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THE VILLA WAS MORE than a house. It was a stage.

Every wall had listened. Every corridor had carried secrets. Every sunlit window had watched as two children grew into something the world would never understand.

It began simply, innocently — as all dangerous things do.

A boy too serious for his age. A girl too quiet for hers. Both seeking shelter within the same walls. Their parents believed love would soften the edges, that family could heal what life had fractured. And perhaps, in the beginning, it did.

But houses remember.

The floors remembered the soft thud of bare feet racing down hallways in the dark.

The mirrors remembered stolen glances — too long, too uncertain.

The garden remembered laughter that lingered too close to longing.

Years slipped by, marked by birthdays and arguments, exams and scraped knees, slammed doors and whispered apologies. Each moment stitched them closer. And every stitch pulled tighter, until what bound them felt less like family and more like fate.

People believe love announces itself — with fireworks, with clarity, with some grand undeniable moment. But sometimes love creeps in through the cracks: through repetition, through silence, through the way one person always waits for the other. It becomes so familiar you mistake it for air... until the day you realise you can’t breathe without it.

That was how it grew between them. Quiet. Persistent. Impossible to ignore.

They were never bound by blood. They told themselves that mattered. That it excused the thoughts they buried, the questions they never asked aloud. But it didn’t. Not really. The world would never care about details. It would only care about the word they had been given: siblings.

So they fought it. Over and over. With distance. With rules. With anger sharp enough to wound, but never sharp enough to sever. And the harder they tried to hold it back, the stronger it became — rising like a tide against walls too fragile to withstand it.

Because how do you fight what feels inevitable?

The villa became their cage, their sanctuary, their battlefield. 

very doorway carried the echo of an unfinished sentence. Every slammed door was followed by the weight of someone lingering just outside. Every silence grew heavy with words unsaid.

And beneath it all was the truth they could not name: love had chosen them long before they had a chance to resist.

This is not a simple story. It is not tidy. It is not polite. It will not ask for permission.

It will unravel in arguments that cut too deep, in stares held too long, in mistakes that cannot be undone. It will test every boundary, blur every line, and demand you decide whether some bonds are too dangerous to keep — or too powerful to break.

The villa remembers everything.

And so will you.

* * *
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The Villa Between Us
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Chapter 1 – The Green Villa
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SETTING: FRESNAYE, Cape Town — 2007

Characters: Peter Ashford (6), Emily Green (3), Elizabeth Ashford, Christopher Green

The villa on the slopes of Fresnaye gleamed under the late afternoon sun. Whitewashed walls reflected the soft golden light, and broad balconies overflowed with vibrant bougainvillea. Tall windows captured the sun, letting it pour in like a blessing across polished wooden floors. The driveway curved past manicured lawns, rose beds in full bloom, and towering hedges, leading to the big black gates at the entrance — guarded by a quiet stillness that felt both protective and imposing.

Inside, the villa was a careful balance of old and new: high ceilings echoed faint whispers, polished floors reflected the sun’s warmth, and corners hinted at stories of a family who had lived, laughed, and loved here. The backyard opened to a sprawling garden, a gazebo shaded by climbing vines, a pristine pool, and an outdoor dining area perfect for golden afternoons. It was a home made to last — elegant, timeless, a sanctuary for the four of them.

Peter Ashford tugged at his small backpack, dragging a box of Lego behind him as his mother, Elizabeth, led the way. His tanned skin caught the light, green eyes intense, sharp jawline set with focus. Black hair fell across his forehead, slightly ruffled from the afternoon breeze. There was a seriousness in his gaze, a tiny tic in his jaw hinting at the deep thought behind his small face.

Three-year-old Emily Green sat cross-legged in the corner, hugging herself like a tiny bird afraid to leave its nest. Her soft hazel eyes glimmered with curiosity tinged by the uncertainty of being new, her small lips pressed together in a tentative line. 

Who are these people? Will they like me?

Elizabeth’s hand rested briefly on Peter’s shoulder. Her tone was warm but gentle.

“Go on,” she said softly. “Say hello.”

Peter nodded, swallowing the nervous lump in his throat. Okay, mom said not to mess this up. 

“I’m Peter,” he said, voice a little too loud for the quiet room. “I’m six... you’re... my little

sister now.”

Emily didn’t move. Her gaze was fixed on the floor; small hands pressed to her knees.

I don’t know her...

Peter knelt beside her, his tone softening. 

“That’s okay,” he said gently. “I don’t have a daddy. So... we match. And you can share my mom if you want. She’s nice. She makes the best sandwiches.”

Emily’s eyes flicked up for the briefest moment before darting back down. A faint curiosity mixed with hesitation stirred in her small frame. 

Maybe she’s nice... maybe.

From that moment, the villa wasn’t just a house; it was theirs — a space of secrets, laughter, and the beginnings of a bond that would stretch across years. The afternoon light lingered on their faces, golden and warm, as if the villa itself had welcomed them into its walls.

* * *

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2 – Teenage Struggles
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SETTING: FRESNAYE, Cape Town — 2019

Characters: Peter Ashford (17), Emily Green (14)

The spacious foyer of the Fresnaye villa was bathed in late afternoon sunlight, warm and golden. The polished wooden floors reflected the light, highlighting the careful arrangement of vases, fresh flowers, and a few family photographs. Opposite the lounge, the modern kitchen opened into the space, a huge bar table subtly marking the boundary between domestic bustle and relaxation. The faint scent of citrus from the counter-tops mingled with the warm summer air drifting in from open balcony doors.

Emily stormed in, bag swinging wildly.

“Screw you, Peter!”

The words bounced sharply off the walls, but Peter didn’t flinch. He leaned casually against the lounge railing, arms crossed, smirk tugging at his lips.

“Yeah? You wish,” he said, voice laced with that infuriating teenage confidence.

Emily froze mid-step, her eyes wide, then narrowing in disbelief.

“You... you can’t just—ugh! I knew you, Peter! And now... now you’re this obnoxious... door. Everyone wants a piece of you or something?”

Peter chuckled, green eyes glinting in the sunlight, jaw flexing lightly — the subtle tic he’d carried since childhood betraying the faintest tension.

“Relax. I’m still me. You just don’t get it any more,” he teased, a soft edge beneath his smugness.

Emily flopped onto the massive lounge couch, plush cushions warm from the sun streaming through the balcony doors.

“Get it? I do get it! You’re impossible. And what the hell, Saturday night! I’m supposed to go out with Izzie and Bella, and because Dad’s off in some meeting, you get to decide?

How is that fair?”

Peter leaned on the railing, smirk still in place, green eyes softening momentarily as he watched her storm.

“Fair?” he said, voice carrying. “Life’s not fair.”

Emily muttered under her breath, irritation twisting with a hint of comfort. 

He still cares. He always will.

Peter’s gaze lingered as memories flickered — the grey shared bathroom of their childhood, fights over mirrors and shampoo, private jokes whispered between them. Upstairs, their mirrored bedrooms — hers facing the driveway, his overlooking the garden — stood like silent witnesses to years of growing up together.

Echoes of the Villa

The drive home was quiet, save for the soft hum of the car engine. Peter’s jaw was tight, hands gripping the wheel, eyes fixed ahead. Emily sat beside him, quiet, letting the silence stretch — not wanting to provoke another sharp remark, another sigh, another tense glance.

She wanted to ask why he was suddenly distant, why he had shifted into this cold, unreadable version of himself. The words hovered, unspoken, sticky and sharp, trapped in her chest.

Her mind drifted back to the villa — sun streaming through tall windows, bouncing off polished floors. Roses from the garden scented the air, mingling with the faint perfume of her mother’s favourite candle. It was here she first understood the rhythm of their lives together.

Peter, older, confident, and careful, had always moved as if he owned the villa. And she, small and fragile, had been tethered to him. She remembered climbing garden walls, balancing on the gazebo rails, tending to his scraped knees, brushing his cuts with ice and bandages, fear twisting her chest. Her mother had passed when Emily was just two, leaving Peter as the anchor of her small, fragile world. He had been her shadow, her constant companion, the one steady presence that stitched her life together.

Birthdays, vacations, evenings under blankets whispering dreams into the dark — all memories of shared secrets and laughter. And now, years later, in the quiet tension of the car ride, she felt the absence of that connection. He was there, yet distant, like a star too far to reach.

Her eyes drifted to him — profile sharp, jaw clenched, hands flexing over the wheel. The weight of his presence pressed down, heavy yet invisible. She realised, painfully, that he was hurting too, but in a different way, hiding it behind silence, behind distance.

Her heart ached for the boy she had loved as a sister, the boy who had shared every secret and every scraped knee. She hated that she missed him, hated that she wanted the closeness back. 

Do you remember who we were? Who we are right now? she thought.

And perhaps one day we can be us again, she whispered in the quiet of her mind, he couldn’t hear her anyway.

* * *
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Chapter 3 – Emily Retaliates
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Growing Up

EMILY STOOD IN FRONT of her tall, standalone mirror, tilting her head slightly, squinting at her reflection. She adjusted her high-neck white top, tugging it down over her light blue wide-leg jeans. A small strip of her stomach peeked out where the top met the waistband, and she felt a flutter of self-consciousness. Teenage self-awareness was a strange, delicate balance — somewhere between child and young lady, caught between the freedom she craved and the comfort of childhood safety.

Her takkies were classic Chucks, slightly worn but perfect for a night out with friends. She shifted awkwardly, brushing her hands over herself.

“Ugh,” she muttered softly, noting the subtle changes in her chest — the modest B-cup top now feeling slightly more noticeable. Growing up came with annoyances like this, and sometimes, tonight, she felt the tug of rebellion in the small details.

Her hair was brushed, lightly tousled — casual, effortless, but deliberate. Her soft hazel eyes flickered with both uncertainty and defiance, her slim frame caught somewhere between girlish innocence and emerging confidence. She looked like she belonged in her own skin, confident enough to assert herself yet still discovering who she was.

Her phone buzzed. A WhatsApp message from Peter:

Peter: Stay your sassy ass at home. I’ll see you later.

Emily rolled her eyes but smirked, sending a thumbs-up emoji.

She quickly typed a message to her dad:

Emily: Hi Dad, remember I’m meeting up with the girls. Ill be at Izzie’s place. See you later!

She resisted asking him for a lift — that would be surrendering control, and Peter would hover, broody and infuriating, questioning every step. Independence meant making her own choices, even when the tug of guilt whispered at her conscience. A quick tap summoned an Uber, ensuring privacy.

A final glance in the mirror. She straightened her posture, tilted her chin, and smiled at the young woman she was becoming — playful, innocent, quietly aware of herself. Bag slung over her shoulder, Chucks on her feet, Emily stepped out. The villa’s quiet elegance faded behind her as she started toward Izzie’s home, anticipation fluttering like butterflies in her chest.

Besties’ Welcome

Emily’s hand hovered for a moment over the sleek silver doorbell. Her stomach fluttered — a mix of nerves and anticipation. Part of her wondered if she should have listened to Peter, just like she always did. But now she felt a strange tug in her chest.

Protective loyalty and the need for independence. Could it be both?

With a deep breath, she pressed the button.

The door swung open almost instantly. Bella’s bright grin and Izzie’s calm, welcoming smile greeted her.

“Emily! You came!” Bella exclaimed, practically bouncing.

Bella Kensington was slender and tall for her age, with long brown-black hair that fell in loose waves around her shoulders. Her grey-like eyes carried a spark that made he presence magnetic. Slightly darker in complexion, she carried herself with natural confidence. Her energy was contagious, a whirlwind of boldness and spontaneity. She loved adventure, lived for dramatic moments, and thrived on being the spark that ignited any room she entered.

Izzie, in contrast, gave a gentle, measured smile, tilting her head slightly. She had short black hair that framed her face, a solid build and her almond-shaped brown eyes glowed with quiet warmth. Her serene presence balanced Bella’s exuberance perfectly. She was thoughtful, creative, and endlessly patient, with a mind that thrived on details, planning, and understanding people.

Emily felt a surge of warmth. She had always been somewhere in between — playful and independent, yet cautious and sensitive. Together, the three of them formed a dynamic that felt natural: Bella brought excitement and spontaneity, Izzie grounded them with calm logic, and Emily wove the two together, her laughter and curiosity echoing off their contrasting energies.

“I... thought I’d come. It’s my choice too,” Emily said quietly but firmly. A little thrill ran through her at asserting herself, even against Peter’s warnings.

Bella grabbed her arm, dragging her into the cosy living room.

“You have no idea how much fun we’re going to have tonight! Snacks, music, maybe a little planning for school — who even knows!” Bella dragged Emily by her hand straight to Izzie’s bedroom.

Izzie followed more slowly, her serene presence reassuring.

“We’re glad you’re here. It wouldn’t be the same without you.”

Emily glanced around the room. Posters of bands, stacks of books, a neatly arranged craft corner — each girl’s personality imprinted on the space. Bella’s playful chaos contrasted beautifully with Izzie’s calm order. Emily realised how well they fit together, and how much she needed this balance in her life, especially with Peter hovering at the edges of her independence.

She laughed softly, letting herself relax. For a few precious hours, the tension from Peter’s protective gaze could fade, replaced by the warmth, laughter, and reassurance of friendship.

Spontaneous Outing

The girls’ laughter echoed through Izzie’s bedroom as Bella bounced on the bed, Emily dodging, and Izzie shaking her head in amused restraint. The room was cosy and bright, with sunlight streaming through gauzy curtains, highlighting scattered notebooks, sketchpads, and a few well-loved plushies — a comfortable mix of chaos and order, perfectly reflecting the girls themselves.

Suddenly, Bella froze.

“Wait... you know what we need?” Her eyes sparkled, a mischievous glint lighting up her face. “Food. Real food. Not just snacks.”

Izzie’s narrow eyes lit up.

“I think... that’s an excellent idea. My parents said it’s fine if we go out. You guys know its never that easy.”

Emily’s lips curved into a small, excited smile.

“Where are we going?”

“Drive-through!” Bella pointed dramatically toward the imaginary horizon. “The one all the ‘cool’ kids hang out at. Not our usual scene, but they make the best burgers and shakes.”

Emily threw her head back, laughing softly.

“Ugh... screw you, Peter Ashford!”

Bella snorted.

“That’s the spirit. Let’s go, girls.”

Drive-Through

Bella’s sleek black Mercedes gleamed in the afternoon sun. Emily slid into the backseat, the interior smelling faintly of leather, a subtle note of lavender lingering from Bella’s meticulous attention to detail.

“Buckle up, ladies,” Bella said, slinging her bag onto the passenger seat. “My folks say I can take the car whenever I want. But tonight? Forget all that. Burgers and shakes, ladies. That’s the vibe.”

The Mercedes rolled smoothly down Woodstock streets, windows down, laughter spilling into the air, mingling with the scent of warm asphalt and summer blooms. For Emily, the freedom was intoxicating — the rare hours entirely their own, away from Peter’s brooding gaze, from villa rules and expectations.

At the drive-through, the girls climbed out, handbags in hand, checking out the outdoor seating area alive with chatter, the smell of sizzling patties, fresh fries, and sweet chocolate shakes filling the air. The sun warmed their skin, and the faint breeze carried the distant sounds of the city: horns, laughter, and the occasional bark of a dog.

They made their way inside and placed their order before taking their seats in the cosy booth. When their order finally arrived, they already were chatting away how packed the place was, recognising some familiar faces from school.

“This is perfect,” Emily said, taking a bite of her burger, the flavours rich and comforting. “I can’t remember the last time we did something like this.”

Bella nodded enthusiastically, her grey-like eyes lighting up.

“Right? No one hovering over us, no curfews. Just... freedom.”

Izzie tilted her head slightly, sipping her shake, her calm demeanour a contrast to Bella’s bubbling energy.

“And the place itself — it’s kind of chaotic, but in a fun way. I like it.”

Emily laughed.

“Exactly. You get the smell of the fries, the sweetness of the shakes, the music blaring — it feels like the world is ours for a bit. And honestly, after the drama with Peter? I need this.”

Bella smirked.

“Oh, you mean after your big bro lecture. Yeah, I get that.”

Emily rolled her eyes but smiled.

“He’s... he’s just... overprotective. I get it. But tonight, I don’t care.”

The girls settled into the rhythm of the moment: sharing bites, sipping their shakes, joking about everything and nothing. For once, Emily felt untethered, like they were stepping into their teenage independence, claiming these hours for themselves. The world beyond the drive-through — the villa, Peter’s glare, even school — felt distant, irrelevant, replaced by the tangible, messy joy of friends, food, and laughter.

But then Bella felt it first — a tightening in her chest. Her gaze flicked toward the entrance. She knew instantly that is was him.

Peter.

Casual, but impossibly magnetic, his tall frame leaned effortlessly against the counter, dark hair falling across his forehead. His green eyes were sharp, scanning, a faint tic in his jaw betraying his mood. His hand rested over the shoulder of a girl older than them, sleek in a black dress.

Emily’s pulse hammered. Of course he’d seen. The clench of his jaw told her everything.

He was pissed.

Emily forced a neutral expression, but inside, her stomach twisted. The carefree night suddenly felt fragile, like glass about to crack.

They braved it out. The three girls sat tall, refusing to let their chatter die completely, even though the air felt heavy. Every laugh was just a little too sharp, every sip of milkshake a little too deliberate. Finally deciding it was time to go. The girls, seemingly unfazed, made their way out of the booth, and headed toward the door.

Finally, Bella exhaled.

“See? No big deal,” she whispered, trying to sound convincing.

They made it all the way to their car.

Emily nodded, forcing a tight smile. Maybe Peter would let it slide. Tonight could still be theirs.

Ride Home

The girls walked across the parking lot, their trays already disposed of, laughter still lingering in the air. The summer breeze ruffled Emily’s hair, carrying the faint smell of burgers, fries, and chocolate shakes. For a moment, the three of them felt untouchable — free from school, responsibilities, and Peter’s looming presence.

But then Emily’s eyes landed on the red Jeep.

Peter stood there, leaning casually against the hood, arms crossed, jaw tight. His green eyes, sharp and unreadable, followed them. Even from a distance, Emily felt the familiar surge of tension — a mix of irritation, protectiveness, and something she couldn’t quite name.

“Maybe we should just drop you home, Em,” Bella whispered urgently, tugging gently at Emily’s arm. Her brow was furrowed, worry plain on her face. “I don’t want him losing it.”

Izzie grabbed Bella’s wrist to quiet her, her calm voice a low hum.

“Shhh... you know how protective he is. Let her handle it.”

Emily shook her head, a small smile tugging at her lips.

“I’ll be fine,” she said softly, more to reassure herself than anyone else. “Peter may be mad as hell... but he would never hurt me. You know that.”

The Jeep’s engine hummed softly in the background as Peter’s voice cut through the air, firm and deliberate:

“Get in the car, Emms.”

Emily froze for a heartbeat, reading the seriousness in his tone. This wasn’t playful. This wasn’t a suggestion. She took a deep breath and stepped toward him, trying to keep her own racing heartbeat steady.

As Bella and Izzie drove off, Bella leaned her head out of the car window, waving and smiling at Emily.

“Thank your dad for letting you hang out tonight, Em!”

Emily laughed quietly, a mix of gratitude and relief. That small gesture — catching it from one of her best friends — made her feel anchored, connected to the world beyond Peter’s glare, even if just for a fleeting moment.

Emily slid into the passenger seat, the weight of Peter’s silence pressing down like a tangible fog. The red Jeep smelled faintly of leather and the faint musk of Cape Town summer. Peter gripped the wheel so tightly his knuckles paled, his jaw set in that familiar line she had learned to read over the years — the one that meant he was fighting a storm inside.

He stole a glance at her. Emily’s white halter top left a teasing strip of her stomach bare. Her hair, slightly tousled from the drive, framed her face in a way that made his chest tighten. He shook his head, scolding himself silently.

She’s my sister. She’s still Emily. Stop noticing... stop thinking... this is wrong.

“What the hell are you wearing, Emms?” he finally demanded, voice low but taut with controlled frustration.

Emily blinked, caught off guard. “What?”

“Do you even think about what that top shows off?” His green eyes glinted, sharp and unreadable.

“I—I don’t get it,” she stammered, heat rising to her cheeks.

Peter laughed — humourless, sharp, bitter.

“Of course you don’t.”

Inside, his mind whirled. He saw the small curve of her waist, the hint of skin above her jeans, the confident way she carried herself, completely unaware of the effect it had on him. His stomach churned with something he didn’t fully understand, something fierce and forbidden.

Brother. Protector. Why is this... feeling like desire?

Emily looked down at her light blue wide-leg jeans and scuffed Chucks. To her, it was casual, innocent. To him, it was a battlefield of growing up before his eyes. Every inch of her independence — the smile she forced, the casual defiance — cut him to the core.

The drive was tense and silent, air thick with unspoken words. Peter’s foot pressed a little harder on the pedal, the Jeep’s hum a faint echo of his heartbeat.

Pulling into the driveway at the villa, the tension erupted. Peter’s voice rose, urgent, demanding:

“What the hell were you thinking, Emms?”

“I was just with Izzie and Bella. We ate burgers. That’s it.”

“That’s it?” He paced, hands flexing in frustration. “You think it’s nothing, but you don’t see how people look at you.”

Emily froze. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means... you’re not a kid any more. You can’t just... go out like that.”

Her eyes narrowed, a sharper edge cutting into her voice.

“No, let me guess — you think every guy on the planet has x-ray vision? Newsflash: they don’t.” 

She shook her head. “Peter, it was just jeans and a top. What’s your problem?”

“My problem,” he snapped, voice tight, teeth gritted, “is that you don’t think. You don’t realise the position you put me in. Dad trusts me with you. I’m supposed to take care of you.”

She retreated slightly, exasperated. “You’re insane.”

You think I don’t know, Peter’s mind screamed against him.

Brother. I’m supposed to be her brother. So why does my chest tighten? Why does seeing her like this feel... impossible?

He turned away for a moment, jaw unclenching slightly as he tried to anchor himself. Memories of childhood — scraped knees, shared secrets, whispered promises under blankets — crashed through him. She was still his little sister, the girl who had clung to him when storms rattled the villa windows, the one he had vowed to protect. And yet... she was changing before his eyes, and he had no map for these feelings, only rules he could not break and desires he could not name.

Emily, watching him, caught the fleeting shadow of inner turmoil behind his stern exterior. She wanted to bridge the gap, to reassure him, but the words stuck. Her independence, which had felt liberating just moments ago, now seemed fragile under his gaze.

For a moment, the world outside the villa faded — the city hum, the distant laughter, the smells of summer — and all that existed was the taut, electric connection of a sibling bond now complicated by the realities of growing up.

Peter exhaled, quiet but heavy, gripping the wheel with steady hands. His green eyes flicked toward her again, unreadable, guarding a storm he could not share. Emily’s pulse mirrored his tension, a quiet dance of conflicting emotions neither fully understood.

And in that charged silence, both understood: some bonds were unshakable, but some changes could not be ignored.
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