the floor and reaching into his pocket, he pulls out a condom.

I watch in fascination as he rolls the
condom down his thick length then climbs onto the bed, positioning
himself between my legs.

He kisses me gently on the lips, “Are you
sure you want to do this Matty?”

Is he kidding?

This is about the only thing in my life that
I’m absolutely certain of.

“More than anything.” For some reason, I get
nervous when I feel him prod my entrance.

This is it.

I’m finally going to be as close to Tyler as
I possibly can be.

My breathing gets heavier as he slowly
stretches me, teasing me gently by pulling in and out softly. He
maintains eye contact as he thrusts one final time inside me and I
gasp in shock at the pain that ricochets through my body.

Tyler instantly stills inside me, “Are you
alright?”

“Yeah, I’m fine, I just,” closing my eyes, I
take a deep breath and try to relax. “You can move now.”

“Are you sure?” he whispers against my
cheek.

“Yes,” I whisper quietly.

He slowly starts to move inside me and as
the pain eases, it gives way to the most incredible sensations.

Tyler is so gentle and loving as he places
kisses on my lips and neck.

I bring my legs up and wrap them around his
body, locking my ankles together.

As his pace increases, my pleasure increases
right along with it and I’m surprised to find that familiar tingle
edging it’s way closer.

Tyler moves his hand down between my legs to
rub my clit and that is my undoing, I cry out his name as I orgasm
and a few seconds later, he does the same.

He kisses me gently as his movements still
inside me and when he pulls out, I feel empty.

Grief hits me at the thought of not being
able to do that again.

I have nothing to compare him to but I’m
pretty sure that not everyone would experience what I just did.

It was like our souls connected.

We were one.

As close as two people can get and it was
absolutely beautiful.

He takes in the sight of the blood on his
condom and on my thighs but I’m almost positive he knew that I was
a virgin.

I would think he would be more surprised if
I wasn’t one.

“Um, I should clean you up.” Tyler leaves
the room and I hear him bustling around in the bathroom before he
comes back with a warm wash cloth.

As he cleans between my legs, he can’t make
eye contact with me and I’m wondering if this will be like his
birthday all over again when he ran away from me.

He seems on edge, like he could bolt at any
minute.

When he is finished, I try to reach for him
but he pulls away. “I think, um, we should wash your sheets.”

He begins dressing so I grab my pajamas from
under my pillow and do the same.

“Tyler, I-”

“Don’t Matty, just, let’s change your
sheets, okay?”

“Okay.” I run to the hall cupboard and get
another set of sheets while Tyler strips my bed.

When I get back to my bedroom, he is
standing awkwardly with my sheets bundled in his arms. “I’ll go
downstairs and put this on, then I should go home.”

“You’re leaving?” I ask.

I didn’t expect him to stay the night as
that would lead to having to answer too many questions in the
morning but I at least expected him to stay for a little while.

He nods while looking at the floor, “Yeah,
Matty, I can’t stay here. I, um, I need to go home.”

Completely disappointed, I try not to let it
show, “Okay, well can I come and see you tomorrow?”

He doesn’t sound convincing as he utters,
“Sure.”

When he walks past me, he stops suddenly and
takes a deep breath. Reaching down, he cups my face with his free
hand and places one simple kiss onto my lips. “Goodbye Matty.”

“Goodnight Tyler.” Watching him walk away
from me is hard but to distract myself from the tears I can feel
forming, I hurriedly make my bed.

Hoping to get one last glimpse of Tyler for
the night, I stand at the window, wanting to wave goodnight to him
like we used to do when we were kids.

When I see movement in his room, my heart
jack knifes in my chest with excitement until he pulls the curtains
closed without looking up.

Maybe he didn’t see me.

Disappointed, I close my own curtains and
hop into bed.

Snuggling down under the covers, I try not
to let Tyler’s strange reaction get to me.

After all, that was the best night of my
entire life.

When I set out to seduce Tyler tonight,
never in my wildest dreams did I think we would have sex. I thought
I would be lucky enough just to kiss him.

Tyler said it would only be a one-time thing
but maybe, just maybe, we can do that again someday.


CHAPTER 2

MADDY

Waking up the next morning, it takes a moment to
realize that last night actually happened.

It wasn’t a dream this time.

I really did lose my virginity to Tyler Van
Der Woodson.

The smile that graces my face as the
memories from last night race through my mind is huge but I can’t
help it. Last night was the best thing that has ever happened to
me.

Sure, he was weird afterwards and took off
pretty quickly but when two best friends have sex, it changes the
dynamic of their relationship.

It would kill me if he went back to being
indifferent towards me, like after I kissed him a few years ago but
at least now I know the truth.

He wants me.

He made that perfectly clear last night.

He’s attracted to me and wanted last night
to happen as much as I did, he’s just scared about the
repercussions if our families found out.

Most of the people in our lives that we call
aunt, uncle or cousin, aren’t actually biologically related to us
but our family units are so close it feels like we really are
related.

I can sense his unease about the two of us
being together because I’m sure everyone would have an opinion on
it but I’m willing to date him in secret for as long as it takes if
he’s up for it.

I only have one more year of high school
left and then I can hopefully get accepted into the same college as
him, or one near him at least.

New York is a huge place and there are heaps
of colleges that I can apply to.

We can make it work, I know we can.

Stretching my body, I grin at the fact that
between my legs is still a bit tender.

It’s a reminder that last night was
real.

It wasn’t a dream this time.

When my phone dings, I scramble out of bed
and reach for my handbag which I dropped on the floor last
night.

Disappointment hits me when I see it’s a
text from Mom not Tyler like I had expected. She lets me know that
Kaden isn’t feeling well so they are driving home this morning
instead of this afternoon.

Great, that means they will only be a few
hours away.

Remembering my sheets from last night, I run
downstairs to place them in the dryer then I put another load on so
it doesn’t seem suspicious that I washed my sheets.

All I want to do is run next door and talk
to Tyler but I should give him some time before I barge my way over
there. It’s not really a conversation that we could have in his
room anyway, there’s always so many people in that house that
someone could overhear us.

I type out a text to Tyler asking him if he
wants to meet up later and I reread it about three times to make
sure it sounds casual enough before I have the courage to send
it.

To keep myself busy while I wait for his
reply, I go about my normal morning routine and pick out a cute
dress to wear.

When he still hasn’t text me back, I start
doing things around the house to keep me occupied.

I’ve practically vacuumed the entire house
when I hear the front door open and I race downstairs to see if
it’s Tyler.

It’s not.

It’s only my family back from their
trip.

Mom seems thrilled to see me and is quick to
wrap me up in a hug. “I missed you sweetie, how was your
weekend?”

“It was good.” Looking over at my little
brother Kaden, I take a step back. He looks like he is close to
throwing up. “What’s wrong with him?”

Mom ruffles Kaden’s hair lovingly, “We don’t
know but we have an appointment first thing in the morning with the
doctor.” She glances back at me with a frown, “Why are you all
sweaty?”

“Oh.” I’m trying to distract myself from my
phone that hasn’t dinged once all morning. “I was bored so I
thought I would clean up.” I add as an afterthought, “I thought you
would be busy taking care of Kaden this afternoon.”

“That’s so thoughtful of you sweetheart,
thank you.” Mom grins and I almost feel bad lying to her.

Dad and Isaac bring their bags in and Isaac
is quick to dump them in the foyer. “Isaac, those don’t belong
there, take yours and Kaden’s bags up to your rooms.”

“But Dad,” Isaac whines.

Dad is quick to cut him off, “Your gaming
can wait Isaac, take the bags upstairs, now.”

Isaac does as he’s told and when he walks
past me up the stairs, I swear he has gotten even taller. At twelve
years old, he’s already taller than me.

Kaden is only eleven but I have no doubt
that he’s going to shoot up like Isaac has in a few years.

“Hey Dad,” I say brightly.

He keeps an eye on Isaac to make sure he
does what he asked him to then he turns his attention to me. “Hey
Maddy, did you and Olivia have a good time this weekend?”

“Yes.” I had the best time ever and I
couldn’t be happier that I didn’t have to spend the weekend with my
annoying little brothers.

Mom and Dad are both fussing over Kaden so I
leave them to it and walk into the kitchen to make a start on
lunch.

Since I haven’t heard back from Tyler, I
choose to go with door number two and text Olivia, asking her if
she wants to come over for lunch.

All she replies is hungover, family drama,
come later.

I wonder by family drama if she means that
her parents knew she snuck out last night.

Uncle Mason is ridiculously protective over
Olivia and her younger sister Emily to the point where it’s a bit
over the top.

Okay, a lot over the top.

He has forbidden both of them from having a
social media presence but Olivia started up some accounts a few
years ago under the fake name, Ruby Drew.

It’s only by some miracle that he hasn’t
figured out what she’s done.

He seems to have this uncanny ability for
sniffing out the things Olivia is up to.

Of course, Tyler is allowed to basically do
whatever he wants.

Uncle Kyle has twin girls plus another
daughter and he could give Uncle Mason a run for his money.

I’m lucky that my dad is protective but not
overly so, not in a lock you up until you get married sort of
protective.

Just an ordinary dad who wants his daughter
to be safe.

Emily’s still only fifteen so she hasn’t had
to put up with Uncle Mason’s strange rules for long but him and
Olivia come to blows almost daily about something.

Mostly about what she leaves the house
wearing but thankfully Aunty Eva is a lot more chilled and let’s
Olivia get away with a lot of stuff that Uncle Mason doesn’t know
about.

Mom ends up taking lunch up to both Isaac
and Kaden, Kaden because he’s sick and Isaac because Uncle Alex has
just given him a new game to try out.

Uncle Alex designs video games for a living
and you would swear that Isaac is obsessed with him. Especially
since he lets Isaac trial the games before they go on the
market.

Last summer he was allowed to spend a week
at Uncle Alex and Aunty Ryleigh’s place in Montville, Montana and
he didn’t shut up about it for months afterwards.

Both Mom and Dad seem exhausted when they
sit down at the table, so lunch is a pretty quiet affair.

Which suits me just fine.

I’m agitated and can’t stop staring at my
phone to see if I missed anything.

When I still haven’t heard from Tyler after
lunch, I get antsy and end up hanging out in my room, seeing if I
can get a glimpse of him through the window.

His curtains are open but there’s no
movement and when I look down at their driveway, I see that his
truck is gone.

Damn it, he’s not home.

Collapsing on the bed, I’m content to wallow
in misery until my phone finally decides to light up just as Olivia
bursts through my door.

She shuts the door behind her and then
lunges for the bed. “Oh, the bed feels so good. I had way
too much to drink last night.”

“I barely had half a beer before your
brother found me and made a huge scene. He literally dragged me
outside and threw me in his truck. I’m actually surprised he didn’t
ask where you were.” Olivia and I are normally always together so
Tyler must have been pretty distracted last night not to think
about his sister.

He’s almost as protective of his sisters as
his dad is.

“I’m glad that he didn’t think about me.”
Bolting upright, she grimaces before smiling at me sheepishly, “I
have news.”

Sitting up, I lean against the headboard of
my bed. “Spill. I’m guessing this has to do with Mitchell Braxton?
Football player extraordinaire.”

She stays silent for a moment, obviously
trying to build the suspense. “Yes…we had sex!”

“What?!” I scream.

“Shhhhh,” she slaps me on the leg and I fake
outrage, “The last thing I need is for one of your annoying little
brothers to walk in and start harassing us.”

“Holy shit Olivia Van Der Woodson, I can’t
believe that you gave up your v-card to Mitchell Braxton of all
people,” and I can’t believe that we both lost our virginities on
the same night.

Not that I can tell her that, I made Tyler a
promise and I intend to keep it.

She huffs in annoyance, “What do you mean,
of all people?”

“I just mean that he’s leaving for college,
it’s not like he’s going to ask you to be his girlfriend or
anything.”

Olivia shrugs like it’s no big deal. “So? I
don’t want a boyfriend just yet anyway and I think I would rather
get all that messy stuff out of the way with someone that I’m not
going to see again.”

That’s where Olivia and I differ greatly,
she has such a casual approach to boys and relationships where as
I’ve only ever wanted one boy and I don’t see the point in wasting
my time with someone who’s not Tyler.

There is no way that I could sleep with
someone at a high school party just because I felt like it.

“How was it?” I ask curiously.

I’m dying to know if it was as good as my
experience.

Somehow, I doubt it.

“It was,” she hesitates, “Kind of drunk and
sloppy but not too bad.”

I crack up laughing, “Not too bad? Olivia,
your first time is supposed to be special.”

She waves away my concern, “Says who? That’s
only some bullshit that parents make up so you save yourself for
marriage.”

“Well in your case that’s very true.” If
Uncle Mason knew that Olivia lost her virginity last night, I think
he would lock her away in her bedroom until she was eighty.

“Don’t even get me started on Dad, it was
hard enough to hide my hangover from him. I pretended that I was
tired because we stayed up all night watching movies. Thankfully,
Mom covered for me and he let it go,” she rolls her eyes in a
dramatic fashion.

“Was that what all the family drama was
about this morning then?” I could just outright ask about Tyler, it
wouldn’t be out of the ordinary for me to ask about him but I feel
too on edge this morning to hide my true feelings from her.

We’ve never discussed my feelings for Tyler
and I don’t want to start today.

“No.” She sighs deeply, “That was Tyler
being a moron.”

My heartrate picks up at the mention of his
name, “What did he do?”

She screws her face up in annoyance, “Ugh,
he ran downstairs this morning in a panic saying he stuffed up his
orientation day or the day he starts class, I don’t know. It was
all very loud. Anyway, he had most of his stuffed pack up already
so him and Dad left in his truck about an hour ago. Dad’s going to
help him get settled then fly back.”

What?

Tyler’s gone?

He left?

Just like that?

How can he leave without a word after last
night?

He hasn’t even responded to my text message
yet. He could have told me he needed to leave earlier than planned
and I would have come over to see him.

Why didn’t I go over there first thing this
morning like I wanted to?

Now I have no idea when I will see him
again.

How can he just be gone?

After last night, don’t I at least deserve a
goodbye?

Olivia’s eyes go wide as she takes in my
obvious distress. “Oh Maddy, please don’t cry, I’ve just spent the
last hour consoling Mom.”

A giant sob rips out of me without my
control and Olivia wastes no time pulling me into her arms.

My crying soon becomes big, ugly, heart
wrenching sobs but I can’t help it.

Tyler’s gone and he took my heart with
him.

It will most likely be months before
I see him again.

He’s moving to New York, that’s on the other
side of the country.

He couldn’t get further away from me if he
tried.

Olivia pats my back and makes soothing
noises in my ear but nothing stops the tears from flowing. “Why?
Why didn’t…he…say…goodbye?”

It’s one simple word.

Even if it was said in front of both of our
families, it would have been enough.

I would have been able to see his face one
last time.

“I don’t know Maddy, he was in a big hurry
to leave. He didn’t say goodbye to anyone else either.”

“But I’m not just anyone else,” I wail.

Especially not after last night.

We had sex.

He took my virginity and then left without a
word.

How could he do that to me?

He said it would only be a one-time deal
between the two of us but I didn’t think it would be the last time
I saw him.

I have no idea how long I spend crying in
Olivia’s arms but eventually I calm down enough to talk through my
tears. “Did he mention me before he left?”

“I’m sorry Maddy.” We are both lying on my
bed, facing one another and she takes my hand in hers. “I love my
brother Maddy but he’s an idiot. I know we have never talked about
how you feel about him but I think you need to make an effort this
year to move on.”

“Move on?” How can I move on from him?

I love Tyler.

More than I have ever loved anyone else.

He’s the one that I’m supposed to end up
with.

My other half.

How can I just give up on that?

“Yes Maddy, you need to at least try. This
year is our senior year and you can’t spend it holed up in your
room in the weekends like you did last year. You need to go out,
talk to boys, maybe kiss a few. Experience the world, you never
know what you will find.”

Is she right?

Am I wasting my time waiting for Tyler?

He will no doubt have another girlfriend
within a few weeks of starting college. He might even have a whole
bunch of girlfriends this year alone.

Am I supposed to wait here like a love sick
puppy, wondering who he’s having sex with?

The thought of kissing someone else right
now is next to impossible but maybe I’ll feel different in a few
months.

Tyler did seem to get worked up about me
talking to Doug.

I wonder how he would react if I got a
boyfriend of my own.

I’ve been asked out enough time over the
years but I always say no, what would happen if I said yes?

Just then, my phone dings and I reach over
to grab it.

It’s a text from Tyler.

My heart starts beating erratically as I
open his message and I can barely see the words as my eyes are
still bleary from crying so much.

When I finally make out two words, I’m
sorry, my tears start all over again.


CHAPTER 3

MADDY

Three and a half years later

This year has been dragging along painfully slowly
and I could not be more excited for tomorrow.

It will officially be winter break and
Olivia and I will be flying into Denver for our families annual ski
trip in Aspen.

The last two ski trips have been extra
memorable for me and I hope that this one doesn’t disappoint
either.

Our trip two years ago was the first time I
had seen Tyler since I gave him my virginity and to say I was
nervous was an understatement.

Tyler hadn’t shown up for our trip the year
before, he had chosen to spend winter break with his girlfriend’s
family in Oregon but I think that year he was actually trying to
avoid me.

Our paths didn’t cross at all that summer
and I have to wonder if that was on purpose as well.

We had exchanged a few briefs messages
during that time for birthdays and holidays but I had never gone so
long without seeing him before and it was slowly killing me
inside.

When I found out that he was actually coming
to the ski trip that following year and I was going to lay eyes on
him for the first time in nearly eighteen months, I was
ecstatic.

I knew that he had a new girlfriend courtesy
of Olivia but according to her, they weren’t overly serious so he
didn’t invite her on the trip.

The first few days were awkward and Tyler
could barely look at me but then I slipped on the ice outside the
resort and he had come to my rescue. He picked me up and carried me
to my room, checking me over for injuries.

One thing led to another and we had sex for
the second time which ended up being even better than the first
time.

It was like all that time apart had built up
this tension between us and when we finally collided it was an
explosion of epic proportions.

I was on cloud nine for the rest of the trip
and after promising Tyler that having sex wouldn’t change anything
between us, he let his walls come down a little bit.

He was slowly letting me back into his life
and the last day of the trip consisted of Tyler, Olivia and I
skiing the black-diamond runs together just like old times.

Our paths didn’t cross that much during the
summer that year but that didn’t bother me as we were communicating
more than we had done in years.

When I arrived in Aspen last year, I was gob
smacked when Tyler introduced me to his girlfriend as I had no idea
that she was coming.

Olivia apologized for not warning me but
figured that I already knew seeing as I had been talking to Tyler
the week before.

When Tyler and I talked on the phone, which
wasn’t often at all, we made a point of never mentioning who we
were dating.

Mostly because I don’t really date and I
have no interest hearing about who Tyler is sleeping with.

Becca was stunning and it annoyed me that he
was still with the same girl as the year before. I didn’t want him
to get serious with anyone.

I was still hoping that one day down the
track he might decide it’s the right time for us to be
together.

Just like his other girlfriends, Becca was
blonde and similar in appearance to me except her breasts were
ridiculously large.

They seemed to fight a lot that trip and
after one particularly nasty fight, I went to check on Tyler only
for us to end up having sex in the bathroom.

I found out a few weeks later that they had
broken up but like always, Tyler didn’t stay single for long and
just like last year, he is bringing his girlfriend on this year’s
ski trip.

This one’s name is Laura and I may have
stalked her online already so that I could be prepared this
time.

Not surprisingly she’s blonde and drop dead
gorgeous.

Even though Tyler’s girlfriend has put a bit
of a downer on my mood, I’m still hoping for the best.

It’s wrong of me to hope that he cheats on
this girlfriend with me but honestly, I don’t care about their
feelings, I only care about Tyler and he was mine first.

Okay, he has never actually been mine but I
feel like I have had dibs on him since the day I was born.

Since I’m an organized person and I don’t
want anything to go wrong tomorrow, I’ve spent my afternoon packing
for the trip and when Olivia walks in the door well after her last
class finished, I can’t help but groan.

She won’t have organized anything and it
will all be left up to me.

Walking into my bedroom she sits down on my
bed, “Hey, should we go out tonight?”

“Go out?” Is she kidding?

She sighs deeply, “Yeah, you know, go out.
Have fun. Celebrate the end of another semester.”

“You do realize we are flying to Colorado
first thing tomorrow, right?” The itinerary for our trip has been
stuck on the fridge for like a month and we go every year.

Surely she hasn’t forgotten.

She rolls her eyes, “Yes, I’m aware Miss.
Organized but that doesn’t mean we can’t go out. Don’t you want to
see Grayson before you leave?”

Grayson is a guy I have been on a few dates
with recently, he’s a nice guy and we have shared a few kisses but
I haven’t let things progress beyond that point yet and I’m not
sure if I’m going to.

I’ve dated a bunch of different guys but
Tyler is still the only person I’ve slept with and for the time
being, I’d like to keep it that way.

Besides, I’m so distracted by seeing Tyler
again that I won’t be able to pay attention to him. “I met him for
lunch today and I’ll see him when we get back but you need to spend
tonight packing.”

Olivia collapses back onto my bed, “Ugh, but
packing’s boring.”

“It may be boring but you still need to
pack, have you even done all of your laundry yet?” I swear I don’t
know how she would get on in life without me, I have to remind her
about most things.

Including when her period is due.

We synced up basically straight away and now
I buy two lots of tampons as I know she will always forget and ask
to borrow mine.

She grins, “Yes actually I have, why do you
think I’m home so late?”

“Really?” I ask surprised, last year we were
at the laundromat until about ten o’clock doing Olivia’s
laundry.

“Yes really, so once I pack you have no
excuse. Let’s go out,” she whines.

“Why don’t we go out now for dinner and
one drink, then spend the rest of the night packing your
bag.” We should really pack her bag before we go out for dinner but
I’m actually starving and it takes way longer than it should to
pack Olivia’s things for a week-long vacation.

She groans and gets up off the bed, “Fine,
you win, we get to be boring adults tonight but you have to promise
me that you will let loose in Aspen.”

Oh, I plan on letting loose alright, with
Tyler. “Deal, I promise I’ll bring my A game every night.”

She shakes her finger at me, “You better
because I don’t want to be rocking out on that dance floor by
myself every night.”

“You won’t be, if you promise to come home
early tonight and pack your bags then I promise to go wild in
Aspen.” My kind of wild though, not Olivia’s kind of wild.

Her kind of wild is bound to get me into
trouble.

She claps her hands together and skips out
of my room, “Yay, I’m excited!”

She’s not the only one but we happen to be
excited for two very different reasons.


CHAPTER 4
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True to her word, Olivia agreed to come home last
night after dinner and one drink and we were able to make it to the
airport without incident this morning.

The flight went smoothly and we make it to
the resort around lunchtime and get settled in our room. Olivia and
I have shared a room pretty much every year but I don’t mind as
it’s a hell of a lot better than sharing with my little
brothers.

After we have unpacked, we walk out to the
main restaurant area to meet up with everyone else. There are a
total of five families that come here every year which makes for a
very hectic week, especially since we have to go around and hug
basically every single person.

It’s been different these last few years
with all the younger kids being teenagers now, with the exception
of Uncle Alex and Aunty Ryleigh’s kids of course.

Aunty Ryleigh can’t have kids of her own due
to having cancer when she was younger so they are forever fostering
different children.

They don’t seem to mind what age children
they help raise and often take on teenagers as they are harder to
find foster homes for. I really admire what they do and I feel bad
that I haven’t kept track if they have anyone new this year.

Mom normally keeps me updated on what’s
going on but she hasn’t mentioned them lately.

Out of the corner of my eye I spot Tyler
standing with Laura and it looks like they are talking to his
parents.

I pretend not to notice them and have to
wait another ten minutes before he brings her over to introduce her
to us.

He hugs Olivia first before hugging me and I
don’t miss the way he gives my body a tight squeeze before he lets
go.

“This is my sister Olivia,” he gestures to
Olivia and to my surprise, Laura reaches in for a hug. “And this is
Matty,” when he gestures to me, Laura makes a move like she might
hug me too but then pauses.

“Wait, she’s Matty?” she asks with a
rather comical frown on her face.

Tyler will never learn but it’s always
entertaining watching the show that his girlfriend’s put on when
they find out I am in fact a girl.

“Yeah, why?” Tyler asks, genuinely
confused.

How has he not figured out by now that he
needs to clarify that I’m a girl?

I thought he would have learnt his lesson
with Becca. Fume was practically coming out of her ears when she
found out but Laura is trying very hard to be polite.

Laura seems to hesitate, “But, you, I just
thought…I’m sorry to be rude but I thought Matty was a guy.”

And there it is.

The realization that her boyfriend has been
texting and talking to another girl.

Laura looks me up and down and I can almost
read her internal thoughts.

Yes, I’m the same Matty that he texts and
talks to on the phone. The same Matty who is in all of his
childhood stories and no, I’m not ever going to go away.

“Oh fuck, that’s right, sorry I forget.” He
shrugs like he’s not a complete idiot, “I’m the only one who calls
her Matty, everyone else calls her Maddy, her real name is
Maddison.”

“Oh,” Laura hesitates and then brings her
arms up to give me a hug. It’s very brief and to be honest a little
forced but I can’t say I blame her. “Well, it’s nice to meet you
Maddy.”

“It’s nice to meet you too.” Except that
it’s not and I wish Tyler hadn’t brought you here because I really
want to have sex with him again and again while we are on this
trip.

We all stand there for a few seconds and it
seems that no one knows what to say.

Olivia ends up creating an out for everyone.
“Well, why don’t we sit down otherwise these greetings will go on
forever and no one will get to eat.”

Without waiting for a response, she turns
around and walks straight to the table so I follow her.

Glancing behind me, I can see that Tyler and
Laura are having words.

As we sit down at the huge table that has
been reserved for us, Olivia notices the same thing. “Isn’t he the
biggest moron ever? I swear every single time you get the, wait,
Matty’s a girl? You think he would learn.”

We both chuckle at Tyler’s stupidity. “I
think it would almost be disappointing now if it didn’t
happen.”

Tyler and Laura end up sitting a bit further
down the table from us and I figure it’s on purpose.

Uncle Kyle and Aunty Jessica’s twin girls,
Ella and Mia end up sitting opposite us. They are three years
younger than us and actually have a lot in common with Olivia.

They live directly across the street from
her and their dads are best friends.

Uncle Kyle is just as protective over his
three girls as Uncle Mason is over Olivia and Emily but seeing as
the twins are older, they have to deal with the brunt of Uncle
Kyle’s panic attacks just like Olivia does.

I was over at Olivia’s house one summer when
Uncle Kyle burst through the front door announcing that his life
was over because Ella had been asked on a date.

Aunty Eva had to give him a paper bag to
breathe into and when the boy turned up to collect Ella, all hell
broke loose.

Aunty Eva had to jump onto his back and
cover his eyes so he couldn’t run across the street and threaten
the poor boy.

After they had left, Uncle Mason calmy
walked into the room with a shit eating grin on his face and asked
Uncle Kyle if he thought Ella needed to be put on birth control
yet.

That comment resulted in Uncle Kyle taking a
swing at Uncle Mason and things only got worse once Mia was asked
out on a date a few weeks later.

I’m lucky that my dad’s not like theirs,
sure he is over protective at the best of times but he knows he has
to let me grow up eventually and he trusts me to make good
choices.

Plus he’s not as easy to wind up as Uncle
Kyle and Uncle Mason, I swear those two live to torture each
other.

Uncle Kyle is constantly cuddling up to
Aunty Eva and pretending to hit on her just to get a rise out of
Uncle Mason and it works.

Every. Single. Time.

It actually stopped being entertaining years
ago.

Lunch ends up taking forever and I was
hoping to hit the slopes quickly this afternoon but that’s becoming
more and more unlikely.

When lunch starts to wrap up, Olivia asks
the twins if they want to come and have drinks in our room later on
but Uncle Kyle overhears and hits the roof which puts an end to
those plans.

After hanging out for the rest of the
afternoon, Olivia and I decide to grab an early dinner then head
back to our room to get ready for tonight.

Olivia isn’t going to let my promise to let
loose go and I’m sure she will drag me out to a bar every night
that we are here.

I settle on a tight pair of jeans that I
know Tyler likes, black boots and a cute little red sweater. Seeing
as we are only checking out the bar at the resort tonight, I keep
my hair down and decide to go with minimal makeup.

It would be nice to go to bed at a
reasonable hour tonight, I’ve been dying to get out on the slopes
for weeks now and it’s not as fun when you are tired and
hungover.

Since Olivia and I both recently turned 21,
we don’t need to worry about getting Tyler to buy our drinks
anymore so we head to the bar without him.

We are there for about an hour before Tyler
and Laura turn up and join us at our table. He buys us all a round
and we settle into an easy conversation although I hate the way
that Laura is curled up against his side.

It was rather satisfying last year watching
Tyler and Becca bicker all the time but from the short glimpse I
have gotten of Laura so far, she doesn’t seem like the type of girl
that would get into huge arguments.

She actually seems quite nice.

Which makes me hate her even more.

Grayson has been texting me throughout the
night and every time I pick up my phone, I see Tyler glance at
me.

Curiosity finally seems to get the better of
him. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you on your phone so much
Matty.”

Olivia jumps in before I can respond,
“That’s because she’s texting Grayson.”

Tyler’s eyes widen in surprise, “Grayson?
Who’s Grayson?”

“This guy she’s been dating. He’s pre-med.”
Olivia seems distracted as she responds and I see a few cute guys
over at the bar who have caught her attention.

He frowns slightly at this news, “I didn’t
know you were seeing anyone Matty. Is it serious?”

No, not at all, “I’m not sure yet.”

Laura smiles brightly at the thought of me
dating someone but Tyler’s eyes darken slightly. “I didn’t think
you were the casual type.”

“I’m not but I still date Tyler, how else do
you get to know someone?” It’s an unwritten rule between us that we
don’t talk about the people we are seeing.

Mostly because I’m hardly ever dating anyone
and also because I don’t want to hear about Tyler’s endless string
of girlfriends.

Tyler opens his mouth to respond but Olivia
cuts him off, “Maddy, see those guys at the bar?” She points in
their direction but I had already spotted them. “Let’s go over and
see if they want to dance.”

“Yeah, alright.” Normally I’m quite shy but
around Olivia, I generally don’t need to say much.

We stand and grab our drinks off the table
but Tyler is quick to protest, “Are you seriously going to hit on
dudes in front of me?”

Olivia turns around and glares at Tyler,
“So? What’s it to you?”

He looks outraged, “I don’t feel like
watching my sister hook up, we were having a good time. Why don’t
you guys just stay here?”

She smiles darkly at her brother, “If you
don’t want to watch then leave, or better yet, turn around.”

Tyler shifts his attention to me, “What
about Greyson? I thought you were dating him.”

“I am.” It’s not like I’m the one planning
on hooking up with anyone tonight. I’m just out to have a good time
and dance the night away with my best friend.

Tyler seems horrified that I’m going to join
Olivia but she grabs my wrist, sensing that I might change my mind
and has one last dig at her brother. “It’s called dating for a
reason Tyler. They aren’t in a relationship yet so Maddy is free to
hook up with whoever she wants. You’re starting to sound like Dad
and if you keep going down this road, it’s not going to end well,”
she steps closer to him, “For you.”

His mouth opens in shock but then Olivia
drags me away towards the guys she had spotted earlier.

After a brief introduction, we hit the dance
floor and I’m left to dance with the guy that Olivia isn’t
interested in which is fine by me because I’m not interested in
either of them.

I keep an eye on Tyler while I dance and I
can tell he is seething which brings a smile to my face.

He stands abruptly and finishes his drink
before slamming it on the table and saying something to Laura. A
few seconds later they leave the bar so I take a step back from my
dance partner, not wanting to give him the wrong impression.

The last thing I want to deal with tonight
is unwanted advances.

After a few hours on the dance floor, we end
up calling it a night and Olivia comes back to our room with
me.

She’s had a bit to drink and is in a good
mood so she agrees to set her alarm early tomorrow so we can get up
on the mountain before the crowds get there.

I can already picture her grumbling in the
morning about how it was a stupid idea to get up before the sun
rises but if I have to leave without her in the morning then I
will.


CHAPTER 5

MADDY

Apart from Christmas morning, the last few days have
been rather uneventful.

It turns out that Laura has never skied
before so Tyler has spent practically his whole trip so far with
her on the beginner slopes.

One positive is that I don’t have to witness
them together each day but it also means that I don’t get to see
Tyler that much and we hardly get to see each other all year as it
is.

Christmas Day was a whirlwind of activities
like it always is, our parents still try to keep our traditions
alive even though we have mostly grown out of them.

A few years ago, someone suggested that
rather than exchanging presents with everyone we just keep it
within the families which has saved a great deal of luggage space
and mess to clean up but regardless of the new rules, I always get
Olivia and Tyler a gift.

Tyler didn’t hand me my present until the
end of the day and he did it when no one was looking which I
thought was odd.

I waited until I got back to my room to open
it and I couldn’t believe it when I opened his perfectly wrapped
present to find a sliver necklace with a single diamond
pendant.

It was stunning and after putting my gift on
straight away, I haven’t taken it off since.

Thinking back to that morning, I remember
Tyler giving Laura a beautiful cashmere sweater. At the time I was
insanely jealous but now I see why he waited so long to give me my
gift.

The fact that Tyler gave me jewelry and his
own girlfriend clothing wasn’t lost on me and I’ve been dying to
get him alone ever since.

Olivia has dragged me out yet again tonight
but since we’ve had such big days on the slopes, we have hit up the
resort bar again.

Tyler and Laura join us which is surprising
as they have been holed up in their room most nights but tonight,
it seems that Laura is keen to let loose.

Since Olivia is always up for a big night,
she wastes no time ordering shots and soon the two of them are
completely wasted.

She manages to convince all of us to go out
on the dance floor but as soon as she sees a guy she was hitting on
the night before, she makes a beeline for him.

It’s weird being left alone to dance with
Tyler and Laura but it doesn’t take long for a guy to start dancing
behind me so I figure I might as well go with it.

After a couple of songs, I feel a tap on my
shoulder, “Let’s go, where’s Olivia?”

Turning around, I see Tyler holding Laura up
in his arms and she is basically passed out. “She was with some guy
but you go, I’ll be fine.”

He eyes the guy that I’m dancing with over
my shoulder, “I’d prefer if you came back to your room so I know
you are safe.”

Rolling my eyes at his obvious jealously
when his girlfriend is hanging from his arms, I turn around and say
over my shoulder. “I’m good Tyler, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

It takes a few minutes for him to leave and
when he does, I do a quick scan of the room for Olivia.

Pulling my phone out, I see she sent me a
text about ten minutes ago, telling me not to wait up for her.

I guess that guy she met in town last night
is alright after all.

Deciding to dance for a few more songs then
head back to my room, I’m surprised when I’m pulled back forcefully
against a hard chest.

Strong hands grip my waist and then a shiver
wracks my body as I feel lips touch my ear. “What are you planning
to do Matty? Go back to this guy’s room and fuck him?”

“So what if I am?” I tease.

Grinding my ass against him, I take great
pleasure in listening to him groan against my neck.

Spinning me around, I’m surprised when his
lips crash down against mine.

He’s not usually forthcoming with affection
when we are out in public.

My mouth opens to him willingly and our
tongues start colliding with a passion I have only felt while
kissing Tyler.

He pulls back suddenly and is breathing
heavily, “You enjoy teasing me, don’t you?”

Playing dumb I say, “I don’t know what
you’re talking about.”

He hesitates for only a moment before
saying, “Come on, I’m taking you back to your room.”

Seeing as this is the opportunity I have
been waiting for, I don’t protest, I follow along willingly.

When we get back to my room, I unlock the
door and I’m not surprised when Tyler follows me inside.

“Where’s Laura?” I ask.

Not that I really care but I’d like to know
how much time we have together.

“She passed out pretty much as soon as I put
her in bed.” He walks over to my bed and sits down on the side of
it, placing his head in his hands.

Not about to let an opportunity alone with
Tyler slip by, I hurriedly hop out of my clothes before he
notices.

Thankfully, I had the foresight to wear some
of my nicest lingerie tonight.

Walking over to the bed, I stand in front of
him and wait for him to raise his head. As soon as he does, I
straddle him and place my arms around his neck.

His eyes instantly heat with desire as his
gaze roams my body. “Fuck Matty, you don’t make it easy for me to
say no, do you?”

I shrug, not caring one little bit. “That’s
the whole point.”

After a brief moment of hesitation, his lips
crash down on mine and his hands waste no time removing my bra.

It’s been a year since I’ve had sex and my
body is more than ready for him to take me, it always is.

Grinding down onto his erection, I remove
his shirt and throw it on the ground.

Picking me up, he throws me down on the bed
then removes his jeans and underwear.

Climbing on top of me, he kisses down my
body and tugs at my G-string roughly.

Once he has me naked, he takes a second to
appreciate my body so I do the same.

Each time I see him naked, it’s like his
muscles have become more defined and seeing his sculpted body only
turns me on more.

He kisses down my body then mutters, “Fuck
Matty, I’m sorry but I can’t wait tonight.”

He pulls a condom of out his jeans and
hurriedly slides it down his length.

Spreading my legs wide for him, I welcome
him inside my body with a deep moan.

He begins rocking into me before getting a
dark gleam in his eye. “You up for trying something new Matty?”

“With you? Always.” I trust Tyler completely
and would do anything he asked.

Pulling out of me, I’m surprised when he
grabs my hips and flips me over on the bed.

He positions me so I’m on all fours and I
cry out in surprise when he slaps my ass. “Did you like that
Matty?”

“Yes, omigod, yes!” I didn’t think I would
be into that sort of thing but that was pretty hot.

Tyler slams inside me and from this angle he
is penetrating me more deeply than he ever has before.

The sensations become too much and my arms
give out but Tyler holds my hips up and continues to pound into me
from behind.

When he reaches between us and pinches my
clit, I explode around his cock, “Tyler! Fuck, Tyler!”

He starts grunting in my ear and after his
movements still, he collapses on top of me. “Fuck Matty, that was
something else.”

“Tell me about it.” Why have we never done
that position before?

That was incredible.

He’s definitely been holding out on me.

I whimper when he pulls out and he peppers
kisses along my shoulder.

After a moment, he walks into the bathroom
and disposes of his condom. When he walks back out, he surprises me
by hoping back into bed with me.

We lie facing each other and he brings his
hand up to caress my cheek. “I should probably get back to
Laura.”

Or you could stay?

Except I know what the answer will be.

No.

It’s always no.

Stolen moments like this are all I can ever
have with Tyler.

Without thinking, I say, “Don’t you ever
feel bad about cheating on your girlfriends with me?”

His hand that was caressing my cheek pauses
and he seems startled.

He hesitates for so long that I don’t think
he will respond at all. “To be honest Matty, no. I don’t consider
what we do to be cheating.”

“What do you mean?” Of course he is
cheating.

What we just did is the definition of him
cheating on his girlfriend and this isn’t the first time that it’s
happened.

“It’s hard to explain and I’m not sure that
I should explain it but…if I had sex with someone else, sure I
would feel like I’m cheating but with you it’s different. It’s
always been different with you.”

“How am I different?” I ask carefully.

He leans in to kiss me softly, “You’re
special Matty, you always have been. That’s why I’ve tried so hard
to stay away from you but it’s like even though I have a
girlfriend, you were always there first. You’re more important to
me than any of them so it’s like this doesn’t count.”

“If I’m so special then why do all of those
other girls get to be with you? Why don’t I get to be your
girlfriend?” I can’t be that important to him if I’m his dirty
little secret that he fucks on occasion.

He closes his eyes briefly, “Because I can’t
taint you Matty.”

“Taint me,” I laugh darkly. “You’ve said
that before but it doesn’t make any sense.”

Tyler is the best guy that I know.

He could never taint anyone, why does he
always put himself down like that?

“I just,” he leans over and places one
gentle kiss on my lips. “You aren’t just some girl I can date and
see how it goes. If we start something and I end up hurting you, it
will affect everyone.”

Why is he always so concerned about what
everyone else thinks? “But that’s nobody’s business but ours.”

“Do you know that your dad told me when I
was thirteen that as long as I kept my dick in my pants, he
wouldn’t have a problem with our friendship.”

I gasp in shock, “He said that to you?”

He nods, “Yeah and it’s not the only comment
he’s made over the years. You know how Uncle Kyle loves to wind
people up? Well he’s been making crude comments about how we would
hang out in each other’s rooms to Uncle Jayden for years and each
time he completely loses his shit. Your dad. Who is normally so
levelled headed, can’t stand the idea of me touching you and it’s
not just him. I’ve said before that everyone treats you
differently, it’s like they are trying to protect you or something.
Matty, you are everyone’s favorite and if I hurt you then I will
have every single person that I love out for my blood. Aside from
that, I can’t bear the thought of stuffing things up with you,
that’s why I’ve been trying so hard to keep my distance from
you.”

“But I don’t want you to keep your distance
Tyler, I love you.” Growing up, Tyler and I always used to say I
love you to each other, but this time it’s different.

It’s not kid love.

It’s full-blown adult love that’s never
going to go away.

I’ve loved Tyler my entire life and I will
continue loving him until the day I die.

He tucks a few strands of hair behind my
ear. “I know Matty and I love you too, which is why I can’t be
selfish with you. You deserve better than me.”

How can he say that?

Does he not understand what he means to
me?

There is no one on the planet who is better
for me than him.

He knows me inside and out, just like I know
every part of him. “You’re the only one that I want Tyler, you’re
the only person that matters to me.”

He starts playing with my necklace, the one
he got me for Christmas. “I’m sorry Matty, if we started dating and
word got out, then my mom would practically be planning our wedding
from day one. If we start something then there’s no going back.
There’s only one option with you which is forever and that’s too
much pressure for me right now. I’ll do something to fuck it up and
I’ll regret it for the rest of my life.”

“But-”

“I would rather have your friendship than
risk breaking your heart Matty. I would never forgive myself if I
hurt you.”

I want to scream at him that he already has
hurt me.

That he broke my heart that first night he
slept with me then took off without a word.

I get that our families being so close could
be a problem but it’s not about them.

It’s about us.

It’s only ever been about us.

“I should go Matty.” With one final kiss he
stands up from the bed and grabs his clothes.

Feeling too vulnerable lying naked on my
bed, I grab my pajamas from under my pillow and put them on.

Sitting on the bed, I curl my knees up to my
chest and place my arms around my legs.

Once Tyler is dressed, he sits on the bed
and kisses me lightly on the forehead. “I’m sorry Matty, I know
sleeping with you is giving you mixed signals and I promise that
I’m not doing it on purpose. I just, I can’t seem to help myself
when it comes to you. I’ll do better to protect your feelings from
now on. I promise.”

As he stands and walks towards the door, I
panic.

I’m about to lose him all over again.

If he’s finding it hard to stay away from me
then he’s going to distance himself from me.

I can’t let that happen again.

I won’t survive it.

I need him in my life anyway I can get
him.

“I don’t want you to protect my feelings,” I
blurt out.

He turns around and stares at me with wide
eyes, “What do you mean?”

Right now I have no idea what I mean but I
need to think of something to keep him in my life.

These past few years where we have come
together like this has been magical.

That’s it.

We can be together every year just like
tonight and no one has to know. “I mean if the only way I get to
have you is one night a year on this stupid trip, then so be
it.”

He shakes his head, “Matty you don’t mean
that.”

“I do.” More determined than ever, I stand
up and walk over to him, placing my hands on his chest. “One night
a year, no matter who we are dating, just us. Promise me.”

He shakes his head, “That’s not a good idea
Matty.”

“I don’t care.” Now that I’ve thought about
it, it’s perfect.

Well, it’s not perfect but it’s better than
nothing.

Tyler and I can be together once a year now
but then when the time is right, we can be together forever.

After a few minutes of indecision, he leans
down to kiss me gently and I take that as a good sign.

When he pulls back, he stares straight into
my eyes, “One night a year.”

The relief I feel at not losing him is so
intense that I could almost cry.

One night a year isn’t enough, not by a long
shot but right now it’s all I have to hold onto him by.

Maybe in time things will change.

Once we both graduate college he might feel
differently towards me.

More sure that he wouldn’t hurt me if we got
together.

We are still so young but in a few years,
maybe even five years, Tyler might see that forever with me is
worth the risk.

“I really have to go,” he leans down to kiss
me and since this is our only night together, I deepen the
kiss.

He is more than happy to kiss me back for a
few minutes but then he puts his hand on the door knob and cracks
the door open slightly.

“I’ll see you tomorrow Matty,” he
whispers.

“Goodnight Tyler.” With one final kiss he is
gone.

I will probably come to regret asking for
one night a year but right now it’s all I have.

It’s the only way I get to hold onto a piece
of Tyler.

Climbing back into bed, I bury my face into
my sheets that still smell of him and drift off into a contented
sleep.


CHAPTER 6

MADDY

I’m startled awake by a loud noise and when I look
across the room, I see Olivia dragging herself to bed in the same
clothes she was wearing the night before. “Sorry, didn’t mean to
wake you.”

“That’s alright.” Looking at the clock I see
it’s six in the morning, “I’m guessing by the time that you had a
good night last night?”

“Yes.” She rips the covers off her bed and
jumps in fully clothed. “He even wants to see me again later
today.”

“Ohhh, so it went really well then?” Except
just like the rest of her relationships, this one isn’t going
anywhere.

I swear she picks guys that she knows won’t
lead anywhere serious on purpose.

“It did, but sorry for ditching you last
night.”

Her ditching me last night actually worked
out perfectly. “It’s fine but I want to hit the slopes and judging
by your appearance, I guess you won’t be going anywhere for the
rest of the day.”

“Nope.” She pulls the covers over her head
and I hear a muffled, “If anyone wants to know where I am, let them
know that I’m dying a slow and miserable death.”

Within minutes the sound of her breathing
evens out and I have no doubt she will be asleep for the rest of
the day.

Seeing as she woke me up, I decide to get up
for the day and after a quick shower, I make my way out to the
restaurant to have breakfast.

I can’t see anyone else from our group yet,
so I grab a plate and take a seat by myself.

After only a few minutes, the chair opposite
me moves and a large body sits in it.

Expecting to see Dad as he is an early
riser, I’m surprised when I look up to see Tyler instead. “Hey
Matty.”

My smile is instant, “Hey Tyler.”

This is a good start.

After last night, I thought he might be
weird with me but so far everything seems normal.

“Did Olivia make it back in okay?” he asks
while grabbing the salt from the table.

“Yes.” I smile knowing he’s not going to
like the fact that she only just got back to the room about an hour
ago.

He cringes slightly, “Do I want to know what
time?”

Smirking, I say, “No.”

He groans and shakes his head, after taking
a sip of his coffee he says, “I swear Dad being so protective of
her has had the opposite effect.”

“Yep.” Too bad Uncle Mason hasn’t figured
that out yet.

Our first few months away at college, Olivia
really let her hair down with how much freedom she had. I was about
to put a stop to her wild behavior myself when she ended up calming
down all on her own.

He clears his throat, “So about last
night…”

“What about it?” I say casually. Don’t tell
me he’s regretting last night already?

He hesitates slightly, “I, I just want to
make sure you’re okay.”

“Why wouldn’t I be okay?” Getting to have
sex with Tyler again is the highlight of my year.

Nothing else compares to that feeling.

“Just, after everything I said to you. I
want to know you understand where I’m coming from. I don’t want you
to think I’m using you because I’m not,” he gently shakes his head,
“At least not intentionally anyway. I really care about you Matty
and I’m only trying to do what’s best for you.”

I try to act casual and wave away his
concern. “It’s fine, I totally get it but that does mean you are
backing out of our promise?”

He grimaces, “I shouldn’t have made that
promise to you Matty, I was drunk.”

He wasn’t that drunk. “I don’t care, I want
my one night a year with you and you can’t take back a
promise.”

He mutters under his breath, “Fuck it, why
not? But for the record I think this is a really bad idea.”

Grinning, I say, “Don’t care, I think it’s a
great idea.”

He eyes me warily but then we are
interrupted by Dad pulling out the seat next to me. “Good morning
sweetheart. Tyler.”

Tyler nods his head, “Hey Uncle Jayden.”

“Hey Dad,” I say cheerily.

At least I was able to confirm he’s not
backing out of our deal before my dad showed up.

I doubt I will have much time with him over
the next couple days so it was good to get that out of the way.

Dad looks curiously between us. “So where
are Olivia and Laura?”

I can’t help but chuckle, “I’m pretty sure
you won’t be seeing Olivia until at least tonight, if at all, she’s
pretty hungover.”

Dad raises one eyebrow, “Big night
then?”

“Big for her at least,” and for me but in a
very different way.

He looks to Tyler, “And Laura?”

Tyler glances at me quickly before looking
back at my dad. “She passed out last night and I’d say she is
feeling about as good as Olivia is. She’s not planning on venturing
far from the room either.”

“Does that mean you are going to get off the
baby slopes today?” Dad and I share a small chuckle. Growing up, we
were always super competitive and would have races down the
mountain.

Tyler ignores the jab. “Yeah, I’m planning
on hitting the black-diamond runs.”

Dad grins, “Good, the boys have been
practicing all week and want to see how they go against you.”

I roll my eyes, my brothers are obsessed
with Tyler, almost as much as I am but in a different way. “Dad,
the boys can’t even win against me, how do they think they are
going to beat Tyler?”

Dad chuckles slightly, “They said that Laura
is making Tyler soft and he will be easy pickings this year.”

This comment earns a grin from Tyler. “Oh,
it’s on.”

A full day on the slopes with Tyler.

I’m not sure that today could get any
better.

***

Tyler didn’t hold back when it came to my brothers
and even taunted them over his shoulder as he was kicking their
asses.

It was actually fun to watch.

My brothers love Tyler and I can’t say that
I blame them, he’s hard not to love.

As for Tyler and I, we had four races and
won two each.

I wanted a final decider but by that time it
was getting late and Tyler had had enough.

After hassling him about being an old man,
he promised we would have a decider race tomorrow and to make it up
to me, he would buy me a hot cocoa.

I was looking forward to some more time
alone with Tyler but it seemed like the rest of our families had
the same idea.

We were all sitting around the fire sipping
hot cocoa when Olivia finally made an appearance and the heckling
started.

It’s safe to say that Uncle Mason wasn’t
happy with his daughter getting so drunk that she had to spend all
day in bed recovering but his reaction is nothing compared to the
one he would have had if he knew what really kept her up last
night.

Groaning, she sidles up next to me on the
couch which pushes me closer to Tyler and that’s how we have been
sitting for the last half an hour.

Somehow, Olivia ended up finishing my drink
and conned a few other people into bringing her food.

She still has her head on my shoulder when
Laura walks out and joins us.

Seeing as this is the first time she has met
everyone, she doesn’t receive the heckling that Olivia did but she
does take the only vacant spot, which is practically on Tyler’s
lap.

Olivia glances up at Laura. “I had fun last
night.”

Laura groans, “I can’t remember the last
time that I was that drunk.”

Unperturbed, Olivia says, “I’m meeting up
with some people tonight if you are keen.”

Laura seems absolutely horrified with this
suggestion. “Um, no, I think I’ll have to pass.”

“Tyler?” she prompts.

“No thanks, I’ll stay with Laura and I’m not
really sure that I want to meet your friends.” The way he says
friends sounds like he is sucking on a lemon.

But what he really means by not wanting to
meet her friends is that he doesn’t want to meet the latest guy
she’s fucking.

Olivia doesn’t seem to care though. “Suit
yourself, you’re coming though right Maddy?”

“Yeah, I’ll come,” I agree.

Tyler glances at me like he wants to say
something but then stops himself.

It’s about time that Tyler realizes that he
can’t have it all.

I know he doesn’t like seeing me with other
guys but I’ve had to put up with seeing him with other girls for
years and it wouldn’t hurt him to have a taste of his own
medicine.

I think when we get back to college, I’m
going to make a real effort with Grayson.

If all I’m ever going to get with Tyler is
one night a year then I have to stop putting my life on hold for
him.

It’s not fair to myself and I would actually
like to see his reaction if I turned up next year with a
boyfriend.

I have a feeling it would be priceless.

“Good because we have a double date for
dinner,” she grins at me cheekily.

“Why am I not surprised?” I say dryly.

She nudges me, “Don’t be like that, you love
double dating with me.”

“Why would I love it when you get first pick
and I end up with the leftover one that you don’t want?” With the
guys that she sets me up on double dates with, it’s no surprise
that I prefer to stay single.

She grins at me, “If you want to complain so
much then why don’t you go and find us some double dates and give
me your leftovers.”

That doesn’t sound like too bad of an idea.
“Maybe I will.”

Tyler clears his throat next to me. “Do you
want me to get you anything Laura? Hot cocoa?”

She smiles gratefully up at him, “Yeah
actually, a hot cocoa would be great, thanks.”

He stands abruptly and is gone within
seconds.

Olivia pouts against my shoulder, “How rude,
he could have asked me if I wanted one.”

“You already finished mine, remember?”

She snuggles deeper into my side, “Yeah but
now I’m hungry and I want fries.”

I’m actually starting to get pretty hungry
too. “What time are we going to dinner?”

She yawns slightly and I have no idea how
she’s going to last tonight. “Soon, we should probably go and get
ready.”

When she makes no move to stand up, I ask,
“You need a minute?”

She sighs deeply and closes her eyes, “Yeah,
maybe a couple.”

Laughing along with my best friend, I can’t
help but feel like my life has taken a turn in a new direction this
trip.

I’m not sure whether it’s for the better or
worse but I’m looking forward to finding out.

I’ve spent most of my life obsessing over
Tyler when I should have been doing what he has done all along.

Live my life.

If one day, we end up together then great
but if not, we get one magical night a year together and right now,
that’s enough.


CHAPTER 7

MADDY

After we flew back to Boston, I fell into an easy
routine with work and classes except for one major difference.

I’m officially Grayson’s girlfriend.

We went on a few more dates when I got back
and at the point where I would normally call it quits, I decided to
go for it.

When we became exclusive it wasn’t long
before we had sex and afterwards, I wasn’t sure how I felt.

It wasn’t bad, it was rather enjoyable but
there was no spark, no passion like I experienced with Tyler.

Not wanting to give up too easily, I have
persevered with our relationship and things have slowly been
getting better.

Olivia is a huge fan of Grayson’s and will
often include him in our nights out but sometimes I wish she wasn’t
so keen on my relationship with him working out.

It’s like she wants me to move on from Tyler
so badly that she’s making too much of an effort with Grayson.

I shouldn’t complain as she is only doing
what a best friend should but every time I find fault with Grayson,
she puts a positive spin on things.

Tonight, Olivia and I are meeting Grayson
and some of his friends at a sports bar. I can’t remember what game
he said was playing as it’s not really my thing but Olivia seemed
excited so I thought, why not?

The weather has warmed up a bit but it’s
still relatively cold so I dress in jeans, boots and a nice
sweater.

Unsurprisingly, Olivia has opted for a dress
but at least she has the sense to wear some stockings with a pair
of heeled boots.

We both grab our coats before leaving the
apartment and since the bar isn’t far, we end up walking.

“Are you nervous about seeing Derek
tonight?” Derek is one of Grayson’s friends and the last time we
all hung out, Olivia hooked up with him.

Thankfully she didn’t go home with him but
Grayson has mentioned that Derek has asked for Olivia’s number a
few times and I’m worried that things will be awkward.

Olivia’s drop dead gorgeous and men tend to
gravitate towards her.

She is either oblivious or doesn’t care
about the attention.

Either way, I’ve watched her break countless
hearts over the years and I’m sure Derek will be the next one to
get let down, hopefully gently.

She rolls her eyes, “Not really but I could
tell after five minutes of kissing him that he would be planning
our wedding already so that’s why I didn’t go home with him.”

I can’t help but laugh to myself, “I think
most guys start planning your wedding when they hook up with
you.”

She eyes me angrily, “That’s why I’m careful
about who I go home with.”

What she means is that’s why she only goes
home with players.

I wish Olivia would at least give one of
these poor guys a shot.

When we make it to the bar, it feels good to
be out of the cold but it looks like the game has already started
as the place is packed and everyone seems to be yelling.

Grayson spots me as soon as I walk in and
waves us over to their table.

We manage to dodge our way through the crowd
and I take the empty seat next to Grayson.

I laugh when Olivia has to sit next to
Derek, poor guy has it bad.

After greeting Derek and Grayson’s other
friends, Aiden and Pepper, who I’m pretty sure is actually called
Wyatt. I still have no idea why the guys call him Pepper but I
gather it’s a rather embarrassing story. I lean over and kiss
Grayson hello.

He’s been pretty busy the last few days and
I’ve hardly seen him.

“I’ve missed you.” He drags his chair closer
to mine and wraps his arm around my shoulders.

“I missed you too,” and I did I guess but
it’s only been a few days. It hasn’t really been that long.

He smiles at me then his focus is back on
the game playing above the bar.

Olivia rolls her eyes as Derek leans in to
talk to her and she stands up. “I’m going to get us drinks.”

She doesn’t ask me what I want but she
doesn’t need to, I’m a creature of habit.

After a few more rounds of drinks, the games
over and the guy’s attention instantly falls back on the table.

Grayson leans down to talk to me, “How were
classes today?”

“Good, same as usual really. How about you?”
Every week seems to blend into the next lately.

“They were good but I couldn’t stop thinking
about tonight.” He leans down and presses a kiss to my neck.

The sensation is nice but it doesn’t bring
that fire racing along my skin like when Tyler kisses me there.

Seriously, I have to stop thinking about
Tyler while Grayson is kissing me. One of these days, I’m bound to
call out Tyler’s name while we are having sex and I would feel
terrible.

Grayson’s a good guy and he deserves my full
attention.

“About the game?” I ask, although I’m pretty
sure he’s talking about me.

He smirks, “No, tonight.” He kisses
me on the lips a few times. “Did you want to stay over
tonight?”

While I do stay over at Grayson’s place on
occasion, I prefer to stay in my own apartment.

Apart from being a creature of habit, I feel
more comfortable in my own space. “I have class super early
tomorrow, do you mind if we stay at my place?”

“Of course not,” he reaches up and brushes
my hair behind my ear, “I don’t mind where we stay as long as we
are together.”

He’s been saying things like that a lot
lately.

I’m sure any other girl would be ecstatic to
hear their boyfriend talk like that but Grayson’s only my first
real boyfriend.

I don’t plan on getting super serious with
him because I still see Tyler somewhere in my future.

I smile up at him and kiss him gently so I
don’t have to respond.

I’m such an awful person.

Why can’t I fall hard for Grayson like he is
for me?

I wish it was that easy.

I’ve come to like Grayson a lot since we
have been dating but its clear things are moving a lot slower on my
end.

Thankfully Olivia cuts into our
conversation, “Maddy, I have a headache. Should we head out?”

A headache?

She doesn’t get…oh.

Her facial expressions are completely
neutral but I can tell that Derek must be driving her insane.

Glancing over at Derek, I can see he is
staring at her with complete adoration and I can’t help but
laugh.

This always happens.

“Sure, I have to get up early tomorrow
anyway.” I really wasn’t lying about that part.

We say our goodbyes and then the three of us
leave the bar to walk back to our apartment.

Grayson keeps me bundled into my side to
keep me warm and I wonder if Grayson has picked up on the fact that
Olivia doesn’t have a headache since she has been talking non-stop
on the walk home.

If he does, he hasn’t said anything.

When we get inside, Olivia is quick to walk
into her bedroom and Grayson seems eager to get to my bedroom.

The sex between us has been improving but it
still lacks those fireworks.

Somehow, I don’t think I’m going to find
that spark with anyone except for Tyler.

After Grayson shuts the door behind us, he
wastes no time stripping us out of our clothes while peppering
kisses all over me.

As I grab onto his blonde hair that reaches
down to his ears, I can’t help but think about Tyler.

How can he stand being with girl after girl
that looks just like me?

Grayson is basically Tyler’s opposite and I
still think about Tyler while we are having sex.

Does that mean that Tyler thinks about
me?

Does he date people that look like me so he
can pretend that it is me?

I’m jolted from my thoughts when we fall
onto the bed and after Grayson puts a condom on, he slips inside me
and groans into my neck.

Once he starts moving, he pulls back and
looks deep into my eyes.

Grayson normally wears glasses but on nights
out, like tonight, he wears contacts and staring into his brown
eyes, I can’t help but wish I was staring into a familiar pair of
deep green ones.

Focusing my attention on Grayson, I flip us
over so I’m on top and start rocking my hips in a way that seems to
drive him crazy.

Reaching down, I start touching myself and
this seems to turn Grayson on even more.

Seconds after my orgasm hits me, Grayson
calls out my name and releases inside me.

I collapse on top of him and then slowly
roll off, trying to catch my breath.

He reaches for me and kisses me hungrily, “I
can’t get enough of you Maddy.”

Smiling softly, I lean over and kiss him
gently.

He gets out of bed to dispose of the condom
and I take the opportunity to put my pajamas on.

Grayson hates that I get dressed straight
after we have sex but it feels weird sleeping naked with him.

He jumps into bed without putting his
underwear back on and pulls me into his side. Kissing my forehead,
he whispers, “Will you come and stay at my place tomorrow
night?”

“Sure.” It’s not fair that I always make him
stay here.

“Good and I want to take you out for dinner
too, it’s been ages since it’s been just the two of us.”

“That sounds nice Grayson.” Closing my eyes,
I settle further down in the bed to get some sleep.

If I’m going to continue to be with Grayson
then I need to start putting in some real effort. It’s not fair to
him that I’m only giving him half of my heart.

If our relationship is going to have any
sort of future then I need to be all in.


CHAPTER 8

MADDY

For my latest paper I’ve decided to go with a history
of 20th century graphic design. At the time I thought it sounded
relatively easy but after countless trips to the library, I’m
learning that there’s a lot more to it.

Not one to give up, I have persevered but
I’m done for the day.

Olivia asked if I wanted to meet up with
some friends for drinks but my brain is seriously fried.

All I have planned for tonight is takeout
and some trashy television.

I’m distracted as I leave the library but
when I hear my name being called a couple times, I stop and turn
around.

There are a few people milling about but I’m
confused when an older gentleman wearing a crisp, clean suit starts
waving me down and walking my way.

How does he know who I am?

He looks a little too well dressed to be a
college professor but he definitely gives off an authoritative vibe
with his firm strides. I wonder who he is.

When he finally reaches me, he seems a
little out of breath but smiles at me like I should know who he is.
“Maddison Bradley? Is that you?”

“Yes,” I answer hesitantly, hardly anyone
calls me by my full name.

Not even my college professors call me
Maddison.

I’ve been known as Maddy for as long as I
can remember.

He sighs deeply and his shoulder relax.
“I’ve been looking all over campus for you. I’ve actually wanted to
meet you for quite some time.”

Okay…that’s weird.

“Why’s that?” He seems harmless enough but
the way he is talking is freaking me out.

If there weren’t other people around, I
think I would be making a run for it.

Just because he’s old, doesn’t mean that
he’s not dangerous. This whole unfit thing could be an act.

“My name is Edward Allerton,” he pauses like
that name should mean something to me but it doesn’t. When I raise
my eyebrows in question he seems put out, “He really didn’t tell
you anything about your mother did he?”

“You know my mom?” Mom doesn’t really have
any family left, I’m pretty sure her parents are still alive but
they live in Kentucky somewhere and we have never met them.

She doesn’t like to talk about her past as
it seems to upset her.

I’ve pried over the years but she always
answers each question with a non-answer so I have basically given
up asking.

Could this be one of her relatives?

He frowns slightly, “You mean I knew her…but
of course I did, I’m the one who raised her.”

Now this guy seems to be way off track.

I’m wondering if he has tracked down the
wrong Maddison Bradly because this doesn’t make any sense. “I’m
sorry but my mom’s maiden name was Evans, I think you have the
wrong person.”

The way he says knew her doesn’t sit
right with me either.

It’s like he’s trying to say that my mom is
dead but she’s very much still alive, I mean, I talked to her this
morning.

Giving him a polite smile, I turn around to
leave but I’m stopped dead by his next words. “Oh, you mean your
stepmother, Ashley Evans?”

Turning around, I begin to get angry.

Who the hell does this guy think he is,
trying to say that my mom is my stepmom?

I think I would know who the fuck my own
mother is. “No, I mean my mom and it’s Ashley Bradley now.”

He chuckles slightly, “That’s right, I
suppose she is the only mother figure you have ever known so it
makes sense you think she is your mother, but I’m talking about
your real mother. The woman who gave birth to you. My
daughter, Aletta.”

What the hell?

Is he on crack or something?

“I’m sorry but what the hell are you talking
about?” What does he mean my real mom?

I only have one mom, she’s been there my
entire life, I think I would know if I wasn’t related to her.

It’s not like I don’t fit in with my
family.

Mom and I have the same shade of blonde
hair, we look the same, I’ve been told that fact countless
times.

Especially during high school, it was like
everyone we met commented on how we looked so much alike or how I
looked just like my mom.

That’s not a coincidence.

This man is clearly driving the crazy
train.

He smiles sadly at me, “If I knew that you
didn’t know anything about your mother then I would have approached
this differently. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“Of course you have upset me, you can’t go
around throwing out allegations like that.” This must be some kind
of a joke.

My parents would have told me if someone
else had given birth to me.

I’m twenty-one years old, that’s not a
secret that you keep from someone for their entire lives.

This guy is clearly lying and it’s not very
funny.

Did someone put him up to this as some kind
of joke?

Losing my temper after the shit day I’ve had
I say, “Look, like I said before you have the wrong person. Don’t
bother me again.”

Turning around, I storm away from him like
my life depends on it.

How dare he walk up to me and say things
like that.

If this is some kind of a joke then I am
going to destroy the person who thought this would be a good prank
to pull.

Pulling out my phone, I’m about to call
Olivia and tell her I’ve changed my mind about that drink when the
man calls out. “Your middle name, it’s A. Haven’t you ever thought
that’s strange?”

Stopping instantly, I don’t turn around just
yet.

If he had the wrong person then he wouldn’t
know my middle name is A.

I’ve questioned what my middle name stands
for countless times as a child but I’ve never gotten a straight
answer.

I’ve never heard of someone else having one
letter for their middle name before and I actually started telling
people that I don’t have a middle name since I can’t explain the
reasoning behind it.

And what did he say his daughter’s name was,
Aletta?

Is that what he’s implying my middle name
stands for?

Some woman I’ve never even heard of?

I’m still trying to make sense of my
thoughts when he appears in front of me. “It was never my intention
to be kept from your life, it’s the way Jayden wanted things to be
but now that I’m getting older, I want a chance to know my
granddaughter.”

This can’t be happening to me.

He can’t be telling the truth.

If he is then my entire life has been a
lie.

“I don’t believe you.” I don’t want to
believe what this man is saying.

If it wasn’t for him bringing up my middle
name then I probably would have dismissed him as crazy and never
thought of him again but could there be an ounce of truth to what
he is saying?

Could my mom, the woman I grew up calling
mom, really not be the person I think she is?

He looks at the ground and smiles sadly,
“It’s okay, I know it’s a lot to take in. Why don’t you take some
time and call me when you’re ready to talk?”

When he passes me a business card, I take it
without thinking and place it in my pocket.

The weather is starting to warm up now but
you wouldn’t think it with the way my veins have turned to ice.

My body is stone cold and I have no idea how
to warm myself up again.

I’m not even confident that I can move just
yet.

As an afterthought he says, “You’re a smart
girl Maddison, I’m sure if you dig deep enough you will find the
truth. After all, Ashley didn’t come into your life until you were
around six months old. How did they ever explain away the fact that
she wasn’t in any of your baby pictures?”

He touches my arm briefly before walking
away and leaving me standing alone surrounded only by the darkening
sky.

Racking my brain, I try to think of our
photo albums.

There are a million pregnancy pictures of
Mom with the boys and they have a few baby albums but I only have
one.

At the beginning of my life, I don’t
remember seeing many photos at all.

Is that on purpose?

But I can’t be sure that I’m remembering
them correctly either, it’s been years since I’ve looked at
that stuff.

I barely remember walking home but as soon
as I walk into my room, I pull out my phone with the intention of
getting to the bottom of this.

Something makes me hesitate from making the
call though, if this Edward man is wrong then I would upset Mom and
Dad over nothing.

Maybe I can figure this out without their
help.

After all, I’m sure it’s just one big
misunderstanding.

It has to be.


CHAPTER 9

MADDY

I’ve thought about my situation for a few days now
and I can’t see any way that I am going to prove Edward wrong
without going home and doing some digging.

I could of course just ask Mom and Dad but
for some reason I don’t want to do that.

I’m hoping that this is all just one big
misunderstanding and if I keep it to myself then I don’t have to
upset anyone else.

Right now, I don’t believe Edward but deep
down inside I know that some of what he said makes sense.

If it wasn’t for him talking about my middle
name then I would have written him off completely as a nut job but
his words seem to have some truth to them.

I’ve thought about asking Olivia’s opinion a
few times but just like when I try to call my parents, I
hesitate.

Spring break is nearly here and I see that
as the perfect opportunity to go home for a few days.

I’m supposed to be working through Spring
break but I’m sure I will be able to get a few days off and the
best part is that Olivia has already made other plans.

If she was planning on hanging around here
then she would want to fly home with me and I wouldn’t be able to
go through my parents’ things without her questioning my every
move.

She’s far too observant for her own good and
this is something that I need to do on my own.

I haven’t spoken to Mom since I ran into
Edward because it feels strange, I can’t help shake the feeling
that she has been deceiving me my whole life.

I’ve been using the excuse that I’m crazy
busy with classes and assignments so I have only been texting her
but making sure I don’t respond to any of her messages straight
away.

It’s exhausting keeping all of this to
myself but I’m hoping in a few weeks, this mystery will be solved
and I can put it behind me.

Pulling up Dad’s number instead, I hit call
and try to keep the nervousness out of my voice.

He answers straight away, “Hey Maddy, this
is a nice surprise.”

“Yeah I don’t have long,” I lie. I thought
talking to Dad would be easier than Mom but it’s just as bad, is he
even my real dad? Since I met Edward, I’ve been questioning
everything about my life and it’s making me paranoid. “I was just
thinking that I’ve changed my mind and would like to come home for
Spring break after all.”

I can practically see the smile on his face.
“That’s wonderful Maddy, we would love to have you home and I know
the boys miss you.”

My brothers.

If Edward is right and my mom is actually my
stepmom then that makes them my half-brothers.

I try to shut that thought down. “Great,
thanks, I just wanted to catch you before class to let you
know.”

“Do you want me to book the ticket or just
send you the money for it?” By the tone of his voice, I can almost
picture his excitement. He tries to play it a lot cooler than Mom
but I know it’s been hard on him having me away at college.

He basically tries to convince me to come
home every holiday and long weekend with the excuse that my
brothers would love to see me.

“Um, could you please book it? Just for a
few days, I really need a break,” and I really need to get off the
phone or he’s going to know that somethings up.

I’ve never been a good liar and I’m even
worse at trying to hide my emotions from my family when I’m
upset.

Olivia can lie through her teeth to her
family while smiling like an angel but that’s not something that
I’ve mastered. Truthfully, I’ve never wanted to hide anything from
them before.

“You got it, I’ll send you the ticket later
today.” He seems so excited to see me that I feel bad about keeping
this from him.

I’m not normally the type of person to keep
things to myself.

Apart from secretly being in love with
Tyler, I’m an open book.

Talking to him is harder than I thought it
would be. I just want to scream at him, ask him if he’s been lying
to me my whole life but that’s not me. I need facts first. Proof
that they have been lying. “Thanks Dad. Um, I’ve got to go.”

“That’s alright Maddy, I’ll talk to you
later. I love you.”

After hesitating briefly, I say, “I love you
too Dad.”

But will I still love him if I find out that
he’s been lying to me for my entire life?

Can I ever forgive them if they really have
kept this huge secret from me?

It’s not like they told me that my childhood
dog got sent to live on a farm. If there’s some truth to what
Edward was saying then it’s kind of a big deal.

It’s a monumentally huge deal.

“Hey Maddy. Are you still in that weird
funk? What’s going on with you girl?” Startled by Olivia’s voice, I
try to paint a smile on my face.

I’ve been doing that a lot lately,
completely zoning out to the point where I don’t even know if she’s
in the room. It’s getting harder to pretend that I’m alright.

“Nothing, I’m fine, just a little stressed
out.” Which is actually true.

Meeting Edward Allerton the other day has
done nothing but stress me out.

I’m struggling to focus in my classes and
every time I go to the library or sit down in my bedroom to study
or work on an assignment, I end up zoning out and going over every
detail of my childhood.

The thought crosses my mind that I could
just ask Aunty Eva about Edward. I’m sure I would be able to get
something out of her but then her and Mom are so close she’s bound
to tell her that I was asking questions.

Same goes for everyone else that has been
close to our family since before I was born. They like to share
everything, including what us kids get up to and that hasn’t
changed just because we are adults.

Maybe if I tell her that it’s really
important, she will keep it to herself.

She’s kept plenty of things from Uncle Mason
to protect Olivia, maybe she would do this for me? She’s always
treated me like one of her children and I’ve never asked her for
anything before now.

I’m startled back to the present by Olivia
sitting down opposite me at our small table and waving her hand in
front of my face. “That’s a lie, now spill.”

Needing to tell her something, I scramble
for a good excuse, “I’m getting Dad to book me a ticket home for
Spring break, just for a few days but I feel like I need a bit of
space.”

“A bit of space? From me?” she asks
sadly.

“No, no, no. Never you, I promise.” Shit,
what do I say? “Um, it’s Grayson. I think he’s getting a bit
serious and I’m not sure whether I’m ready for that yet.”

Which actually isn’t a lie either.

He is getting a bit serious and I’m
definitely not ready for that.

Sometimes I think he might be close to
throwing out the ‘L’ word and I have no idea how I would react if
he actually did.

I like Grayson and even though I enjoy
hanging out with him, I can’t see us lasting long term and I
definitely don’t see myself falling in love with him.

Olivia seems to buy my lame excuse and I
feel terrible for lying to my best friend. “Oh, well I guess you
have been spending most of your free time with him but I thought
that meant you were happy.”

“I am happy, I just need a small break,
that’s all. Get everything clear in my head,” and once I confirm
that this Edward guy is lying about the whole real Mom thing, life
can go back to normal.

She starts biting on her lower lip, “Do you
want me to cancel my trip down to New York and come with you?”

“No of course not, you don’t get to spend
nearly enough time with Tyler,” and I don’t want anyone to know
what I’m up to just yet.

She sighs, “Fine but if you change your
mind, you know I will buy a ticket to Seattle in a heartbeat.”

I know she would, because she’s a good
friend. Unlike me. “I know but I swear I’m good.”

Olivia seems mostly satisfied by my answer
and stands from the table. “Okay well I have to get ready for class
but how about you and I stay in tonight and have a girl’s night? We
can do each other’s hair and watch romantic comedies.”

I chuckle at her saying that we can do each
other’s hair, that’s something we used to do when we were younger
during sleepovers. Even Tyler did my hair a few times. “That sounds
good Olivia, I’ll see you tonight.”

Glancing down at the time, I realize that I
sat here for longer than I thought.

If I don’t leave right now, I’m going to be
late for class.

Grabbing my bag, I race out the door and
walk as fast as I can towards campus.

I need to get my head on straight, I have
assignments I need to finish and there’s no point obsessing over
who my parents are when I will have the answer soon enough.

In a couple of weeks, I will be able to put
this whole mess behind me and when I do, I will be ringing that
Edward Allerton and giving him a piece of my mind.


CHAPTER 10

MADDY

Dad greets me at the airport and I feign being tired
from the flight as he can tell that something is wrong. He’s always
been good at picking up on my emotions but right now I need him to
not suspect anything.

If he pries then I will most likely break
down and tell him everything.

I’m quiet on the drive home and when we pull
up outside, I become anxious.

This is the first time that I have ever felt
like this coming home.

Normally I love coming back to Seattle but
this time there is a black cloud hanging over my head.

Mom runs out to greet me and I have to put
on a brave face and pretend like everything is fine.

That she’s not potentially an imposter.

If all goes according to plan on this trip
then everything will be fine and can go back to normal.

I can stop looking at my parents like they
are hiding something from me and move on with my life.

After she hugs me for about five minutes, we
walk inside and I greet my brothers.

Both of them have shot up over the years I
have been away at college and they are as tall as Dad now.

The fact that Isaac is five years younger
than me has never bothered me until now but the big age gap between
us only adds more weight to Edwards’s story.

Why wait five years to have Isaac and then
have Kaden pretty much straight away?

There is only a year’s difference between my
brothers and as far as I know, Mom never had any problem getting
pregnant.

Am I reading into things or is there another
reason they waited so long? I’ve never really thought to ask before
but maybe I should.

Since I have arrived late, we sit down to
dinner and it doesn’t take me long to relax.

Even though I’m no longer sure of the family
dynamics in this house, I still love them more than anything.

Which is why if they have been lying to me,
it will be that much harder to handle.

Our family has never had the drama or the
arguments that other families have and I have always cherished that
fact but maybe the drama has been lying under the surface this
whole time. If she really isn’t my mom then what else have they
been hiding?

Will I be able to trust anything they have
ever told me?

As we make a start on dinner, Mom smiles
over at me kindly. “How are classes going?”

“Pretty good.”

“And Olivia? How’s she doing?”

“Good, she’s down visiting Tyler this
week.”

“That’s nice, and Grayson?”

“He’s good too.”

Her smile falters slightly, “That’s good to
hear.”

I should be happy that Mom is so interested
in my life and normally I’m much more forthcoming with information
but now that I’m here, all I want to do is start digging around for
clues but I can’t do that with a full house.

I’m only here for a few days and I never
even gave any thought to how I would get some time on my own. Ever
since I ran into Edward, I’ve been distracted in basically every
aspect of my life.

Mom is quiet for a few minutes then says,
“Why don’t I take you shopping tomorrow morning and we can have
lunch somewhere?”

If I say no then she will definitely know
that something is up. She loves taking me out to do something
that’s just the two of us. “That sounds nice Mom.”

She beams like the thought of spending the
day with me has made her week and I can’t help feeling guilty
doubting her.

How can she not be my mom?

Just the thought of Edward actually telling
the truth is enough to put enormous pressure on my heart.

I don’t want what he said to be true.

It can’t be true.

For the rest of dinner, I listen to my
brothers talk about school and Kaden starts heckling Isaac as he
has started seeing some girl but I want to point that it won’t be
long before Kaden is in the same position as Isaac.

It doesn’t matter what either one of my
brothers does, the other one always has to find some way to try and
wind them up.

I blame Uncle Kyle for that.

He may be a few years off fifty but most
days he still acts like a child and my brothers find him
hilarious.

After dinner, I reluctantly sit down and
watch a movie with my family.

If I didn’t have suspicious thoughts running
through my head, it would be a nice evening but since I can’t stop
looking at the bookcase that holds our baby albums, I call it a
night halfway through the movie.

When I’m tucked up in bed, I send a silent
prayer up to whoever may be listening that I don’t find anything
tomorrow.

***

Our shopping trip turned out to be quite nice and if
I take away the negative thoughts that have been clouding my head
all morning then I have to admit, I really enjoyed myself.

Mom and I haven’t spent time alone together
in ages.

I made a point to compare us whenever we
were in a fitting room together but each time I came up with the
same answer.

I look just like my mom.

If we aren’t related, then how can I look so
much like her?

We have the exact same shade of blonde hair,
if I’m not her daughter then how do you explain that? Is that just
some giant coincidence?

When we get home that afternoon, I walk
upstairs to put my shopping away then head back downstairs with the
intention of asking Mom why she waited so long to have Isaac and
Kaden but I see her grabbing her car keys.

She glances over at me, “Maddy, do you mind
if I drop the boys off at a friend’s house? I won’t be long and
then we can do something else together if you like, or you could
come with us?”

“Um, no that’s okay, I’d rather stay here.”
This is the perfect opportunity to look around the house. Except
for one thing. “Where’s Dad?” I ask.

She is quick to say, “He had to run into the
restaurant but he’s bringing us back something for dinner
later.”

Well that seems to have solved one of my
problems, “Oh okay, I’ll just hang here until you get back.”

Mom hesitates, “Are you sure? You came all
this way to see us-”

“It’s fine, I promise, I’ll see you when you
get back.” It’s more than fine actually, it’s perfect.

Saying goodbye to my brothers, I watch from
the window as they drive away then make a direct beeline for the
bookcase.

It wouldn’t be unusual for me to want to
look through our old photos albums but if I did that in front of
anyone and found something, I’m not sure if I could hide my
reaction.

Grabbing my baby album, I sit on the floor
and open it to the first page.

Like I thought, there are only a handful of
pictures of me as a baby and Mom doesn’t feature in any of
them.

Why haven’t I thought that’s strange
before?

There’s a picture of Dad holding me in the
hospital and then one of Aunty Eva holding me but when I look
closely at their faces, they almost look upset.

That’s odd, isn’t it?

I’ve heard of people being so happy around
newborns that they cry with joy but this seems different.

It seems almost like they are grieving.

Flipping over a few pages, the first photo
that contains Mom, Dad and I seems to be at the Woodland Park
Zoo.

Strangely Edward’s words come back to me
about Mom not being in my life until I was about six months old and
so far, that theory lines up.

There’s not one photo of Mom before
then.

After that first photo, Mom starts to
feature regularly in the album.

Edwards’s story is becoming more plausible
but this isn’t proof.

If I’m going to believe him then I need
hard, physical evidence.

But what evidence could I find around
here?

Then it hits me…my birth certificate.

That will list the name of my mom, whoever
that may be.

Dad has always been cagey with documents
over the years and would always insist that he would take care of
all the paperwork for things like my passport and driver’s
license.

Again, I didn’t think anything of it but he
most likely would have had to produce my birth certificate for
those things which means it has to be around here somewhere.

Placing the photo album back, I stand and
make my way to Dad’s office.

He has a locked drawer where he keeps
important information and after snooping around as a teenager, I
know where he hides his key.

Sure enough, it’s in the same place as it’s
always been but when I unlock the drawer and go through the
paperwork, I don’t find what I’m looking for.

I do find Dad’s, Isaac’s and Kaden’s birth
certificate’s along with their passports but only Mom’s passport is
there.

I carry my own passport now but where’s my
birth certificate? And where’s Moms?

Giving up on the drawer, I put everything
back into place but after searching Dad’s office high and low, I
admit defeat.

There’s nothing in here.

I’m trying to think of other places to look
when I hear the front door open and Mom calls out that she’s home
but I’m not going to give up.

I’m going to spend the night thinking of
hiding places and the next opportunity I have alone, I’m going to
find my birth certificate.

Failing that, I’ll just think of something
that I need it for and see what Dad says.

If his reaction is weird then I know he’s
hiding something.


CHAPTER 11

MADDY

It’s not until my last day in Seattle that I find
myself alone in the house again.

I know that I don’t have long and I have
been frantically searching everywhere I can think of but I haven’t
uncovered anything yet.

As a last-ditch effort, I climb up into the
attic where there is an odd assortment of boxes.

Most of them are labelled but there is a
small one that doesn’t have any writing on it and it piques my
interest.

Opening the box up, it doesn’t contain many
items but my birth certificate immediately stands out.

Pulling it out of the box, I see my full
name written near the top and further down the page my parents are
listed.

Unsurprisingly, Jayden Bradley is listed as
my dad but what has my heart beating frantically in my chest is the
fact that Ashely Evans isn’t listed as my mom.

That man was telling the truth after
all.

Aletta Allerton is clearly listed as
my mom.

How does something like this happen?

Why didn’t they ever tell me the truth?

My entire life has been built on a lie and I
never questioned a thing.

I trusted my parents completely but it turns
out that they aren’t who I thought they were.

They’re both liars.

Actually, they’re all liars.

Every single one of them.

All of the people who I have grown up
calling aunty and uncle would have known the truth.

They all knew that Ashley wasn’t really my
mom but they went along with the lie anyway.

Why would they all agree to do something
like that?

I’m twenty-one now, don’t most kids find out
this kind of news when they are eighteen or something? It’s like
they never intended to tell me at all.

Why has Aletta never tried to contact me?
It’s clearly listed that she’s my mom so where is she?

Does she not care that her daughter has been
walking around for twenty-one years not knowing that she existed?
Or is that how she wanted things?

Did she even hold me after she gave birth to
me or was she quick to get rid of me? Is that why Dad and Aunty Eva
look upset in the photos in the hospital? Because my mom didn’t
want me?

Is this what Tyler meant when he said
everyone treats me differently?

He said everyone treats me like I need to be
protected because I’m special but in reality, they must treat me
differently out of guilt.

Guilt that they agreed to lie to me.

I wonder who else knows the truth?

How far does this deception really go?

Obviously, my grandparents would know the
truth but is the reason we’ve never met Mom’s parents because of
me?

Because I’m not really related to them?

What about all the kids I’ve grown up
thinking of as family, do they know the truth?

It’s like I can’t trust anyone anymore.

What else have they lied to me about?

At least Dad is listed on my birth
certificate as my father. I don’t know how I would cope if he
turned out to be an imposter as well. It’s bad enough finding out
that Mom isn’t who I thought she was, I would have been devastated
to find out that I was adopted.

Placing my birth certificate back down, I
reach for an envelope only to hear the front door slam.

Shit, someone’s home.

Closing the box, I put it back in place and
hurry down the attic stairs, closing the doorway just as Dad calls
up the stairs, “You home Maddy?”

Taking a few deep breaths to get my
heartbeat under control, I call back, “Yep.”

My hands won’t stop shaking and all I want
is to go downstairs and yell at my dad for deceiving me my whole
life but I can’t bring myself to do it.

I’m not quite ready to believe that it’s
real.

The evidence is staring me straight in the
face yet I’m having difficulty processing everything.

I was so sure that man was lying and
someone was playing a cruel joke on me but it turns out that he’s
actually my granddad and has been kept from me my entire life.

What other family members has he been
keeping from me? Has Aletta since had other children?

Could I have more half brothers or sisters
out there somewhere?

Why wouldn’t Dad let me have a relationship
with Edward? Was he so set on having this illusion of a perfect
family that he would keep me from having a relationship with my
biological family?

My mind drifts back to the business card
Edward gave me, if I ask for answers from my parents, what’s to say
they will tell me the truth?

If they have lied to me for twenty-one years
already, what’s to stop them from continuing some form of their
lie?

They could give me a bunch of half-truths
and I would never know the difference.

If I can make it out of Seattle without my
parents realizing that something is wrong then I’ll contact Edward
for answers.

Once I have the truth, the full truth, I’ll
confront my parents. That way I’ll know if they are lying to me and
I can call them out on it.

Dad yells out, “Have you finished packing
yet? Your mom’s been held up and wants us to meet her and the boys
for lunch before I have to take you to the airport.”

“Um…nearly,” I haven’t even started packing
but it shouldn’t take me long. I’m an organized person so it’s not
like my stuff is strewn all over the place and I didn’t actually
bring that much stuff with me as I still have some clothes here for
when I visit.

“Good, come down in ten.”

“Okay,” I’m surprised my voice sounds so
even as my hands are still shaking like crazy.

I only need to keep it together until I get
to the airport and then I can deal with everything.

It’s only a few hours, I can do this.

Running into my bedroom, I start throwing
items into my bag.

Normally I’m very tidy and everything is
always folded and packed away nicely but I can’t bring myself to
care today.

Crinkled clothes are the least of my
worries.

Ten minutes later, I bring my bags
downstairs but I’m still completely frazzled.

It’s taking all of my concentration to keep
my breathing steady and even then, I can feel tears trying to make
their way to the surface but somehow, I manage to shove them back
down.

I can’t break, not now.

Not when I would never be able to leave this
house without telling Dad why I’m so upset.

Dad eyes me with concern, “Are you alright
Maddy?”

“Yeah fine.” Except for you being a big fat
liar.

If he can lie to me for my entire life then
I can lie to him for the next few hours.

See how he likes that.

Dad keeps staring at me so I avoid making
eye contact with him. “You look upset, are you sure you’re
alright?”

“Grayson and I had a fight but it’s no big
deal.” It seems that I’ve been blaming a lot on Grayson lately but
the truth is that I’ve barely contacted him since I’ve been
here.

I’ve missed a few phone calls from him and
have only replied to a handful of his texts but I can’t bring
myself to care.

My entire life has been turned upside down
and when I really think about Grayson, he’s not overly important to
me anymore.

I’m sure I’ll have to deal with that
revelation at some point but right now I need to get through the
next few hours with my family.

Once I’m sitting on that plane, I can break
down and cry all I like.

Olivia is in New York for a couple more days
so I will have the apartment to myself until she gets back.

At least I can be sure that Olivia doesn’t
know the truth. There is no way that she would keep something like
this from me but I’m not sure that I want to tell her just yet.

Normally we would share everything with each
other but I’m not overly keen to share this revelation with anyone.
Once I do, nothing will ever be the same again.

I just have to keep it together for one
lunch.

One lunch with the two people who have
betrayed me in the worst way.

Surely I can handle one tiny lunch.

Right?

Dad walks over and gives me a hug, “I’m
sorry sweetheart, do you want to talk about it?”

“Not really.” Becoming uncomfortable, I say,
“We should get going to lunch.”

Dad glances down at his watch, “You’re
right, your mom won’t be happy that I’ve kept you. She misses you
more than she lets on.”

Ignoring his comment, I pick up my bag and
walk out the front door of the house that no longer feels like
home.

It’s the only house that I remember but now
it feels like every single memory here has been a lie.

I can’t even look next door at Uncle Mason
and Aunty Eva’s house. Out of everyone, they have been like a
second family to me.

Aunty Eva has been like a second mom to me
and it’s devastating to know that all of the people I grew up
admiring have done nothing but lie to me.

My knee bounces the whole way to the
restaurant where we are meeting Mom, Isaac and Kaden and seeing
Mom’s smiling face when she spots Dad’s truck absolutely guts
me.

She’s the most honest person I know, or so I
thought.

She always encourages us to do the right
thing, to tell the truth and to stand up for those who are being
treated poorly but she never followed her own rules.

Honesty is so important to her, she always
said it was the basis of trust but as of this moment she has lost
my trust completely and I’m not sure that she will ever be able to
gain it back.

Putting on a brave face, I hop out of Dad’s
truck and accept the hug that Mom gives me.

If I should even call her that anymore.

Lunch doesn’t end up being too bad but I’m
distracted the entire time and desperate to be dropped off at the
airport.

I repeat the same line to Mom about Grayson
and I having a fight and she seems to buy it.

They all do.

But why wouldn’t they?

I don’t normally lie.

I’m the good girl who does no wrong.

I go to class, get good grades, I don’t go
crazy on nights out and I’m always the responsible one.

I’m the trustworthy daughter that they can
rely on.

At least I used to be.

If they can keep things from me then I’ll do
the same in return.

As far as I’m concerned, their reliable and
trustworthy daughter is gone.


CHAPTER 12

MADDY

When I arrived back in Seattle, I debated calling
Edward for two days. My mind was still reeling from my discovery
that I didn’t think I could handle anymore bombshell’s. I just have
this feeling that there’s more and I’m not sure that I will be able
to cope with anything else.

I’ve decided that I want to meet him
though.

Properly this time.

Even though I don’t want the answers to a
lot of my questions, I need to have them for my own sanity and I
don’t trust my parents to give me straight answers anymore.

I’ve also done my best to avoid Grayson
since I’ve been back, complaining of menstrual cramps.

I almost told him that I was sick but since
he is pre-med, he would most likely want to come over and diagnose
my symptoms.

Sometimes it can be pretty annoying having a
know-it-all boyfriend.

Olivia is due back any minute but I’m still
having trouble getting out of my funk.

The last thing I need is for her to walk in
the door full of energy and drag me out to some bar tonight.

Wallowing around the apartment is my new
thing and it’s actually rather enjoyable.

Olivia is my best friend and I hate keeping
things from her but if I tell her what I know so far, she would
most likely read the riot act to both my parents and hers.

I’m not ready for that confrontation just
yet so even though I hate keeping things from her, it’s best if I
keep this information to myself for now.

At least until I talk to Edward.

Once I’m ready, I’ll tell her
everything.

I’m halfway through a movie when Olivia
walks through the door and dumps her bag in the kitchen. She makes
her way over to the couch and practically collapses on top of
me.

Laughing for the first time in days, I
imagine this means she had a good trip. “Tired, are we?”

She glances up at me before closing her
eyes, “So tired, New York is called the city that never sleeps for
a reason.”

“And how did Tyler feel about that?” I
ask.

She grunts, “Exactly what you are picturing,
he’s almost worse than Dad. We spent most of the time arguing but I
did manage to convince him and Laura to come out with me a few
times so that’s a plus.”

“Apart from the arguing, how is Tyler?” For
the first time in years, Tyler hasn’t been the first thought that
pops into my head in the mornings.

It’s almost weird not having him be a
constant thought in my head.

She yawns loudly, “He’s good, he’s looking
forward to graduating and he’s starting to look at job options. I
think he’s already applied at a few places.”

“That’s good.” I wonder if he has been
applying for jobs in New York or if he is going to look at moving
again.

He’s mentioned a few times that he loves
living in New York but then he’s also talked about moving home
after he graduates.

Olivia smirks at me, “Laura’s good too, if
you were wondering.”

I wasn’t.

But to be polite, I say, “I’m glad.”

Olivia muffles a laugh, “Sure you are. What
do you feel like doing tonight?”

“Nothing.” Getting up to eat and shower
basically takes up all of my energy these days.

I don’t know how I’m going to cope when
classes start back up.

She settles in against me, “Good, let’s get
pizza and stay right here.”

“That sounds perfect.” Really perfect
actually.

After a moment of silence, she says, “How
are things going with Grayson?”

“Fine…I guess,” but I would actually have to
communicate with him to find out.

He’s normally pretty busy with his studies
so if we go a few days without seeing each other it’s no big deal
but this is the longest we haven’t talked for.

Olivia glances up at me sadly, “That doesn’t
sound good Maddy.”

I’m quick to reassure her, “It will be
fine.”

“I know I’m quick to sing Grayson’s praises
but if you’re not happy then you should move on. There are plenty
more fish in the sea and you have only just started exploring your
options.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” At least it’s good
to know that if I do break up with Grayson, she won’t be
disappointed in me.

He’s a great guy but I don’t have the energy
that he deserves to devote to our relationship.

That might change in a few weeks though so I
won’t do anything drastic just yet.

I’ll focus on talking to Edward and then get
back into a routine with classes and Grayson next week.

After eating way too much pizza and ice
cream, Olivia and I call it a night.

Once I’m in my bedroom, I debate calling
Edward but when I see the time, I decide against it.

Since I’ve made up my mind to contact him, I
send him a quick email before I jump in bed asking him if he would
like to meet up for a chat.

For the first time in weeks, I drift off to
sleep straight away and don’t stir again until the morning.

***

Edward replied to my email first thing this morning
asking if I wanted to meet for lunch. At first, I was shocked that
he wanted to meet up so quickly but after thinking it over, I
decided it was best to get this meeting out of the way.

So here I am, sitting at the café he asked
me to meet him at, waiting for the man who is my biological
granddad to turn up.

My nerves are completely shot and even
though I turned up about twenty minutes early, if he’s not here
soon then I have a feeling I will bolt.

I’m already onto my second coffee, third of
the day and the extra caffeine boost isn’t helping my mood.

I’m agitated and my knee won’t stop bouncing
underneath the table.

When he finally comes into sight, I have
trouble breathing and my hands start to shake.

As he approaches the table, I stand on
unsteady feet to greet him. “Um, hi,” I say awkwardly.

“It’s nice to see you again Maddison, I’m
glad you decided to meet with me.” His smile is warm and friendly
and eases my tension somewhat.

We sit down and Edward orders a coffee, I
try to have a look over the menu but I’m struggling to concentrate
so I just end up pointing at something, not caring what it is.

Once it’s just us again, I have no idea
where to start.

Thankfully, Edward seems to charge ahead.
“So I’m guessing you found out that I’m telling the truth? Did you
talk to Jayden?”

“No, I went home over break and found my
birth certificate.”

“Ah.” I expect him to look smug but he seems
to be almost sympathetic. “I’m sure that must have come as a shock
to you.”

“It did.” Shock is one word for it.

My reaction was a little more extreme than
shocked.

He rests his hands on the table, “I’m sure
you have plenty of questions so ask away, what would you like to
know?”

Shit, I spent so much time focusing on
meeting Edward again that I didn’t think to come up with any
questions.

Sure I have a million things I want to know
but it’s hard to put my thoughts in order.

My mind has been a jumbled mess for weeks
now.

But there is one thing I’m curious about.
“How come you have sought me out and not Aletta?”

If someone was to track me down then
shouldn’t it be my biological mom?

Unless she doesn’t care I exist and that’s
why I’ve been kept in the dark about her.

He looks down sadly at his hands that are
clasped on the table. “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this
Maddison but Aletta passed on. The day you were born actually.”

“What?” I stutter, completely stunned by
this news.

It never even occurred to me that my
biological mom might be dead.

Although when I first met Edward, he
referred to her in the past tense so I should have seen this
coming.

Disappointment shoots through me at the
realization that if I ever wanted to meet her that I wouldn’t be
able to. “How, how did it happen?”

“A very tragic accident I’m afraid, she was
nine months pregnant with you and was involved in a car accident.
The injuries she sustained were pretty severe but they were able to
deliver you via emergency c-section. Unfortunately, Aletta died
shortly afterwards.”

“Omigod that’s awful.” To think she didn’t
even get to meet her own daughter is heart breaking.

The fact that I’m alive at all sounds like a
miracle.

But it makes sense now why Dad and Aunty Eva
looked upset in the photos from the hospital on the day I was
born.

They were celebrating my birth but also
mourning Aletta’s death.

I wonder if Dad was in love with her.

He’s never talked about past girlfriends. As
far as I was concerned, there had only ever been Mom but that might
not be the case.

Edward nods sadly, “It was hard to come to
terms with and her mother and I still struggle with our grief.
Unfortunately, Jayden and I don’t see eye to eye on many things and
he didn’t want me to be involved in your life.”

“I’m sorry you had to go through that.” Not
only did they lose their daughter but they also lost their
granddaughter.

On the same day.

That’s tragic.

Anger at my parents flares up all over again
but this time it’s directed mostly towards my dad.

I’ve never known him to be so selfish
before.

He places such importance on family yet he
kept part of my real family away from me my entire life.

I never would have pegged him as such a
hypocrite.

Edwards gives me a kind smile, “That’s quite
alright Maddison, after all, it’s not your fault. I am hoping to
make up for lost time now though.”

“Of course but why did it take so long to
reach out to me?” I’m twenty-one, it makes sense that he wouldn’t
be able to contact me when I was a child but why not come and see
me when I first arrived at college?

I’m close to finishing my junior year.

Why leave it this long?

“In the last ten years or so, my business
ventures have taken me abroad, mostly to Europe so I have been
spending quite a lot of my time over there. I’ve been back in the
States for about six months and have had business in New York for
the last three. I’m actually heading back to Italy for the summer
and I knew if I didn’t contact you now, it might not happen for a
number of years.”

Wow, he sure does travel a lot.

I assumed he must be some kind of
professional as both times I’ve met him, he’s been wearing a nice
suit and holding a briefcase but he must be rather successful if he
travels over to Europe on a regular basis.

Is that something my mom used to do?

Travel the world with her family.

Suddenly, I blurt out, “Do you have a
picture of her?”

His smiles brightens, “Yes, of course.” He
pulls out a small wallet and starts flicking through some
photographs.

The photos start off with a small blonde
child smiling brightly at the camera and she looks to be in ballet
class.

As he flips through the photographs, she
slowly gets older and I have to admit that I see a lot of myself in
her, at least until she becomes a teenager.

It seems that at some stage, she got breast
implants and in all of the newer photos she is dressed
immaculately, including a full face of makeup.

One thing is for sure though, she is
stunning.

Incredibly beautiful.

In fact, she looks like a model.

As he gets to the last photo, he puts the
wallet away. “You look just like her Maddison.”

I scoff at the idea, “Hardly, maybe as a
child.”

Definitely not as an adult.

It’s uncanny that Aletta and my mom, or
Ashley, have such similar hair color.

I guess that’s why I never questioned the
fact that she was my mom.

The reason I look just like her is because
she has a similar appearance to my real mom.

At least what I imagine my real mom to look
like without makeup.

Mom only wears makeup on special occasions
and prefers to dress casually.

It’s almost hard to picture my dad with
someone that looked like Aletta.

I wonder what drew them together.

Over the course of our lunch, Edward fills
me in on Aletta’s childhood and I almost feel like I’m getting a
sense of who she was.

When it’s time to go, we make plans to meet
up again next weekend for lunch.

Leaving the café, I feel a lot better than
when I entered it.

Edward seems like a nice man and I would
like to get to know him, his wife too but at this stage she is back
in Seattle so that will have to wait. Although he did suggest we
could talk on the phone if I was interested.

Walking back to my apartment, I have a
spring in my step again and I even pull out my phone to text
Grayson.

Maybe, just maybe, my life can start to go
back to normal.

Well, a new sort of normal at least.


CHAPTER 13

MADDY

Lunch with Edward on the weekends has become a
regular thing and I’ve actually started to look forward to our
meetings.

I’m finding out more and more about my birth
mom but one thing that he doesn’t have information on is how she
met my dad or what kind of a relationship they had.

That’s something that I’ll eventually have
to ask Dad myself but for now I’m happy to continue getting to know
Edward and Priscilla.

I’ve spoken to Priscilla on the phone a few
times now while we have been at lunch and she is looking forward to
meeting with me when she can.

It seems that she has had some health scares
in recent years so doesn’t travel with Edward anymore.

It’s actually surprising that Edward is
still working but when I mentioned it, he said he enjoyed his work
and would do it for as long as he could.

Today’s lunch has gone well but when we get
outside the café, Edward stops me before I can leave. “There’s one
more thing that I’ve been meaning to mention but I’m not sure how
you will take my idea.”

“What is it?” I ask nervously.

I really like him but I’m not quite sure
that I’m ready to call him granddad just yet.

That seems a little weird.

He clears his throat, “As I mentioned when
we first met, I’m going to be spending the summer in Italy and
well, I was wondering if you would join me.” When my mouth opens in
shock he hurries to explain further, “It doesn’t have to be the
whole summer and I will be working most of the time so you would
probably have to spend most of the trip on your own exploring but I
would pay for everything.”

Holy shit.

Italy?

An all-expenses paid trip to Italy for the
summer.

That’s like a dream come true.

Under normal circumstances I would jump at
the opportunity to spend the summer in Italy but this isn’t normal
circumstances.

I’ve gotten to know Edward quite well but do
I really want to spend the whole summer with him? Or even part of
my summer?

If I agreed to go, what would I tell my
parents?

I’m sure they would hit the roof over the
idea but it’s not like I can keep this trip a secret.

Even if I left Edward out of the story how
would I explain suddenly being able to afford to go to Europe?

When a few minutes pass and I still haven’t
said anything, Edward smiles at me softly, “I’m sorry, I knew that
would come as quite a shock to you but take all the time you need
to decide. I leave in three weeks but you are welcome to come over
at any time if you decide that’s what you would like.”

Wow, I’m definitely going to have to think
about this one. “Um, yeah, I’ll have to think about it.”

He nods once, “Take all the time you
need.”

My head is spinning the entire walk back to
my apartment and when I get home to find it empty, I breathe out a
deep sigh of relief.

Sinking down on the couch, I weigh the pros
and cons of going to Italy but still haven’t made any progress by
the time there is a knock on the door.

Not expecting any visitors, I look through
the peep hole only to be shocked once again when I see Tyler
standing on the other side of the door.

What the hell is he doing here?

Opening the door, I can instantly tell that
he is in a bad mood. “Is Olivia here?”

He doesn’t wait for my response, he pushes
past me and walks straight to her bedroom.

Taking my seat on the couch again, I pick up
a magazine. “No.”

He joins me a few minutes later, “Sorry that
was rude, how are you?” He starts running his hands through his
hair in frustration.

“Fine but what’s up with you? Is something
wrong?” That’s actually a stupid question as I gather he wouldn’t
be here unless something was very, very wrong.

He growls out, “Fucking Olivia is what’s
wrong.”

“What do you mean?” When I saw her this
morning everything seemed fine.

He eyes me darkly, “She sent a text to Dad
last night which I assume was meant to go to you. It said, ‘get
off your boyfriend’s dick and get down here’, the message also
included a picture of her doing shots with some guy’s naked chest
in the background.”

“Oh.” That is not good.

That is not good at all.

Does Olivia even know that she did that last
night?

I’m sure if she knows she fucked up that
badly that she would have raced into my bedroom first thing this
morning in a panic.

Her dad must be livid.

That’s pretty much the worst person she
could send a text like that too.

She must have been completely wasted to make
a mistake like that.

Tyler laughs harshly, “Yeah and now Dad’s
pissed. Apparently when the message came through, he was so worked
up that Mom had to take his phone off him. It was only when he was
threatening to buy a plane ticket out here that she gave it back.
It seems Olivia answered the phone then hung up in a panic and
hasn’t answered anyone’s calls since.”

“So how does that end up with you knocking
on our door?” Not that I don’t mind, it’s actually a nice
surprise.

We haven’t really communicated that much
since the ski trip in Aspen.

He rolls his eyes angrily, “Since she isn’t
answering her phone, I’m the one who’s been getting an earful and I
was ordered here to talk to her.”

Ordered?

Seriously?

I can’t help but crack up laughing. “You
know exactly how that’s going to go right? She’s going to tell you
to fuck off and honestly, it’s not that big of a deal. We’re
twenty-one, it’s legal for her to drink now and we are in college.
Does your dad think she sits at home every weekend knitting or
something?”

Uncle Mason must be in some serious denial
if he doesn’t know what his daughter gets up to.

It’s not like he didn’t go to college. He
knows better than anyone that college kids party and from the
stories I’ve heard over the years, Uncle Mason partied big
time.

I know for a fact that he doesn’t care about
Tyler going out and drinking so why is it a big deal for Olivia to
do the same?

Tyler eyes me angrily, “You think I don’t
know that? The last thing I want is to be here sorting this shit
out when, fuck, sorry Matty, I don’t mean to be taking this out on
you.”

“It’s fine.” It’s actually a good
distraction over my conversation with Edward.

How the hell am I supposed to decide if I
want to go?

I mean, of course I want to go, it’s
Italy.

Who wouldn’t want a free trip to Italy but
it’s all the complications that come with it.

I wouldn’t mind travelling around by myself
and I’m sure that Edward would book me a separate room but it’s
what I would tell everyone here that worries me.

I’m still not ready to tell anyone the truth
yet.

Or tell them that I know the truth, I
guess.

Ugh, this is such a mess.

How did things get to be so complicated?

I liked my life better when my only worry
was when I would see Tyler again.

Now he’s sitting right next to me and I’m
barely paying him any attention.

Tyler brings his hand up to cup my chin,
“Are you alright?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.” Which is the same line I
have been spinning for months now.

Except he’s not buying it. “You’re not fine,
what’s bothering you?”

“It’s nothing,” I say quietly.

“Come on Matty, you used to tell me
everything. Is it, um…Grayson?” The way he says Grayson’s name is
like he’s chewing on gravel.

It would be a hell of a lot simpler if my
problem was with Grayson. “No, it’s not Grayson.”

His eyes crinkle with concern, “Then what is
it?”

“It’s everything.” Tyler has this way about
him that gets me to open up to him.

I normally tell Olivia everything but with
Tyler, it’s like he has this ability to look inside my soul.

He’s always been able to tell when something
is bothering me and unlike everyone else, my lies don’t work on
him.

If I’m going to tell anyone the truth then
at least I can count on Tyler not to freak out.

I mean, he would freak out but if I asked
him to keep it to himself for a while then he would.

He’s always been able to help me solve my
problems and maybe he can give me some insight on whether I should
go to Italy or not.

When he takes my hand in his, he looks deep
into my eyes. “Tell me. I can help you.”

Decision made, I open my mouth and say, “I
met this man before Spring Break-”

The shrill sound of his phone ringing cuts
through the air and when he pulls it out, I see Laura’s name flash
on the screen.

“Shit, sorry, I was supposed to call her
when I got here, she’ll be worried.” He answers the phone and walks
into the kitchen for some privacy.

Not wanting to listen to him talk to his
girlfriend, I pick up my magazine and start reading again.

Within a few minutes, he is back sitting on
the couch and pulls the magazine straight out of my hands. “So, you
met this man?”

Sitting up, I start again, “Before Spring
Break, this man approached me-”

The front door opens and then I hear Olivia
shout, “You have got to be fucking kidding me!”

Our conversation forgotten, Tyler stands up
and rounds on his sister. “If you had just answered your phone then
Dad wouldn’t have sent me here.”

She scoffs in disbelief, “I’m not five, I
don’t need a god damn babysitter.”

“No, you just need a lesson on how not to
text your dad when you’re drunk!”

“Don’t get on your high horse Tyler, it’s
not like you haven’t done stupid shit when you’re drunk.”

“Yeah but the difference is that I don’t
send evidence of it to our parents!”

Olivia rolls her eyes, “Look, I didn’t
answer his phone calls because I’m hungover and he was yelling,
I’ll ring him back tomorrow.”

“You know he’s threatening to fly out
here.”

“Ugh, why the hell does he have to be so
dramatic?”

I agree that he’s being dramatic but Olivia
really should have expected this reaction.

I’m sure if she wasn’t so hungover then she
would at least try and act like she cares but she looks awful.

Tyler isn’t helping the matter by getting so
worked up over it. “You shouldn’t be surprised Olivia, he thinks
you have a drinking problem and that you are having sex with
strange men.”

Olivia gets a coy look on her face, “Do you
think it will make him feel better if I tell him that I do have sex
with strange men?”

Tyler doesn’t look very impressed with her
joke. Except, it’s not really a joke. “Don’t be a smart-ass Olivia,
just ring him and make up some bullshit like you normally do.”

She glares at him, “I said I
would…tomorrow.”

Tyler puts his hands on his hips, “Do it
now.”

She folds her arms across her chest in
defiance, “No.”

“Do you know how fucking frustrating you
are? I’m graduating in a few weeks, I don’t need this shit.”

Olivia points at the door, “Then go back to
New York.”

“I can’t, I have to report in on you
first.”

She scoffs in disbelief, “Of course you
do.”

“You know he wants to send you with Mom to
work on one of The Housing Project’s builds this summer because of
that photo.”

The Housing Project is part of a foundation
that Aunty Eva is passionate about. Apparently, her own mom used to
do a lot of work with them and it’s how her and Uncle Mason
met.

They build low-cost housing and schools in
poverty-stricken areas and areas where there are a lot of
struggling families.

Olivia and I have both done a few stints
with The Housing Project when they had projects running in America
and it’s actually really rewarding work.

“That’s ridiculous, I’m not a teenager, he
can’t force me to do shit anymore.” I know that Olivia would enjoy
working on one of their projects again but it’s the fact that she’s
being treated like a child that will make her dig her heels in.

I can’t say that I blame her.

I’m sure the photo wasn’t that bad and that
Uncle Mason is overreacting, like normal.

Tyler seems smug all of a sudden. “He can
when he’s paying your college tuition.”

That makes Olivia pause, “Fuck!”

Not wanting to be witness to yet another Van
Der Woodson family argument, as they have been known to drag on for
hours and get completely off track, I stand up and walk into my
bedroom.

Putting on some headphones, I listen to some
music to drown out the noise in the other room and start thinking
about my Italy problem again.

***

After spending all afternoon in my bedroom, I still
haven’t decided what to do about Italy but Grayson messaged a while
ago asking me to dinner so I started to get ready pretty much
straight away.

The noise in the living room seems to have
died down but that doesn’t mean the argument is over.

It could just mean that they are taking a
break.

Once I’m ready, I leave my bedroom to see
Tyler sitting on our couch watching some program on TV.

He gives me an apologetic half shrug, “Sorry
about earlier.”

“No biggie,” and it’s really not.

I’ve witnessed far worse over the years.

He eyes me up and down, “You look nice, are
you going somewhere?”

“Yeah, Grayson’s picking me up for
dinner.”

His eyes darken at Grayson’s name and I
realize this will be the first time he has met Grayson.

Actually, this is the first time I’ve been
around him and had a boyfriend.

Taking a seat next to him on the couch, I
wait for Grayson to arrive.

Olivia pops her head out of her bedroom. “Oh
Maddy, I thought I heard your voice. I love that top by way, where
are you going?”

She seems to be in a much better mood than
earlier. “Grayson’s picking me up for dinner.”

“Nice, did you two want to meet up
afterwards for some drinks?”

I shrug my shoulders, “I can ask him.”

Tyler abruptly cuts in, “I thought you were
hungover.”

Olivia rolls her eyes and I sense another
argument coming. “I’m feeling better and it’s going out, not
getting yelled at so it’s more appealing.”

Here we go again. “I’m not leaving until you
talk to Dad and I will follow you around if I have to, I need to
get ready for my exams and-”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, heard it all before.” She
starts waving her hand in front of her face dramatically. “Fine,
I’ll stay in tonight but you’re buying me dinner and sitting on the
phone with me while I talk to him.”

Tyler seems satisfied with this. “Deal.”

Well that was solved easier than I thought
it would be.

When there’s a knock on the door, I jump up
to answer it, not bothering to look through the peep hole as I know
it will be Grayson.

He walks inside and greets me with a hug.
“Hey baby, I missed you today.” When he pulls back from our hug, he
kisses me on the lips.

“Hey, I missed you too.” Which now that I’ve
seen him, I kind of did miss him.

He keeps his arms around me as he says, “Are
you ready to go?”

“Yeah, just let me just grab my bag.”
Walking over to the couch, I pick my handbag up off the floor but
Tyler stands up and follows me back over to Grayson.

When we reach him, Tyler holds his hand out,
“We haven’t met, I’m Tyler.”

Grayson shakes his hand, looking confused
but then he smiles, “Tyler? Olivia’s brother, right?”

Tyler nods once, “Yeah that’s me.”

“It’s nice to meet you, I’m Grayson.”

“I know,” is all Tyler says.

Way to make things awkward Tyler.

The three of us stand there silently and
it’s not until Olivia walks over that we can make our escape. “Have
a good night you two.”

Grayson hesitates while looking at Tyler,
“Yeah, see you Olivia, bye Tyler.”

I wave over my shoulder and quickly shut the
door behind us.

As we walk down the hallway, Grayson drapes
his arm over my shoulders, “That guys kind of intense.”

Intense is one word to describe Tyler. “He’s
just protective, he’s the same with Olivia.”

Grayson looks away as he says, “If you say
so.”

That was a strange comment to make.

Did he see something between Tyler and
I?

He didn’t even spend five minutes with us so
I doubt it but I don’t really want to get into an argument if he
suspects something so I choose to say nothing.

Grayson takes me to one of his favorite
Mexican restaurants and I do something that I normally never
do.

Have multiple drinks with dinner.

I’m still stressed over the whole Italy
suggestion but after having a few drinks, my thought process has
calmed down a great deal so I have a few more.

After dinner, Grayson asks if I want to meet
up with some of his friends so I agree.

We go to a couple of bars and I even
convince Grayson to dance with me.

I’m having such a good time until Grayson
dips his mouth down to my ear. “I think it’s time I took you
home.”

“Noooo,” I whine.

His chuckle tickles my ear, “Baby, you are
so wasted that you can barely stand up straight.”

“But home isn’t fun,” and all of my problems
don’t seem as important anymore.

In fact, I’ve barely thought about them all
night.

Why don’t I drink like this more often?

Olivia might be onto something here.

He ignores my protest and starts pulling me
towards the door. “Come on, I have a paper I need to finish
tomorrow and I want to get you tucked into bed before you pass
out.”

“I’m not going to pass out.” I feel
fine.

I feel great actually.

This is the best I’ve felt in months.

He leans down to kiss me, “It’s cute that
you think that.”

I pout, “Party pooper.”

He gazes down into my eyes, “Trust me,
you’ll thank me in the morning.”

We hop into a cab and he cradles me into his
side for the drive back to my apartment.

I nuzzle my head into his neck and breathe
in his scent, “You smell nice.”

His body shakes with laughter, “I’m glad you
think so.”

I look up into his eyes, “I do think
so.”

He leans down to kiss me but we arrive
outside my building before the fun can really begin.

I stagger towards my apartment and Grayson
has to carry me part of the way. He puts me down to get my keys out
of my bag and as soon as we walk inside, I whip my shirt over my
head.

Grayson’s eyes widen as they take in my
body. “Fuck baby, you can’t do things like that, we need to get you
to bed.”

I giggle, “But I’m not sleepy.”

The lamp next to the couch gets flicked on
and the room is bathed in light.

Tyler angrily sits up from the couch with
his naked chest on display and damn he looks good.

“Whoops, Tyler’s here.” How the hell did I
forget that Tyler’s here?

Wow, he looks mad.

I wonder what his problem is.

He grinds out through clenched teeth, “Yeah,
Tyler’s here alright.”

Grayson picks my shirt up off the ground and
when he fails to get it back on me, he holds it against my chest.
“Sorry we woke you up, I’ll just get Maddy to bed then I’ll
leave.”

“You aren’t staying?” I ask in a
pathetically whiny voice.

Grayson kisses me gently and starts ushering
me towards my room. “You’re too drunk baby, you need your sleep and
I need to get up early to work on my paper.”

Tyler stands from the couch and makes his
way over to us, “I can put her to bed if you want to head
home.”

Grayson’s grip on my waist tightens, “I
don’t think so.”

My eyes drift down Tyler’s body to see that
he is only in his underwear. “Tyler forgot pants.”

He smirks at me and I hear Grayson huff in
annoyance. “I didn’t expect to be staying the night.”

Grayson drags me away from Tyler and towards
my bedroom.

Once we are inside, he helps me out of my
pants and removes my bra before grabbing one of my t-shirts and
dressing me like a five-year-old.

After he is satisfied with his handiwork, he
lies me down in bed and starts kissing me. “No fair, you can’t kiss
me like that then leave.”

“You can barely keep your eyes open as it
is.”

“They are open.”

I hear him chuckle, “They aren’t.” He leans
down to kiss me once more, “I’ll come over tomorrow after I finish
my paper to check on you. I promise.”

“Okay, night, night, Grayson.”

“Goodnight baby.”

When he leaves my bedroom, I hear muffled
voices then the front door closing.

Soon afterwards, my bedroom door opens and
light from the living room spills in.

Tyler stalks over to the bed and sits down
on the edge, “You too huh?”

“What do you mean?” I ask sleepily.

“I mean that now I have to worry about both
you and Olivia.”

Me? I’m great. There’s nothing wrong with
me, not tonight at least. “You don’t have to worry about me, I’m
fine.”

He pulls my covers down. “That’s what you
said earlier and I still don’t believe you. I want to finish our
conversation about this man.”

Sitting up, I wink at him, “And I want you
to fuck me.”

He narrows his eyes, “Don’t tempt me
Matty.”

“It’s the truth, you look damn good Tyler.”
He always looks damn good and that’s not the alcohol talking.

He’s a walking wet dream and having him sit
on my bed in nothing but his underwear is giving me ideas.

Naughty ideas.

For some reason Tyler doesn’t look
impressed. “I’m not fucking you when you’re seconds from passing
out and my sister is in the other room.”

Why does everyone think that I’m going to
pass out? “Olivia’s not going to care.”

“Well, I care and you’re not exactly quiet,”
he smirks but that only makes me want him more.

He’s right though, with Grayson I’m not very
vocal but every time I’ve had sex with Tyler, he brings out this
other side in me.

A wild side.

A side that screams his name not caring who
could hear me.

I reach up to rub my breast through my
t-shirt. “That’s because you’re amazing, you make me feel things
like, woah.” Shaking my head, I admit, “Grayson doesn’t do that to
me.”

Tyler’s jaw clenches, “I don’t want to talk
about you having sex with Grayson, Matty.”

“Why not? You’ve had sex with a bunch of
people, I’m just catching up.” I’m twenty-one and I’ve only had sex
with two guys, compared with everyone else I know, that’s a pretty
low number.

Maybe I should be more like Olivia.

She’s so wild and free.

I bet if I was more like her, then Tyler
would be more open to fucking me.

If I had sex with the amount of guys she
does then Tyler would get crazy jealous.

He seemed awfully jealous tonight and I like
jealous Tyler.

The last time he got jealous he ended up
fucking my brains out.

Tyler seems horrified, “I don’t want you to
catch up Matty, fuck, don’t say things like that.”

“Then have sex with me, please?” I shouldn’t
have to beg him to have sex with me.

It makes me sound pathetic.

First my own boyfriend and now Tyler? Do I
look like I have some kind of a disease on my face tonight?

He takes a deep breath, “No.”

“Then touch my boobies, I love it when you
do that.” Reaching up, I grab my breasts but he is quick to take
hold of my wrists and place them back on the bed.

Moving closer to me, he keeps hold of my
hands as he becomes awfully serious. “Matty, I want to know about
this man before you go to sleep, it’s been bothering me all
night.”

And I want to be fucked but it looks like we
are both out of luck. “Too bad, so sad.”

“Matty,” he growls out.

“Night Tyler, I love you.” Closing my eyes,
I snuggle down into my sheets.

If he’s not going to have sex with me then
I’m not going to tell him about the secret man.

Let’s see how he likes that.

I can hear him muttering under his breath
but then I feel his weight lift off my bed and a gentle kiss is
placed on my forehead. “Goodnight Matty, I love you too.”

Smiling to myself, I fall asleep dreaming of
the fact that Tyler loves me too.


CHAPTER 14

MADDY

In the morning, I wake up with a dry mouth and a
massive headache.

Ugh, why did I have to drink so much?

Normally I cut myself off when everything
starts to taste really nice as I hate this feeling but last night,
it was nice to let my mind go blank.

Memories of coming home last night to see
Tyler in his underwear flash through my mind and I groan over the
whole situation.

I practically begged Tyler to have sex with
me two seconds after Grayson walked out the door.

What kind of a person does that make me?

Reaching over to find my phone, I see a text
from Grayson earlier this morning wanting to see how I am.

I text him back with the intention of
getting up but then I lie back down again.

My bed feels too good to leave.

There is a soft knock on the door then it
opens to reveal Tyler’s face. “Good, you’re awake.”

“Yep, I’m awake.” Although I would rather be
dead.

I’m sure it would feel a hell of a lot nicer
than this.

He walks into my room and places a glass of
water and two aspirin on my bedside table. “I’m about to head off
but I wanted to see you before I left.”

I close my eyes against the bright light
coming in from the living room. “What about?”

He sits down next to me on the bed. “You
still haven’t told me about this man.”

“Oh, him.” I’m really not up for this
conversation today. It will be hard enough to explain this to
someone when I’m sober but feeling like I’m on death’s doorstep is
not how I want to explain that the person who I grew up to believe
was my mom is in fact an imposter. “He was no one.”

Tyler shakes his head, “Again, I don’t
believe you. Tell me what’s bothering you.”

“I want to go to sleep Tyler, can’t we talk
another time?” I never should have opened my mouth last night.

He looks like he is fighting an internal
battle with himself. Finally, he says, “Fine, but I’m not letting
this go Matty, I can tell this is important.”

Sometimes I wish he didn’t know me so well.
“Okay, just, why don’t we catch up after exams?”

He hesitates slightly, “Laura and I are
heading to Toronto after exams to celebrate finishing senior
year.”

“Of course you are.” Just like she
interrupted our phone conversation last night, she takes priority
after exams as well.

So much for me being more important than his
girlfriends.

His eyebrows draw together, “What’s that
supposed to mean?”

It means that I’m jealous and hungover and
that’s not a good combination. “Nothing, go spend time with your
girlfriend Tyler and I’ll confide in my boyfriend.”

When I look away from him, he is quick to
grab my face and gently pulls me back so I have no choice but to
look at him. “Don’t do that.”

“Do what?” I ask, getting annoyed now.

It’s not fair that he’s in my bedroom,
sitting on my bed, comforting me and trying to get me to open up to
him when he’s about to drive back to his life in New York.

His life that he shares with Laura.

He leaves his hand on the side of my face,
“Don’t brush me off.”

Pushing his hand away, I start to get angry.
“I’m not, but I’m supposed to confide in my boyfriend not my best
friends’ brother, right?”

He’s getting frustrated with me now but I
couldn’t care less. He deserves my bitterness. “I’m not just your
best friend’s brother Matty, don’t be petty.”

Petty?

He thinks I’m being petty?

Does he not understand how hard it is for me
to see him with someone else?

It’s fucking torture having to share him
with someone else all the time.

But like always, I keep my true feelings
bottled up. “Then don’t bother me when I’m hungover.”

He stands from my bed in a huff, “Fine, I’ll
leave, just promise me you’ll call me.”

After last night and this morning? I don’t
think so.

“Uh huh.” Snuggling back down into bed, I
wait for him to shut the door.

“Promise me Matty, look me in the eye and
promise me that you’ll call me.”

Opening my eyes, I stare straight into his
dark green ones and lie my ass off, “I promise Tyler.”

Thinking I should confide in Tyler was a
mistake.

He’s not going to put me first, it’s all
about Laura now.

We only promised each other one night a
year, that promise didn’t include having heart to hearts about our
problems.

No, when I’m ready to talk to someone about
Edward and my mom then I’ll talk to Olivia.

I don’t need Tyler to solve my problems
anymore.

I can do that all by myself.

In fact, I just solved my Italy dilemma.

I’m going.

It’s time I put myself and what I wanted
first.

I’ve always been careful not to step on
anyone’s toes but where has it gotten me?

I’ve had to watch Tyler with a new
girlfriend year after year and this one seems like she’s sticking
around for the long haul.

I’ve always been the good girl.

The nice one.

The one people rely on and I’m sick of
it.

I’m going to go on this trip for me.

It’s what I want.

My parents didn’t care about lying to me for
twenty-one years so why should I feel bad lying to them about a
trip to Italy?

I shouldn’t.

And right now, I don’t.

I actually hope they find out at some point
so I can turn around and drop the bombshell on them like it was
dropped on me.

It might have been different if they were
the ones to tell me the truth but it hurts that Edward had to be
the one to tell me.

My parents should have had the guts to do it
but it’s clear that they were never going to.

Now they have to live with the fallout from
that choice.

With that decision off my shoulders, I close
my eyes and don’t bother waiting for Tyler to leave the room.

I have nothing left to say to him
anyway.

Sleep takes me quickly after that and I’ve
never been so grateful for a dreamless sleep.


CHAPTER 15

MADDY

Sitting at the airport, I second guess my decision
for about the millionth time.

After informing Edward that I would come to
Italy for part of the summer, he couriered me a first-class ticket
to Rome.

That’s right, he sent me a plane ticket in
the mail.

I don’t think I’ve ever had a physical
ticket before but I figure he is old school.

That ticket burnt a hole in my bedside table
for weeks and I opened my mouth to tell Olivia a hundred times but
I could never seem to find the right words.

So I lied to her just like I lied to
everyone else.

Tyler called me a bunch of times but I never
called him back or replied to any of his messages.

He froze me out after I kissed him for the
first time and then again after we had sex so as far as I’m
concerned, he will just have to deal with me ignoring him for a
change.

I ended up telling Olivia and the rest of my
family that Grayson was taking me on a road trip but the truth is
that I broke up with him this morning.

No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t
picture a future between us so I didn’t think there was any point
in continuing our relationship.

He was understandably upset because it’s not
like I gave him any warning. For him, our break up was entirely out
of the blue but for me, it had been a long time coming.

I never really felt that spark with Grayson
and I only let things go so far between us because I was desperate
for things to work.

I was desperate to find someone to love like
Tyler has found.

After this trip, I’ll have to sit down and
really think about what I want.

I was always so sure that Tyler and I would
end up together someday but that possibility is seeming less and
less likely as the years tick by.

One day, I hope to have my thoughts clear
regarding Tyler but for the summer at least I’m going to try and
forget about him entirely.

This summer is about me.

About finding out who I really am.

Discovering more of my past and figuring out
what that means.

When it’s time to board, I complete
everything I need to on autopilot. I don’t even get to stop and
appreciate how beautiful first class is.

I’m still freaking out over my decision to
deceive everyone I love.

I’ve never done something like this
before.

This isn’t me.

Olivia might be able to talk me into doing
something like this but until running into Edward, I never would
have even contemplated doing something like this on my own.

It’s thrilling yet nerve-wracking at the
same time.

I’m bound to get caught out when I don’t
return to Seattle in a week’s time but I figure I can drop the
bombshell over the phone and let all the drama settle down before I
actually return home.

I will let my parents stew over the
revelation that I know the truth and have done for months.

Let’s see how they like being lied to.

Edward asked me how long I intended to stay
for and I couldn’t give him a straight answer so he supplied me
with an open-ended ticket.

That way, I could leave whenever I wanted
and head straight to Seattle.

Edward has been more than accommodating
during this whole process and I can’t help but think about how Dad
just disregarded him from my life.

I can’t think of a good enough reason that
would justify doing something like that.

Especially after he had just lost his own
daughter, it seems so cruel.

After take-off, I accept a few drinks from
the air hostess then lie down for the long journey ahead of me.

First class definitely has some perks and
being able to lie down flat is one of them.

I never thought I could use the word comfy
on a plane but this bed is heaven.

It’s so comfortable that I end up sleeping
the entire flight and after a quick stop off in Portugal, I arrive
relatively refreshed and ready for an adventure in Rome.

That’s right, Rome.

I can’t believe that I’m actually here.

Growing up, I’ve been relatively lucky with
the holidays my family has taken me on but I’ve never been to
Europe before.

Olivia and I always talked about going after
college and I feel guilty over the fact that I’m here without her
but I just hope she understands when I tell her the truth.

Maybe one day we can come back here,
together.

When I hop off the plane and collect my bag,
I expect Edward to be waiting for me but instead, I see a sign with
my name on it.

Walking up to the man, I’m not sure whether
he will speak English or not. “Hi, I’m Maddison Astley.”

With a thick accent, he says, “Ah, wonderful
news, my name is Angelo and I will be your driver. Mr. Allerton is
in a business meeting all day, he has asked me to drive you to the
hotel and he will meet you for dinner tonight.”

“Oh, alright.” I knew he said he would be
busy but I guess I didn’t realize to what extent he would be
busy.

Angelo insists on taking my bags and I
follow him outside to what looks like a very expensive European
car.

It’s all black and has dark tinted windows
which makes the back very private, in fact, you can hardly even see
inside.

He opens the door for me and once I take a
seat, I marvel over the rich leather interior and Angelo informs me
that I can help myself to anything I like.

Looking around, I open a compartment and
find a few water bottles and on the other side, a find a variety of
snacks.

So this is how the other half lives,
huh?

I could get used to this.

When Angelo pulls up outside the hotel where
I will be staying, I’m glad the windows have such dark tints
because my jaw is basically on the floor.

This is by far the nicest place I have ever
stayed in, let alone set foot in.

A man opens my door and helps me from the
car and Angelo brings my bags around which the attendant is quick
to take.

Angelo gives me a business card with his
phone number on it and informs me to call him whenever I would like
a ride and he would be waiting.

After I’m checked in at the front desk, I’m
escorted up to my room which is more like a gigantic suite.

It’s beautiful.

Stunning really and more like a one-bedroom
apartment.

It’s basically as big as the apartment
Olivia and I share back in Boston.

Once I’m alone, I take my time to explore
and become rather giddy when I find that I have a view of the
Colosseum from my window.

That’s one of the first places I want to go
and visit.

I’ve always found history fascinating and
there’s so much rich history in Italy that I imagine I could
explore this place for weeks and not get bored.

Hopefully during the summer, I have the
chance to explore other parts of Italy as well. I’ve been doing my
research and would love nothing more than to travel the entire
length of the country.

But right now, I’m satisfied with being in
Rome.

Actually, I’m more than satisfied, I haven’t
been this happy in months.

I find a note from Edward requesting that I
meet him for dinner at 7pm downstairs and it all seems rather
formal.

I take a quick shower in the luxurious
bathroom then sit down in one of the hotel robes to reply to a few
messages from Olivia and my parents.

Once again, I feel bed for lying but mostly
I only feel bad about lying to Olivia.

I know once she finds out the truth, she
will be hurt that I didn’t confide in her sooner but I’m hoping
that she will forgive me.

We’ve had some major fights over the years
but we’ve always come out the other side stronger than ever and I’m
hoping this can be another one of those times.

I wouldn’t be able to cope if I lost her
friendship over this.

At around 6pm, I start getting ready for
dinner and hope that I’m not under dressed. If their restaurant is
anything like the rest of the hotel, then it’s going to be
fancy.

When I packed my bag, I only really thought
about clothes to walk around the city in. I’m lucky that I threw a
few nice dresses in as an afterthought.

Making my way downstairs, I’m escorted into
the dining room and taken to a table where Edward is already
seated.

He stands to greet me and gives me a warm
hug, “I’m so glad that you decided to join me this summer
Maddison.”

“Me too,” I reply with genuine fondness.

We both sit down at the table and a waiter
walks over straight away to serve us.

“I trust you enjoyed your flight.”

“Yes, I’ve never flown first class before
and it was rather enjoyable.” I’ll have to make sure that I don’t
sleep on the entire trip back so that I can make the most of the
experience.

I doubt I will ever fly somewhere in first
class again.

Edwards smiles brightly, “I’m glad, I missed
out on so much of your life that I’m happy I can start spoiling you
now.”

“I would definitely say that this is
spoiling.” My family is well off financially but I don’t think I
know anyone that lives this kind of lifestyle.

I suddenly feel woefully under prepared for
this trip.

Will all of our meals be in a place like
this?

What if he wants me to join him on dinners
with some of his associates? If that happens, I might have to ask
him about a suitable dress code.

I hate asking Edward for anything more after
he has already spent so much money on me but looking around, I
already feel underdressed and we are only at the hotel.

“I’m afraid that I have business to attend
to over the next few days but Angelo is here to take you wherever
you want to go.”

The thought of having a driver on call is
still a little strange to me, I figured I would be taking public
transport. “Yes, Angelo gave me his card but that isn’t necessary,
I’m quite happy to walk around the city and take in the
sights.”

He shrugs, “Well, whatever you decide to do,
know that he is there to help you when you need it.”

“Thank you, that’s very generous of you,”
and it will be nice to know that I can call him if I get lost.

I’ve tried to practice a few phrases in
Italian but I’m afraid that a second language is not in my
future.

Hopefully, I can scrap by only using
English.

“Would you like me to organize a guide for
you?” he asks kindly.

“No, that’s okay.” I almost think it’s
better making your own way around a new place. That way you can
explore at your own pace.

I can’t wait to get started in the
morning.

Dinner is lovely and when it’s time to call
it a night, we make arrangements for the following night to meet at
the same time.

As we stand to leave, Edward is stopped by
two men.

Both seem young but older than me still by
at least a few years and one in particular is extremely
attractive.

He is wearing a dark suit, has beautiful
brown eyes and perfectly groomed black hair.

When he smiles at me, it stirs feelings
inside of me similar to the ones I get from Tyler, which has never
happened to me before. “This must be your lovely granddaughter you
have been telling us so much about.”

His eyes spend a few moments perusing my
body and I find that I don’t mind the attention one little bit.

Edward glances over at me with a small
smile, “Yes, this is Maddison Bradley. Maddison, these are some
associates of mine Lorenzo De Luca and Mateo Rossi.”

Mateo shakes my hand politely but then
Lorenzo takes my hand and brings it up to his lips where he places
a gentle kiss.

At the contact, my heart starts fluttering
erratically. “She’s just as beautiful as you described Edward.”

My insides warm at his complement. “I notice
that your accent isn’t as strong as others I’ve met since I’ve been
here.”

Lorenzo’s smile is dazzling, “My mother is
American, I spent part of my childhood there but then my father was
able to convince her to move back to Italy with him.”

“Which part did you live in?” I ask,
genuinely curious.

I wouldn’t mind sitting through one of
Edward’s business dinners if it meant sitting next to Lorenzo.

His eyes never once stray from mine,
“Chicago, Edward tells us that you are from Seattle.”

“That’s right. I’m surprised he’s told you
so much about me.” More than surprised actually, that was
completely unexpected.

He must be more excited than he’s letting on
that I’m here.

It’s nice to feel so wanted. I’ve always
felt that way with my own family but this seems different.

After missing so much of my life, I figured
he wasn’t overly bothered about whether I came on this trip or
not.

“He’s excited that you were able to make the
trip and to be frank, so I am.” Oh, this guy is smooth but way out
of my league. “Edward, we will all have to get together for dinner
one night. What do you say?”

Edward clears his throat, “If Maddison is
happy then of course, I would be happy to arrange something.”

Dinner with Lorenzo? Yes please. “Yes, that
sounds lovely.”

I try to wipe the smile off my face so I
don’t seem too eager but nothing I think about seems to lessen my
grin.

Maybe this summer can be more than a
sightseeing trip after all.

Olivia would die if she found out I had a
summer fling in Italy.

“Good, it’s settled then.” He inclines his
head towards me, “I’ll be seeing you again Maddison.”

Edward and I leave the restaurant but when I
look over my shoulder, Lorenzo is still watching me intently.

His gaze sends shivers down my spine.

Edward walks me to my room and says
goodnight. As soon as I shut the door, I can’t help the smile that
spreads over my face.

I’m looking forward to seeing Lorenzo De
Luca again.


CHAPTER 16

MADDY

After walking the streets of Rome for the last few
days, I finally feel like I’m getting my bearings.

I’ve only had to call Angelo twice to come
and pick me up. The first day I was hopelessly lost and I have no
idea how he managed to find me with my shitty description of my
surroundings and the second time, I felt like I was dying of heat
stroke.

Apparently, there was a heat wave forecast
but I had no idea. Now before I leave the hotel, I make sure to ask
the front desk what the weather forecast is so I don’t get caught
out again.

I practically made a beeline for the
Colosseum on my first day here and it didn’t disappoint. I spent
basically the entire day there, it was that incredible.

I tried to picture what it would have been
like in its glory days with a cheering crowd and gladiators
fighting down below but I don’t think my imagination did the place
justice.

If I knew that I would have fallen in love
with Rome almost instantly, then I never would have pondered my
decision about coming for so long.

After ticking the Colosseum off my list,
I’ve slowly been making my way around the must-see sights but I
can’t wait to start exploring the lesser-known tourist
attractions.

All of the old buildings are incredible to
walk around and I wish I had a better camera than just using my
phone.

At this stage, I’m going to run out of
storage as I have taken that many photos.

Since I’ve been walking for most of the day,
when I reach the Trevi fountain I decide to take a break.

Finding a spot to sit in the shade, I marvel
at the amount of people that are here.

I would like to do the whole flicking a coin
into the fountain thing but I might have to force my way in
there.

When you see pictures of Italy online it
always looks so beautiful but it never shows how many tourists and
other people are wandering around. I’ve been overwhelmed a few
times by the large crowds at the places I have visited and this is
no exception.

I haven’t been sitting down long when I hear
my name being called.

Thinking there must be another Maddison
around here, I ignore the voice since I don’t know anyone in Rome
and continue to admire the view.

“Maddison, I thought that was you.”

Startled, I look up to see Lorenzo staring
down at me with a large smile covering his face.

“Lorenzo.” I stand up to greet him. “Sorry,
when I heard my name, I thought they must have been talking to
someone else.”

He chuckles softly, “That’s fine. I saw you
walking further back and thought I would catch up to you. For
someone so small, you walk awfully quickly.”

“Sorry about that.” If I had noticed him
earlier then I would have slowed down or stopped all together.

Edward hasn’t mentioned dinner plans again
since my first night here but I’ve been eager to see Lorenzo
again.

He gestures for me to sit down and after I
do, he takes a seat next to me.

I’m actually surprised he’s happy to sit
here with me considering he is wearing another fancy and expensive
looking suit. Surely the concrete would ruin the nice fabric.

His eyes seem to sparkle with interest when
they look at me. “How are you enjoying Rome so far?”

“Oh, it’s incredible,” I gush. “I think I’ve
fallen in love with this city.”

He runs his right hand through his dark
locks, “Good, I’m glad. Have you thrown a coin into the fountain
yet?”

I shake my head, “No not yet. I’ve been
walking most of the morning and wanted to take a break first.”

He frowns, “I thought Edward would have
organized a driver for you. If you like, I would be more than happy
to lend you mine.”

I’m quick to say, “Oh no, thank you. That’s
very generous of you but he did give me a driver, I just prefer to
walk, you can see more that way.”

Does everyone around here have their own
personal driver? It seems a little extravagant.

“Well make sure you don’t walk too far in
this heat, I would hate for you to get sick.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.” His concern for
my wellbeing is very touching.

Lorenzo gestures towards the fountain then
grins at me, “How many coins are you planning on tossing into the
fountain?”

“What do you mean?” Don’t most people just
throw one in?

“Depending on your wish, you can choose to
throw one, two or three coins.”

Hmm, I obviously didn’t get to that part in
my guide book. “I didn’t know that. What’s the difference?”

He seems almost excited to tell me. “Well,
according to legend if you wish to return to Rome someday then you
throw one coin. If you would like to return and find love, you
throw two coins and finally, if you want to return to Rome, find
love and then marry, you throw three coins.”

“That’s beautiful but I think I only have
one coin on me.” Would I sound like an idiot if I told him that I
want to throw three coins?

Without a doubt I want to return to Rome one
day and of course I want to find love and marry but I don’t want
him to think I’m thinking about him when I throw the coins.

Obviously the thought crossed my mind when
he mentioned why you would throw more than one coin but for right
now, I would be happy with a date.

He starts reaching into his pocket, “I have
a few, that’s of course if you want to throw more than one?”

“Well, one is a given, I would love to come
back to Rome someday and as for finding love and marrying, that
seems like something worth wishing for, wouldn’t you think?”

“Definitely,” he rummages around in his
pocket and pulls out two coins. “Two more coins for the lady to
make her wish.”

Giggling, I take the coins from him and
can’t help but blush, thinking that I might find those things with
Lorenzo. “Thank you.”

Smiling brightly, he rubs his hands along
his suit pants. “You’re welcome but I’ll have to come down there
with you so you throw them the right way, otherwise it won’t come
true.”

“Don’t you just throw it behind you, over
your shoulder?” I’ve been watching people do just that ever since I
got here. Doesn’t really seem that hard.

“Yes, but there’s more to it than that, come
on.” He stands and offers me his hand.

Placing my hand into his larger one, I let
him help me up and guide me down to the edge of the fountain.

For somebody who is dressed immaculately,
his hands are a lot rougher than I would have imagined.

They don’t feel like the hands of a man who
sits behind a computer all day but the hands of a man that is used
to hard, physical labor.

Is it weird that the feel of his hand has me
picturing what he would look like without a shirt on?

People seem to part for him as he moves
through the crowd and I become excited when we reach the edge. The
fact that he never let go of my hand didn’t go unnoticed
either.

Feeling the warmth of his calloused hand
wrapped around mine gives me goosebumps.

“Okay.” Letting go of my hand, he grabs me
by the shoulders and positions me so we are facing one another but
my back is to the fountain. “The trick is throwing the coins from
your right hand, over your left shoulder but you have to throw each
coin individually. You can’t throw them together, have you got
it?”

“I think so,” I say, smiling brightly.
“Right hand, left shoulder, one at a time.”

“Good,” he stands back slightly, “Wait, give
me your phone and I’ll take your picture.”

“Okay.” Reaching into my bag, I withdraw my
phone and hand it over.

Once he gives me the thumbs up, I start
throwing my coins, one at a time.

After I have thrown the third coin, I become
giddy over the thought of my wishes coming true.

Lorenzo has me pose for a few pictures in
front of the fountain and it’s nice having someone take my picture
for me for a change.

Apart from taking selfies, I’ve had to ask a
few people to take my picture but they only ever take a couple and
most of the time they aren’t very good.

Once he is satisfied, he places his arm
around my shoulders and takes a photo of us together with the
fountain in the background.

When I check the photos afterwards, I become
highly embarrassed.

I look like a giddy school girl.

You could easily replace my eyes with hearts
and make some silly meme out of the image.

The sound of his voice, snaps me out of my
inner turmoil. “Would you like to get lunch somewhere
Maddison?”

“Don’t you already have plans?” He looks
like he is dressed to go to a meeting or something, unless that’s
how he dresses all the time.

I’ve never seen Edward wear anything except
for a suit so maybe Lorenzo is the same?

I’m glad I wore a nice sundress today. I’ve
spent the last few days exploring Rome in an old pair of shorts and
various t-shirts. I would have hated running into Lorenzo looking
like a slob when he is so well put together.

He smiles at me, “I have an hour.”

“Then that would be great.” He takes my hand
and leads me through the crowd once again.

When we pass the bulk of the crowd, I expect
him to let go but he doesn’t. “I know a great little place not far
from here.”

“Anywhere sounds nice but I might have to
get you to order for me, I’m afraid my Italian is hopeless. I tried
to ask for a sandwich yesterday using the translation book I
brought but the lady just stared at me like I had spoken
gibberish.” In the end I resorted to pointing and just accepting
whatever she handed me.

Lorenzo laughs out loud and the sound is
beautiful. “Maybe I can give you a few pointers over lunch.”

I blush, “That would be nice, thank
you.”

Lorenzo leads me to a quaint little corner
café and we take a seat outside. He orders for me and gives me a
few pointers for speaking in Italian but after he chuckles for
about the fifth time, I change the subject.

It’s probably best if I get Angelo to help
me, that way I won’t have to be so embarrassed when I muck up.

We talk about Rome some more and other
places that I’m hoping to see while I’m here.

Lorenzo gives me a few good pointers and
even marks some pages in my book which are worth checking out but
then the conversation drifts to me.

I try to ask Lorenzo questions about himself
but he seems more interested in finding out all there is to know
about me.

He’s listened intently as I’ve told him all
about college and my family and when we get onto the subject of
Edward, his questions become more like an inquisition.

“So your family doesn’t know that you’re in
Italy?”

“No.”

Lorenzo nods his head but from the look in
his eyes, I don’t think that he approves of my choices. “And you
haven’t told them that you’ve met Edward?”

I shake my head, “No.” When he glances away,
I feel like he wants to say something to me, “What is it?”

He shakes his head and when he looks back at
me, that dark look is gone, “Nothing. You just seem to have put a
lot of trust in him, that’s all.”

“Is there a reason I shouldn’t trust him?”
So far, Edward hasn’t given me any reason to doubt him.

My time with Lorenzo has been really nice
but our conversation has started to take an odd turn.

It’s almost making me uncomfortable.

Lorenzo hesitates then smiles brightly like
he wasn’t just interrogating me. “Of course not, I just think that
it’s incredibly brave to travel to a foreign country by
yourself.”

“I don’t know if I would call it brave.” A
lot of people travel by themselves and it’s not like I’m completely
alone.

Lorenzo glances down at his watch and his
face falls. “I’m sorry but I need to get going. Would you like a
ride back to your hotel?

I would love to spend more time with him but
I’m not ready to call it a day just yet. “No, I’m going to wander
around a bit more but thank you for lunch.”

“You are most welcome Maddison, I enjoyed
your company immensely.” When he stands from the table, I do the
same and not long afterwards, a car pulls up alongside him.

“That’s efficient.” He didn’t even have to
call anyone. In fact, I haven’t seen him touch his phone once since
I’ve been with him.

For someone in this century, it’s very
unusual.

He smiles at me but there’s a sad look in
his eyes. “Would you do me a favor Maddison?”

“Sure,” I say without thinking.

“Would you keep our little rendezvous from
Edward?” When I frown, he hurries to add, “We haven’t set a date
for dinner yet and I would hate for him to cancel our plans if he
knows that I have already spent time with you.”

That’s an odd request, I don’t see why
Edward would do something like that but I don’t want to risk not
seeing Lorenzo again so I agree. “Of course.”

He seems relieved by my answer, almost too
relieved. “Thank you Maddison.” Leaning down, he places one soft
kiss against my cheek which sends my heart racing. “I’ll see you at
dinner then.”

“Yes, I’ll see you at dinner, I’m really
looking forward to it Lorenzo.” In fact, I might use what limited
spending money I have this afternoon to buy a nice dress to
wear.

He smiles back at me but this time it
doesn’t reach his eyes, “So I am.”

After a brief moment of hesitation when I
think he might say something else, he hops in the car without a
backwards glance in my direction and the car speeds away.

That goodbye was a bit strange after our
nice lunch together but I decide not to dwell on it, it’s time to
find a dress store.


CHAPTER 17

OLIVIA

I’m currently standing in my childhood bedroom,
packing for a trip that I’m being forced to go on.

It’s not the fact that I don’t want to go, I
enjoy helping out at The Housing Project with Mom, it’s more the
fact that I’m being sent there as a punishment for being a normal
college student.

According to Dad, I need time to unwind and
decompress like somehow my drinking is due to stress from classes.
Apparently the solution to all my problems is being in a remote
community with Mom where I can’t get into any trouble.

Of course the fact that there’s no bars or
nightclubs anywhere in the area is a huge plus for him.

He’s such a hypocrite.

I’ve heard countless stories about how he
used to act at college and even high school. Before he met Mom, he
was a huge player and used to party all the time.

How is that any different from what I’m
doing?

As far as I’m concerned, the stories that my
uncles love to tell are way worse than anything that I have ever
gotten up to.

I’m just grateful that he’s not coming with
us.

The last thing I need right now is Dad
spying on me for an entire week and judging everything that I
do.

Emily can have her Daddy Daughter week
because even though I love my dad, the thought of spending an
entire week alone with him right now sounds like hell.

Everything I do is wrong.

If I go out and have a couple of drinks with
my friends then I’m an alcoholic.

If I’m seen with someone of the opposite sex
then that means I’m going to spread my legs and yell, come on in,
everyone’s welcome.

If he had it his way, I wear would skirts
down to my ankles and save myself until marriage.

He’s overbearing and way too over protective
to the point where it’s detrimental to our relationship.

I thought becoming an adult and moving away
to college would make him chill out or at least focus on Emily but
one fuck up when I was drunk sends him into a downward spiral where
he thinks I’m out of control.

Hardly.

Sure I enjoy a drink and partying with my
friends but I don’t have a problem and I stay away from drugs.

As far as I’m concerned, he should be happy
with that.

That’s more than some parents get.

The fact that we are going somewhere in
Central Arizona in the middle of summer also annoys me.

Why spend all day outside doing hard
physical labor in the hottest time of the year?

I know these people didn’t ask to have their
houses burn down in wildfires but The Housing Project could have
gotten their shit together faster instead of leaving the rebuild
until the summer.

Summers are enjoyable when you get to hang
out at the beach. Even a lake or river is nice but from what Mum
has said, we will be in the middle of the desert and that does not
sound appealing.

Neither does sleeping in a tiny room with my
mom without air conditioning but whether I like it or not, I’m
going.

That’s what happens when you rely on your
parents to pay for your college education but after next year, he
will have nothing over me anymore.

To make this trip even slightly more
bearable, I’ve been trying to get hold of Maddy to convince her to
come with us.

She’s come on these types of trips before
and we have had a really good time but I haven’t been able to get
hold of her and she has been replying to my texts at random times
of the day and night.

It’s not like us to go so long without
talking.

We’re practically sisters and tell each
other everything but she has been acting strange for a while
now.

Normally, I don’t like to pry as when she
gets in these moods, it has something to do with my brother and I
don’t want to get in the middle of whatever is, or isn’t happening
between those two but this seems different.

Every time I’ve asked her what’s wrong, she
keeps blaming her relationship with Grayson but then she turns
around and agrees to go on a road trip with him.

Talk about a one eighty.

I know Grayson is her first real boyfriend
but if she’s not into him anymore than she just needs to break up
with him, it’s not that big of a deal.

The only problem with Maddy though is that
she is always thinking about other people’s feelings instead of her
own. Maybe I should put a stop to their relationship before she
ends up married and miserable to him because at this stage, it’s a
possibility.

It’s clear he’s head over heels for Maddy
and to start with I thought she felt the same but her behavior over
the last few months suggests otherwise.

As a last resort, I text Grayson asking him
if Maddy could ring me when she’s free but after staring at my
phone in between packing for the last hour, he hasn’t replied to me
either.

Great, now everyone’s ignoring me and I
don’t even know if I’m going to have reception where I’m going.

It will be just my luck and my phone will be
useless the entire time that we are there.

That’s why I need Maddy to come with me,
damn it.

I need my girl by my side.

Just as I finish packing my bag, my phone
rings and when I look down, I’m happy to see Grayson’s name flash
across my screen.

It’s about damn time that she called me.

Picking it up excitedly, I practically
scream, “Hey Maddy!”

It’s only been a week since I’ve seen her
but we normally communicate way more than this and it’s annoying
the hell out of me that I don’t know how her trip is going.

Whenever I ask, she just says good.

Good is not a good enough description
when you are talking to your best friend.

I need details and locations, she hasn’t
even been telling me where they are.

That either means she’s in a grump or mad at
me but since I haven’t done anything wrong, I like to think she’s
just moody.

It’s not even that time of the month either.
I should know as we have been in sync for years.

Most months she reminds me that it’s coming
up and that I need to buy tampons or she ends up sharing hers. That
girl is my rock and has saved my ass on many, many occasions.

I really need to invest in an app with
alerts or something.

After a moment, a deep voice says, “Um, it’s
Grayson.”

“Oh, sorry Grayson, I just assumed you were
Maddy.” After all, I said in my text messaged that I wanted to talk
to Maddy.

Not that I don’t like Grayson, I think he’s
a great guy but he’s not who I need to talk to right now.

He seems annoyed as he says, “Why would you
think Maddy is with me?”

What the hell kind of a question is
that?

“Umm, maybe because you guys are on a road
trip together.” What’s with him? He sounds really weird.

Is it pick on Olivia day or something?

I can hear him sigh dramatically, “What are
you talking about Olivia?”

What am I talking about?

What the fuck is he talking
about?

“You and Maddy,” I say, not so confidently
now. “She said you guys were on a road trip, aren’t you due back in
Boston tomorrow?”

Maybe they had a fight, but if she had a
fight then why wouldn’t Maddy tell me about it?

Unless their fight was about me and the fact
that I hang out with them all the time.

Grayson snaps at me, “Olivia, Maddy broke up
with me a week ago, I wouldn’t have a clue where she is.”

“She what?” I practically scream.

How the fuck did my best friend break up
with her boyfriend a week ago and I’m only just finding out
about it now?

And what the hell does he mean he doesn’t
have a clue where Maddy is?

If she’s not with Grayson then where the
hell is she?

Grayson huffs loudly like I’m bothering him,
“Look, I’m busy Olivia, I’m not sure what’s going on but Maddy
hasn’t contacted me since she dumped me.”

I’m about to bombard him with questions over
their break up when I hear a dial tone.

Great, he hung up on me.

Now how the fuck am I supposed to get to the
bottom of all of this?

I try Maddy’s phone a few times again but
she fails to pick up.

No surprises there, it’s been happening all
week.

I can’t believe this.

This is utter bullshit.

I’m her best friend, her best fucking friend
in the entire world and I have to find out that she broke up with
her boyfriend from someone else.

When she finally does answer her damn phone,
I’m going to give her hell then demand she joins me in Arizona to
make it up to me.

Even then, it’s still going to take some
serious groveling on her part before I forgive her for this.

Hearing new voices downstairs, I strain to
listen and I think I can make out Tyler’s voice.

He was due to fly in today and now I’m
suspicious over his holiday that seemed to time in so well with
Maddy’s.

He said that him and Laura were going to
Toronto but was that a lie too?

Did him and Maddy run off for some secret
week together?

Those two think they are fooling everyone
but to me, it’s as plain as day that they are in love with each
other.

Poor Maddy has been head over heels for my
brother since she was little. She practically followed him around
in a loved-up daze, it was sickening.

Tyler was able to hide his feelings better
than Maddy but I can see straight through him.

He’s just as in love with her but for some
reason he has put Maddy on a pedestal and thinks they can never be
together.

I don’t understand his logic but the guy has
put my best friend through hell with his constant string of
girlfriends.

And don’t think I haven’t noticed the fact
that all of his girlfriend’s look just like Maddy.

It’s pretty sad that he is trying to replace
her with other girls.

He could at least hook up with someone who
looks completely different to stop torturing himself.

I bet he fucks them from behind so he can
pretend he is really having sex with Maddy.

Eww, why the fuck am I picturing my brother
having sex?

That’s just messed up.

Walking downstairs, I see that Mom and Dad
are talking to Uncle Jayden in the living room.

I’m positive that I heard Tyler’s voice
though and I don’t want to out Maddy to her dad just yet so I sneak
around the stairs and walk down the hall to the kitchen.

I may be mad at Maddy right now but she’s
still my one and only.

I would never throw her under the bus,
especially over something that will hopefully be cleared up
soon.

Sure enough, Tyler is in the kitchen with
his head in the fridge which causes me to shake my head.

Some things never change.

Getting Tyler’s attention, I gesture for him
to come closer to me.

You can see part of the kitchen from the
living room and what I have to say has to be said in private.

Those two are weirdly secretive about their
feelings for one another and neither of them will forgive me if I’m
the one to out them.

There’s no way I want that shit show on my
conscious.

Begrudgingly he walks over to me, “Why are
you being weird? I’m not helping you get out of going to
Arizona.”

“I wasn’t going to ask you to.” He thinks
he’s so high and mighty. He’s done far worse than I have over the
years but unlike him, I don’t rub his face in it. “Who were you on
holiday with?”

His eyes widen, “Laura, why?”

Yeah right. “Why did you react like that
then?”

He shrugs, “Because that was a strange
question. Who else would I be on holiday with?”

“I don’t know,” folding my arms over my
chest, I whisper, “Maddy.”

And I don’t even want to know what the two
of them got up to because that shit is gross.

“Matty?” He looks over his shoulder and
steps closer to me, “Why would I be on holiday with Matty?”

He’s not fooling anyone with his panicky
behavior. “Because I’ve just spoken to Grayson and she’s not on
holiday with him. In fact, she broke up with him a week ago so you
need to tell me straight, were you or were you not on a secret
holiday with Maddy this past week?”

I will actually be relieved if they have
finally gotten together.

It will be annoying as hell going back to
being the third wheel in their relationship but at least I can
forgive Maddy for lying to me if she has a valid excuse.

She’s always lied to me about Tyler and I’ve
let her.

It’s the only subject she gets a free pass
on.

Tyler’s gaze darkens, “Olivia what the hell
are you talking about?”

“Shhh, just, I need to know where Maddy is
alright. I’m worried about her, I have no idea where she is and if
you were on holiday together then I’m not going to tell anyone, you
can trust me.” I would die for that girl, Tyler not so much but
Maddy? She’s my other half.

If I was into girls then I would have locked
that shit down years ago with a ring. I wouldn’t waste years of my
life without her like my stupid brother.

Tyler grips my shoulders far too roughly,
“Olivia, what the fuck do you mean you don’t know where Matty
is?”

Shit, was I way off base?

But if she wasn’t with Tyler then who is she
with?

And more importantly, where is
she?

“I’d like to know the same thing.”

Looking behind Tyler, I curse under my
breath. Uncle Jayden is standing there with a mug in his hand and
looking just as wild as Tyler.

When I don’t immediately answer him, he
walks over to the sink, dumps his empty mug and crowds me the same
as Tyler is doing. “Well? Are you saying that Maddy is
missing?”

With the two of them standing over me, it’s
rather intimidating and I buckle under the pressure.

Please forgive me Maddy. “I just spoke to
Grayson and she isn’t on holiday with him, she broke up with him a
week ago.”

Uncle Jayden’s face pales, “What, what are
you saying?”

Fuck, where the hell are you Maddy? “I’m
saying that I don’t know where she is.”

Jesus, that sounds so stupid.

How can I not know where she is?

Uncle Jayden turns around and starts pacing
the length of the kitchen which draws the attention of Mom and Dad
and I have to repeat myself a third time that I have no idea where
my best friend is.

Their matching looks of disbelief aren’t
making me feel any better about this situation.

If anyone should know where Maddy is then
it’s me but I have absolutely no clue.

Uncle Jayden continues to pace and if it’s
possible, he gets even more worked up. “Okay think, Olivia, think.
It’s not like Maddy to take off without telling anyone, are you
sure she didn’t tell you of a change in plans?”

“Believe me Uncle Jayden if I knew where she
was, I would tell you. She hasn’t been answering my calls and her
texts have been brief but when I asked her about her trip with
Grayson, she always replied saying that it was good.” Which means
that she is lying to me for some reason and if it has nothing to do
with Tyler then I’m all out of ideas.

Unless she’s secretly in love with another
family member and has run off with him.

Uncle Jayden runs his hands through his hair
in agitation. “This, this doesn’t make any sense, Maddy doesn’t
lie, not about stuff like this.”

“I know,” I say quietly.

Tyler has been unusually quiet during this
conversation but I can tell he is fighting with himself.

His need to know if Maddy is safe could
cause his secret to pour out of him.

He barely looks like he’s holding it
together.

I watch as he calmly pulls his phone from
his pocket and puts it to his ear.

Each time he brings it back down and
redials, I can see him getting more and more agitated.

After a few minutes he gives up. “She’s not
answering my calls.”

There’s a vulnerable agony to his words that
breaks my heart.

Mom is starting to look panicked, “I’ll go
get Ashley and see if she knows anything.”

As soon as she is out of sight, Uncle Jayden
repeats Tyler’s process of unsuccessfully trying to call Maddy.

Dad tries his luck too but at this point, I
don’t think she’s going to answer her phone no matter who is
calling.

The only question is, is she ignoring us on
purpose or is she in trouble?

Could someone have kidnapped her and be
using her phone to reply to our text messages?

But if she was kidnapped then we would have
heard something about a ransom so that seems unlikely.

Starting to panic myself, I wrap my arms
around my body as tears spring to my eyes.

Where are you Maddy?

Pulling out my phone, I send her a text,
pleading with her to let me know that she’s okay.

At this point, I don’t even care that she
lied to me, I just need to know that she’s alive and safe.

She could have been lying somewhere hurt for
the last week and I would have had no idea.

I’m a terrible best friend for not realizing
that something was wrong sooner.

Mom and Aunty Ashley run into the kitchen
and Aunty Ashley seems to be in a worse state than anyone.

After repeating my conversation with Grayson
again, she spends the next ten minutes calling Maddy with no
luck.

Mom guides us all to the table to sit down
and brain storm ideas where Maddy could be.

I’ve text a bunch of friends that are still
in Boston but none of them have seen her and after texting my
neighbor, he said he hasn’t heard movement in our apartment since I
left five days ago.

None of us have any luck figuring out where
Maddy could be and Mom brings up the idea of calling the police
just as a text comes through.

“Wait, it’s a text from Maddy,” I say with
excitement but when I read the text, I get confused.

When I hesitate to read it out loud, I look
up into five sets of impatient eyes.

Dad calmly says, “Read it out loud
Olivia.”

“Okay.” Clearing my throat, I hesitantly
say, “I’m so sorry I’ve lied to you Olivia. It has nothing to do
with you and everything to do with my parents. Tell Dad that I’m
mad at him but especially Mom. She put Mom in quotation marks,
that’s weird right?”

Everyone except for Tyler pales and then
they start exchanging funny glances.

Tyler picks up on their weird behavior too,
“What the hell are those looks for? What’s going on?”

With a shaky voice, Mom says, “Let’s not
jump to conclusions anytime soon, we don’t know anything yet.”

“What do you mean jump to conclusions?” What
kind of conclusions are we supposed to be jumping to?

And how do you jump to conclusions when all
she said was that she was mad at her parents.

Isn’t it normal for someone her age to be
mad at her parents?

Granted, Maddy isn’t the type of person to
get mad very often but it still happens.

It seems that everyone is content to ignore
Tyler and I as Uncle Jayden speaks like I didn’t say anything. “But
how would she find out?”

“Find out what?” Tyler and I say at the same
time.

Aunty Ashley bursts into tears and Mom is
quick to wrap her arms around her in comfort.

Dad quietly leans across the table towards
Uncle Jayden and says in a low voice, “Do you think he could
have gotten to her?”

Uncle Jayden starts tapping his hand on the
table. “It’s been twenty-one years, if that’s the case, then why
now?”

Tyler says, “What do you mean he?” When they
continue to ignore him, he adds, “When I visited Olivia in Boston,
Matty looked upset and she started to tell me about a man she met
before Spring Break but we were interrupted.”

Four pairs of eyes zone in on my brother but
it’s Uncle Jayden that speaks and I’ve never heard him sound so
cold before. “What man?”

Tyler shrugs, “I don’t know, Laura rang and
then when she started to tell me again, Olivia came home and we got
side-tracked. I brought it up with her twice after that but she
shut down on me. That’s all I know.”

“Fuck!” Uncle Jayden roughly shoves his
chair back and stands from the table. “I need to know where she is
right fucking now! If she’s with him then she’s in danger, she’s,
she’s…FUCK!”

Aunty Ashley is full on bawling now and Mom
ends up taking her out of the room.

“Jayden, let’s not jump to any conclusions,
if we can’t find her then we can try and track him down. Let me
call Dennis, they might have some mutual contacts.” When Dad pulls
his phone out of his pocket and puts it to his ear, Uncle Jayden
rips it out of his hand and starts barking orders down the phone at
Granddad.

It seems that everyone has forgotten Tyler
and I are still in the room.

When Dad starts to get up from the table,
Tyler roughly grabs his arm to stop him and doesn’t let go. He
growls out, “Tell us what the fuck is going on. Right. Now.”

Dad ducks his head in shame, “It’s not
really my place to say-”

He shoves Dad roughly but it’s like Dad
doesn’t even notice. “Fuck that shit, tell us, we deserve to
know.”

“Please Dad,” I cry, “I need to know what’s
happening.”

Who is this man that they keep talking about
and why would she be in danger?

None of this makes any sense.

After rubbing his free hand over his face,
he looks each of us square in the eye. “What I’m about to say
doesn’t leave this room, understood?” After we both nod our
agreement, he blows my mind with his revelation. “Ashley isn’t
Maddy’s biological mother.”

I’m completely frozen in shock, my mouth
opens and closes to ask what the hell he is talking about but no
sound comes out.

That doesn’t make any sense.

How can that even be possible?

How would they hide something like that for
this long?

Looking at Tyler, he seems to be in just as
much shock as I am.

When neither of us can form any words, Dad
ends up continuing, “Her biological mother passed away the day she
was born, I’m not getting into that today but her father, Maddy’s
biological grandfather is an evil man. If she is with him then,
then…let’s just hope she’s run off by herself.”

Tyler manages to whisper, “What do you mean
evil? Would he hurt her?” When Dad doesn’t reply, Tyler stands from
the table and leaves the room.

Tears are streaming down my face now at the
thought of someone hurting my best friend. “Please tell me she’ll
be okay Dad, please, I need to know-”

He pats my shoulder gently, “Go up to your
room and we’ll come and get you if we find anything.”

“But Dad-”

“Go up to your room Olivia, please.” One
look at Dad’s face lets me know that this conversation is over.

Numbly, I do what he says but instead of
walking into my bedroom, I walk into Tyler’s.

He’s sitting on the edge of his bed with his
head in his hands and when he looks up, I can see tears streaming
down his face.

Walking over to his bed, I sit down next to
him and place my head on his shoulder.

Feeling completely useless, there’s nothing
we can do but wait.


CHAPTER 18

OLIVIA

It's getting late when we hear a commotion
downstairs. After Tyler and I share a glance, we both race
downstairs to see if they have any news about Maddy.

As soon as we get downstairs, we see that
Uncle Jayden is completely losing his shit. “Italy? Fucking
Italy? You’re telling me that fucking scumbag took my baby
girl to Italy a week ago and we had no idea?”

Italy?

Maddy is in Italy?

How the hell did she manage to pull that
off?

Now that I think about it, her replying to
my messages at odd times is starting to make sense.

If she’s been in Europe this whole time then
she will be in a different time zone.

But why the hell would she take off to
Italy? And why wouldn’t she take me with her?

We’re best friends, we tell each other
everything.

At least we used to.

If she had told me what was going on, I
would have been all for an impromptu trip to Italy.

Hell, we would have had a blast.

But the only thing that matters right now is
that she’s safe.

When she’s back in my arms again, I can yell
at her for keeping secrets but right now, the only thing I care
about is that she’s okay.

I’ve tried her phone numerous times since
Tyler and I went upstairs but she’s turned it off.

No doubt she was getting bombarded with
calls from everyone but she picked a hell of a time to start being
rebellious.

She’s normally such a stickler for the rules
that it’s hard to comprehend that she would take off like this but
I guess finding out you have been lied to your whole life can
change a person.

I just wish she had told me.

Dad is trying to reason with him but it
doesn’t seem to be working. “Just calm down Jayden, we don’t know
if anything’s happened yet. He could genuinely want to get to know
her.”

Uncle Jayden steps up into Dad’s face. “You
and I both know that’s not how he operates. Now find out where the
fuck they’re staying.”

Dad pushes on Uncle Jayden’s chest to get
him to back up but that only makes him lose his temper even more.
“Look, I get it okay, I do and we are trying our best but these
things take time. Dennis has booked you on a flight to Rome and
hopefully we’ll know more when you get there but he’s smart. He
hasn’t booked anything under his name and we don’t know which
company name he is using so…” Dad trails off as he looks over Uncle
Jayden’s shoulder and sees us standing here, “Oh fuck.”

Uncle Jayden barely spares us a glance,
“When do I leave?”

“I’ll take you to the airport in a few hours
but you need to get yourself under control or they’re not going to
let you board that plane.”

“I’d like to see them try and stop me,” he
roars.

Dad leaves Uncle Jayden pacing the living
room like a madman and walks over to us. “Look, I know you two are
upset but this is a sensitive situation and it’s best you leave it
to us to handle.”

Fuck that.

He needs to realize that I’m not a child
anymore.

There is no way that I’m going to sit around
here and wait to find out news about my best friend and if he
doesn’t understand that then he doesn’t know me at all.

I’m not a sit on the side-line’s kind of
girl, I never have been.

“I need to go with Uncle Jayden Dad, if
anyone can talk sense into her about coming home, it’s me.” Uncle
Jayden will most likely over react when he sees her and make the
situation worse.

He could even cause her to take off
again.

After all, she is mad at them not me, I’m
the best one out of everyone to talk to her.

“No.”

“But Dad-”

He starts visibly shaking, “I said no
Olivia, it’s far too dangerous for you to go.”

“How is it dangerous?” I ask in
disbelief.

They said she is with her granddad, how can
she be in danger from an old man?

He hesitates, “It just is and if I have to
hold you down to stop you from going then so be it. I don’t care
you if hate me for the rest of your life. You are not setting foot
outside this house, do you hear me?”

“But that’s not fair,” I whine.

My best friend is in trouble and they expect
me to just sit on my ass and wait for answers?

That’s total bullshit.

“I’m going.” Both Dad and I look at Tyler,
this is the first thing he’s said in hours.

Dad starts to argue, “That’s not a good
idea-”

Tyler steps closer to Dad and growls into
his face, “It’s not open for discussion, I’m going.”

To my utter disbelief, Dad agrees almost
instantly, “Alright son, it would actually be a comfort to me
knowing that someone is looking out for Jayden. I was actually
thinking about going myself.”

Is he fucking kidding me?

“What the actual fuck Dad? That’s bullshit!
How is he allowed to go and I’m not?” This is the same old story
that’s been happening my whole life.

Tyler gets to do whatever the fuck he wants
because he has a dick hanging between his legs but since I was born
with a pair of tits, it means I have a different set of rules.

I can’t believe Mom fell for someone from
the dark ages.

He needs to learn what century he is living
in.

“Keep your voice down, Ashley is absolutely
beside herself and your mother only just got her up to bed.”

Lowering my voice, I growl out, “It’s
because I’m a girl, isn’t it? You always do this shit to me, you’re
a total sexist.”

Dad glares at me, “Get over it Olivia.
You’re not going.”

My mouth opens in shock and I startle at the
feel of a hand in mine.

Looking over my shoulder I see Mom has come
downstairs to join us and she looks about as disheveled as I feel.
“Come with me honey.”

Mom drags me back up the stairs and takes me
into my bedroom.

Once we are alone, she closes the door and
we take a seat on the edge of my bed.

Hopefully this means she is going to go talk
some sense into Dad, she’s the only one who can get him to change
his mind about stuff like this.

She looks down at our joined hands as she
utters softly, “I know I’m normally on your side when your father
is being over protective but this time I agree with him. It’s too
dangerous for you to go.”

“But Mom-” I begin, but she cuts me off.

“No.” Holding her hands up, she begs me to
listen. “You are going to listen to me and you are not going to
breathe a word of this to Tyler. I know that he’s going and if he
knows any of this then it will cloud his judgement.”

Cloud his judgement?

What the hell is that supposed to mean?

Does she know that he’s in love with
Maddy?

“Mom, what are you talking about? You’re
scaring me.” We are talking about her granddad, right? Please tell
me the old man isn’t some ex mafia boss.

She runs her hand over my hair gently,
“Sweetheart, Maddy’s real mother was named Aletta and her father
Edward is a horrible man. He forced her into sleeping with his
business associates for years in exchange for payoffs or lucrative
deals, he is an extremely shady man and when Maddy was first born
he wanted nothing to do with her. We’re not sure why he’s all of a
sudden changed his mind but it can’t be a good thing. Masons tried
to keep most of the details about Aletta’s past from me but I know
this all started when she was very young, she was still a child.”
She breaks off at the word child and a sob escapes her, my own
tears started flowing the minute she started telling this story.
“As far as I know, Edward never laid a hand on Aletta himself but
he terrified her, so much so that-” she abruptly cuts off and
clears her throat. She’s clearly leaving something out. “If he
didn’t touch Aletta then we have to assume he won’t touch Maddy but
you sweetheart, we can’t guarantee that you would be safe from him
over there.”

“But I would be with Uncle Jayden and Tyler
the whole time, I’m not going to run off on my own, I promise.” The
only thing I’m interested in is Maddy, it’s not like I’m going to
suddenly find myself alone in a room with this guy.

I get that he sounds like a total creep but
isn’t that more of a reason to go?

Uncle Jayden and Tyler aren’t equipped to
handle something like this, they are way too protective over Maddy
and are likely to kill someone if she’s been hurt.

They need me there to be the voice of
reason.

I can help them.

Why can’t anyone see that?

Mom sighs and can no longer make eye contact
with me. “I’m sorry sweetheart but you’re not going. In fact, I’ve
cancelled our trip to Arizona. I think it’s best that we stay here
until we get Maddy back.”

“Mom-”

“I’m too tired to fight you on this Olivia,
quite frankly comforting Ashley has taken up all my energy and I
need to go to bed.” She does look exhausted which instantly makes
me feel guilty about arguing with her.

“I’m sorry Mom, I just-”

“You love your friend and you want her back.
I know, and we all want the same thing. Just stay here with me,
please, I have a feeling I’m going to need all the help I can get
with Ashley.”

Fuck, way to guilt trip me Mom.

“Alright Mom, I’ll stay.” I’m not happy
about being left behind but if I take off with Uncle Jayden and
Tyler then it’s just one more thing my parents have to worry
about.

Maddy’s in good hands with Tyler, the best,
he would rip that whole country apart looking for Maddy and he
wouldn’t give up until he found her.

I’ll just have to trust that my brother can
bring my best friend back unharmed.

Even though Tyler doesn’t fully understand
the situation, Mom’s right that him knowing the truth would cloud
his judgement.

He’s already wound up enough over Maddy and
this new information would most likely push him over the edge.

“Thank you sweetheart,” she leans over to
kiss my cheek. “I’m going to bed, I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Goodnight Mom.” After she leaves, I make my
way back downstairs. Tyler is sitting on the couch with a bag at
his feet and his knee won’t stop bouncing.

Walking over to him, I sit next to him and
place my arm around his waist. “Where’s Uncle Jayden?”

“Packing a bag, he should be back soon and
then Dad’s taking us to the airport. We’re going to leave now so we
don’t have any unexpected delays.” Both of us are silent for a few
minutes. “What if-”

“You’ll find her Tyler, I know you will.” He
has to find her, I can’t fathom any other outcome.

“If something’s happened to her-”

“I know, believe me, I know.” Placing my
other arm around him, I squeeze him tightly to let him know that I
understand his pain.

He loves Maddy just as much as I do but it’s
a different kind of love.

I love her like a sister and I spent a long
time thinking that Tyler loved her the same way I did but looking
back, it’s obvious his love was different right from the start.

Uncle Jayden opens the front door and calls
out to Dad. Within seconds, Dad is walking towards the front door
and Tyler is also on his feet.

Dad turns around, “Stay here Olivia.”

“I know, I am, I just…I want to see you guys
off.” I hold onto Tyler for as long as I can but I have to let him
go when we reach Dad’s truck.

No one says anything as they all pile in and
once they shut their doors, I’m left standing on the outside,
alone.

Taking a step back, I watch as Dad backs out
of the drive and takes off down the street.

She’s going to come back.

I know she is.


CHAPTER 19

MADDY

After nearly a week of being in Italy, we are finally
having dinner with Lorenzo and his friend Mateo.

I’m looking forward to seeing Lorenzo again
and I even have butterflies in my tummy.

That’s a fairly new concept for me and it
has to be a good sign.

Maybe coming to Italy is the start of a
whole new life for me.

I’m wearing the dress that I brought on the
afternoon that I ran into Lorenzo and I have spent a great deal of
time on my hair and makeup trying to look perfect.

When I ran into Lorenzo the other day, I
wasn’t wearing a stitch of makeup and I was sweaty from walking
around the streets of Rome all day.

I’m actually surprised he didn’t want to
cancel the dinner after seeing me like that.

The two times I’ve met him, he always seems
very put together which is how I want to appear tonight.

I’d like to get to know him a bit more
before I leave. If things go well with him tonight, I might even
contemplate staying for the entire summer.

He’s the first guy I’ve ever felt an instant
connection with apart from Tyler. Obviously, my feelings for Tyler
eclipse what I feel for Lorenzo but I feel like there’s something
there and for the first time in my life, I want to explore those
feelings.

Walking downstairs to meet Edward in the
foyer of the hotel, I try to calm my nerves.

It’s just dinner, it’s not a date.

Well, not yet anyway.

But hopefully.

We have a different driver tonight and he
barely glances in my direction.

As we pull away from the hotel, I notice a
large black vehicle pull out at the same time as ours and it looks
like they are following us.

I’m about to question the vehicle when
Edward speaks, “So I trust you’ve enjoyed your first week in
Italy?”

“Yes, very much so.” More than I could have
imagined.

This trip is definitely a once in a lifetime
opportunity and I’m glad that I didn’t turn it down. Although I’m
starting to wish that I had told Olivia the truth, she would have
jumped at the opportunity to come with me and I would have enjoyed
her company.

I’m sure she would have set her sights on
Mateo as well.

Thinking about it, it’s not too late to tell
her the truth.

I could give her a call after dinner and ask
her to fly over here. We could spend the summer together, travel
around to different beaches and remote towns.

It would be epic.

Edward taps his fingers against his knee in
a steady rhythm. “And your parents? Do they know you are over here
yet?”

“No.” Although from all the missed calls and
texts messages I’ve been ignoring, it’s safe to say that they know
I’m aware of who my true parents are.

After Olivia finds out the truth, I’m sure
she will forgive me easily enough then she can come to Europe and
we can have a blast.

I don’t blame my family for freaking out but
I didn’t want to get upset before my dinner with Lorenzo so I
turned my phone off and I don’t plan on turning it back on until
the morning.

I almost left it in the hotel but then
thought better of it at the last moment.

If I can get a sneaky picture of Lorenzo and
Mateo then that would help sweeten the deal with Olivia.

He nods in what seems like approval. “What
about your friend Olivia? Does she know where you are?”

“No, I haven’t told anyone that I came here
yet.” What’s with all the questions tonight?

He’s being weird.

I catch him smiling, “Good, good.”

“Why is that good?” That’s a really odd
thing to say.

He’s made a few odd comments over the last
couple days but he always brushes me off. It’s starting to get a
little strange.

“Hmm?” he seems distracted and stares out
the window. “Oh, never mind my ramblings. Its important tonight
goes well, I have a business arrangement with Lorenzo that should
get finalized tonight and I need it to go smoothly.”

“Oh, okay.” He does seem a bit more stressed
out than usual.

So far, he has always seemed very in control
of his emotions.

This must be some business deal if he is
getting this worked up over it.

Hopefully it’s not all business tonight as I
plan on sitting next to Lorenzo to get to know him a bit
better.

It might be slightly awkward to do that with
Edward sitting at the table but it’s not like it’s just going to be
the three of us.

Lorenzo’s friend Mateo is going to be there
too and there might even be other people present.

It would be good if there was so it wouldn’t
look like I was hogging Lorenzo’s attention.

When we pull up outside an old apartment
building, I start to become concerned. I thought we were going to a
restaurant.

Maybe this is just a stop off to get
something, or someone.

Edward jumps out of the car as soon as it
stops then stretches his hand out for me to take.

After he helps me out of the car, I notice
the vehicle that followed us here pulls up behind us and two large
men get out and start walking over to us.

Pointing at them, I ask, “Who are they?”

“Oh them,” Edward waves away my concern,
“Just my security, standard procedure, they escort me most
places.”

How is security standard procedure?

Why would he need huge guards to escort him
around?

That doesn’t sit well with me and as I look
around, I begin to get nervous.

Taking a step back, Edward grabs my arm and
puts it through his.

He starts leading me towards the building
and his security team opens the door for us.

One of them walks ahead of us and the other
trails behind.

They seem to be taking in our surroundings
and are on edge the whole time we walk up the stairs.

Subtly, I try to take my arm out of Edward’s
but he glances at me with a smile and has a firm grip on my
arm.

What the hell is going on here?

At the third floor, the man in front takes a
left and stops at a door that has the number three on it.

He knocks once and it’s instantly opened by
a man who ushers us all inside.

I’m almost relived when I see Lorenzo’s
smiling face. “Ah, you made it. I was worried you had changed your
mind.”

“No, no, I’m all set to proceed, just like
we planned.” Edward seems to have relaxed a bit but his use of
language has me confused.

This is still just dinner, right?

Lorenzo is standing in the middle of the
room and looking me up and down proudly.

Mateo is seated to his left and there are
four large men scattered around the room that look to be armed.

Are these men another security team?

When the two men who escorted us up, stand
on either side of Edward and I, I start to wonder what is going
on.

Unless we are eating in another room, it
doesn’t look like we are here for dinner.

Edward releases his tight grip on me and I
relax somewhat but my gut is still telling me that something isn’t
right.

I’m grateful that I didn’t end up leaving my
phone behind in my room but I’m cursing myself that I turned it
off.

Lorenzo claps his hands once and it causes
me to jump. “Good. I’ve been looking forward to this day since we
saw you at the hotel. I have to say Edward, I didn’t think you
could meet all of my expectations as I was quite specific but I’m
impressed that you pulled it off.”

“I told you that I had the perfect girl in
mind.” He taps my hand and grins darkly at Lorenzo. “I wasn’t about
to let you down, old friend.”

Are they talking about me? “Edward, what’s
going on?”

He eyes me sharply, “Nothing that concerns
you, at least not yet anyway.”

Nothing that concerns me? He has got to be
kidding, this clearly concerns me otherwise why would he
bring me here?

It’s like Edward changed the moment he
walked through that door.

He no longer looks like a loving grandfather
wanting to get to know his long lost granddaughter. He almost seems
annoyed when he looks at me now.

Like my presence bothers him.

Lorenzo gestures to a table, “Should we get
down to business then? I’m eager to get this night over with.”

I don’t like the look that Lorenzo gives me
when he says this, it’s rather suggestive. I mean, I was hoping to
get Lorenzo’s attention tonight but this seems different.

Darker almost and I don’t like it.

His gaze sends chills up my spine.

Edward walks over to the table and the two
apparent security guards instantly move closer, boxing me in.

What the hell are they doing?

Trying to take a step back, they both reach
out at the same time and grab my arms, locking me in place.

Lorenzo eyes them darkly, “Do not bruise the
merchandise.”

Merchandise?

What the hell is he talking about?

They instantly ease their grip but don’t let
go of me. I try to reach for my handbag that’s still over my
shoulder but one of them sees what I’m doing and grabs it. He drops
it on the floor and then kicks it away from me.

Starting to really panic now, I look towards
Edward. “Someone needs to tell me what the hell is going on
here.”

My breathing starts to get heavy and for the
first time, I regret my decision not to tell anyone that I was
coming here. All those questions Edward was asking me on the way
here start to worry me, it’s like he was glad no one knew where I
was.

Edward holds up one finger to me, “It will
all become clear in a minute.”

He signs a bunch of papers on the table and
then Lorenzo does the same. After they shake hands, Lorenzo looks
at Mateo and says, “Make the transfer.”

Mateo instantly stands and walks over to a
laptop and starts typing furiously.

When Edward turns around, he is grinning at
me like a fool. “I knew there would be a use for you one day.”

A use for me?

What does he mean there would be a
use for me?

Lorenzo walks over to me and runs his hand
down the front of my dress, grazing my breast in the process.
“Stunning. Fucking stunning. I think you’ll rather enjoy living at
my estate.”

“Excuse me?” Living at his estate?

What the hell does he mean? I’m not going to
live with him, right now, all I want to do is go home and I’m not
talking about my hotel room.

I’m clearly missing something and I can’t
help but feel like I’ve walked into some kind of trap.

Lorenzo seems like a completely different
person to the man I had lunch with the other day.

In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if I found
out he had an identical twin.

He looks the same as the man I remember but
everything about him is different.

His swagger, his tone of voice, the way he
is eyeing me seductively.

Was he only pretending with me the other
day?

After winking at me, Lorenzo turns back to
Edward, “And you’re sure no one knows that she’s here?”

Edward nods confidently, “Positive. I
confirmed it on the ride over and all her transactions so far have
been linked to a dummy corporation. No one will be able to link her
brief stay here with us. She’ll just be another tourist who went
missing.”

What?

Missing?

What do they mean missing?

Wait a second.

Do they mean…

No, no, no.

Is he implying that, no, he can’t mean what
I think he’s meaning.

He wouldn’t do that to me.

That sort of stuff just doesn’t happen in
real life.

I couldn’t imagine a complete stranger being
that cruel, let alone my own grandfather.

Unless he’s been lying about that the whole
time too.

But if he has been then how did he know so
much about me?

Everything he’s said so far has been
true.

“Edward please tell me what’s going on?”
Please tell me this isn’t real.

I start to struggle again but the men on
either side of me tighten their grip.

Glancing frantically around the room, I
can’t see any way out of this nightmare.

“What’s going on is that I just sold you to
Lorenzo for a mighty fine profit,” he grins darkly and stalks
closer to me. “I’ve been wanting to get revenge on my daughter
after what she did to me for twenty-one years and I must say, this
is the perfect solution.”

“Sold me?” I ask in outrage. “You
can’t just sell me, I’m not property.”

He’s talking about me like I’m a house or a
car, not a person and what the hell does he mean revenge?

What could his daughter possibly have done
to him that would warrant doing something like this to me?

This man is truly evil and I don’t know how
I didn’t see it sooner.

He can’t get away with this.

Someone will come looking for me eventually,
except they have no idea where I am.

Fuck.

Even if they track me down to Italy, I never
told anyone about Edward.

He’s right, I’ll just be another tourist
that went missing.

Another victim in a long line of cold
cases.

My family will never get any closure and it
will all be because I was too stupid and stubborn to tell them the
truth.

Edward grins darkly at me, “Actually I can.
I lost a great deal of business after my daughter decided to end
her life to get away from me. Bitch almost ruined me but then I
discovered that sex trafficking is a very lucrative business.”

“Sex trafficking?” Looking at Lorenzo, he
grins at me and a part of me dies inside.

It’s all becoming clear now.

He’s brought me for the purpose of sex.

He’s going to take me away to some estate to
live out the rest of my life with my sole purpose being used for
sex.

I thought stuff like that only happened in
the movies.

How could I be so stupid?

What other reason is there to sell someone?
It’s not like he’s brought me to cook him dinner every night but
I’m never going to let that happen, not without a damn good
fight.

I trusted Edward and my own stupidity
stopped me from telling my family where I was going.

If I’d only told one person, then it
might have stopped this from happening.

Or at the very least, sent them on the right
path to look for me.

But now they’ll never know the truth.

They will think I got angry over the fact
that Ashley isn’t my real mom and took off on a holiday only to
disappear.

They will forever wonder what happened to
me.

I’ll just be another face on a missing
person’s poster.

Edward is practically vibrating with
victory. “That’s right. You asked me once about retiring and well,
you’ve just secured my retirement. Pricilla’s medical bills have
piled up over the last few years but this one last deal will be
more than enough for us to live off until we both die. I’ve had a
good run and I have to say, it’s fitting that you are my last
deal.”

“You can’t do this to me!” I scream.

This isn’t fair.

This isn’t right.

When Lorenzo reaches for me, I panic and
start screaming. I begin thrashing against his hold but it’s no
use, he’s too strong for me.

His grin widens the harder I try to fight
him. “That’s it my sweet girl, I like it better when they put up a
fight.”

“No! No! Please, someone help me!”

His lips graze my ear, “There’s no one
around for miles to hear your screams but don’t worry, you’ll start
to enjoy it after a while. I promise.”

He starts dragging me towards a room and I
fight as hard as I can but he doesn’t give an inch.

When I get a glimpse of the room he is
dragging me towards and I see a large bed in the center, I up my
efforts of escape but he wraps his arms around my waist like a
vice.

Once we are inside, he closes the door and
flicks the lock.

I’m surprised when he lets me go but as soon
as he does, I turn around and take a swing at him.

He holds his hands up in a position of
surrender, “Shhh, I’m not going to hurt you.”

“Get the fuck away from me!” Running over to
a nearby window, I find it locked so I pick up the nearest thing I
can find and throw it through the window.

Fear is propelling me forward even though I
know that I most likely won’t survive the jump.

At this least way my family will know what
happened to me. Who knows, maybe I’ll get lucky and survive the
fall.

Before I can jump through the now open
window, strong arms grab me from behind. “Are you crazy? If you
jump out there, you’ll kill yourself.”

“I’d rather die than be taken by you! Let go
of me!” I continue to trash in his arms but somehow, he manages to
turn me around so I’m facing him.

He locks my arms down at my sides and grips
me around the middle so tight I can barely breathe.

His expression is much gentler this time.
“Look, I know you’re scared and you have every right to be but
right now, I need you to listen to me. I’m not who you think I am.
I’m trying to help you.”

“Let me go!” If he thinks I will just lie
down and take what’s coming then he better think again.

I’ll make things so difficult for him that
he will regret ever buying me in the first place.

He starts to get frustrated, “Maddison, we
don’t have a lot of time, my men are about to arrest Edward but
he’s not going to go down without a fight. I need to get you
somewhere safe.”

My trashing instantly stops, “What do you
mean arrest him?”

He speaks in a hurried but gentle voice, “My
unit has been tracking Edward for the last five years, if you
promise not to run again, I’ll let you go and prove it to you.”

Wanting to desperately believe him, I utter,
“How?”

“My badge, it’s in my pocket. Do you promise
not to run?” Nodding my head, he lets me go but as he reaches into
his jacket pocket, gunfire rings out in the other room. “Fuck, get
down!”

His arms go up over my head and as our
bodies crash to the ground, a string of bullets pass through the
door and hit the opposite wall.

Fear once again takes over my body but this
time I can’t move.

Lorenzo uses his body as a shield to cover
mine and slowly drags us across the floor towards the bed.

Once we reach it, he shoves me underneath
and yells at me to be heard over the noise. “Do not move until I
come back to get you.”

“Wait,” I scream. “Please don’t leave
me.”

Tears are streaming down my face now and my
breathing becomes erratic as the sound of gunfire intensifies.

I’ve never been this frightened in my entire
life.

Lorenzo grabs my hand, “I won’t let anyone
hurt you. You have my word.”

Then he disappears from sight.

Completely alone, my body starts shaking
violently.

My earlier adrenaline that caused me to
break that window is long gone and deep-rooted fear has firmly
taken hold.

There’s nothing to do but wait for
everything to end and hope that Lorenzo truly does come back.

I can’t believe that Lorenzo isn’t here to
hurt me, he was so convincing. How the hell can I suddenly go from
hating him to being desperate for him to come back?

When the gunfire started and he covered my
body with his I felt safe and warm, like nothing in this world
could hurt me.

It was a stark difference from a few minutes
earlier when I wanted to grab something and stab him over and over
again to stop him from hurting me.

Fear can do strange things to the mind.

This whole situation is completely unreal
and a part of me wonders if I’m dreaming.

Real life isn’t supposed to be this
chaotic.

Things like this only happen in the movies
and definitely not to girls like me.

Up until now my life has been mundane and
that’s how I like it.

I like that nothing exciting and dramatic
ever happens to me.

The noise around me is deafening and once it
finally quietens down, the room is filled with shouting.

Most of it is in Italian so I can’t
understand what they are saying.

I’ve never felt this vulnerable before.

I have no idea if the men who survived are
with Lorenzo and his team or with Edward.

I can only pray that Lorenzo is still
alive.

He owes me an explanation after what he just
put me through.

Why didn’t he tell me all of this that day
we had lunch together? It would have saved a lot of misery on my
part.

If it’s Edward that comes for me, what will
he do to me?

I can’t imagine he will be very happy with
this turn of events. What if he takes his anger out on me?

Edward may be a hell of a lot older than
Lorenzo but he’s still bigger than me and there was nothing that I
could do to stop Lorenzo from hurting me.

I was at his complete mercy and that thought
terrifies me. I’ve never thought of myself as a weak person before
but against Lorenzo I was completely and utterly useless.

Looking around, I try to find something I
can use as a weapon but there’s nothing under here and I’m too
scared to move.

I freeze when I hear footsteps walking
towards the bed and when shoes stop right by my face, I stop
breathing all together.

A body drops to the floor and as I open my
mouth to scream, I see Lorenzo’s beautiful face. “It’s alright
Maddison, it’s over.”

He holds his hand out to me and I take it
without fear.

For some reason I trust him.

He could still be lying to be but something
deep in my gut tells me that he’s telling me the truth.

That he just saved my life.

As soon as I’m free from under the bed, I
lunge at him.

I wrap my limbs around him like a small
child and cling to him like he’s the only one who can protect
me.

Sobs start wracking my body and his hands
gently run down my back and over my hair.

He is whispering something to me but I can’t
hear what he’s saying over my own sobs.

Eventually I pull back and look around the
room but wish I hadn’t, there are more bullet holes that have come
through the wall and when I look over towards the door. I see one
of the men who came here with us lying in a pool of his own
blood.

“Oh god!” Burying my face into his neck, I
close my eyes, not wanting to see anymore.

“I’m sorry Maddison, I’m so sorry. I never
wanted you to get caught up in this but it was the only way to get
enough evidence to put him away for good.”

“Is he, is he,” my voice is so shaky that
it’s barely recognizable but Lorenzo picks up on what I’m trying to
ask.

“He’s alive, he sustained a bullet wound in
his shoulder and another in his leg but he’ll live. I’m going to
get you taken to the hospital Maddison, you need to be checked
out.”

I cling to him even tighter, “No, please
don’t leave me. I don’t want to be alone.”

My body starts shaking all over again.

Edwards still alive.

I almost wish that he was dead.

If he was dead then he couldn’t hurt me
anymore.

He said he waited twenty-one years to get
revenge on his daughter, that’s a hell of a long time to hold a
grudge.

What will he end up doing to me once he’s
out of prison?

He’s old but no one stays in prison
forever.

What happens if he gets out?

Will he come after me?

I had nothing to do with any of this.

Nothing to do with his arrest or his
injuries but somehow, I don’t think that will matter to him.

He could come for me one day and there would
be nothing I could do to stop it.

Lorenzo places a soft kiss on my forehead.
“I won’t leave you, I promise. I’ll be with you every step of the
way but you do need to go to the hospital. I was too rough with you
earlier and-”

“But won’t he be at the hospital too? I
can’t, I don’t ever-”

He cuts me off quickly, “I’ll make sure you
are taken to a different hospital, you won’t ever have to see him
again if you don’t want to.”

There is not one reason I can think of that
would warrant me looking at his face again.

What he did to me is unforgivable.

He lured me in.

Got me to trust him.

He made me think he was looking to bond with
me after all these years but he knew this would happen from the
very start.

He planned all of this.

Like some sick and twisted man, he sold his
own granddaughter as a sex slave.

If Lorenzo hadn’t ended up being a cop,
then…no, I can’t think of that possibility.

It’s too horrifying to try and wrap my head
around it.

How could somebody do that to someone
else?

I knew there were evil people in the world
but I have never come across one before and I hope I never do
again.

All I can say, over and over again while I
cling to Lorenzo is, “Please don’t leave me.”


CHAPTER 20

MADDY

Waking up in a hospital bed, I feel groggy and
confused.

What the hell happened?

Panicking when memories flood my brain, I
try to sit up but I feel two strong hands push on my shoulders.

Lorenzo’s face comes into view and I
instantly relax. “It’s alright Maddison, they had to sedate you but
it should nearly be out of your system.”

He sits on the side of my bed and I’m
grateful for the fact that he stayed with me. “Thank you for
sitting with me.”

Staring straight into my eyes, he utters, “I
promised I wouldn’t leave you and I meant it.”

“Still, thank you.” I’m sure he has a
million other things he needs to do rather than sitting here and
babysitting me but I’m thankful that I didn’t have to wake up
alone.

I’m still struggling to come to terms over
what took place tonight but it helps having a familiar face
around.

Other than Lorenzo, I don’t know anyone else
in Italy and I don’t want to be alone right now.

I don’t think I ever want to be left alone
again.

Lorenzo shakes his head in disbelief, “I
can’t believe you trust me after that act I had to put on. Normally
I can handle my job quite well but tonight, I felt sick over the
things I said and did to you.”

“It’s fine Lorenzo,” and it is, I would go
through worse pain than that to have the outcome that I did.

I’m so lucky that Lorenzo was putting on an
act, if he wasn’t and he had truly brought me…I’m not sure where I
would be right now.

The fact that he shielded my body with his
to protect me from that gunfire is enough to make up for lying to
me.

Because of him, I’m safe.

Because of him, I’ll be able to see my
family again.

“Um, about that,” he hesitates slightly,
“Lorenzo isn’t my real name.”

“Oh,” I guess after everything that’s
happened, that’s not too surprising.

“My real name is Blake Morelli. The part
about having an Italian father and an American mother, that part is
true.”

I guess now I know why he steered
conversation away from himself why we were having lunch. If he
talked about himself, it would have all been a lie. “Did you
actually live in the States as a child?”

He nods, “I did, my dad met my mom on
holiday one year in Los Angeles and he fell in love with her. He
stayed and they had me a few years later. We lived there until I
was ten and then we moved to Italy.”

“Everyone calls me Maddy.” Edward was the
only person to ever call me Maddison and I didn’t mind up until
tonight.

Now, I never want to hear that name
again.

“Maddy,” he smiles at me softly, “That suits
you.” He picks up my hand in his and strokes it gently, “When I saw
you that day in the city, I nearly called the whole thing off but
my captain yelled at me until I changed my mind.”

“If you called it off then he could have
sold me to someone else, someone who actually-” my voice breaks
off, unable to voice what I want to say.

Ne nods sadly, “That’s what finally changed
my mind. Enzo, that’s Mateo’s real name, he reminded me about all
of the other girls that haven’t been so lucky. He told me that it
was better to go through with our operation so I could protect you
and countless other women in the long run. Edward deserves to spend
the rest of his life rotting in prison after what he has done over
the years. The girl’s he’s-”

“He was right, everything worked out.”
Thinking about that man from Edward’s security team, I ask, “Your
unit, are they all, um, are they okay?”

He nods and I breathe a sigh of relief. “Two
were injured but are going to be fine. Edwards’ security team that
he had with him were casualties and his driver also ended up being
a problem, he’s in the same hospital as Edward with life
threatening injuries.”

“So tonight was a success then?” I guess in
Lorenzo’s mind it will be, Edward is off the streets for good and
can no longer hurt anyone else.

He said that he’s had business in Europe for
the last ten years, does that mean he’s been doing this for that
long?

Or even longer?

I shudder to think about the damage he’s
managed to inflict during that time.

Tonight was awful but I’m glad that I could
help in some small way to make him pay, even if I wasn’t aware of
it at the time.

“Yes, apart from the injuries you sustained,
everything went as well as it could of. Enzo is combing through
Edward’s hotel suite for more evidence as we speak.”

“My injuries?” I don’t remember sustaining
any injuries.

“You have light bruising around your upper
arms and waist from where I grabbed you and a cut on your forearm
from where you broke that window.” He hangs his head in shame, “I’m
sorry that I hurt you Maddy, it was never my intention.”

“I’m fine, honestly.” The only thing that
matters is that I’m alive and I get to see my family again.

Everything else pales in comparison.

He chuckles slightly, “That’s because they
gave you pain medication.”

“Oh,” feeling silly, I ask, “When do you
think I can leave?”

“They should discharge you in a few hours
and then I can take you back to your hotel.”

“I would like that.” There is nothing more
that I want other than to hop into that big, comfy bed and sleep
for days.

He squeezes my hand, “I can arrange for
someone to sit outside your room tonight if it makes you feel
safer?”

“Um.” That seems like an awful lot of
trouble since the danger should be over now that Edward is in
custody. Unless he was working with someone else. “Does that mean
someone could still be after me?”

His eyes widen in panic, “What? Oh shit, no,
no, of course not. I just thought you might have trouble sleeping
and feel better knowing someone is there to protect you.”

“I don’t want to be any trouble-”

“You aren’t, consider it done.”

“Thank you Blake.” It feels weird calling
him Blake after thinking his name was Lorenzo but somehow Blake
suits him better.

“I guess I should probably contact my
family. Oh god, what am I supposed to tell them?” They are going to
be so mad at me.

Not only did I run off to another country
without telling anyone but I ended up putting myself in life
threatening danger.

They are never going to trust me to be alone
again.

My dad will probably turn into Uncle Mason
and never let me out of his sight.

I’ll be lucky if he lets me go back to
college for my senior year.

Blake hesitates, “I hope you don’t mind but
I’ve already contacted your family and as it turns out, your dad is
already on his way here.”

“What? But I never told them, how did he
know?” I was telling Edward the truth when I said I hadn’t told
anyone where I was.

Edward had been buying everything and giving
me cash so I haven’t even used my credit card yet.

How would he know to fly all the way to
Italy?

“Somehow they knew you were with Edward and
they must be very resourceful people as they figured out you were
staying in Rome. They didn’t know where in Rome you were but your
dad and someone else are on their way here.” He looks down at his
watch, “Actually, they shouldn’t be far off landing.”

Wow, how the hell did they figure that
out?

I’m nervous to see the look of
disappointment on Dad’s face but I would be lying if I said it
didn’t bring me comfort that he is coming.

I may still be mad at him over lying to me
about Mom but after the events of tonight, that no longer seems as
important as it once did.

I wonder who else is coming with him, maybe
Uncle Mason? Hopefully it’s Olivia but she’s probably in Arizona
with Aunty Eva already.

There are so many people I need to apologize
to for my reckless behavior but Olivia is in the forefront of my
mind.

I’ve never ignored her like that before and
she must be devastated.

Hopefully, I’ll be able to make it up to
her.

Feeling vulnerable, I ask, “Will you stay
with me until they get here?”

“Of course,” he squeezes my hand that he is
still holding and I squeeze back.

I can’t handle being on my own right now, I
feel too vulnerable.

I’m worried that if I’m left on my own, my
mind will wander over the events that transpired earlier and I
won’t be able to cope.

Blake said I was sedated which means I must
have been completely out of it.

I barely even remember the paramedics coming
into the room.

All I remember is Blake and making him
promise that he wouldn’t leave me.

Blake changes the subject to lighter
conversation, asking me simple things about what I’m studying and
what Boston is like.

The time flies by and I’m enjoying his
company.

He’s back to being the same man that I met
by the Trevi fountain and I’m glad that version of him wasn’t the
lie.

I’d like to get to know the real Blake while
I’m here, I have a feeling that he’s a pretty exceptional guy.

But I’m embarrassed over having to be
sedated to be brought to the hospital, I hope he doesn’t view me as
weak. “I still can’t believe they had to sedate me to get me here,
was I really that bad?”

“Are you kidding? I would have been
surprised if you didn’t need to be sedated. Maddy, you went through
a traumatic event tonight and the repercussions of that will stay
with you for some time. Believe me, nights like tonight don’t just
go away and I would like to set you up with someone to talk to
while you are here.”

“So you don’t think I acted like a big
baby?” I ask quietly.

He reaches up with his free hand and tucks
my hair behind my ear, “No Maddy, if anything I think you were
incredibly brave.”

I scoff, “Brave? I’d hardly say I was
brave.”

“I would, you fought tooth and nail to get
away from me and breaking that window?” he chuckles slightly, “That
was badass Maddy, I really thought you were about to jump.”

“I was.”

He smiles brightly, “See, that’s brave
Maddy, incredibly so. You should be proud of how you handled
yourself tonight, I know I’m proud of you.”

Having Blake tell me that he’s proud of me
sends a warm feeling through my body.

I place my free hand on his arm and open my
mouth to reply when two large bodies burst through the door.

My eyes land on Dad first and when his eyes
connect with mine, they seem wild and panicked.

Blake steps back from the bed and Dad
practically falls on top of it in his bid to get to me.

He wraps his arms around me with so much
force that I can barely breathe.

His head folds into the side of my neck and
his body shudders uncontrollably. “Maddy, oh Maddy, I thought I
lost you. You have no idea how grateful I am to see you.”

Looking past Dad, my eyes land on Tyler who
is still standing in the doorway.

He has a few tears rolling down his cheeks
but otherwise he seems to be frozen in place.

I’ve never seen Tyler show this much emotion
before, he is normally very in control of himself. Especially
around me. Like he is always afraid that he will slip up and
someone will notice the truth.

Seeing him like this absolutely guts me. I
can tell he wants nothing more than to collapse on top of me just
like Dad did but he won’t do that with an audience.

Just this once I wish he would give up the
act and comfort me, even if it is in front of my dad. After all,
this is an exceptional circumstance, I’m sure Dad wouldn’t think
anything of it.

His eyes are haunted and they never leave
mine until Blake introduces himself.

“I’m Detective Blake Morelli,” he holds out
his hand and Tyler glances at him before returning the gesture and
shaking his hand.

“I’m Tyler, Maddy’s friend.” The handshake
is brief and I can tell that Blake is trying to figure him out.

As soon as their handshake is over, Tyler’s
eyes find mine once more.

At the word detective, Dad pulls back and I
can finally breathe again.

He stands from the bed and shakes Blakes out
stretched hand. “You’re the one who saved her?”

Blake hesitates, “I guess you could say that
but I’m also the one who put her in danger. I’m sorry for my part
in the deception that brought Maddy to be here.”

Surprisingly, Dad wraps his arms around
Blake in a fierce hug. “Thank you. Thank you for protecting my baby
girl.”

Blake seems uncomfortable with the attention
but pats my dad awkwardly on the back.

While Dad is busy talking to Blake, Tyler
walks over to my bed and sits on the edge.

He wraps his arms around me in a much
gentler hug than Dad did a few minutes ago but he is just as
fierce.

He presses a small kiss to my cheek then
brings his mouth over to whisper in my ear, “Don’t ever run off
like that again Maddy. When I found out you were missing,” his
voice breaks slightly, “Fuck Maddy, I’ve never been so scared in my
life. I thought I lost you. I thought I would never see you
again.”

“I’m sorry.” Those are two words that I’m
going to have to say to a lot of people but at least I’m still here
to say them.

He pulls back and places two more kisses on
my cheek. He opens his mouth to say something when Dad pushes him
out of the way and starts checking me over.

“What happened? Are you alright? What did
that son of a bitch do to you?” He starts firing off question after
question so rapidly that I don’t have a chance to answer any of
them.

Blake steps forward and places a hand on
Dad’s shoulder. “Mr. Bradley, the doctor is here to examine Maddy.
Why don’t we step outside and I can answer any questions you have?
Once Maddy is discharged, I can take you all back to her
hotel.”

Dad seems reluctant to leave but eventually
stands from the bed and follows Blake.

Tyler looks at me longingly before following
them out the door and shutting it behind him. I can tell that he is
dying to be alone with me.

It means a lot to me that he came all the
way here just because he was worried about me.

Dad must have known that I couldn’t trust
Edward and that’s why they came here so quickly but I still can’t
figure out how they knew I was with him.

All I told Tyler was that I had met a man, I
guess everyone put two and two together. I’m grateful that they did
but I still wish I had confided in Tyler that day.

If I had, then I might not have been in this
mess in the first place.

After the doctor gives me the all clear, he
tells me I can get dressed and he will organize my discharge
papers.

He points to a pile of belongings in the
corner and I see my dress neatly folded with my handbag sitting on
top.

I feel silly putting such a nice dress back
on but I don’t have much of a choice in the matter. It’s either
wear the dress or drive back to the hotel in a hospital gown.

Wearing the hospital gown is tempting seeing
as this dress brings nothing but bad memories but after a moment, I
give in and slip it back on. Trying to ignore the memories that
come with it.

When it’s time for me to leave, Dad holds
onto me so tightly that I have trouble walking. I’m securely tucked
underneath his arm and since I have already put him through so
much, I don’t complain.

Tyler and Blake follow along behind us and
when we get outside, there is a car waiting for us that Blake had
someone drop off earlier for us to use. It seems that he’s thought
of everything.

Dad bundles me into the front so I will be
more comfortable and then he jumps into the back with Tyler.

When Blake hops into the driver’s seat, he
places his hand on my knee and squeezes gently, “Are you
comfortable?”

“Yes, thank you.” Closing my eyes, I rest my
head back and don’t say anything during the journey. Even though I
was sedated and got plenty of rest in the hospital, I still feel
wiped out.

When we pull up outside my hotel, Dad starts
muttering under his breath and angrily slams his door shut.

He seems to have himself a bit more under
control when he helps me from the car but it’s clear that he’s
still rattled.

I wonder how much of the story he got from
Blake.

I can’t imagine Blake lying to Dad to soften
the blow but no matter how the events of tonight are said, they
won’t be easy for him to hear.

They were hard enough for me to live
through.

Blake escorts us up to my room and walks
inside with us.

Once Dad has me settled on the couch, Tyler
looks at Blake and says, “We’ve got it covered from here,
thanks.”

Blake eyes Tyler before glancing at me, “I
told Maddy that I would arrange for someone to sit outside her
room. I’ll leave once he gets here.”

Not looking overly happy about the
situation, Tyler moves to sit next to me but Dad beats him to
it.

Moving to a nearby chair, Tyler sits down
but his knee starts bouncing almost instantly, a clear sign that he
is agitated.

Blake stays standing, observing the room but
his eyes never stray far from me.

Even though I feel safe with Dad and Tyler
here, it’s a comfort knowing that Blake hasn’t left my side.

He’s been a reassuring presence for me and
to be honest, I don’t want him to leave at all but it’s not fair of
me to ask him to stay.

He’s already spent so much time with me and
I’m sure he has work that needs to be done involving Edwards’s
case. I’m not even entirely sure that he has slept yet.

My nightmare might be over but Blake will
have a long road ahead of him still to bring Edward to justice.

Hopefully he gets what’s coming to him.

When it’s time for Blake to leave, he walks
over to me and places his hand on my shoulder. “I will come by and
check on you in the morning.”

Placing my hand over his, I stare straight
into his eyes, “Thank you Blake, for everything.”

As he leaves, I catch a glimpse of Tyler out
of the corner of my eye and his hands are clenched into fists.

When I look over, he is quick to relax and
give me a reassuring smile.

He’s been unusually quiet tonight but I have
no doubt that will be a different story when we are finally
alone.


CHAPTER 21

MADDY

“Why don’t we get you to bed Maddy?”

“Dad, there is no way I can go to sleep
yet.” My mind is still racing over tonight’s events, or should I
say last night’s events?

Time has gone by in a bit of a blur since
everything happened and I’m not sure of the time let alone the
day.

There is nothing I would like more than
snuggling up in bed but I’m afraid of what will happen when I close
my eyes.

I’ve managed to put on a brave face for Dad
and Tyler’s sake but I’m still a complete and utter mess on the
inside.

Dad sighs wearily, “Then I’ll stay up with
you.” After a moment, he leans over and starts breathing deeply,
“This is all my fault.”

“Dad, how can you say that?” If this is
anyone’s fault, it’s mine.

I still believe I have a right to be angry
over being lied to my whole life but I could have handled
everything else a lot better.

I should have confided in at least
one person.

That mistake almost cost me my future.

It was a reckless decision only made because
I was feeling petty and vindictive. I wanted to hurt them like they
had hurt me and look where it got me.

He shakes his head, “If I had just told you
the truth, then none of this would have happened. You would have
known that you couldn’t trust Edward, I just never expected him to
contact you after this long.”

I hesitate over whether I should open this
can of worms just yet but in the end, I need to know the truth.
“Why didn’t you tell me?”

Dad’s head pops back up and he takes a deep
breath, “Honestly? I don’t know. I never intended to keep Aletta
from you and when Ashley came along, she felt the same. Then you
started calling her mom and when time went by, it was just
something that we never talked about. We never intentionally kept
it from you but then we had sort of taken it too far and didn’t
know how to tell you.”

I guess that’s not the dark and twisted
story I had expected to hear but it’s a pretty lame one all the
same.

We meant to tell you but yeah, we forgot,
sorry.

Still, that’s not something that I want to
dwell on.

I don’t care about that part right now. What
I want to know is how the hell did things end up this badly that
Edward would try and sell me off to some stranger?

Deciding to build up to that part, I instead
say, “I’ve um, seen lots of pictures of her.” When Dad doesn’t
respond, I try a question instead, “How did you two meet?”

Jayden tenses and looks over at Tyler.
“That’s a long story.”

Tyler speaks up for the first time in hours,
“Why are you looking at me?”

“Well, it sort of, um…involves your
parents,” Dad says awkwardly.

Tyler stands up and walks over to the couch.
He picks me up then sits down in my place and positions me so I’m
sitting sideways on his lap, facing my dad. He wraps his arms
around my waist and I automatically place my head on his chest.

I’m surprised Tyler is showing this much
affection for me in front of my dad but Dad’s expression never
changes and I’m glad for that, I need this more than I’m letting
on. “If Maddy wants to know the truth, then so I do.”

“Okay.” Leaning back into the couch, Dad
takes a deep breath, “I guess I’ll start at the beginning. Um, as
you know Tyler, I grew up being best friends with your mom, much
like you and Maddy.”

I’m sure not exactly like Tyler and I. I
couldn’t picture Dad and Aunty Eva together and I’m sure Uncle
Mason wouldn’t tolerate him if something like that had happened
between the two of them.

He gets wound up enough over Uncle Kyle
cracking crude innuendos all the time.

“I met Mason in college but the two never
crossed paths during that time. Tyler, you know that your dad
worked for his father when he left college but what you probably
don’t know is that he manipulated him into getting engaged to
Aletta.”

“What?” Tyler and I both say in unison.

Is he trying to say that my biological mom
was engaged to Tyler’s dad?

He clears his throat then continues, “Mason
wasn’t happy about it but he didn’t have much of a choice in the
matter. His father agreed to give him some time before the
engagement happened so he took off for three months. Only Kyle knew
where he went and it turns out that he volunteered on one of Eva’s
projects in Africa. He fell hard for her and didn’t realize it at
the time but when he left, Eva was pregnant. He came home, got
engaged to Aletta and didn’t see Eva again until she was six months
pregnant.”

I feel Tyler blow out a deep breath on the
top of my head. “Holy shit, how did I not know any of this?”

We’ve all heard the story about how Tyler’s
parents met in Africa and that they fell hard for each other but I
never knew that Uncle Mason was engaged to someone else. Or that he
missed six months of her pregnancy.

From the outside, their relationship almost
looks perfect.

I guess every family has their secrets, even
the ones who seem to have everything put together.

“It’s not something your dad is proud of and
normally I wouldn’t say anything as it’s not my place to tell you
but it’s relevant to how I met Aletta and I don’t want to miss
anything out.” Dad suddenly seems a lot older, this experience
seems to have drained him as much as it has me.

“Then what happened?” I ask.

“Mason ran into Eva purely on accident,
realized she was carrying his child and the rest was history. He
left Aletta and as a result he lost everything. He gave up his
entire fortune to be with Eva, and you Tyler.”

Tyler’s grip on my waist tightens and I
can’t help but admire Uncle Mason and Aunty Eva’s relationship. I
knew that Uncle Mason loved Aunty Eva more than anything but I
didn’t realize the true depth of those feelings.

He gave up everything to be with her.

“When Mason broke things off with Aletta she
was livid, we didn’t realize it at the time but she was desperate
to marry Mason to get away from her father. The Harrington family
was more powerful than the Allerton family and she saw Mason as her
ticket out of a shit life.”

When he pauses, I prod, “So how did you and
Aletta end up together then?”

“Well, she wanted information on Eva and she
thought I would be the easier target since Eva was staying with me
at the time. I made it clear that I wasn’t going to tell her
anything but she was persistent and I was stressed over how busy
the restaurant was getting, so…” he trails off awkwardly.

“You slept with her?” I finish for him.

It’s kind of obvious that he slept with her
if she’s my real mom.

I’m well aware of how babies are made.

He clears his throat, clearly uncomfortable
talking about sex around me. “Yeah, a few times, I’m not proud of
my actions but I don’t regret it because it gave me you.”

At least he doesn’t regret getting her
pregnant, that makes me feel a tiny bit better. “How does Mom fit
into everything?”

He smiles slightly, clearly thinking of the
woman he loves. “Oh sweetie, I’m afraid that there’s more secrets
where your mother is concerned but before I came here, she gave me
permission to tell you everything. She doesn’t want any secrets
between you two anymore.”

“Ugh,” I groan, more secrets.

How much more can they be hiding from
me?

Isn’t it enough that my mom isn’t who I
thought she was?

Does there really have to be bombshell after
bombshell?

Growing up, I thought my family was ordinary
to the point of being boring. Who would have thought there were so
many skeletons in our closet?

Something else is bothering me though.
“Before we delve into Mom’s story, there’s one thing I want to
clear up about Aletta. Edward said she died in a tragic car
accident but then tonight he mentioned something about her ending
her own life. Which story is true?”

I didn’t focus on that comment when he said
it because I was more concerned about what was going to happen to
me but now it’s bothering me.

Tears instantly spring to Dad’s eyes. “Are
you sure you don’t want to finish this tomorrow?”

“No, I want to finish this now.” Although by
Dad’s reaction it’s becoming clearer which version of the story is
true.

Dad grabs fistfuls of his hair, “Fine, I
just, fuck, this is really hard to tell you Maddy.”

“Just get it over with Dad.” Once this is
all out in the open, then I can take my time to process
everything.

I would rather have all of the information
tonight than to be drip fed parts of the story and have to get
upset day after day.

“Before I tell you, I want you to know that
Aletta did love you, she was a very messed up young woman
who had a horrendous past but she did love you. I promise you
that.” His hands shake as he brings them up to wipe down his face.
He glances at Tyler again warily before he continues, “Aletta was
staying with me towards the end of her pregnancy, she was hiding
from her dad and she was making some poor decisions. I came
upstairs one night to find her in a complete panic, raging about
her dad and I tried to stop her from leaving, I really did but she
kneed me in the balls and once I recovered, she was gone. I
searched everywhere for her but I couldn’t find her.”

Tears start trickling down his cheeks and he
has to take a few deep breaths to get his emotions under
control.

My own cheeks are wet with tears and Tyler
has started rubbing my back gently.

“I found out the whole story later but,
um…Tyler, it turns out that Aletta had been sleeping with your
grandfather for years. The night he was arrested, the police found
sex tapes of the two of them and she was underage at the time.
Edward discovered the truth and there’s a record of him calling her
just before she left my apartment. You would think as a father that
he would be devastated that his daughter was being taken advantage
of but Maddy, she, Aletta had been forced to sleep with Edward’s
business associates since she was a girl. It was a way for him to
sweeten the pot to make sure he got the very best out of every
deal. It’s absolutely sickening but he was very controlling with
her. I found one of her journals when I was packing up her things
and she mentioned in it that she was only allowed to sleep with
people that Edward told her too. Obviously, he never wanted her to
sleep with Douglas so I imagine when he found out about the tapes
that he was livid. Aletta was absolutely terrified of her father
and that night she was afraid that he was going to kill her for her
betrayal. One of the last things she ever said to me was that she
wouldn’t die by his hands.”

For the second time tonight, my body is
wracked with huge sobs.

I only saw a glimpse of how evil Edward
could be tonight but Aletta grew up with him, I can’t even begin to
imagine what she suffered.

Dad said that she was forced to sleep with
his business associates since she was a girl and I’m not sure I
want to know how old she was when that first happened to her.

All I can picture in my head is that first
photo I saw of Aletta, a little girl in a ballet leotard, smiling
for the camera.

She looked so happy in that photo.

Same with all the other photos that I saw
but that smile was a lie, it was a shield for the truth and the
crappy life she must have lived.

I don’t understand what could drive a person
to do that to his own flesh and blood.

Is money really that important to some
people?

Or was it more than money?

Maybe Edward is just sick and twisted and
used money as an excuse.

After all, no sane man would be capable of
doing the things that he’s done.

When he informed me tonight that he had sold
me, he seemed to take great enjoyment out of my pain.

It was like he relished in it.

He seemed so sure of himself, proud almost,
that he had been able to pull off such a great deception.

What would it have been like to grow up with
a man like that?

How much fear did she have to endure over
the course of her life?

She killed herself so that her father
wouldn’t be the one to do it.

That thought cripples me and I find myself
grieving for a woman that I have never met.

A woman that Edward robbed me the chance of
getting to know.

Tyler’s grip on me is fierce and I can feel
his own tears dripping onto the top of my head.

I can understand now why Dad didn’t tell me
any of this, this isn’t something that you tell a child and even if
they had told me when I turned eighteen, I still don’t think I
would have been able to handle the truth.

This is far more than I ever could have
imagined.

Dad finishes the story in a tone void of all
emotion. “Somehow, she got hold of some alcohol and prescription
painkillers. She drove straight into a utility pole.”

I expected this story to have that outcome
but hearing it is still difficult.

I can’t even comprehend her fear that
night.

Although, I did break a window and try to
jump out of a three-story window to escape my fate so maybe in some
small way, I can understand.

“Was she, was she still pregnant with me at
the time?” Edward had said in his original story that she had an
accident while she was nine months pregnant.

I’m pretty sure I know what Dad is about to
say but I still need to hear him say the words.

“Yes sweetheart,” he says on a broken sob,
“I’m so sorry but she was.”

Climbing out of Tyler’s hold, I climb onto
my dad’s lap and he holds me to him as we both cry over the woman
who gave birth to me.

The fact that I’m even alive at all is a
miracle.

“Did she…did she-”

“Yes, I’m so sorry but she knew what she was
doing. She was trying to save you from her father, from having the
same fate that she was dealt.”

“Oh god!” She tried to kill me.

On purpose.

What kind of horrors did she endure that she
would rather kill herself and her unborn child than risk facing her
father’s wrath?

I can’t believe this.

No wonder Dad never told me any of this.

It’s all too much.

Finding out the truth about my real mom,
Edward trying to sell my body for a small fortune and finding out
Aletta tried to stop me from ever being born. I can’t handle
it.

Huge sobs wrack my body and I’m shaking
uncontrollably.

Dad is still holding on to me but I’m pretty
sure Tyler is as well.

Strong hands are trying to comfort me but
it’s not enough.

Nothing can bring me comfort after what
transpired tonight.

At some point, I cry myself into an
exhausted and dreamless sleep.


CHAPTER 22

MADDY

I wake on my bed in the hotel with the feeling of a
heavy arm draped over my body.

Taking in my surroundings, I see that I’m
lying under the covers and someone, hopefully Tyler, changed me out
of the dress I was wearing. I’m not sure why I didn’t change out of
it as soon as we got to the hotel.

In the hospital it was like I couldn’t stand
the thought of putting it on and then once it was on and we were on
our way here, I forgot about it completely.

Glancing sideways, I see Tyler is lying next
to me and I’m cuddled into his side but he is lying on top of the
covers with a small blanket covering him and the door to the
bedroom is open.

I’m presuming that’s for my dad’s benefit
more than anything.

My head feels stuffed up and like I have
been hit by a ton of bricks.

I’m completely worn out from crying and I’m
starting to feel some of the effects of my bruising.

Not that I would ever tell Blake that, he
seems to feel awful enough about the way he handled me but I
understand it was all part of the act.

If he had been gentle with me then Edward
would have seen right through him and the gunfire could have
started while I was still in the room.

Blake did everything he could to save me and
I will forever be grateful to him for that.

Tyler is sleeping so soundly that I don’t
want to wake him up but as soon as I try to slip out of his hold,
he wakes with a start.

When he sees my eyes open, he places his
head back down on the pillow and tightens his grip on me. “You
don’t know how good it is to wake up and see your face.”

His comment causes some of my pain to ease.
“Did you put me to bed last night?”

“Yeah I did, your dad took the couch and he
didn’t mind me sleeping in here. He said if you woke up in the
middle of the night that he didn’t want you waking up alone.” He
starts stretching his body. “He was planning to sleep on the floor
by your bed.”

“That’s just crazy, he didn’t have to do
that.” Although I do appreciate the gesture.

Tyler’s head pops back up and he grins, “I’m
not complaining, it meant I got to spend the night in here with
you.”

“Thank you for staying with me and thank you
for coming all this way.” I know Tyler has a lot going on back
home.

He’s about to start a new chapter in his
life and it means a lot to me to know that he is willing to put all
of that on hold for me. Even if it’s only temporarily.

Not for the first time, I regret getting so
mad at Tyler that night that I refused to tell him about
Edward.

If I had just confided in him then things
might have turned out a lot differently.

He smirks, “Trust me, no one was stopping me
from coming here when I found out you were in trouble.”

“Still, thank you, it means a lot that you
came.” It means everything.

The fact that Tyler was willing to drop
everything for me means the world to me.

It shows that he truly does care about
me.

He lifts up onto one arm and leans over my
body, bringing his lips down to touch mine.

He kisses me softly, like I might break at
any moment until we hear a noise in the other room. Then he shoots
off the bed and starts putting his clothes back on.

Rolling my eyes at how paranoid he is, I get
out of bed as well and put on one of the hotel robes and
slippers.

Snuggling into my robe, I walk out to see
Dad sitting on the couch and it barely looks like he’s slept at
all.

As soon as he sees me, he stands up and
gives me a hug. “Morning Maddy, or I guess afternoon would be more
accurate. We’ve slept most of the day away.”

Afternoon, shit, Blake said he was coming
over in the morning to check on me, does that mean I’ve missed
him?

“What time is it?” I ask, trying not to
panic at the thought of not seeing Blake today.

He checks his watch, “It’s just after lunch.
You’re probably starving, how about we get some food sent up?”

Damn it, that means that I’ve probably
missed him.

My stomach growls at the mention of food and
I realize that I haven’t eaten in at least twenty-four hours. “That
sounds good Dad.”

Tyler walks out to join us, “I’ll take care
of the food.”

Dad looks at him gratefully, “Thanks Tyler.”
He looks back at me in concern, “What is it Maddy?”

“I just, it’s stupid but Blake said he would
come over this morning and we’ve probably missed him.” I
really wanted to see him today.

I have no idea why, but the thought of not
seeing him again makes me want to cry.

Will I ever see him again?

He’s done his part by bringing me back here
and making sure that I’m safe.

His job is done.

He doesn’t owe me anything else.

Dad smiles gently, “He came over a few hours
ago but since you were sound asleep, he’s coming back later this
afternoon.”

“Oh,” I breathe a deep sigh of relief,
“That’s good.”

Relaxing slightly at the thought that I will
still be able to see Blake today, I sit on the couch and wait for
our food to arrive.

After it’s brought up, we eat in silence and
it’s been so long since I’ve eaten anything that I practically
inhale my food.

It feels so good to be full that I relax
back into the couch, content to laze the day away but I need to
wash off the events of last night.

If I hadn’t been so exhausted, I would have
had a shower before I went to bed but after Dad’s confession, I
wasn’t in the right frame of mind to do anything.

Taking a scalding shower, I spend a great
deal of time washing my hair and scrubbing my body raw. When I’m
done, I instantly feel better.

Hopping out of the shower, I feel like a
brand-new person.

I’m tempted to slip back into my robe but
since Blake is going to come over, I make an effort to get dressed
but I do put the hotel slippers back on. They’re surprisingly
comfy.

Feeling refreshed, I join Dad and Tyler in
the living room but it seems that Dad wants to continue our
conversation. “How are you feeling after our talk last night?”

That should be a simple question but I
almost find it impossible to answer.

I don’t really know how I feel. “I’m still
finding it hard to wrap my head around a lot of it but I guess I
can understand why you kept it from me. If I’d realized the
circumstances then I don’t think I would have reacted the way I
did.”

It doesn’t make what they did okay but if I
was in their shoes, I don’t think I would know how to tell my
daughter the truth either.

“Did you,” he clears his throat, “Did you
want to finish talking about your mom or would you rather we wait
until we get home?”

Home.

I haven’t even thought about going home
yet.

I expected to be here for at least a month
and there’s still so much that I want to see.

If I leave now, will I ever come back?

Would I ever see Blake again?

Not wanting to think about going home just
yet, I decide to hear Dad out so I can delay leaving, at least
until I see Blake again this afternoon.

“No, we can finish our talk, it’s probably
best to get everything out of the way now.” After last night, how
bad can Mom’s story really be?

Tyler interrupts before Dad can start, “Do
you want some privacy for this Matty?”

“No, you can stay.” I don’t even have to
think it over, I would most likely tell Tyler everything
anyway.

He nods gratefully at me and relaxes back in
his seat, although I can tell that he wants to hold onto me like he
did last night.

“Your mom was, um, well, I was a single
father for the first six months of your life. Your grandparents
came up to help me but after they left everything started falling
apart. Eva was the one to hire Ashley, she was your nanny
honey.”

My nanny?

That seems so sordid.

“So you started banging your nanny?” I
almost laugh at his serious expression, why was he so nervous to
tell me this?

“Not exactly,” he mutters.

I sober quickly, “What aren’t you telling
me?”

He looks down at the floor briefly and takes
a big breath, “I had actually met Ashley three months before Eva
hired her. We were understaffed at the restaurant so I helped out
one night at the bar, Ashely came in um…well, she came in to…”

“Just spit it out Dad,” I say
impatiently.

In a hurried breath, he says, “She came in
with the intention of having a one-night stand.”

“Mom?” I strangle out.

I find that hard to believe.

Even though we aren’t technically related,
we are both the type of people to stick to ourselves. I can’t
picture Mom being that bold.

Dad eyes me like he doesn’t want to
continue, “I think we need to come back to the why she came
into the bar but let’s just say that I didn’t want her going off
with just anybody, so I…”

“Had sex with her,” I finish for him.

I’m not a child, I realize that my parents
have sex and that they both had a life before me.

“Yes, again I’m not proud of my actions but
she looked so frail and vulnerable that night and I just couldn’t,
she was so determined to have sex with someone that I couldn’t bear
the thought of seeing her leave with some guy that could hurt
her.”

“So, you had sex with her and then three
months later, she became my nanny?” I ask, just to clarify.

Somehow, this story about Mom seems harder
for him to get out than the story about Aletta but so far, it’s not
that bad.

He coughs uncomfortably and I see Tyler
trying to hide a snicker under his hand. “Yes, she um, she begged
me to give her a chance. If I didn’t want her as your nanny then
she had been lined up for a family in Maine and I, I didn’t want
her to leave so against my better judgement, I let her stay on as
your nanny.”

“And then you fell in love?” I ask when he
hesitates again.

“Yes, it took time but she was just so
wonderful with you Maddy and you adored her. Sometimes I thought
you loved her more than you loved me.”

“So what was so hard about telling me that
story?” He had me all worked up over nothing.

I thought he was about to drop another
bombshell on me so it’s actually a relief that it turns out he only
slept with his nanny.

That wasn’t so bad.

He eyes me warily, “I’m not done.”

“Oh.” Tensing at the look in his eyes, I
prepare myself for the worst.

Looking down at his lap, he seems to
struggle with his next words. “The reason your mom came into the
bar that night is because, well, she was raised in, in a…a
cult.”

At the word cult, a shiver comes over my
body and I start thinking about all the different cults I’ve seen
in documentaries over the years.

Some seem harmless, where it’s mostly
brainwashing but others, others are pretty horrific.

Please tell me that Mom was in the harmless
but a bit weird kind of cult.

He clears his throat, “She was married in
that cult sweetheart.”

“What?” I ask hysterically.

Married?

My mom was married before she met my
dad?

That’s insane.

Almost as insane as her belonging to a cult
in the first place.

“It was, well, it was an abusive marriage
and she worked with her friend Jane, who is also an ex-cult member,
to escape.”

Jane?

Mom’s friend Jane?

I’ve grown up around Jane.

She’s a wonderful lady and I never would
have guessed that’s how they knew each other.

Dad seems to find his words easier now.
“After Ashley escaped, she wanted to remove the memory of her
husband from her mind so that’s how we ended up together that
night.”

“Wow.” Talk about mind blown. Looking at my
dad’s face, I can’t help but feel like he’s not done. “Why do I get
the feeling that there’s more?”

He clears his throat. “That’s because there
is. I could leave it at that but after keeping everything from you
for so long, your mother and I have agreed that we need to tell you
everything. We would like to keep this information from your
brothers for now but we do plan on sitting down and telling them
the truth as well.”

“Yeah, okay, of course.” My brothers are way
too young to deal with all of this just yet.

That might make me a hypocrite but I’m not
planning on keeping it a secret forever, just until they are a bit
more emotionally mature to handle a revelation like this.

I mean, I’m in college and I’m still
struggling to comprehend everything he’s saying.

“Ashley and I kept our relationship a secret
for a while as she was afraid of being judged but then one day on
the news, we saw that the cult she had grown up in had been raided.
The cult was a front for a methamphetamine operation and some of
the members had escaped, including Ashley’s husband. She was
terrified and wanted to run so that he wouldn’t find her and end up
hurting you, or me but I convinced her to stay. Slowly, the men
were captured until it was just Worthy Destiny left.”

“Worthy Destiny?” I ask, completely
confused.

He shakes his head, “They all had strange
names, just, we’ll come back to that. Eventually Worthy Destiny
caught up to you and your mom when you were at the park one day and
she ran. I had given her some emergency money just in case and she
ended up spending ten days on the run with you. She was able to get
you to Atlanta and dropped you off with Cage and Rosie but before
they could stop her, she took off again. It was to lead him away
from you Maddy.”

Tears start flowing down my cheeks and I hug
my body tightly to try and stop the tremors that are starting up
again.

Tyler moves instantly and just like last
night, I end up sitting sideways in his lap while he cradles my
body to his.

Here am I, being mad at Mom for keeping such
a huge secret from me my entire life but she sacrificed her own
safety for my well-being.

She put my life before her own and I’ve just
been here, freezing her out because I’m mad at her.

Fuck, that makes me a pretty shitty
daughter.

Dad twists his fingers together so hard that
they turn white and he is grinding his teeth together. “I need to
get this out Maddy then I need to go for a walk, can you handle
that?”

Wiping my tears, I manage to get out, “Yeah,
that’s fine Dad, keep going.”

“He was toying with her, playing cat and
mouse games. He would let her think she had gotten to safety only
to show up at the last minute and send her running again. Six
weeks, she spent six fucking weeks on the run from him and I
spent most of that time at home going out of my mind. He managed to
get a hold of her outside a police station in Tucson, he dragged
her down an alleyway but a bystander had seen the whole thing and
reported it. Thankfully the police were able to get to her in
time.”

“In time for what? What was he doing to
her?” He stays silent but his body starts rocking with anger.
“Dad?”

On a sob he says, “He was beating her, he,
he was planning on raping and killing her then coming for us as
punishment for her leaving him.”

Crying out in anguish for the pain my mother
went through, Tyler holds me even closer to him and whispers in my
ear but I can’t concentrate on what he is saying.

My tears won’t stop flowing and looking at
Dad breaks my heart, it’s like he’s reliving that time in his life
all over again.

He stands up but says quickly, “Thankfully
the police shot him dead so we don’t ever have to deal with him
again. I brought Ashley home, we moved into the house we’re in now
and from that moment forward, she was no longer your nanny but your
mom.” He shudders but manages to get out, “I’m sorry Maddy but I’ll
be back, I just need…”

He trails off and walks out the door in a
daze.

How can such tragedy strike both my birth
mom and the woman who raised me?

Is the world really that cruel?

I don’t like to think of myself as naïve but
maybe I am, I’ve never been touched by tragedy this close to home
before.

Or this intense.

My parents have sheltered me from it all my
life, protected me from such darkness and I repaid them by running
off, head first into danger.

I can’t get what Mom endured off my
mind.

What did Dad say? Six weeks? She spent six
weeks running from an abusive husband just to keep him away from
Dad and I.

Was she planning on sacrificing herself for
us?

If he had succeeded in killing her then I
never would have known her.

I would have grown up without her.

The anger I felt towards her no longer
exists, all I want to do is hold her and tell her that I love
her.

That I forgive her for lying to me.

Pulling back from Tyler, I look deep into
his eyes while gripping his shirt. “Tyler, I need to, I need to
call my mom.”

He nods slowly, “Do you want me to stay with
you?”

I would love nothing more than to have
Tyler’s arms around me, comforting me forever but I need this time
with my mom.

Even if we aren’t in person and it’s just a
phone call, I need to do this on my own.

“No,” I say through my tears, “I’ll be
okay.”

Reluctantly, he loosens his hold on me but
before I can stand up, he grabs my face and kisses me.

His kisses are still just as gentle as this
morning but they help to take some of my pain away. “I’ll be right
here if you need me.”

Kissing him once more, I walk into the
bedroom and shut the door behind me.

Walking over to the bed, I grab my phone,
curl up under the covers and spend the next few hours talking with
my mom.


CHAPTER 23

TYLER

Watching Matty walk into that bedroom alone fucking
guts me.

I want to be by her side to help her battle
her demons but I know I need to let her do this on her own.

She’s stronger than she looks and what she
has been through would have completely destroyed anyone else.

The fact that she can put on a brave face is
awe inspiring.

I know Matty almost better than I know
myself and I saw the way she was keeping herself together to
protect her dad.

She didn’t want him to endure any more worry
or agony over what she went through.

She’s always been like that.

Utterly selfless.

But then I also saw the way she looked at
that detective.

Blake.

I’ve been lucky over the years, never having
to see Matty with anyone important.

Even that dude Grayson didn’t make her
happy.

I could tell that within five seconds of
meeting him but this Blake guy seems different for her.

The way she looked at him…she’s only ever
given me that look and I’m not sure how to take it.

Plenty of guys have looked her way over the
years.

I mean, who wouldn’t.

She isn’t just drop dead gorgeous, she’s
ethereal.

Her long blonde hair is the smoothest hair
that I have ever had the pleasure of running my fingers
through.

Her curves are every man’s fantasy and she
doesn’t even realize it.

Those eyes cut through me every time she
looks at me, a pure shade of blue that haunts my dreams.

She’s a goddess, plain and simple.

I haven’t met a man yet that is good enough
for her, not even myself, so this Blake guy sure as hell isn’t
worthy of her.

Not even saving her life makes him good
enough, he’s the one who put her in danger in the first place.

I get they needed bait but why the hell did
they have to use Matty? She could have been shot, or worse, she
could have been killed.

When Uncle Jayden got the phone call to say
Matty was in the hospital not long after we landed, I was barely
able to keep myself together.

It was even worse when we walked into her
hospital room and I saw her lying in that bed looking sad and
vulnerable.

All I wanted to do was run to her, embrace
her like Uncle Jayden had but instead I had to stand there and wait
my turn.

It was fucking agony knowing that she was
hurt and I wasn’t there to protect her.

I had no fucking clue that she was even over
here and I easily could have lost her for good.

Once I had her in my arms, it was only then
that I could breathe again.

That my world became right again.

Uncle Jayden knows that I love Matty but he
thinks I love her the same way I love Olivia but that couldn’t be
further from the truth.

My love for her outweighs everything
else.

Olivia, Emily, my parents, even Laura.

Matty’s at the top of my fucking list and I
couldn’t picture existing if she was no longer on this Earth.

Her pain ripples through me and becomes my
own.

I’ve tried to keep my distance from her over
the years as its what’s best for everyone. I know some people may
think that it’s misguided logic but I almost feel too much
when I’m around her.

Too much love, too much admiration, just
too fucking much.

She lights up my world and when she’s happy
it’s great but when she’s not, I feel that more deeply as well.

Every time we argue, I hate myself.

Causing her pain fucking destroys me.

It rips me wide open and devastates me to
the point that I don’t know how I will carry on existing until I
see her smile again.

I know I’ve hurt her in the past but I’ve
only hurt her as a friend.

Friendships can be mended.

If we took things a step further and I
ruined things, like I most likely would, then I would never get her
back.

She would be gone forever.

They all would be.

My family, hers, no one would forgive me for
hurting someone so precious.

Most men are only attracted to her looks but
she’s so much more than her beautiful face.

I’ve never met anyone who is as kind and
patient as she is, her soul is well and truly pure.

I’ve always known that our families have
treated Matty differently and now I know why.

They were trying to protect her from the
truth about her mother.

In turn, protecting her from her
grandfather.

I can’t say that I blame everyone for that,
I’d want to protect her too.

Hell, I would give up my own life to protect
her so a few lies here and there to keep her safe and happy would
be fine by me.

Only secrets and lies have a way of coming
out.

If only I pushed her harder, made her tell
me what was bothering her.

I knew it was something big but I didn’t
want to push her too far, our relationship was already fragile and
I didn’t want to ruin that careful line we have always tried to
balance.

Well, that I tried to balance.

I’ve loved Matty for as long as I can
remember.

She’s always been that girl for me.

The one.

But she’s the one that I can’t have.

Our families would never be okay with the
two of us getting together.

Uncle Kyle has a way with winding people up
and the only way he could get a rise out of Uncle Jayden was when
he mentioned the possibility of me fucking his daughter.

I’ve never seen Uncle Jayden lose his cool
so quickly, like the thought of Matty and I together enrages
him.

He was fine with our friendship when we were
younger but once I became a teenager, I noticed him eyeing me
suspiciously when I would walk into Matty’s room.

Then came the talk.

He pulled me aside one day and wanted to
know what my feelings towards Matty were. I panicked and lied,
saying I viewed her only as a friend.

Uncle Jayden simply nodded, like that was
the answer he wanted. He then proceeded to tell me that as long as
I kept my dick in my pants, that he wouldn’t have a problem with us
hanging out.

Year after year it was the same thing,
everyone always making comments about Matty and I, both good and
bad but thanks to Uncle Kyle it was mostly bad.

I have been told more than once that I am my
father’s son and apparently, he had a problem keeping his dick in
his pants when he was younger.

It was clear from a young age that no one
thought I was good enough for Matty and I have to agree with
them.

No one is good enough for her.

Not even me.

The first time she kissed me I was
completely stunned.

I had fooled myself into thinking that she
didn’t feel that way about me.

Even though I was sixteen, I panicked.

That was my first kiss.

To this day, I still haven’t told anyone
that.

Plenty of girls were hitting on me at high
school but I wasn’t overly interested in any of them.

I was secretly in love with my best friend
and the thought of kissing someone else never crossed my mind.

That all changed when Matty kissed me.

I needed to keep her at a distance.

Keep her from making a mistake with me that
would ultimately end up being my fault when things turned
south.

If we had gotten together back then, things
may have been rosy for a while but being that happy can never
last.

I wouldn’t be able to keep her happy forever
and I would never forgive myself if I lost her for good.

After two weeks of back and forth, thinking
that maybe Matty and I could be together, I ended up agreeing to go
out with Danielle and she somehow became my girlfriend
overnight.

Danielle ended up being the perfect
distraction and I’ve made sure to have a girlfriend ever since then
to keep me away from Matty.

Not that it has worked that well.

It’s no coincidence that I’ve picked girls
who look similar to Matty, in my head it’s like they are the
closest I will ever be able to get to the real thing.

In high school I used to close my eyes when
I had sex with Danielle and pretend she was Matty. I’m a fucking
asshole for doing that but after caving and having sex with Matty
for the first time just before I left for college, that trick no
longer worked.

I knew what it was like to be with her and
it fucked with my head.

That night meant more to me than I can put
into words.

She gave herself to me eagerly and I wanted
to beat my fists against my chest that I was her first.

Her first everything.

In some ways, I wish she had been my first
in every way too.

Sometimes I like to pretend that she
was.

No matter what I do, I can’t stay away from
her.

In my head she’s mine even though I know
that no one would approve of our relationship.

Our families are too close.

Too familiar with each other.

No one would be able to stay out of our
business and I couldn’t trust myself not to make a mistake.

If I hurt Matty I would never be able to
forgive myself so I keep her at arm’s length.

Except for when our families meet up in
Aspen every winter.

I don’t know what came over me when I agreed
to sleep with her one night a year but I like to think it was
desperation.

I’m like a fucking starved man wandering
around a desert and she’s an oasis, begging me to drink from
her.

Being with her like that is euphoric and so
far, it’s worked because no one suspects anything.

I’m not stupid, I know that we can’t sneak
around forever but for right now I need at least a little bit of
her to get me through each year.

Laura suspects that I have feelings for
Matty and she has questioned me more than once about it but I
always lie.

I feel like a fucking asshole lying to her
and betraying her trust because I do love her but my mind can’t
seem to let Matty go and my body sure as hell doesn’t want to.

All Matty has to do is look at me with those
big round eyes of hers and my dick is instantly hard.

I realize that I’m completely fucked up for
wanting Matty so desperately but denying myself the pleasure of
being with her for more than one night.

I’ve thought about giving in and saying to
hell with everyone else more than once but each time I’ve gone to
make that leap, Uncle Jayden’s face comes to mind. Then Uncle
Kyle’s and then everyone else who has ever made a comment about me
over the years and I’m reminded about why I have stayed away from
her for so long.

Why I still need to stay away from
her.

Uncle Jayden may have been happy for my
company on the flight over but if he knew I had stuck my dick
inside his daughter then it would be a far different story.

If only he felt the same way about
Blake.

It seems Uncle Jayden is under the same
spell as Matty is when it comes to Blake.

How do they not see that he put her life in
danger?

That he’s taken advantage of her since she
views him as some kind of hero.

In my eyes he’s far from being anyone’s hero
and I need to make Matty sees that.

She’s just been through a hellish ordeal;
she doesn’t need some guy swooping in trying to get into her pants.
She needs to come home, with me.

Laura wasn’t very impressed that I went to
Seattle to visit my family only to turn around and chase Matty to
Italy but right now I couldn’t give a crap about Laura.

She’s been talking a lot lately about
marriage and starting a family since we have both graduated from
college but I’m not ready to take that step and she knows it.

Coming to Italy sent her into a downward
spiral and she’s been demanding that I leave on the next available
flight but I’m not leaving without Matty.

I’m willing to put my relationship with
Laura on the line to save Matty from a piece of shit like
Blake.

As soon as we all fly back to Seattle the
better.

I want to get her home where she’s safe as
soon as possible.

I’ve even been considering talking to my new
boss about starting a week or two later so I can look after her for
a bit longer. He seems like a nice guy and the circumstances aren’t
exactly normal.

Once she’s settled, I’ll feel better about
leaving her.

If Laura truly wants to be with me then she
needs to understand that Matty is a part of my life whether she
likes it or not.

I’m not going to abandon her for anyone and
I sure as hell wouldn’t bow down to an ultimatum.

As soon as Matty has finished talking to her
mom, I’ll talk to her about booking a flight to go home.

Hopefully Uncle Jayden will stay away a bit
longer so I can have some alone time with Matty. I’m still not over
seeing her in that hospital bed and I need to reassure myself that
she’s alright.

I can’t do that with Uncle Jayden looking
over my shoulder the whole time.

As I’m pacing outside her bedroom there is a
knock on the door and I curse under my breath.

That will be fucking Blake.

I’m almost certain of it.

Walking over to the door, I look through the
peephole and sure enough, there he is.

Opening the door, I don’t bother playing
nice, “Matty is on the phone with her mom, she’s going to be a
while.”

He looks me up and down, “I don’t mind
waiting.”

I bet he wouldn’t, “She could be another
couple of hours, those two like to talk.”

He shrugs, “I’ve got time.”

Mother fucker.

I wait a few minutes but when he doesn’t
make a move to leave or to say anything else for that matter, I
step aside and say, “Come on in then.”

He smiles then walks past me, heading
straight for the table. He pulls a laptop out and sits down. “I’ll
just catch up on some work while I wait. Unless you want to
talk?”

Like fuck I want to talk to this guy.
“You’re wasting your time with her, we’ll be leaving soon.”

He eyes me critically, “Are you her
boyfriend?”

I manage to grind out, “No,” but right now I
wish I had thrown my rules out the window and had claimed her as my
own.

Nothing would give me more pleasure than
getting rid of this guy.

He’s not right for Matty and I don’t want to
see her get her heart broken.

“Brother?” he asks.

“No.”

He nods but I don’t like the way he is
looking at me, judging me. “You have a thing for her or something
then?”

I would hardly call what I feel for Matty, a
thing. “What’s it to you?”

He lifts his shoulders in a small shrug.
“I’m just trying to figure out why you don’t like me.”

“It’s obvious you’re into Matty and I don’t
want to see her being taken advantage of, she’s in a vulnerable
place right now.”

“Which is why I’m here, I’m trying to help
her.”

“Help her?” I laugh darkly. “Were you trying
to help her when you let her walk into that building? Were you
trying to help her when you put your fucking hands on her? I’ve
seen the fucking bruises!” It took everything I had to contain the
rage I felt inside me when I saw those marks on her body.

Nobody should ever be able to touch her like
that and get away with it.

He flinches and looks down at the table.
“I’ve already apologized to Maddy for how I acted. I hate myself
for hurting her but I’ve been after Edward for years and
he’s hurt countless girls just like Maddy. I couldn’t let him
escape my grasp again.”

That’s not a good enough fucking excuse and
he knows it. “You could have used someone else! Anyone else! Why
did you have to hurt her?”

“I didn’t get to choose who Edward brought
to me. It had to be real otherwise he would have known something
was wrong and never showed up.”

“You could have just arrested him as soon as
he walked through that door. You didn’t need to hurt her.”

“Tyler,” he rubs his hands over his face in
frustration. “We needed the transaction to take place in order to
get a solid conviction. Look, I’m sorry, I truly am but you
obviously have deep feelings for Maddy and are never going to look
at this logically. Can we just leave it at that? I have work to
do,” he gestures at his laptop.

How can he sit there so calmly?

He fucking put his hands on a woman and
thinks it’s alright because it was all part of his job.

I would like nothing more than to show him
what it feels like to handled that way but I don’t want to upset
Matty. If I upset her, then it will delay us leaving.

Still fuming, I walk over to the lounge and
take a seat in one of the chairs. I keep a close eye on Blake but
he seems like he was telling the truth about having work to do,
either that or he is trying to avoid talking to me.

Bastard knows that I’m right about him
hurting her unnecessarily.

I don’t see how Matty can look past that so
easily just because he shielded her from gunfire.

I’m more than grateful that she’s relatively
unharmed but being here is putting me on edge. I feel like I’m on
the cusp of losing her for good.

Matty has never hidden things from her
family before, in fact, it’s completely unlike her to run off to a
foreign country with a man she barely knows.

Her judgement used to be spot on but it’s
like finding out about her birth mom has changed her
completely.

I’ve watched her grow and change ever since
she was a baby but this seems different.

I can feel her pulling away from me.

My mind is spinning.

I’m unravelling faster than I can put my
thoughts together.

I love Matty more than anything but I can’t
be with her.

I’ve spent too many years building my walls
up and trying to do the right thing to give up now but Blake
changes things.

He threatens everything.

Which is why I need to take her home with
me.


CHAPTER 24

MADDY

Talking with Mom really helped me to work through my
feelings and I wish I had done it in the first place. She explained
to me that even though she didn’t give birth to me she still
considered me to be her daughter and that she loves me just as much
as my brothers.

Hearing her talk about her life before she
escaped the cult was hard and I’m sure that she left quite a bit
out but in some ways, I feel closer to her than ever.

She said that Dad and I helped her to heal
and for the first time in her life, she was truly happy.

Dad was telling the truth when he said they
never intended to keep Aletta a secret from me but that the years
went by so quickly and before they knew it, I was off to college
and they still hadn’t told me.

I’m still hurt they never told me sooner but
I’m grateful, especially to Blake, that things turned out the way
that they did.

Towards the end of our conversation, we
moved onto lighter topics and I was surprised when she wasn’t
completely against the idea of me staying in Italy for a while
longer.

She suggested that she could come over to
see me and we could travel around together which sounds like a
really good idea. It will give us a chance to talk some more
without having everyone else in the way.

My extended family mean well but sometimes
it’s nice to work things through without an audience.

I’m starting to realize that even though she
didn’t give birth to me, she’s still the best mom I could have ever
asked for. I’m incredibly lucky that she has been a part of my
life.

It will still take time for me to come to
terms with the fact that my life isn’t the same as I grew up
believing but for the first time since I found out, I don’t feel
overwhelmed with grief.

It feels like with time, I will be able to
heal.

But going back to Seattle and being fussed
over like I’m a victim, which technically I am, doesn’t sound
appealing.

The only downside when you have a huge
extended family that cares about you is that they all want to be
there for you. When it’s a happy occasion, it’s a great feeling but
at times like these, they can be a bit overwhelming.

I’m not quite ready for all of that
attention just yet.

Walking out of my bedroom, I startle when I
see Blake sitting at the small dining table with a laptop in front
of him.

He’s no longer wearing one of his nice and
expensive suits but jeans and a plain button-down shirt.

His hair looks like his hands have
constantly been running through it and I find myself even more
attracted to him like this.

This is the real Blake.

Not the man he was pretending to be.

“Ohmigod Blake, I’m so sorry, how long have
you been waiting for?” I’m glad he’s still here but that’s twice
now he’s turned up to see me and I’ve been doing something
else.

I’m lucky that he didn’t leave again like
this morning.

He stands from the table and turns to face
me, “Not long.”

Not even hesitating, I walk straight over to
him and wrap my arms around his waist.

He returns my hug and leans down to whisper
in my ear, “Are you sore today?”

Pulling back slightly, I keep my arms around
him, “No, I’m fine.”

Which is mostly true.

I’m still tender but I feel a lot better
after my shower.

He smiles at me and it really is a beautiful
smile, he lights up the entire room. “Good, I’m glad. Would you
like to take a seat?”

No, I want to stay here in your arms all day
long. “Sure.”

Sitting next to him at the table, he closes
his laptop and places his hand on top of mine in my lap. “How are
you coping today? Were you able to sleep alright?”

I nod, “I’m okay, Dad and I stayed up quite
late and talked last night about my real mom. Edward’s daughter.
Some of the things he said were pretty upsetting but it was a
distraction from everything that happened and then I think I passed
out from exhaustion.”

He nods his head, “Yes, we had been looking
into his family and were interested in his daughter but we could
never find anything. Jayden has actually been quite forthcoming
with information, that’s where he is now, talking to my
partner.”

“Oh, I didn’t realize she was part of your
investigation.”

He shrugs, “It helps to know your enemy
inside and out. Every little bit of incriminating evidence helps
towards a strong conviction. I want to see Edward put away for life
and so does Jayden.”

“So do I,” I whisper.

I couldn’t imagine moving on with my life
only for him to show up one day out of the blue.

He didn’t say how old he was but I imagine
that he will die in prison and to me, that seems fitting.

Blake brushes a few strands of hair off my
face. “Have you thought anymore about talking to someone like I
suggested last night?”

“With everything that’s happened since then,
it’s completely slipped my mind. I haven’t thought about it at all,
I’m sorry.” I’ve never talked to a therapist before but I’ve never
had the need too, up until recently, my life had been pretty
perfect.

“Don’t be sorry, I completely understand but
I’ve made a tentative booking for you tomorrow afternoon with a
lady that our department uses on a regular basis. She specializes
in these sorts of trauma cases and quite frankly she’s the best. I
wanted to see how you felt about going and I also wasn’t sure when
you were planning on heading home. I don’t want you to feel like
I’m pressuring you but I think it will be good for you and I can
always come with you. Even if it’s just to sit in the waiting
room.”

I wouldn’t know what to expect talking to a
therapist but I trust Blake’s judgement. “If you think it will
help?”

“I do,” he squeezes my hand tenderly,
“Believe it or not, even I see her when certain cases become too
much for me.”

“You do?” I ask in surprise.

He nods once, “I do, it’s not a sign of
weakness to seek support Maddy, it’s a sign of strength.”

That makes my decision easy then. “Okay,
I’ll go.”

Blake sighs in relief, “Great, I’ll send her
office a message and have the appointment confirmed. Do you want me
to pick you up tomorrow and take you?”

“Yes please, that would be nice.” I’m eager
to spend time with Blake, no matter how short that time is.

“Do you know when you are leaving yet? I
could try and schedule a few more visits if you like?”

Does that mean that he wants me to stay?

He kind of looks nervous about my answer,
sort of like he wants me stay.

It’s so hard to get a good read on him but
he hasn’t let my hand go since we sat down, that has to be a good
sign.

Right?

“Um, I’m not sure, I had thought about
staying for a little while. Mom even said she would come over and
we could spend some time together but I’m not sure. I guess I will
have to talk to Dad and work something out.” After running off like
I did, I need to take my parents feelings into consideration this
time.

I can no longer be selfish and not care what
they think.

Even though Mom’s on board with the idea, I
think I will have a harder time convincing Dad.

Hopefully, Mom can help me out with
convincing him that staying for a little while will be good for all
of us.

A small smile starts to sneak up on his
face. “Maddy, I’m not sure if you’re aware but this room has been
paid for, for the entire summer. If you leave, it’s just going to
sit empty.”

“Really?” I had no idea it had been pre-paid
for that long.

Not having to worry about paying for
accommodation if I stay here would be a huge relief.

I don’t have a lot of extra cash lying
around and relying on my parents footing the bill after everything
that’s happened seems like I’m asking a bit much.

“Yes, really. Have a think, talk to your dad
and if you decide to stay here a bit longer then we can schedule
some other appointments tomorrow.”

“Okay, I’d like that.”

He smiles brightly now, “Me too.”

Squeezing his hand, I become nervous as I
say, “If I stay, um, would you-”

“I would like to see you again, yes,” he
chuckles softly. “Maybe we can even get dinner this time.”

“I would like that.” In fact, I would
really like that.

The possibility of seeing more of Blake is
almost enough to make my decision for me but I still need to talk
to Dad to see how he feels about it.

I doubt he will want to leave me here on my
own but maybe I can convince him that if Mom comes over, the two of
them can have a bit of a holiday.

That way I can still see them but I can have
time alone with Blake too.

“Listen, I’m really sorry but I’ve got a bit
of work to do so I should really head off but how about I come and
get you tomorrow and take you to lunch before your
appointment?”

“That would be nice.” I feel safe with
Blake, like when I’m with him nothing can hurt me.

I’ve only ever felt that with Tyler but
unlike with Tyler, Blake seems interested in more with
me.

We stand from the table and after Blake
packs up his laptop, I reach for his hand and escort him all the
way to the door.

“I’ve still got someone outside your door
and if you leave the room for any reason, they will follow so don’t
be alarmed. It’s just a precaution more than anything and it won’t
be forever, just until Edward is out of the hospital and we’ve
successfully transferred him.”

“Thank you Blake.” He’s really thought of
everything.

Leaning down, he kisses me lightly on the
cheek and I wish that he had kissed me on the lips.

Maybe I’ll get lucky tomorrow.

“I’ll see you tomorrow Maddy.”

“Bye Blake.”

When I shut the door behind him, I smile to
myself, already looking forward to tomorrow.

Turning around, I’m startled by the sight of
an angry looking Tyler.

He’s standing about a foot away from me with
his arms crossed over his chest and his body is vibrating with
fury. “What the fuck was that Matty?”

“What do you mean? Were you listening to our
conversation?” That conversation was private and he should know
better than to eavesdrop.

He seems gob smacked. “Of course I was
fucking listening and if you hadn’t been so distracted when you
first walked out of your room, you would have seen me sitting on
the couch.”

Oh shit, once I saw Blake, my attention was
solely focused on him and I forgot all about Tyler.

Strange.

That’s never happened to me before.

Normally I’m so attuned to his presence that
I can sense him in any room. “I don’t know why you’re so angry,
he’s setting me up to see a therapist. He’s helping me.”

“No, he’s taking advantage of you.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
Getting angry myself, I push past him and walk further into the
room but he steps in front of me to stop my escape.

His eyes narrow, “It means that I’ve seen
the way you look at him Matty, like he walks on fucking water and
it’s only because you view him as your savior. It’s clouding your
judgement.”

I can’t believe he is getting jealous over
Blake.

And how dare he think that I only have
feelings for him because he saved my life, he couldn’t be further
from the truth. “Tyler, he did save me! He shielded my body
from bullets and got me to safety, as far as I’m concerned,
he is my savior.”

Tyler growls out, “Yeah, and he’s taking
advantage of that!”

How can he possibly think that Blake is
trying to take advantage of me? “What do you mean? He’s not taking
advantage of me Tyler, just back off.”

He’s being irrational and he needs to cut it
out before I say something that I’ll regret.

Tyler places his hands on my shoulders,
“You’ve just been through a traumatic event Matty, you need a
friend right now, not to go out on some date.”

“I’m aware of what I’ve been through Tyler
and it’s not a date,” although I’m hoping that that’s exactly what
it is.

He looks at me like I’m stupid. “Are you
sure he knows that?”

Pushing his hands off my shoulders, I try to
walk past him again but he cuts me off. “Ugh, Tyler, this is
stupid, it’s my life and if I want to date him then I can, lord
knows I’ve watched you date enough people over the years.”

This stuns him enough that I’m able to walk
around him and into my bedroom but he ends up following me before I
can get the door shut.

When I look up at him this time, it seems
some of the fight has drained out of him. “Just come home Matty,
please. Have your therapy session tomorrow and then let’s go
home.”

I get nervous as I say, “I was actually
thinking about staying.”

Tyler rubs his hands over his face in
frustration. “Matty, I’ve got a new job that starts in a week. I
would like to get you settled back home before I have to leave you
again.”

Leave.

He’s always leaving.

Coming here and checking on me was only ever
going to be temporary.

He can’t ask me to go home with him when
he’s only going to leave himself after a few days. “I’m not asking
you to stay Tyler, I’m grateful that you came here but this is
something that I need to do for me. Mom’s fine with it, all
I have to do now is talk to Dad.”

He starts to become agitated, “How long
would you want to stay? A few more days? Let me talk to my new
boss-”

“The summer Tyler.” The more I think about
it, the more I want to stay here.

It feels right.

I should want to get the hell out of Rome
after what happened to me but for some reason, I don’t.

If I leave now then I’m probably never going
to come back.

I don’t want to leave Italy with a sour
taste in my mouth.

If I high tail it out of here now then I’m
only going to have bad memories of Rome and I don’t want that.

“The summer!” he yells. “You can’t stay the
whole summer.”

“Why not?” It’s not like this is his
decision.

It’s my life and if my parents are fine with
it then I see no reason not to stay.

I have a room that’s been fully paid for and
some cash left over from Edward, which I no longer feel guilty
about spending.

In fact, I now wish I had taken more of his
money.

I think I deserve some time to relax and be
happy after everything that I’ve been through and before last
night, I was really happy here.

I’d like nothing more than to get some of
that feeling back.

He starts grasping at straws, “What, what
about Olivia?”

“Olivia could come and visit me after Mom,
you know she would be ecstatic over that idea.” I wouldn’t even
have to ask Olivia, if she knew that I wanted to stay here for the
summer then she would be on the next flight over.

She’s that good of a friend and maybe this
way, I can make it up to her for being such a shitty friend these
last few months.

“Fuck Matty,” he collapses down on my bed.
“How can I go home and start my new job while I’m worrying about
you over here?”

Sitting down next to him, I pick up his hand
in mine. “It’s not your job to worry about me. It’s your job to
worry about Laura.”

He flinches but it’s the truth. “You know
I’ll always worry about you Matty.”

“Yet you’re always with someone else,” I say
softly.

He always does this to me.

When he’s with me it’s like I’m the only
person in the world that he cares about.

He makes me feel special, loved even, but
then he turns around and walks right back into the arms of his
girlfriend.

Now he’s trying to stop me from living my
life.

Stop me from potentially dating Blake when
he’s going to go back to New York to start a life with her.

That’s not fair.

He quietly says, “You know why I can’t be
with you Matty.”

“Yeah, you’ve told me your bullshit excuse.
We can’t be together, you’re with Laura and maybe I’ll be with
Blake for the summer, who knows.” I try to act casual but I know
that he will be jealous over my interest in Blake and part of me
wants him to be jealous.

I want him to know what it’s like to watch
the person you love be with someone else.

He’s explained why he can’t be with me but I
just can’t see it from his point of view.

If we want to be together, sure, our
families will probably get a shock but they will get over it.

It won’t be like what he’s picturing in his
head.

He’s blowing this situation way out of
proportion.

“It’s not bullshit Matty, it’s-”

“No, it is bullshit Tyler and you
know it. You’re just scared but I’m not going to wait around for
you forever. Blake and I met a couple of times before last night
and we had a real connection, it’s not just because he saved me, I
liked him before that.”

He doesn’t listen to anything I say, “Just
come home Matty, please.”

“No,” I say stubbornly.

He can’t keep doing this to me.

His dad gave up his entire life and fortune
to be with his mom but he can’t even risk a little bit of anger
from our parents and extended family.

“You know what Tyler, I will come home with
you.” He brightens instantly. “On one condition.

Hesitating, he says, “What is it?”

“I’ll come home with you tomorrow if you
break up with Laura and be with me.” He opens his mouth to say
something but I cut him off. “Give things with me a real shot and I
won’t hesitate to leave Blake and Italy behind me. When Dad walks
back through that door, tell him how you feel about me, tell him
that you want to be with me and it’s not just some spur of the
moment thing. Tell him how we feel about each other.” Placing my
hands against his cheeks, I kiss his lips over and over again.
“Tell him that we’re in love. Be with me Tyler and I’ll spend the
rest of my life picking you and only you. Just pick me Tyler,
please. For once. Pick. Me.”
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