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One person’s delusion is another person’s reality.

This book is dedicated to those two people.

Dear Journal,

I'm scared. I can't recall ever being this scared about anything and I've had a lot of things to fear in my life. The only thing that's keeping me on course is her. Despite the rocky road I travel daily, she's my life and keeps me going down it. Sometimes the rockiest journeys and toughest paths lead to the most beautiful and rewarding destinations, so no turning back now.

I had an episode last night after getting home from work, but I seem better today, all things considered. You know how that goes, though. Day to day and week to week. I just hope I don't have anymore. I don't want her to see me like that.

Anyway, it's time. Despite my fears, I'm excited. I hope she likes me. I know she won't today or maybe even tomorrow, since it's going to be a bit chaotic and she won't understand, just yet, but in time I hope she does. Everything I've done and am about to do has been and will always be done out of love. Her dad never comprehended that, but hopefully she will. Maybe she's more like me, that way.

Wish me luck!

Ivy
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Goodbyes

––––––––
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HAVE YOU EVER HAD A moment where you knew the decision you were about to make would forever change your life? Well, for me, this was that moment.

Walking to my car, tears blurring my vision, my heart ached for what I was leaving behind. I knew Mom and Dad were going kill me, if I even survived what I was about to do.

From the few things they'd told me about Ivy, my birth mother, I wasn't sure what she'd do to me if my plan worked. I tried not to focus on that part, though. What she'd do if it didn't work bothered me a lot more, so I had to do something. I had to get Jax back.

All I kept thinking about was how scared he had to be, especially since he was only eight and had no idea who the woman who had him was or why she'd picked him up from school. Even if she did try to explain it all to him, he wouldn't understand, anyway. Nobody had ever told him he was my half-brother or had mentioned anything about Ivy in front of him. Heck, they'd never really said anything about her in front of me, either. So, yeah, Jax had no idea who she was and probably wouldn't believe her if she told him.

I know Dad said they'd get Jax back on their own, but they didn't know that for sure. And if they didn't get him back, I'd never forgive myself. I'd rather try and fail than live with the regret of not doing anything, especially if something bad happened to him.

I doubted my plan would work but still had a small sliver of hope it might. If it was me she wanted, she could have me, as long as she gave Jax back in return. I just couldn't believe she'd take him to get to me, especially after all these years. I was only five the last time she came around, when she snuck up to my school's playground just to talk to me through the fence, which put us on lockdown and summoned an army of police. I barely remembered her. Even so, that one encounter made me wonder about her most my life, like a dream I couldn't quite recall the details to. Despite my curiosity, Dad never talked about her. The few times I asked he'd change the subject, so I quickly learned she was a topic not to bring up. It didn't stop me from thinking about her from time to time, though, but that's all she was to me—a thought.

Driving away, I glanced into my rear-view mirror to make sure no one was running out of the house to stop me, but our yard was vacant, no signs of anyone. I'm sure they were still in the kitchen, crying and hysterically trying to figure out what to do next. Well, I knew what I was going to do next. It may or may not work, but I was going to try, regardless. Like my coach always said, "I'd rather you make a play that didn't work than not make a play at all." This was my play.

Driving towards my high school, I waited on a police car to stop me, like they'd somehow know who I was and what I was up to if they saw me, but they didn't. Nobody did. With my fear growing, I hoped my luck continued.

As I pulled into my school's parking lot, I drove to the far side, near the football field, which was a little more out of the way from the main road. Pulling out my phone and taking a picture of the front of the school, I posted it on three separate social media accounts, making sure they were all public. Underneath the pictures, all the caption said was, I'm waiting. And that's what I did.

Some friends who saw it thought I was talking about basketball and throwing shade at the schools we played, but I ignored them, not commenting back. I knew if Ivy saw it, which was the plan, that she'd know exactly what I was talking about and who I was really waiting for.

Each minute that passed made my insides churn. It was the same anxious feeling I always felt before a game, but instead of it being from anticipation, it was from fear. It was also ten times worse.  

The only thing that kept me from instinctively fleeing was Jax. All I kept picturing was his face. That's what kept me there, waiting, even when my nerves told me I needed to leave—my nerves and the fact that my phone had started ringing and wouldn't stop. It's like my ringtone had suddenly became an alarm, warning me of the danger I was putting myself in. After several calls and voicemails, I put it on silent, knowing who they were from.

"I'm sorry... I'm sorry. I've got to do this." I hoped they'd forgive me.

After about thirty minutes, I was starting to give up, thinking she hadn't seen my posts. Surely Mom and Dad had, though, and would be pulling up any minute to ring my neck for doing such a reckless and dangerous thing. Or maybe they were so worried and upset they hadn't even thought about looking on any of my social media accounts. I knew I'd soon find out, since time was still ticking away. At some point, though, if she didn't show up, I'd have to go back home and face the wrath I knew Mom and Dad would bring down on me. 

How long should I wait before it comes to that point?

A black car driving by unnaturally slow on the road behind me caught my eye. After just a few minutes, it drove by again. On the third pass, it pulled in, parking right behind my car.

My heart felt like it was about to beat right out of my chest. I couldn't see into the car because the sun had gone down and the windows were tinted too dark, but I assumed it was her.

This is it. This is the moment that's going to change it all.

When nobody got out of the car, I got out of mine. If Jax was in there I was getting him out. As soon as I opened my door, though, she opened hers. 

"Daisy!" Jax cried from inside the car, but I still couldn't see him.

All fear I'd had was engulfed with anger, or maybe it was simply adrenaline. Either way, I ran to her car to rescue my brother. It even crossed my mind to fight her and run with him, but what if she had a weapon? What if she used it on Jax and took me, anyway?

A woman in white got out the car, holding Jax tightly in her arms. He appeared to be okay, aside from crying hysterically, but when I went to reach for him she jerked him away. It's strange how she looked similar to how I remembered her, just a bit distorted—the memory, not her.

"Where's your dad?" she asked, looking around nervously. "Are you alone?"

"He's at home, probably having a heart attack, thanks to you. And, yes, I'm alone. I snuck out."

A faint smile appeared. "You are like me."

"No, I'm not." Just looking at her and her stringy blonde hair, I could tell I was nothing like her, aside from having her eyes. More than her appearance, I knew I'd never do something like this. I'd never hurt someone the way she was hurting us, right now, especially my own daughter. "I'm nothing like you."

"I'm sorry about this, Daisy. I really, really am. I had no other choice." She started to cry. 

"Give him to me," I demanded, holding my arms out again.

"I will, I promise, but... but you have to come with me. I just... I just want you to give me a chance."

"As long as you let him go, I'll go with you, but I want to make one thing clear; I'll never give you a chance. Never." Especially after this.

She started crying harder. "But you don't understand. All you know is what you've been told." She shook her head. "I know you're angry. I knew you would be, so I understand. I just... I just want you to know me. I want to know you. Believe it or not, I love you, Daisy. I always have. You'll see." 

I felt sick. I felt sick and mad and when I looked at Jax I felt my chest starting to cave in. "I love you, Jax." I was the one crying, now. "I'm only doing this because I love you so much. Never forget that."

As she stepped toward me, I could tell he didn't understand what I was talking about or what was about to happen. He didn't understand that he may never see me again. 

"Give him your phone," she demanded.

"It's in my car."

"Get it."

She followed me to my car, watching me intently.

"Here," I said, handing it to her. 

She slowly put Jax down as she took my phone, which was lit up with another call, but she rejected it, opening Dad's contact, instead. "We're going to leave him in your car and give him your phone to call your dad. We'll be gone by the time anyone gets here."

"We can't just leave him here," I argued. "It's almost dark and he's only eight. He'll be scared to death."

"We'll lock the doors. He'll be fine." She looked around nervously. "Go ahead and say your goodbyes but make it quick. We've got to go."

I tried to be strong for Jax's sake but failed miserably. How could I tell him goodbye and not lose it?

I sat him in the seat of my car and hugged him tight. 

"Daisy?" he hiccoughed through his tears. "What's going on? Where are you going?"

"She wants me to go with her. I'll be back, though. I promise." That was the first promise I'd ever made him that I wasn't sure I'd be able to keep. "I love you." I hugged him again. "Mom and Dad will be here soon. Tell them I love them and that I'll be okay."

"Will you be okay?" he asked softly.

I nodded. "Yeah, I'll be okay." Another lie. "Mom and Dad will explain everything when you get home." At this point, they'd have to.

"Here," Ivy said, handing my phone to me but talking to Jax, her voice coming across a lot nicer than it should've, considering the circumstances. "You're not to call anyone or answer the phone if someone calls until we're gone and completely out of sight, understand?" It was like she was giving him instructions on how to play a board game or something.

"Keep the doors locked until Mom and Dad or the police get here, okay?" I wiped his tears away.

"Okay." 

"I love you," I repeated.

"I love you, too." He grabbed my hand. "Don't leave me."

I hated her for doing this. "I could never leave you, Jax. I'll be back. I promised, didn't I?" When he nodded his head, I handed my phone to him, which still had Dad's contact pulled up. "Here, call Dad and tell him you're at my school, okay?" He nodded, again, and I hugged him one last time, hoping it wouldn't be the very last one, just the last one for now.

Each one of his tears seemed to rip out a piece of my heart, which was torturous. That's probably the only reason I got up and left when Ivy told me to hurry. I couldn't stand to see him like that. I couldn't stand it. 

As we drove away, I didn't want to look back—shouldn't have looked—but I did. Now, that picture of him will forever be burnt into my mind and seared into my memory. His crying face and small hands pressed up against my driver's side window, watching me being taken away and crying for me not to go, not understanding why I was leaving him all alone and that I did it for him. 

I did it for him.

"I'm sorry it had to be this way," Ivy said, but I ignored her. "I'm assuming you know who I am, that they told you?" I was still ignoring her. "Since you seem to be more angry than afraid, I guess you do." 

She seemed to be nervous, since we'd not made it to the interstate, yet, so she started to focus more on the road than me. However, after about thirty minutes of constantly looking in her rear-view mirror, she started talking to me again.

"I want to explain why I'm doing this," she said, but I continued to ignore her. "I know you're angry, but I want you to know I'm doing this because I love you. I've always loved you, but Talon wouldn't let me see you. I've tried your entire life, sending letters and trying to call, but he ignored all my efforts. I couldn't miss your sixteenth birthday, though."

"Stop talking to me," I growled, trying to hold on to the anger so I wouldn't cry, since I was the one who was going to miss my sixteenth birthday. 

"Daisy, please don't be mad at me."

I looked at her for the first time since we'd pulled out of the school. "Are you kidding me right now? You don't want me to be mad at you? You kidnap my brother from school, scared him and my family to death, now you've kidnapped me, yet you don't want me to be mad about it?"

"I know you're angry but I don't want you to be. I want you to understand the motive behind my actions. When you're desperate, you'll do anything. Just like you did. You knew I wanted you and you were desperate to get your brother back, so you turned yourself over to me out of desperation."

I shook my head. "What I did doesn't even compare to what you did. I rescued Jax. What you're doing, right now, is the complete opposite of that."

"Maybe I'm rescuing you," she said. "Maybe it's time you knew the truth about me, not just what your dad and step-mother have said about me."

"Mom," I corrected her, which caused her head to snap in my direction, like I'd called her that. "She's not my step-mother; she's my mom."

As the car sped up, getting faster and faster, I knew I'd pushed one of her buttons, especially when the speed reached ninety and was still climbing. "I'm your mom, whether they like it or not. I carried you. I gave birth to you. I pushed for over an hour. I did that, not her."

"Slow down," I demanded quietly, thinking I needed to just drop it before she wrecked and killed us both. "Please, just slow down."

Surprisingly, she did. "I'm sorry." She started to say something else, but I interrupted her. 

"Where are you taking me?" 

"You'll see."

"I don't have a phone to tell anyone, so why can't you just tell me?" 

She glanced over at me, like she was considering it, but shook her head. "No, I think I'll keep it a surprise." I hated that I had her eyes. It made me not want to look at her.

"I've never liked surprises," I lied. 

"Well, you'll like this one."

"I seriously doubt it."

"We'll see."

The fact that she thought I'd like being taken away from my family and friends, my home, and everything else I loved, let me know that she obviously still had issues, which was a little unnerving. 

For the next hour, neither one of us said a word, the only noise coming from the radio. I listened intently, thinking it would mention my abduction or something about Jax, but it didn't. Feeling helpless, I looked out my window, silently crying, trying to think of some way to get away from her. I couldn't simply escape, though, because then she might get away and do something like this again. No, I had to trap her, somehow. 

A note, maybe? Tell her I had to pee and give someone a note so they'll call the police... but I had no paper. I could just tackle her and have everyone hold her down until the police came. Yeah, that might work.

I glanced over at her to size her up, see how strong she looked, unable to believe she had given birth to me. I had always thought that if I ever met my biological mother that we'd have some kind of unspoken connection simply because she was my mother. The hatred I felt toward her proved me wrong, though. We had no connection at all.

"I've got to pee," I lied. 

"I do, too. I'm also hungry, so we can take the next exit. You hungry?" It was crazy to me how she sounded like we were just out for a leisurely drive.

I shook my head, since my stomach was in too many knots to allow any food in. Then again, where there was food, there were usually people. "Yeah, I guess I am kind of hungry."

I hated it when she smiled, too, all things considered. It was too out of place. 

"Okay, we'll eat."

Once she took the next exit and started to slow down, I literally started to shake. The more I tried not to, the more I shook. I hoped she didn't notice.

"What do you want?" she asked as we sat at a red light.

I took a deep breath, trying to relax. "Are we going into a restaurant?" That would be a bold move.

"How else are we going to pee if we don't go in?" Thankfully, the light turned green, so she stopped looking at me. "We'll get the food to go so we won't be inside long. I doubt anyone around here will be looking for us yet, anyway, so I think it'll be fine." 

I knew this would be my chance. Dad had always taught me that when an opportunity presented itself to grab it and run, so that's what I was going to do. Instead of grabbing it and running, though, I was going to grab it and hold it down.

"Are you okay?"

I jerked my head around, shaking again. "No, I'm not okay. Why should I be? You've kidnapped me, so I'm not going to be okay."

She glared at me before looking away and pulling into a fast-food burger place. "Listen, before we go in, I have one thing to say." She parked and turned her car off. "If you try to run, tell anyone, or do anything besides go in, pee, and stand silently by my side, Jaxon will be the one who takes your place. I've never wanted a son, but he's really cute and probably sweet when he's not crying his head off and begging to go home."

"You wouldn't."

She smiled, making me hate her even more than I already did. "Try me." 

Now, I was torn between actually trying her, like she said, and backing out of my plan. What if I failed? What if I tried to do something but it backfired? Would she really take Jax instead? As I looked at her, the corners of her mouth still turned up in a smile, I was pretty sure she would.

"I'm not going to do anything," I assured her.

"Good. Then let's go."

The entire time we were in the bathroom, right up until we were both drying our hands, I still thought about following through with it. As we walked out, with only one other person in line in front of us, I wondered if they could help me hold her down long enough for the people behind the counter to realize what was going on and help. It was an older woman who looked pretty frail, so I doubted it.

What if Ivy was stronger than she looked? What if she dragged me out or got up and ran, leaving me behind? Would she retaliate and make it her life mission to take Jax? Or do something even worse?

"Can I help you?" the lady behind the counter asked, letting me know I didn't have much time left.

Ivy ordered then asked what I wanted. "Um... I want a...." I hadn't even looked at the menu, yet. 

"She'll get what I got," Ivy said, which made me mad.

"What if I don't want what you got?" I know I sounded like a brat to the woman taking our order, but I didn't care. She didn't know me and had no idea what I was going through, even though I really wished she did. As I looked at her, I tried to tell her with my eyes, praying she could somehow read my mind. 

Help me! This woman has abducted me. Help... me!

"If you don't want it, then maybe your brother will eat it," Ivy replied, making it a point to remind me about her warning.

I glared at her. "No, that's fine. I'll eat it."

She paid, got our cups, then acted like nothing was wrong, yet again. "What do you want to drink?"

I yanked my cup out of her hand. "I'll get my own." 

"Of course, you will," she retorted under her breath.

As I was filling my cup, the little old lady that had been in front of us was putting a lid on her coffee. "You remind me of my granddaughter," she said. "Such a pretty girl." Once she got the lid on, she walked around me and looked at Ivy. "I bet you're her mother."

Ivy smiled proudly. "Yes, I am."

The old woman smiled. "You look alike, but those eyes gave it away."

I wanted to pluck my eyes out of my head. 

"Yes, she has my eyes," Ivy bragged, which made me sick.

"Maybe, but I really look more like my dad," I interjected. "That's what everyone has said my entire life, how I look exactly like my dad."

The lady must've mistaken Ivy's anger as jealousy because she smiled and patted her on the shoulder. "I'm sure that's been frustrating to hear all these years," she said.

"Not really," I mentioned, "since today is the first day—" 

"Let's see if our food is ready," Ivy huffed, interrupting me before I said anything else.

"Yes, I think mine is," the lady said, smiling as she pointed toward the counter. "I just love their fish sandwiches."

Ivy didn't smile back, since she was too busy glaring at me. 

"I think our food, whatever we got, is ready, too," I told her sarcastically. Maybe, if she hated me, she'd take me back home.

"Lucky for you," Ivy huffed, "since you seem to be a bit chatty, today."

"Like you'd know," I added. "Maybe I'm always like this."

She got our food and hooked her arm in mine, walking me out the door. "I warned you not to say anything while we were in there," she fussed on the way to her car.

"Well, did you want me to be rude to her? I think not saying anything at all would've looked a lot more suspicious, don't you?"

She didn't speak to me again until we got inside the car and she threw my food at me. "We have a long drive ahead of us and I hope you can pee in a cup because I'm not stopping again."

"How long of a drive?" All I knew is that we were heading south. 

"I'll put it this way, if you've never slept in a car before, you're about to."

"Great." 

I had slept in a car before but knew I wouldn't be sleeping this time. Even if I ended up being awake all night, I'd just have to be awake. I didn't care if she'd given birth to me or not, I still didn't trust her.
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Chapter 2
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Happy Birthday to Me

––––––––
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WE HAD DRIVEN FOR HOURS without a word being spoken. She'd tried to talk to me, at first, asking all kinds of questions, from what my favorite movie was to what I liked to eat, but I ignored her. When she kept on, I told her if she hadn't given me up she'd know. That seemed to really tick her off, but she kept right on talking. After a while, I acted like I was asleep so she'd stop, and she did. 

As thankful as I was for the silence, it was also agonizing. Every mile marker I counted seemed a lot farther apart than they should've. Even though I wanted to make the time pass by faster, I still refused to talk to her. I'd walk through Hell barefooted before I gave her the satisfaction of getting to know me.

My feet had fallen asleep, so I moved them around, trying to get the needles to stop. When I did, she started talking again. I'd rather have felt the needles.

"Are you okay?" she asked, like she actually cared.

"We've already had this discussion," I reminded her.

"Do you have to pee or anything? I can stop."

"I didn't think you were stopping, again."

"I'd rather stop than have you try to pee in a cup and get it all over my seat."

"Yeah, stop." Aside from having to use the bathroom, I needed to stretch my legs. I also needed to see where we were.

"Okay, but I'm serious, Daisy. You better not try anything or talk to anyone. I mean it."

"Whatever," I huffed. "I'm sure I'll be found, anyway," I lied, "so it really doesn't matter." 

But it did matter, since I didn't think I'd be found at all. In fact, the only thing I kept thinking about was what Dad had once told me, how he'd always been afraid of this happening. More than that, though, was how he'd said he knew he'd never get me back if it did. It's one of the few things he'd ever said about her.

Nothing else was said for the next fifteen minutes or so, which was when we pulled into a rest area. When I sat up and tried to stretch my back out, since I'd been lying against my door way too long, she reminded me what would happen if I tried to run.

"I hate having to threaten you, but I have no other choice, right now."

I started to argue but, when I looked at her, all words seemed to escape me. "How did you...?" Her once blonde, stringy hair was now brown, hanging straight past her shoulders.

She smiled and gave her hair a slight flip. "Do you like it?" When I didn't answer, she started to explain. "I didn't want your brother or anyone else telling them I had dark hair, since it's always been blonde, so I wore a wig."

She did look less demented without the blonde wig, but I wasn't about to tell her that. Instead, I got out without saying a word or even looking at her, again. Assuming she'd follow me, I headed inside, which she quickly fussed about.

"Stay with me."

I continued to ignore her as we walked into the main area, which quickly let me know we were about to enter Florida. "Florida?" I glared at her before heading towards the bathroom, not caring if she followed or not, but, of course, she did.

"What's wrong with Florida?" she asked.

"Well, aside from the heat, humidity, hurricanes, and alligators, or that it's so far away, probably nothing."

"You'll like it. Trust me."

"Trust you." I laughed. "Okay." If she didn't already hate me, she would. I'd make sure of it.

Once we were back on the road, she was quiet, turning the radio up to fill the silence. Then, out of the blue, she started crying. I didn't see her crying, since I'd not looked at her since we'd left the rest area, but I could hear her, even over the radio. Honestly, I didn't care that she was crying, so I didn't bother to ask her what was wrong. Of course, I wouldn't have to.

"I know you don't believe me or trust me, but I do love you. I've loved you from day one, when they took you away from me."

"But you let them take me. You signed your rights away. Dad told me, so, no, I don't believe you."

"That's why I'm doing this. I want you to know me and to know the truth. I know they've lied to you."

"How do you know?" I argued. "You've not been around at all for my entire life, so how do you know anything?"

"Oh, I've been around," she admitted. "I may not have been visible, but I've always been around, watching you grow up in pictures and, if I'm lucky, videos. I've had a fake account for years, friending all your friends and family, hoping they'll tag you in something." She hiccoughed a few times before continuing. "I didn't want to give you up, Daisy. After what I did, though...." 

I hated being confined in this small car with her. Even more than that, I hated talking about this, especially right now. It's like every word used up all the oxygen, making it hard to breathe.

I rolled my window down a bit, but it didn't help much. "How much longer till we get there?"

"Just a couple more hours. It'll probably be daylight once we make it to Daytona, so we'll stop for a bit and eat. Even though I live close, I've not been to the ocean in a long time."

So, she lived in Florida. That's where she was taking me—her house. I don't know why, but knowing that's where she was taking me was a bit unnerving. It's like it somehow made my abduction more... permanent.

"How long are you keeping me?"

My question seemed to surprise her. "Uh... what do you mean?"

"What do you think I mean?" I finally made myself look at her. "You've kidnapped me, so how long do you plan on keeping me? When are you letting me go back home?" She didn't say anything. "You are letting me go back home, right?" 

She looked shocked at my barrage of questions. "I thought... I mean... I hadn't planned on you going back home."

That's the first time true panic set in. "Like, never? You're never letting me go home?" My eyes started to sting, but not as bad as her words did. 

"It's just," she started to explain, "I made you a new home. You'll see. Once we've rested and can really talk, I think you'll have a change of heart."

"No, I'm not going to have a change of heart." There were too many tears to blink away, now, so I simply let them fall. I hoped each one ripped her heart out like Jax's tears had mine. "When it comes to my family and the people I love, my heart won't change. Ever. And if you keep me from them, I'll hate you. So, if that's your plan, you might as well turn around and take me right back home."

She took a deep breath and wiped her face off. "Let's talk about this later, when we get home."

"You mean when you get home," I corrected her, causing her to ignore me for once.

Good. Maybe her plan wasn't going so well, but mine was.

***
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I WAS RUNNING, BUT no matter how fast I ran I didn't get anywhere. At one point, I even tried swimming, like that would somehow help, even though there was no water. Panic started to rise inside me, but I didn't know why. I was alone in a dark room with no apparent threat around me, yet I was afraid.

"Happy birthday, Daisy."

I ran faster at the sound of her voice but still hadn't moved from where I was. Then, it was like I was in an earthquake, the ground shaking to the point I fell. As soon as I hit the ground, I jolted awake.

"Daisy, wake up. It's your birthday." Ivy shook me again. "We're here. Happy birthday."

It was daylight and the sun seemed way too bright, making it hard to open my eyes. "We're where?" My voice sounded as harsh as I felt.

"Look."

Squinting against the sun's assault, I saw the ocean in the distance. Normally, I would've been super excited and jumped out of the car, but all I felt as I watched the waves crashing into the beach was sadness. It reminded me just how far from home I was. Not only that, but how I was going to miss seeing everyone at my birthday party that we'd been planning for over a month. 

"Come on, let's go check it out," she urged. With my legs aching and my right foot asleep, I didn't argue. 

As I slowly got out, the ocean breeze whipping around me, I took a deep breath, remembering the last time I smelled that smell. 

"Daisy, let's build a sandcastle," Jax had said. 

"No," I teased.

"But why?" 

"Because I don't want to." 

"But why?" I always hated hearing him whine but missed it, now.

I smiled and shook him back and forth. "Because I want to build a sand sea turtle."

He jumped up and down. "Yay, a sea turtle!"

"Are you coming?" Ivy asked, snapping me back to reality.

Not saying anything, I followed her across the street to the public access entrance. Walking down the little wooden path, I felt myself falling apart. I was crying by the time my feet took the first step into the sand. 

As I trudged toward the water, sand getting in my shoes and my vision blurred from the tears, I walked right into someone. "I'm sorry." 

As I grabbed their arms to steady myself, I didn't want to let go. I wanted to tell them that I needed help. I wanted to tell them that the lady walking in front of me had abducted me and that they needed to call the police. I wanted to do a lot of things but didn't, not wanting her to do anything else to Jax. Not wanting him to be where I was, now.

"No, it's my fault," a guy said. "I should've been watching where I was going."

I quickly let go of him before I did or said anything I shouldn't. "It's okay." 

"Wait, are you alright?" he asked as I walked away.

I could only imagine how I looked, so I didn't turn around. "No, I'm not alright. I'm not alright at all," I admitted, even though I knew he was too far away, now, to hear me over the roar of the ocean and wind.

I didn't bother trying to stop the tears as I continued toward the water. It was taking too much effort to stay strong and, at this point, what did it matter? I was tired. I was tired, scared, and I wanted to go home.

"Isn't it breathtaking?" Ivy asked, but I didn't answer. "Do you not like the ocean?"

I used to. Now, though, she had attached this memory to it.

She pulled a piece of my hair away from my face, where it was stuck to my tear-soaked skin. "What's wrong?"

Was she being for real, right now? "I think you know what's wrong. I want to go home!" I smacked her hand away from me. "If you think I'm going to love you and call you Mom, tell you all my problems, talk about boys, you're crazy!" 

"I'm not crazy!" she yelled back.

"Whatever." I was done.

"Where do you think you're going?" she asked as I turned to go back to the car.

I stopped and turned toward her, ignoring the nearby people who were staring at us. "I don't know where I'm going, since you won't tell me!"

I turned my back on her—like she did to me sixteen years ago—and continued to stomp toward the car, which was hard to do in the sand. By the time I got there, my feet were tired and burning, the skin on the back of my ankles raw and chafed. When she finally made it back to the parking lot and unlocked the car door, I got in and took my shoes off, dumping the sand out in her floor. Seeing the mess it made, I wished I had gotten even more in my shoes, despite the additional pain it would've caused. 

"I can't believe you'd yell at me like that," she fussed once she got in and started the car. "I thought this would be a special treat for your birthday and that you'd appreciate it. Apparently, though, you're not who I thought you were."

"What did you expect? You're forcing me to be here with you when all I want to do is go home." I was crying again. "Just take me home. Please... take me home." She started to reach out for me, but I stopped her. "Don't touch me!"

"I... I am taking you home, just not the one you want to go to, right now. That may change, though, once we get there."

"Unless Dad, Mom, Jax, and my friends are there, then, no, that won't change." 

I turned away from her, looking back out my window as more tears fell. I stayed that way for the next hour, watching all the signs go by, anxious to see where she was taking me, until she took the Orlando exit.

Neither one of us had said a single word since we'd left the beach until she slowed down and pulled into a short driveway. "We're here."

When I looked up, I was a bit surprised. I don't know what I was expecting, but a cute little blue house with white shutters wasn't it. 

Looking around as I got out, the neighborhood felt cramped, with all the houses feeling like they were right on top of each other. Hers did have some privacy, thanks to a wooden fence around it that matched the shutters, but it felt claustrophobic. Maybe that would be a good thing, having the neighbors so close. Surely, one of them would be nosey and wonder who I was and where I came from. Maybe one of them would even recognize me as the missing girl from East Tennessee. As I looked around, seeing no one outside besides us, my maybes didn't seem as hopeful.

Not having anything to get out of the car, I followed her toward the front door. Once she unlocked it and stepped inside, she turned around and spread her arms out. 

"Welcome home!" she yelled. 

I felt sick. Not because her house was nasty or anything, but because this was, in no way, my home. It would never be my home and she was out of her mind if she actually thought it would be. 

"Surprise! Happy Sweet Sixteen!" She stepped back to expose a dining room table filled with balloons and presents. "I have one for each year I've missed. I've also got a cake in the fridge." She seemed disappointed when I showed no emotion to her surprise. "Anyway, come in here, let me show you your room." 

"It's not my room," I corrected her, but as soon as we walked in, I realized I was wrong. This was my room. Not really my room, but an almost perfect replica.

"What do you think? It'll be like your little home away from home."

"How did you do this?" I asked, walking around the room to look at the things that looked like my things, but that I knew weren't my things. It was like I'd walked into some creepy horror movie that starts out all sweet and innocent but ends with only one of the main characters still alive. I hoped I was that character—the one who lived.

"All the photos I've seen over the years, I was able to piece them together so I could decorate your room here just like your room there. I'm sure it's not exact, since I couldn't see everything, but I hope it's close."

Once the shock started to wear off, I was able to process my thoughts, again. "No matter what physical things you've bought to go in here, this is not my room. My room is at home. This is not my home!" I picked up a little fake trophy and threw it across the room, hitting a picture on the wall that looked nothing like the one hanging on my wall at home, causing it to fall to the floor. Sadly, it didn't break. 

"But—"

"Did you really think I'd come in and feel right at home because this room looked like mine?" This bothered me even more than her little one-woman party in the dining room, which only made me miss the real one I was supposed to have later today.

She sat down on the bed, my growing anger not seeming to bother her. "Yeah, I kind of did." She bounced up and down on the bed a few times. "It's really comfy." She patted the empty space beside her. "Have a seat. Try it out. I'm sure you're tired, after riding all night."

I glared at her before walking out of the room. Of course, she caught me before I walked out the front door, pulling me back inside and shutting it.

"There are some rules you're going to have to follow and one of them is that you're not to go outside."

"So, I'm going to be a prisoner here?" Yeah, I guess that's how most abductions go, so why should this one be any different, just because she's my biological mother. 

"No, but you can't go outside, at least not for a while. I'm sure your disappearance has been on the news, by now, so I don't want anyone getting suspicious." She shrugged. "Usually, kidnappings are big news for a few days, maybe a week or so, but then you don't hear anything else about them. We'll just give it some time." 

"I can't believe this is happening." 

As much as I loved Jax and didn't want anything to happen to him, I second guessed my decisions so far. Maybe I should've called her bluff. What if I would've escaped at that fast-food place? Or if I had somehow told that guy at the beach I needed help? I should've told him. I should've done something but didn't and now....

I went back into the room she'd called mine and slammed the door behind me but, of course, it didn't have a lock. Even so, she didn't follow me in. 

Falling onto the bed, holding back tears, I reassured myself I'd done the right thing. Jax getting to sleep in his own bed last night was proof of that. And if she'd abduct him once, I had no doubt she'd do it again. 

I did the right thing. I did the right thing.

As I looked around the room, I still couldn't believe the extent she went to to replicate my actual bedroom. More than that, that she thought I'd like it and just accept that it was the same. Instead, all it did was make me miss the real thing.

I shut my eyes, unable to look at it anymore. No matter how tightly I squeezed them together, though, it didn't change anything. I was still lying on a comforter that looked like mine, but it wasn't. The sun was shining brightly through curtains that looked like mine, but they weren't. Ivy still thought of herself as my mom, but she wasn't. I wanted more than anything to go home, but I couldn't.

I was officially in Hell. "Happy birthday to me."

Dear Journal,

It worked! I can't believe it worked. Yes, I'd hoped it would, but knowing how my life usually goes I had serious doubts I'd be able to pull it off. I hate that I had to involve her little brother, but sometimes sacrifices must be made. Speaking of sacrifices, Daisy reacted the exact way I thought she would. She's so unselfish and such a loving young lady. Yes, she's acting like a little snot right now but I know she's not. 

I hate she's so upset with me about what I've done, but hopefully she'll come around. Time has a way of doing that to people, causing them to have a change of heart. Well, not everyone, obviously, but most. 

She's so perfect! I've known this all along, but photos and posts can only convey so much. She reminds me so much of her daddy, but I'm glad she has my eyes. Even though it's just a small part of me, they say the eyes are the windows to the soul. It makes me wonder what Talon thinks about when he looks into them.

She hates her room. Out of everything, I think that surprised me the most. I thought it'd feel like home to her and be comforting, but apparently not. Since I know she hates it, I'm going to get her out today. I know that's going to go against my rules, but since I'm the one who made them, I'm the one who can break them. After the long trip, I think we both need it. I know the perfect place we can go, too. I think she'll enjoy it but I've been wrong before, so we'll see.

I was concerned about her trying to escape since she doesn't understand why she's here, just yet, so I had to threaten her. I think it made her even more mad at me, if that's possible, but I had to do it. I can't risk losing her after everything I've gone through to get her here. She has no idea....

Her face and an old picture of me is all over the news back home but not here, so that's a plus. Even so, I'm going to be cautious while we're out today. I just can't keep her locked up like a prisoner. I'd rather lose her than do that.  

It's all going to be worth it, I can feel it. 

Thanks for listening,

Ivy
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Chapter 3
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Happiless

––––––––

[image: ]


I HAD A SPLITTING HEADACHE. I don't know if it was from the stress of everything or barely sleeping on the drive down last night, but it made it hard to think. Or maybe that was what was giving me the headache—trying to think too much.

There had to be a way to get out of here and still be able to protect Jax and the rest of my family. Since it looked like she lived here alone, she had to have a job. I could find out where and tell the police while she's gone... but I had no phone. I could tell a neighbor, though. She'd have to leave me here while she worked or went to the store. At some point, for whatever reason, I'd have to be left alone.

It felt like I'd been lying in my fake bed for hours, but I never bothered to look at the clock, which I assumed was on the nightstand, since that's where mine was at home. Time didn't really matter, anyway, so why roll over to look? Instead, I continued to stare out the window, racking my brain to the point it felt like it was going to explode.

I heard the door open. "Daisy, I made lunch."

"I'm not hungry," I lied.

She came in and sat down on the foot of the bed. "You've got to eat." I ignored her, hoping my stomach wouldn't growl and betray me. "I made peanut butter and jelly." Of course, she'd know my favorite. "Listen, I can change your room. I just... I thought you'd like it but I was obviously wrong." 

"Can I have some ibuprofen?" 

"What's wrong?" She laid her hand on my leg, but I jerked away, not answering her. "Sure, I'll get you some."

As she walked out, I wondered what everyone at home was doing. Mom and Dad. Jax. My friends. I'm sure Bai—Bailey, my best friend—was freaking out. Jake probably was, too, or at least he better be. We'd only been officially talking for a week and had only been out once, which involved a bad movie and a run-in with his ex, but still. I think he liked me enough to be worried about me. I'm sure everyone was, which just made me angrier at Ivy. I wanted to throat punch her.

I hadn't heard anything about my kidnapping on the radio, yet, but surely it was all over the news. It made me wonder what they were saying about me. Did they mention Ivy and who she was? If so, would that news make it all the way to Orlando? I couldn't remember ever seeing anyone missing from Florida on our news, so I doubted it. Would anyone recognize her if it did? Would anyone even care about a missing teenage girl from Tennessee?

"Here you go." She handed me a pill and glass of water, which tasted terrible, like she'd filled it from a garden hose.

"I usually take two." 

"You shouldn't. It's not good for your stomach." As she took the glass from me, my stomach growled. "Which is more reason for you to eat. I know you're hungry so stop being stubborn."

"I'm not."

"Okay, then, what do you call it when you're hungry but don't eat because you're mad?"

"It's called wanting to go home," I replied, my voice calm and even as I went back to staring out the window, not looking at her. "I want to go home and lay in my own bed, not a stupid replica. I want to eat in my own kitchen with my real family. I miss them and my friends and just want to go home, so I'm sorry if I don't feel up to eating. I guess being kidnapped does that to you."  

"As much as you don't want to hear it, I am your mother."

"Yeah, but that's all you are—a title." 

Apparently, that one stung a bit because she walked out without saying another word.

Normally, I wasn't a brat but found it extremely easy to be one toward her. How could I respect someone who had done the things she'd done? Not only did she give me up, but she tried to kill herself... while she was pregnant with me. That goes beyond simply being disrespectful. I mean, I'm lucky to even be alive and that's no thanks to her. 

I was surprised when the door opened again and raised my head to look at her, making sure she didn't have a gun or something after what I'd just said to her.

"Here, in case you decide to eat." She was holding a plate and glass of milk. "It'll be right here if you want it." She walked around the bed and sat it down on the nightstand behind me. "And just so you know, that's why I brought you here." She walked back toward the door but stopped. "I don't want to simply be a title to you anymore. No, this may not have been the best way to go about doing that, but it's the only way I knew how. Being ignored for all these years, having no rights to you—"
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