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JAX


The past …


‘WHERE DO YOU THINK YOU’RE GOING?’ MY FATHER SNAPS AS I walk down the stairs, heading for the front door.


‘Out.’ I’m nineteen and an adult. I don’t have to tell him jackshit.


‘Not dressed like that you aren’t.’ He waves his hand up and down at me in disgust.


Here we go a-fuckin’-gain. Is this man ever going to let up? I’ve lived my entire life doing what he’s asked, and I’m tired. I can’t be the person he wants me to be anymore, I just can’t. I’m not cut out to be a politician. That shit may be running through his veins, but it sure as hell ain’t running through mine.


I scoop up my skateboard from beside the front door, tucking it under my arm. Out of the corner of my eye I see him storming towards me. I know exactly what he’s going to do, he’s done it a million times in the past, and that shit is getting old.


‘Get that fucking thing off your head!’ he screams, reaching for my baseball cap.


I manoeuvre my head to the right and then back to the left, avoiding his attempts to snatch it. There’s a murderous glare in his eyes as he tries one last time.


‘You’re an Albright, not some common thug. I won’t have my son walking the streets dressed like that.’


‘It’s just a hat. Get the fuck over it.’ I’ve never spoken to my father like that before, I’ve always managed to bite my tongue. When I reach for the doorhandle, he roughly latches onto my arm, tugging me back.


I think the fact my father’s long awaited plan is finally coming to fruition is the reason for my bad attitude. In two days, I’ll be heading to university. Of course he’s making me study politics, which is the last thing I want. I don’t know why I crave their acceptance so much, but I do. I feel trapped in a world I hate, far removed from the person I want to be. The only plus is I’ll be getting out of this godforsaken town and away from him—away from my whole family. My mother and brother aren’t much better. Sometimes I swear I’m adopted. How can we have the same blood in our veins, yet be nothing alike? Why can’t my father see I’m nothing like him, and no matter how hard he tries, I’ll never be?


I hate my life.


‘You’re an adult now, when are you going to start acting like one?’ he sneers. His fingers dig painfully into my arm.


‘One day … maybe.’ I snatch my arm away.


‘I’m not finished with you, boy.’


He may not be finished with me, but I’m sure as hell finished with him. I make a hasty retreat out the door and down the front steps. I drop my skateboard onto the concrete and place my foot on it.


‘I don’t know why I wasted my money on that damn car!’ he yells as I skate away.


When I graduated high school last year, my father asked me what type of car I’d like. All my parents’ friends were buying their kids cars, so naturally we had to keep up with the Joneses. He was persistent, so I told him I wanted a classic, something cool like a 1967 Mustang. I don’t know why he even bothered asking, because he bought me a brand new Alfa-fucking-Romeo. I don’t drive it because it’s the same type of car he has, the type made specifically for pole-stuck-up-their-arse showponies. It just screams, Look at me, I’m a pretentious dickhead. That’s not who I am. Give me my skateboard any day.


I don’t mean to sound like an ungrateful prick, but material things have never meant much to me. I’d prefer my parents’ love and affection any day. Regardless of what they believe, you can’t buy your kids’ love, or their respect. It needs to be earnt.


Without even thinking I head to the one place I don’t have to try to be someone I’m not: Candice’s house. She’s not only my Candylicious, blonde, blue-eyed bombshell, she’s my best friend, the only person on this earth who truly gets me. We’re kindred spirits. Like me, she’s a social outcast, and the daughter of a single mother.


I’ve had a secret crush on Candice since the first day we met. Keeping my hands to myself has been a constant struggle, but I’m not the commitment type. She deserves someone better than me, we’d never last. I’d rather have a life-long friend than a fleeting good time. I’d never want to lose what we have. Candice is the only one who keeps me sane in the fucked-up world I exist in. I honestly don’t know how I’m going to survive the next few years at uni without her.


‘Jesus Christ, Sophia, give it a rest. It’s only hair. It’s not the end of the world!’ I hear Candice yell after I knock on her front door. Sounds like she’s having a similar day to me. Who invented parents anyway?


‘Whoa!’ I blurt the second she appears in the doorway.


‘Great. Not you too.’ Her shoulders slump.


‘Hey. I like it,’ I say as my eyes move down the length of her long, very pink hair.


‘You do?’


‘It’s very Candylicious. Very … you.’ I smile when I see her face light up. I love seeing that look. It never gets old.


‘Come in, you dork,’ she says with a light-hearted laugh, reaching for my arm and dragging me into the foyer, ‘and stop calling me that.’


‘What, Candylicious?’ I chuckle when she playfully elbows me in the ribs. I’m the only one who’s ever gotten away with calling her by that name. I watched on in amusement when one of the preppy guys at school groped her arse and called her Candylicious: she swung around and grabbed hold of his crotch, hard. I almost pissed myself laughing when his eyes rolled back into his head as he fell to his knees in agony. She’s a top chick, just don’t mess with her.


‘Jax. Thank God you’re here.’ Sophia sighs as she rushes into the foyer. ‘Look what she’s gone and done.’ I see tears glistening in her eyes as she points to Candice’s hair. Since Sophia is a model, appearance is extremely high on her agenda. She’s constantly having work done to maintain her beauty as she ages. So much so, she could easily pass as Candice’s sister, instead of her mother.


‘I like it,’ I say, winking at Candice before looking back to Sophia.


‘Great. Of course you would,’ she cries, throwing her arms in the air in defeat. ‘I should’ve known you’d stick up for her. You always do.’


And that will never change. I’ll always have her back, just like I know she’ll always have mine.


‘It’s just hair.’


‘Fucking pink hair!’ Sophia screams before covering her face and sobbing. She’s a little on the dramatic side, but she has a good heart. She’s also a great mum. I wish my own mother was more like her.


‘I honestly don’t see what the big deal is.’


Candice shakes her head, giving me a look that has me closing my mouth and not speaking another word. When Sophia lets out a howl, I’m glad I stopped.


‘Come,’ Candice says, reaching for my hand and dragging me towards the staircase. ‘I’ll show you what the big deal is.’


‘I’m making a hair appointment for you tomorrow, young lady,’ Sophia says as Candice pulls me up the stairs.


‘Fine. Make an appointment,’ Candice replies, sarcasm lining her voice, ‘good luck getting me to go.’ Candice not only inherited her mother’s beauty, she also inherited her pig-headedness. They have a fantastic mother–daughter relationship on the whole, but when they have a disagreement—well, let’s just say, it’s explosive.


‘Where are you taking me?’ Usually we hang out in the games room, or by the pool. An image of Candice’s body in one of those tiny bikinis she wears enters my mind. Do you know how hard it is to be best friends with someone you carry a permanent boner for? Torture is the first word that springs to mind.


‘To my room,’ she replies.


‘Hell no,’ I say, tugging my hand out of hers. That’s dangerous territory. Me in Candice’s bedroom? Not happening.


‘Get over yourself. I just want to show you something. You’re delusional if you think I’m going to attack you or anything.’


When she puts her finger in her mouth and fakes a gag, I lunge for her, throwing her over my shoulder.


‘Jax, put me down!’ she squeals.


‘Not until you take that back.’


‘Take what back?’ She laughs as I run up the stairs with her.


‘That gag.’


‘Never,’ she says through her laughter.


‘Take it back,’ I demand, bringing my hand down on her arse. It only seems to make her laugh harder. When I get to the top of the landing, I slide her down my body before pinning her to the wall. ‘Take it back.’


‘Make me.’ She has that stubborn look in her eyes, and I already know I’ve lost.


Growling, I bring my face close to hers. Big mistake. We always muck around with each other, but never this up close and personal. Her intoxicating apple scent envelops me, and I can feel her sweet breath on my skin. My heart starts to race. We’re both breathless, and the moment my eyes lock with hers, something shifts between us. The mood goes from playful to serious in a millisecond.


My face involuntarily moves towards hers. I hear her breath hitch just before our lips connect. Christ, hers are just as soft and sweet as I’d imagined they’d be.


Reality hits like a bolt of lightning. What in the hell am I doing? Pushing off the wall, I take a step back.


‘Fuck. I’m sorry,’ I whisper. ‘I don’t know what came over me.’


I swear I see hurt flash through her eyes, but it’s gone as quickly as it comes. ‘Don’t be,’ she says with a shrug as she walks away, heading to her bedroom. ‘Are you coming or what?’


I pause. This is a bad idea, but I don’t want things to be weird between us. That’s the closest we’ve ever come to crossing the line. We can’t cross that line. It’s too risky. And if I walk away now, that’s exactly what it will be—weird. Sighing, I follow her. I don’t have a choice.


‘What the?’ I say the second she opens her door. Her bedroom is very pink, just like her hair. But that’s not what surprises me: it’s the huge display cabinets running the entire length of the far wall. Rows and rows of trophies line the shelves. ‘Did you do a ram-raid on a trophy factory?’


‘Very funny,’ she says, nudging my shoulder. ‘No, I won them.’


‘What? How?’ I approach the cabinet closest to me and read the inscription on one of the trophies. Fuck me. ‘You’re a beauty queen?’ I ask in amazement, swinging around to face her. How did I not know this? That’s when I spot all the sashes proudly displayed along the wall above her bed.


‘Yes,’ she says. ‘My mum wants me to enter the Miss Australia pageant, but I’m not cut out for this kind of thing, Jax. I hate it.’


‘Then why do you do it?’


‘Sophia,’ is all she says, letting out a deflated breath. I still find it weird that she calls her mother by her first name. Apparently, being called ‘Mum’ makes Sophia feel old.


‘Oh.’ I get that. My dad has been controlling my life for as long as I can remember.


‘This is why she freaked out about my hair,’ she says, gesturing around the room. ‘The Miss Australia pageant is only weeks away. This crap means everything to her. It’s what skyrocketed her modelling career, but it’s not for me, Jax.’


‘To be honest, it’s not something I ever imagined you doing.’ I’m shocked by her revelation. My Candylicious is a beauty queen. Sure, she’s got the looks for it, she’s a babe, but the Candice I know is far from that type of girl.


‘Exactly. You know me better than anyone. This is not who I am.’


She’s always so bubbly and outgoing, so I hate seeing her so deflated. I want to pull her into my arms, but I can’t—dangerous territory.


‘Did you tell Sophia?’


‘Yes. I’ve been telling her for years. I don’t know,’ she says, ‘I guess she misses her old life, so she’s trying to live vicariously through me.’


‘That’s fucked up.’


‘I know, right? Welcome to my life.’


‘You know, mine’s not much better. I wish our parents would just let us live our lives the way we want.’


‘I’ll drink to that.’


She crosses the room and my eyes follow. Her sweet apple scent lingers in the air as she breezes past me. I’m addicted to the way she smells. On any other occasion, I’d probably be checking out her arse, but our little encounter in the corridor has me spooked. When she bends over to retrieve something out of a drawer, I quickly divert my gaze to the ceiling.


‘So how long have you been doing this beauty thing?’ I ask, trying to pull my thoughts out of the gutter.


‘Since I was four,’ she replies with a roll of her eyes.


‘I can’t believe you never mentioned it.’


‘It’s not something I’m proud of.’ The sadness in her voice tears at my heart. ‘Here.’


When she passes me a shot glass, I raise it to my nose, inhaling. The strong scent of aniseed invades my senses. Sambuca. Nice.


‘Bottoms up,’ she says, holding her glass in the air. ‘Or should I say, penises up.’


My face screws up at her comment, then I look at the glass in my hand. Why did I not see that before? It has a tiny penis handle, and the words I Love Peckers written in bold letters across the front.


‘No fucking way.’ I shove the shot glass into her hand before frantically wiping my fingers down the front of my jeans to remove any trace of the pecker germs. ‘What the hell is wrong with you? I’m not drinking out of a cock cup.’


Candice throws her head back and laughs. I’m glad she finds this amusing. ‘It’s just a glass, Jax, get over it.’


‘A glass with a cock on it. Would you drink out of a vagina cup?’ I ask, smugly.


‘Um, yeah. It’s just a damn cup. The shape or design holds no significance.’


How did we go from talking about beauty queens to genitals? I rub my hands over my face. Christ, I really need to get out of her room before I do something I’m going to regret for the rest of my life.


‘It does if you’re male and it’s shaped like a cock,’ I say.


‘Fine. More for me.’ She downs her shot, quickly followed by mine. Clenching her eyes shut, she shakes her head slightly as she swallows the liquid. I grin as I watch her. She’s like no other girl I know. I think that’s the thing I love most about her. When her eyes spring open, she looks at me sceptically.


‘When did you become a homophobe?’


‘I’m not a damn homophobe. I have no problem with a guy drinking out of a cock cup, as long as it’s not me.’


When she laughs again, I swear I hear her mumble ‘pussy’ under her breath.


I’ll give her pussy.


Stalking across the room, I grab the open bottle of Sambuca off her dresser and bring it to my lips.


••••


Two hours and an empty bottle of Sambuca later, it’s safe to say we’re both drunk. We’re sprawled out on her bed, lying side by side and staring at the ceiling. Being on the bed with her is a bad idea, but the alcohol seems to have robbed me of my common sense.


‘I’m going to miss you while you’re away,’ Candice whispers, reaching for my hand. I’m gonna miss her too. My chest aches just thinking about it. ‘Oh, that reminds me, I got you a present.’ Sitting up, she leaps off the bed.


‘It’s not cock paraphernalia is it?’


‘No, you dork.’ She laughs, coming back to sit down on the edge of the mattress. ‘Here.’


I look at the parcel in her hand. ‘You shouldn’t have,’ I say, rolling onto my side and propping myself onto one elbow.


‘I wanted to. I hope you like it.’


I’ll like it just because it’s from her. When she extends her hand, I take the present before pushing myself into a sitting position.


‘Candice,’ I whisper when I see what’s inside.


‘I know you’re not studying art at uni, but one day you’ll get to fulfil your dream. In the meantime, you can keep all your sketches in there.’


A lump rises in my throat as I gaze down at the black leatherbound sketchpad. It has Jax’s Dream embossed in silver across the front, and the words Wicked Ink curved around an image of a skull and crossbones underneath. This gift signifies so much. Candice is the only one who’s ever supported me. I love her for that alone.


‘Thank you,’ I say as my eyes meet hers.


‘You will open your own tattoo parlour one day, Jaxson Albright, I know it.’ I love the conviction in her voice.


A sudden wave of sadness washes over me. ‘How am I going to survive the next few years without you?’


She sighs and looks down at her hand as she swirls a figure-eight pattern in the comforter.


‘Hey,’ I say, placing my finger under her chin and dipping my head to make eye contact with her. When I see tears pooling in her baby blues, it’s like a sucker-punch to the chest. I pull her into my arms. ‘Hey, don’t cry.’


‘You’re the bestest friend a girl could ever ask for,’ she sniffles.


‘And you’re the bestest friend a guy could ever ask for.’ Shit. Did I just utter those words? That would have to be, hands down, the unmanliest thing I’ve ever said. I hear her chuckle through her tears, and I know she’s thinking exactly what I am—I’m a pussy.


‘When am I going to see you again?’


‘There’s a spare room in my apartment in Sydney. Once I’m settled, you can come and stay some weekends.’


‘I’d like that.’


My thumb sweeps across her cheek, wiping away her tears. It kills me to see her upset. I wish I didn’t have to leave her behind.


Her eyes lock with mine, and just like in the corridor, something shifts. It’s like the universe has suddenly stopped spinning. I’m frozen. When her gaze flicks down to my mouth, and her tongue darts out to moisten her lips, my need to kiss her again is almost my undoing. I’ve gotta get out of here. I’m trying to be the good guy.


Before I get the chance to react, she leans towards me as her eyes drift shut. The moment our lips connect all my resolve vanishes. My fingers thread through her hair as I draw her closer, deepening the kiss. I’m so lost in this moment, I’m powerless to stop it.


‘Jax,’ she whispers against my mouth as she pushes me back down on the mattress. The second she straddles my lap and her sweet lips meet mine again, I know I’m a goner.


‘Candice,’ I breathe, trailing my fingers up the length of her legs, my hands coming to rest on her arse. This is my wildest dream and my worst fucking nightmare. I’ve longed for and dreaded this moment since I first laid eyes on her.


She’s my kryptonite.


I groan into her mouth when she rotates her hips over my rock-hard cock. I need to put a stop to this, but I can’t. I crave her too much.


When she abruptly pulls out of the kiss, I’m filled with mixed emotions. I’m thankful that, unlike me, she has the strength to stop this, but I’m gutted too.


She manoeuvres her body down mine, sliding her hands underneath my T-shirt as she goes. Maybe I misunderstood.


When she runs her tongue across my abdomen before raising her face and giving me a mischievous smile, I know I’ve misunderstood. Sweet Jesus, have I misunderstood.


I swear my heart skips a beat when her fingers move to the waistband of my jeans. Is this really happening? I can’t tell you how many times I’ve jacked off to the image of her lips wrapped around my cock.


She makes easy work of undoing the buttons, which is unnerving, although I’m not naive enough to think this is her first time. I know it’s not.


Candice was dating one of my brother’s loser mates when we first met. They were all hanging around by the pool, so I decided to go for a swim. It was only to piss my brother off. He and his preppy mates have always thought they were too good for me, and I get pleasure out of riling them. They were playing some pansy-arse game of water polo or something, so I ran out onto the back deck and did a mother of a bomb right in the middle of it. I hadn’t even noticed Candice sitting on the edge of the pool until I heard her sweet laugh when I broke the surface.


My brother and his mates screamed profanities at me, but I only had eyes for the pretty blonde sitting a few feet away. She was fully dressed and soaked from the splash, but surprisingly, she was smiling. It was a beautiful smile too. I’ve never been a believer in love at first sight, but, fuck me, if I didn’t fall a little in love with her in that moment. If it had been any of the other stuck-up bitches my brother hangs around with, all hell would’ve broken loose.


A few weeks later, I ended up beating the crap out of her boyfriend in our kitchen after I heard him bragging about her exceptional oral skills to my brother and his dickhead mates. Thankfully, Candice saw the light and broke up with him a week later. We’ve been inseparable ever since.


I’m pulled back into reality when her hand slides inside my boxer briefs, causing me to inhale sharply. I’m torn. I want this more than I want my next breath, but it’s what comes after that petrifies the hell out of me. I can’t lose her.


‘Holy crap,’ she whispers once she’s freed my cock. ‘I had no idea you were packing this monster in your pants. This thing should come with a warning label.’


I laugh. ‘You’re not the first person to say that,’ I reply. When her eyes slightly narrow and her grip on my cock tightens, I get the impression she doesn’t want to hear about the other girls I’ve been with. I don’t blame her.


I’m positive that’s one of the reasons I beat up her ex—because he was disrespecting her by telling his mates how well she sucks cock. And also, the thought of them together like that really messed with my head. I hadn’t even known Candice very long at that stage, but that was irrelevant; she’d already captured my heart. The day we met, when my brother and his mates moved their pansy-arse party inside, she stayed out the back. We sat on the patio and talked for hours. I’ve never clicked with anyone the way I did with her. She was like nobody I’d ever known, or am likely to know again. She ignited something in me that day, which only seemed to grow brighter the more we were together.


I take a deep breath and hold it as her lips inch towards my cock. Part of me is screaming, stop this before it goes any further! But I can’t. Maybe the alcohol coursing through my veins is affecting my rational thinking, or maybe it’s because all the blood in my head is now rushing to my cock.


The second her sweet mouth wraps around the head, every ounce of fight leaves me. ‘Candice,’ I moan as my hands grip her hair. ‘Fuck.’ My eyes roll back in my head as my hips involuntarily thrust towards her mouth. She takes me deep into her throat, palming my balls in her hand at the same time. I bet you a thousand bucks one of those trophies in her cabinet says: Blowjob Queen—Candice Crawford. If there isn’t one, there should be.


I bask in her magic mouth for a little while longer, before putting my hands under her arms and dragging her up my body. It’s not fair that I’m the one getting all the pleasure.


When her mouth crashes into mine, I flip her over, covering half of her body with my own. ‘It’s my turn.’


‘Jax,’ she whispers when my fingers trail up her inner thigh and under that sexy little denim skirt she’s wearing. I groan when she parts her legs for me, allowing me better access. I’m still unsure about this but my resolve is slipping with every second that passes.


The moment my hand runs between her legs and over the soaked fabric of her lace panties, all my indecision vanishes. I need her—more than life itself.


Sliding my hand into her underwear, my fingers glide through her heaven. I groan again when I feel how wet she is for me. ‘I need to taste you,’ I say, pulling out of the kiss and making eye contact with her.


‘Please,’ she whimpers.


‘Are you sure?’ I ask, hoping she has the sense to stop this, because I sure as hell don’t.


My hopes are dashed when she nods before uttering, ‘Yes. I’ve never been surer.’


There’s no way I can deny her.


Sitting back on my haunches, I glide her pink lace panties down her legs. She lifts her torso away from the mattress, pulling her shirt over her head, and removing her bra while she’s at it. She’s beautiful. Surely she didn’t need all those trophies to tell her that? My eyes rake over her luscious body. She takes my breath away.


I’m so fucking hard my cock aches.


She moans the moment my mouth bears down on her and her fingers clutch my hair. Christ, she tastes just as sweet as I knew she would.


It only takes me minutes to have her coming undone. I reach up and place my hand over her mouth when she screams out in pleasure. Her mother’s downstairs—I don’t fancy facing Sophia’s wrath if she finds out what we’re up to in here.


Taking my time, I kiss my way up Candice’s body until my mouth covers hers. I know the day will come when I’ll regret doing this, but right now I’m too lost in her to care. My body is nestled between her legs, and my need to be inside her is so strong.


‘Fuck me, Jax,’ she breathes as her fingers skim down my back. Did she just read my mind?


‘Candice,’ I murmur. The moment I slide the tip of my cock inside, I throw my head back and groan. She’s so tight. She feels amazing.


My mouth hungrily captures hers as I push my hips forward, filling her completely. I hear her breath hitch as her body stiffens.


‘Shit. Are you okay?’ I ask.


‘I’m perfect.’


‘Do you want me to stop?’ Please don’t say yes.


‘No. Just give me a minute. You’re hung like a horse, remember?’


I chuckle. She has no filter whatsoever. I love that about her.


Stilling, I give her body time to adjust. My mouth meets hers again, but this time my kiss is a lot softer. I stay buried inside her for the longest time, while we make out until my need to move becomes too much.


Drawing my hips back slightly, we moan in unison when I slide back in. Soon I’m moving at a steady pace, thrusting into her little slice of heaven over and over. Rocking her hips, she meets me stroke for stroke. What I’m feeling for her in this moment scares me. It’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced.


Flipping over onto my back, I bring her with me. ‘You’ve never looked more beautiful than you do right now,’ I say as she straddles my hips and sinks down onto my cock.


She rewards me with a smile. ‘I’ve never felt more beautiful.’


My fingers dig into her hips as I lift her before drawing her back down. I watch as her eyes flutter shut and her mouth parts as she sweetly moans. Lowering my gaze, I stare at her pussy tightly wrapped around my dick. It’s a perfect fit. Then my heart sinks.


‘Fuck,’ I grate out, pulling her off me in a panic.


‘What?’ she asks, confused.


‘I forgot to put a rubber on.’ I’ve never gone bareback before. ‘Shit,’ I say, looking down at my cock. Is that blood? That’s all I damn well need. ‘Fuck. Please don’t tell me you’re a virgin.’


‘Okay, I won’t,’ she whispers as she draws her legs up to her chest and wraps her arms around them.


‘You won’t what?’


‘Tell you,’ she replies, turning her face away from me.


Christ. How could that be? I never would’ve let this go so far if I’d known.


The moment I go to stand, Candice grabs for my arm. ‘Don’t go,’ she begs. ‘I’ve mucked around with guys before, but I’ve never gone all the way. It’s no big deal.’


Running my fingers through my hair in frustration, I turn to face her. ‘It’s a huge fucking deal, Candice.’


When I notice the tears pooling in her eyes I pull her to me.


‘Why didn’t you tell me?’


‘Because I know the type of person you are, Jax. You never would’ve gone through with it.’


She’s right, I wouldn’t have. Too late now, the damage is done.


We’re both silent for the longest time, before she finally speaks. ‘Please don’t leave me.’


I don’t reply because truthfully, I don’t know what to say. I’m not sure if she’s talking about this moment, or me going away to university. The thought of leaving her and not seeing her for God knows how long is tearing me up inside.


‘I need you, Jax,’ she says, sliding her leg over my lap and straddling me again.


My entire body comes back to life the moment she sinks down onto me.


‘I need you,’ she repeats.


When her lips meet mine again, I’m lost. I fucking need her too.


‘Wait. Let me wrap it,’ I say, pulling out of the kiss. ‘You know how I feel about having kids. I’m not cut out for shit like that. I’m not taking any chances.’


When I attempt to reach down for my jeans, she stops me. ‘I’m not ready for anything like that either, Jax. Christ, I’m only eighteen. Sophia would kill me.’


‘She’d kill me too.’


‘But I want to feel all of you. Can’t you just pull out when it’s time? It’ll be safe, right?’


My common sense screams, don’t be a fool, wrap that fucker, but my heart tells me to give Candice what she wants. My heart will always win out when it comes to her.


Holding my orgasm back, I drag this out as long as I can. I don’t want our time together to end, because I know it’ll be our last, our only.


The second I feel her muscles clench around my shaft, I can no longer stop the inevitable. Quickly pulling out, I stroke my cock a few times until I’m coming all over her silky soft skin. It’s a beautiful sight.


In this moment, I know I’m ruined. I’ll never again experience anything remotely close to what I just did with her. Never.


••••


When I wake, the room is bathed in darkness, and my head hurts like a bitch. I lay there for a few minutes, trying to get my bearings. Then it hits me like a ton of bricks—Candice.


Please let this be a dream.


Turning my head, I see her beautiful profile illuminated by the moonlight shining through her bedroom window. Christ. It’s not a dream.


Throwing my legs over the side of the bed, I sit up, clutching my pounding head in my hands. What have I done? A lump rises in my throat as the enormity of everything I’ve just risked hits home.


I’m suddenly feeling like I can’t breathe. I need to get out of here. I blindly feel around the floor, searching for my pants. ‘Fuck,’ I murmur to myself as I slip into my jeans. ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck.’


Once I’m dressed, I make the heart-wrenching decision to walk away. It’s gonna kill me, but it needs to be done. I can’t face her in the morning. I just can’t.


‘I love you, Candice Crawford,’ I whisper as I lean down, gently placing my lips on hers. I’ve never uttered those words before—my family doesn’t do love. But I’ve been in love with Candice for a long time, last night just confirmed it.


She stirs briefly before releasing a cute snore. Even though my heart is heavy, it brings a smile to my face. I walk to the door, glancing over my shoulder as I go. This may be the last time I ever see her.


I selfishly put my wants before my needs, and I hate myself right now. I’ve always wanted her, but more than anything I’ve needed her. I always will.


I fucked up.


I’ve ruined everything.
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CANDICE


‘UGH!’ I MOAN, THE MOMENT I WAKE AND TRY TO SWALLOW. My throat hurts so bad. Come to think of it, so does my head. I feel like I’ve been hit by a freight train. I roll onto my side, tucking the blankets around my chin. Why am I naked? My brain seems foggy.


‘Jax,’ I breathe as my eyes spring open. I groan from the pain as I quickly roll over. My heart drops when I see that the spot where he was lying last night is now empty. He’s gone.


Groaning again, I hastily throw back the blankets and get out of bed. Shit. I’m never drinking again. ‘Clothes, clothes,’ I mutter to myself, spinning in a circle and scanning the floor. I can’t go downstairs naked.


Scooping up the denim skirt and pink singlet I wore yesterday, I quickly dress before hurrying out of my room. I cup my bouncing boobs in my hands as I run down the stairs. This is an emergency—there was no time to put on underwear.


Maybe Jax is having coffee in the kitchen with Sophia. Please let him be having coffee with my mother. He’s stayed over countless times when we’ve fallen asleep watching movies, but last night was the first time he’s been in my bed. I know my mother well enough to know she’ll think nothing of it. She knows we’re just friends, or should I say were. I have no idea what we are now, but I hope it’s something. Please let us be something.


From the second I laid eyes on Jax, I knew he was special. He’s like no one I’ve ever known. We fit like two pieces of a puzzle. I’ve secretly wanted more since the day we became friends, but until last night, he never seemed interested in me in that way.


‘Morning,’ Sophia says when I rush into the kitchen.


‘Is Jax here?’ I ask in a panic.


‘I haven’t seen him.’


Shit. My heart drops. Breaking into a run, I head for our usual hangouts.


‘Don’t forget your hairdresser’s appointment today,’ Sophia calls at my retreating back. She’s delusional if she thinks I’m going.


When I enter the games room, I find it empty. God, please be here somewhere. If he’s left without so much as a goodbye after what we did last night, I’ll be crushed. He has a bit of a reputation with the ladies; I hear all the girls raving about him at school. I hate it, but I guess I have one thing they’ll never have: his friendship.


Crossing the room and pushing open the French doors that lead to the back patio, my shoulders slump when I find no sign of him.


‘Shit,’ I mumble as a sick feeling settles in the pit of my stomach. He’s really gone. He fucked me and left. How could I be so stupid? I should’ve left things the way they were. Now I’ve ruined everything. What was I thinking?


‘Is everything okay?’ Sophia asks when I walk back into the kitchen. ‘You look like someone’s kicked your puppy.’


‘I don’t have a puppy,’ I snap.


‘It’s a figure of speech, honey.’


‘I know.’ I slouch onto one of the bar stools and bury my head in my hands.


‘Hey, baby,’ she says with concern. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘Nothing,’ I lie as the tears start to fall.


Sophia comes to stand beside me, her hand tenderly rubbing my back. ‘Did you two have a fight?’


‘No.’ We had sex. But of course I don’t say that part.


‘Well, what’s with all the tears then?’ she asks, cupping my face. ‘Is this about him going away to university?’


‘I don’t want him to go.’ It’s the truth, but it has nothing to do with my tears. I can’t tell her what happened last night. She’s a pretty cool mum, but if I tell her what Jax and I did, she may not let me go and visit him while he’s away at uni. Actually, I can practically guarantee it.


My birth not only robbed Sophia of her youth, it ended her high aspirations for a successful modelling career. She wouldn’t want the same fate for me. Before I was born she was on her own. She had no support, and nobody to reach out to. My grandmother tragically passed away in a car accident when Sophia was only nine. If that wasn’t bad enough, her life changed dramatically when her father remarried. She never got on with her stepmother, and over the years she managed to drive a huge wedge between my mother and my grandfather. Sophia was kicked out of home when she was seventeen years old, and has had no contact with them since. Thankfully her modelling jobs paid enough to support her.


Sophia was only nineteen when she fell pregnant with me. My father—or, more accurately, sperm donor—was the CEO of a large mining company. They met on the set of a modelling job she was hired to do for his firm. He apparently swept her off her feet, showering her with expensive gifts and exotic weekends away. She was besotted. Their tumultuous affair lasted three months, and ended abruptly the moment my conception was discovered. He’d forgotten to mention the fact that he was already engaged to be married to a rival mogul’s billionaire daughter. News of his affair and my impending birth would’ve ruined his chances of merging their thriving corporation with his own. He has provided for us financially over the years. We wanted for nothing. He even bought us this big-arse house. It wasn’t because he cared though. It was more like hush money, to keep my mum quiet. As much as I’ve struggled to come to terms with our circumstances over the years, I know deep down we’re better off without him. But I’m not gonna lie, it hurts me deeply to know my own father wants nothing to do with me.


‘It’s not the end of the world,’ Sophia says, pulling me into her arms and stroking my hair. ‘You’ll still get to see him on holidays and weekends.’


‘It’s not the same, and you know it.’


‘You have other friends … what about Jasmine and Bianca?’


‘They’re stuck-up bitches. I can’t stand them.’ We were friends before Jax and I started hanging out together, but I never truly fitted in with them. That was my fake life. The true me didn’t come out until I met Jax.


‘Since when?’


‘Since I realised how shallow and self-centred they are. They’re nothing like me. I don’t fit in with them … I’m different,’ I ramble. ‘The only person who gets me is Jax.’


‘I always thought there was something special between you two. You seem like the perfect match.’


Her words only break my heart further. We are perfect for each other, but he obviously doesn’t see it that way. The fact he’s not here speaks volumes.


I feel like such a fool. I’ve stood by for years watching Jax pick up, screw and then discard other girls, but I never thought I’d be one of them. In my heart I thought going all the way with him would change things between us—move our friendship to the next level. I was hoping he’d finally see me in a different light. Not just as his buddy, but something more.


Maybe I disappointed him.


Maybe he just doesn’t want me in that way.


Maybe the whole stupid beauty pageant thing turned him off. I wish I hadn’t confessed that now; he probably thinks I’m conceited like all the others.


••••


I spend the rest of the day locked in my room, beside myself with worry. I must’ve checked my phone a thousand times, hoping to see a message from him, but there was nothing. Everything in me wants to text or call him, but I don’t think my heart could survive another blow today.


By late afternoon, I can’t take it anymore. He leaves for uni tomorrow and I have to see him before he goes. I want to know where we stand, but more than anything I need to know we’re okay. I don’t want to lose him.


After showering and dressing in a pair of cut-off denim shorts, a white fitted tee and my favourite pink Converse sneakers, I drive over to his house. My stomach is in knots by the time I arrive. I rarely come here, because Jax prefers to be at my place. His family are weird, so I totally get that.


My hands are shaking when I knock on the front door. Please don’t let things be awkward between us. I don’t care if we forget last night ever happened. I just don’t want to lose his friendship. I couldn’t live without it.


‘What the fuck did you do to your hair?’ Jax’s brother, Brent, says when he answers the door. I’ve never really liked him. He’s a pretentious prick, just like the rest of his mates. I can’t believe he and Jax are related. ‘You look like a damn Easter egg.’


‘Yeah, well if I had a face like yours, I’d sue my parents.’


‘Ha ha,’ he says sarcastically. ‘My brother has turned you into a weirdo, just like him. You used to be cool.’


‘It’s a good thing that I don’t give a flying fuck what you think then, isn’t it?’


‘You can pretend you hate me all you want, but we both know that’s not true.’


‘I’m not saying I hate you, but I would unplug your life support machine to charge my phone.’


‘Bitch.’


Hands on hips, I stare him down. I refuse to let this jerk get the better of me. ‘I bet your arse is jealous at the amount of shit that comes out of your mouth.’


‘Very funny, freak.’


I could stand here all damn night and throw insults at the douche—it’s actually kinda fun—but he’s not worth the breath. Besides, the only freak here is him; there’s nothing wrong with me, or Jax for that matter. He’s just as beautiful on the inside as he is on the outside. He has a unique style, which, sadly, is frowned upon in our circle. I love him for his individuality: his dreamy chocolate-brown bedroom eyes, his just-fucked messy brown hair and panty-melting smile. Every girl at school wants to bed him, and I hate to admit that, unfortunately, most have. I’m pretty sure the disdain Brent holds for Jax is ninety-nine per cent jealousy, because as much as he tries, he’ll never hold a candle to his brother.


I take in Brent’s perfectly styled, slicked-back hair and stupid polo shirt. His facial features are similar to Jax’s, but their personalities are miles apart. Brent is a cocky, stuck-up dickhead who thinks he’s better than everyone, and Jax is just … sweet, nice and the essence of cool.


‘Is Jax here or not?’ I snap.


‘Not,’ he replies, folding his arms over his chest like the smug arsehole he is.


‘Do you know when he’ll be home?’


He chuckles. ‘In about four years.’


‘What? He’s left for uni already? He wasn’t supposed to go until tomorrow.’


‘He packed his things into his car this morning and drove away. You probably scared him off with that ridiculous hair. Good riddance, I say.’


I could seriously slap this guy right now. I’ve always hated the way Jax’s family treat him. He’s too good for them, and they could learn a thing or two from him if they just gave him half a chance.


‘Great brother you are.’


‘You don’t need someone like him in your life. The sooner you learn that, the better off you’ll be. Tell you what, I’m home alone … you’re more than welcome to come inside and suck my cock if you like.’


I take a step in his direction, and I see a smile play on his lips. He really is up himself if he thinks I’d even entertain the idea. ‘Suck on this, arsehole,’ I say as I grab hold of his crotch and squeeze with all my might. ‘You’d be lucky if you were half the man your brother is, and by the feel of it, you’re not even a quarter.’ I release him from my death grip when he lets out a high-pitched squeal. That’ll teach him for thinking he can speak to me like that.


Turning, I run down the stairs. Tears cloud my eyes as I head for my car. I refuse to break down in front of that cocksucker.


I’m hurt and angry. I feel used and dirty.


My heart is completely shattered.


How could Jax leave without saying goodbye?
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JAX


One month later …


I HATE MY LIFE.


University has finally started, and there’s only one word to describe it—hell. It’s been a week and I already feel like I’m suffocating. I knew I was going to hate it, but I wasn’t prepared for just how much. It’s bullshit. This isn’t me. I’m only doing this because I crave my parents’ acceptance. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. I’ll never understand why I’m not enough for them.


As soon as I enter my apartment, I drop my backpack on the floor, kicking it in frustration. I feel lost … trapped. In a world I despise. I exhale forcefully as I flop down onto the sofa. How am I going to survive four more years of this bullshit?


My thoughts move to Candice. My pink-haired angel. I need her. I miss her so much I ache. Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I scroll through my contacts for her number. I’ve done this a million times since I left—it’s a constant battle not to contact her. Not a day passes that I haven’t wanted to speak to her. I yearn to hear her voice. I’ve written countless texts, but haven’t had the guts to send any of them. What can I say? I’m sorry I left the way I did … I’m sorry I never said goodbye … I’m sorry I’m such an arsehole? She deserved so much better than that. So much fucking better.


My finger hovers over her number, but, like always, I can’t go through with it. I’m a gutless prick. Flicking my thumb across the screen, I move down my list of contacts until my parents’ number appears. I’ve had no word from them since I’ve been here. They were probably glad to see the back of me.


This time I don’t hesitate. My mother picks up after three rings.


‘Hello, Mother.’


‘Oh … Jaxson. Hi. How’s university?’ The unenthusiastic tone in her voice lets me know she’s not over the moon to hear from me, her own son. I don’t know why I let this bother me, but it does. It always does.


‘Honestly, I hate it.’


‘What? Why would you say that?’


‘Because it’s the truth. I’m not cut out for this life, Mum.’


‘Jaxson,’ she sighs. ‘When are you going to grow up? You’re an adult now, act like one. Your father and I have bent over backwards to give you and Brent a good life.’


‘Yes, you’ve bent over backwards to give me the life you want me to have, not the life I want. There’s a difference.’


‘We’ve given you everything—a nice home, a great education, a future—and this is the way you repay us?’


‘I appreciate everything you’ve given me. I just wish I had a say in what I study. I’m not cut out to be a politician. It’s not what I want.’


‘Huh. What you want. Enough with this constant whining! Your father is a politician, and a damn good one. Is it too much to ask for his sons to want to follow in his footsteps? You should be proud. You should aspire to be the type of man your father is.’


‘What? A bully?’


I hear her gasp. But it’s true, my father is a bully. I would never aspire to be anything like him.


‘How could you say such a thing? You ungrateful—’ She pauses. I don’t know why, I’m not unaccustomed to her insults. ‘Where did we go wrong with you, Jaxson? You’re a constant disappointment.’


I’m a disappointment. She always has to throw that in. My parents may be disappointed in me, but it’s a two-way street. ‘Thanks. As always, your compassion and belief in me is astounding. I’ve gotta go.’


I end the call without waiting for her reply. I was stupid to think I could talk to her, or that she’d understand.


I toss my phone onto the coffee table. I’ve done everything they’ve ever asked of me. I worked hard at school and always received good grades. I tried my best to stay out of trouble. I attended all their fucking functions with a smile, albeit a forced one. I even wore a damn suit and tie and acted like the perfect son as expected. So how am I a disappointment?


I need a fucking drink.


I grab a glass from the kitchen cupboard, and my bottle of Jack Daniels off the benchtop. Unlike my parents, good old Jack never lets me down. We’ve become very well acquainted since I’ve moved here. Especially in the first few days. It almost fucking killed me to get in my car and drive away from Candice after our night together. Probably the hardest thing I’ve ever done. But in the end, I knew it was what I needed to do.


Filling the glass halfway, I down the whiskey in two gulps. I welcome the burn of the amber liquid as it slides down the back of my throat. I don’t hesitate in refilling the glass—I need to be numb. I don’t want to feel anymore. It hurts too much. I have studying to do tonight, but fuck it, it can wait.


I lean back into the sofa, resting my head on the cushion. There’s got to be more to life than this.


When my phone dings, it startles me. Nobody texts me anymore.


I reach for my phone and see Candice’s name on the screen. My heart starts to race as a smile tugs at my lips. My angel. She has no idea how much I need this right now.


I open her text straightaway, but as soon as I do, my heart sinks.






Candice: I’m so disappointed in you, Jax.








Whoa. That’s not what I needed to hear. Is this some kind of sick joke? I double check the number to make sure it’s really her. That’s something my mother would send, not my Candylicious.


There’s no mistake, it’s from Candice all right. I sigh as I flop back into my seat. We’ve had no contact in over a month and this is all I get? I guess I deserve it after what I did.






Me: It was only a matter of time before that happened. Disappointing people is what I do best.








As soon as I hit reply, I reach for the bottle of Jack. This time I don’t even bother with the glass. I can’t believe out of all the things Candice could’ve said to me, she chose that. Maybe they’re all right. Maybe I am a disappointment.


When my phone dings again, I’m hesitant to read her reply.






Candice: Wow. I hear nothing from you for all this time, and that’s the response I get?


Me: Yep. That’s the best I got. I don’t have time for this bullshit.








I press send, feeling sick. As if things weren’t already bad enough. I want to punch myself in the face for sending her that. What in the hell is wrong with me? This is not how I wanted my first contact with her, after all this time, to go down. A few seconds later my phone dings.






Candice: Fuck you, Jaxson Albright.








‘Fuck!’ I scream as I throw my phone across the room. ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck!’


••••


Two weeks have passed, and I’ve heard nothing more from Candice. I sent her a text the day after she contacted me that simply said, I’m sorry. She never replied. I don’t blame her. She has every right to be disappointed in me. If I hadn’t gotten off the phone with my mother just minutes prior to receiving Candice’s text, I would never have replied the way I did. But that’s no excuse.


After class, I head to the supermarket to pick up some groceries. As I’m passing a jewellery store, a necklace in the window catches my eye. The bottle-shaped pendant has a pink-jewelled heart inside. Not only does the colour of the stone remind me of Candice—her hair, her Converse sneakers, her bedroom—but the heart in the bottle symbolises so much more to me. My true feelings for Candice are something I’ve always kept bottled up deep inside me. This necklace is an omen, the push I need to make things right between us again. Without hesitation, I go into the store and buy it. If nothing else, I want her to have it. It’s important that she knows just how much she means to me.


Putting myself out there isn’t something I’ve ever done, so I end up carrying the necklace around in my wallet for almost two more weeks. It taunts me the entire time, to the point where I can no longer take it. That’s when I decide to write her a letter. Originally, it was just going to be something along the lines of, ‘Hi, I’ve missed you. I’m sorry I left without saying goodbye …’ but once I put pen to paper, I end up pouring my heart out. I tell her everything. My feelings, my fears, my insecurities. I’d never been so open and honest with anyone, not even myself.


It takes me another few weeks to gain the courage to post the letter, but when I finally do, I feel lighter than I have in years. I have nothing to lose and everything to gain.


Well that was what I was stupid enough to believe. The letter arrives back two weeks later with a cross through her address and the letters RTS written across the front of the unopened envelope. I’m shocked. I can’t believe that she’s returned the letter unopened. I can’t even put into words how that makes me feel. It’s definitely not the response I’d hoped for, but it tells me everything I need to know. We’re finished. I’ve lost the most important person in my life. I’m not gonna lie, it almost breaks me. To say I’m crushed, devastated, even heartbroken, would be an understatement.


As much as it kills me, I know I have to forget her, and try my best to move on. I hate myself for the way things have turned out. One incredible moment has ruined the best thing that has ever happened to me: Her. My angel, my Candylicious.


At least I got to love her the way I wanted to, even if it was only for a few hours.
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JAX


Two years later …


AS I HEAD BACK TO MY PARENTS’ HOUSE, MY STOMACH CHURNS. It’s a three-hour drive to Canberra from Sydney, so I have plenty of time to think about what I’m going to say when I get there. My parents moved to the capital when my brother and I were small. It’s where Parliament House is, so naturally it’s where my father wanted to be—since he lives, eats and breathes fucking politics.


It’s the first time I’ve been home since I left to go to uni. I’ve always made excuses not to go home for the holidays—there was nothing left for me there. Not even Candice. My family certainly didn’t give a shit. Each year, my mother simply said, ‘Have a nice Christmas, Jaxson,’ and a week later she’d deposit some money into my bank account: my present. At least I took the time to buy them all gifts and post them home. I never got a thank you though. My family suck.


My younger brother, Brent, started at the same university as me last year, but I never hear from him. I’ve seen him a few times on campus and the cock just nodded his head as he passed. What’s with that? We may be different, and have never been close, but I’m his flesh and blood. He thinks more of his pansy-arse mates than he does of me.


As I pull into the driveway of my parents’ estate, all I can think about is Candice. I should be worried about what I’m about to face, but she’s only a few blocks away, and this is the closest I’ve been to her in two years. Two years … it feels like an eternity. I’ve slowly gotten used to not having her in my life.


Who am I kidding? I still struggle. I’m hurt by the way things played out between us, but my feelings for her haven’t diminished in any way. I’m still hopelessly in love with her.


Pushing all thoughts of Candice out of my mind, I climb the front stairs before raising my hand to knock on the door. Although this is supposed to be my home, I’ve never truly belonged here and I don’t feel comfortable using my key.


‘Jaxson,’ my mother says in a surprised voice when she opens the door. ‘What are you doing here?’ I roll my eyes when she gives me an air kiss. She’s never been the maternal type. I used to love watching Candice and her mum together when I’d hang out at her house. I always found myself wishing my mum was like that with me. Sophia was a touch dramatic on occasions, but she’s a good mum. There’s no denying she loves her daughter.


‘Hello, Mother.’ Nervously sliding my hands into the pockets of my jeans, I give her a pleasant smile when our eyes meet. ‘I came to speak with Father. Is he home?’


‘Yes, he’s in the study.’ She steps aside so I can enter, and it doesn’t go unnoticed that she doesn’t even ask how I am, or how I’ve been. Figures. ‘Is that an earring in your eyebrow?’ she cries when I pass.


‘Yes.’ She may not like the person I’ve become, but I’ll never be ashamed of who I am.


‘Are they tattoos on your arm?’


‘They are.’ I love my ink. It’s a true expression of me.


‘Your father was right; you won’t be satisfied until you ruin the Albright name. How do you expect to ever get elected into parliament looking like a thug?’ She shakes her head. ‘You’re such a disappointment. Where did we go so wrong?’


It’s nothing I haven’t heard a thousand times over. Ignoring her comments, I make my way down the long corridor to my father’s study. Nothing seems to have changed in this house since I left; it’s more like a display house than a real home, something to show off to all their guests when they have their stupid dinner parties: Oh look at us … see how rich we are. It’s sickening how they carry on sometimes.


I roll my shoulders and take a few deep breaths when I reach the door. I knock once before entering. My father is sitting behind his desk. He’s on the phone and eyes me sceptically as I stand in the doorway, waiting for him to finish. He doesn’t look pleased to see me, but I kind of expected that.


‘I’ll call you back,’ he says abruptly before ending the call. ‘Shouldn’t you be in Sydney?’ he snaps at me.


‘I’m heading back to my apartment tonight, I just needed to speak with you in person.’ I should’ve just called and given him the news over the phone, but that would’ve been the coward’s way out. I’m man enough to do this face to face.


‘About what?’ he asks as I take a seat.


‘I’ve dropped out of uni.’ No point sugar-coating it. It is what it is. I’m done. This man can no longer control or dictate my future. I’m twenty-one years old, for Christ’s sake. My life is my own, and that’s exactly how I intend to live it from now on.


‘You what?’ He bangs his fists on the desk as he stands. There’s a murderous expression on his face as he leans towards me.


I don’t budge. I refuse to let this man intimidate me anymore. ‘I quit. I’m not cut out to be a politician. I never have been. I tried to be the person you wanted me to be. I gave it two years of my life, but I can’t do it anymore.’


‘I don’t give a damn what you want,’ he spits, fisting my shirt in his hands before pulling me off the chair and towards him. ‘Get your fucking arse back to that university now.’ His face is bright red and I can see a few veins protruding on his neck.


‘I’m sorry, I can’t do that.’ He can’t control my life. My mind is made up. There’s no turning back.


‘Don’t screw with me, boy.’


Prying his hands from my shirt, I step away from the desk. ‘This isn’t the life I want. This isn’t the person I want to be. Why can’t you see that?’


‘What you want to be!’ he screams as his face turns even redder. ‘I don’t give a shit who you want to be, this is about who you’re destined to be. Politics is in your blood. You’re my son and you don’t have a choice in the matter.’


I shake my head as disappointment fills me. I was kidding myself if I thought he’d understand. He’s too selfish to ever see past his own wants and needs. ‘That’s where you’re wrong, Father. I’m twenty-one years old and you don’t have a say in my future.’


‘If you want to be a part of this family, I do.’


Family? What a joke. ‘This family doesn’t give a shit about me.’


‘What a load of crap.’


‘Really?’ I snap. I’m trying to keep my cool here, but failing miserably. ‘It was my twenty-first birthday last week, do you even know that? Do you even care? My so-called family didn’t even call me to wish me a happy birthday.’


He falters slightly but recovers quickly. ‘Well, I’m too busy to worry about things like that—that’s your mother’s department.’ He flicks his wrist, dismissing the subject.


It may be nothing to him, but it was a huge wakeup call for me. Not one person wished me a happy birthday, not even Candice. I’ve never felt as unloved or unimportant as I did that day. I think that’s the moment I finally decided that enough was enough. If I wanted happiness and acceptance, I needed to go out and find it. I certainly wasn’t going to get it from my family.


‘This family revolves around your stupid career. That’s all you ever talk about. There’s more to life than damn politics.’


‘My career means everything to this family, you ungrateful little prick.’


‘Not to me.’ Turning, I head for the door. ‘Goodbye, Father.’ I’ve got everything I needed from this visit—confirmation that in the grand scheme of things, I’m nothing to them.


‘If you walk out that door, you’re dead to me,’ my father hisses.


But I leave anyway.


I grab my backpack and other stuff out of my car then put the keys to the Alfa Romeo in the letterbox and walk out the front gate, ready to start my new life. A life without my family. A life alone.


Walking away with nothing is the only way—I don’t want to be indebted to my parents. They paid my way while I was attending uni, so I saved every cent I earnt while working part time in a local tattoo parlour. I also have a small trust fund, left to me by my maternal grandmother; she was the only decent family member I’ve ever known. She passed away when I was twelve, but I couldn’t access the trust fund until I turned twenty-one. And while I’d prefer to do this on my own, the money is there if I need it.


It was no secret my grandmother wasn’t fond of my father. She never condoned the way he bullied me and tried to turn me into a carbon copy of him. I was just a kid, but even back then she knew how unhappy I was. I know she’d want to see me use that money to follow my dream.


Slinging my backpack over my shoulder, I pull my baseball cap out of the back pocket of my jeans and put it on. I exhale slowly as I make my way down the street. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t hurt by the way things had just gone down, but in my heart I had no expectations of a good outcome. My father’s a selfish prick, and my mother is his puppet. It’s always been his way or no way.


Well, no more. From now on it’s going to be my way. I’m going to be the man I want to be, the one I was destined to be.


Despite everything, I’m looking forward to my new beginning. I have a fresh start. I may fall flat on my arse, but at least this time it will be my choice. Something I haven’t had until now.


••••


I had no intentions of seeing Candice before heading back to Sydney, even though the thought did cross my mind a million times on my drive down here, but that’s exactly where I head. Old habits die hard.


I’m gutless, though. I’m not going to knock on her door. She’s already rejected me once, by returning the letter I wrote her, and I’m not going to give her the chance to do it again. I’m just going to walk past her house on the way to the bus stop. It will be for the last time, because I won’t be coming back here. If lady luck is on my side, I may see her.


Who am I kidding? Shit like that doesn’t happen to disappointments like me.


Besides, seeing Candice again is only going to dredge up all those feelings. But I hate that this is what we’ve become and I miss her, so I’m willing to take that chance.


I want to know why she returned my letter. It’s something I’ve struggled to wrap my head around. Despite everything that’s happened, I honestly thought our friendship meant something to her. Yes, I fucked up, but when I tried to make things right, it was too late.


I’m doing my best to get on with my life, but I still think of her often—I’m constantly wondering how she is, and what she’s up to. I even followed the Miss Australia pageant, although I was stoked to see she wasn’t in the running. She’s so much braver than I am. She knew what she wanted, and did what she needed to do to make it happen. Wondering if she still has her pink hair brings a smile to my face.
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