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As irresistible and dazzling as its Californian backdrop, Just Don't Mention It is a companion

novel to the Did I Mention I Love You trilogy from Estelle Maskame, author of addicting

Wattpad books, that explores Tyler's story—his heart-stopping tale of past hurt, finding hope,

and figuring out who the hell he wants to be.Just between us, can love heal all wounds?At

seventeen, Tyler Bruce is hot – a hot mess. His girlfriend is a knockout, his reputation's

untouchable, parties are nothing without him. Even his car is unreal. But inside Tyler is broken

– and he'll stop at nothing to keep that a secret.Then one big summer Eden comes to stay.

She's upfront, sharp, and far more enticing than a stepsister should be. She also sees straight

through Tyler's bad boy façade to the vulnerable kid within. The quiet kid who took all the

punches. As Eden draws Tyler in, his defenses start to crumble around him. In his past,

vulnerability only brought him danger. But now, it might just bring him everything he needs...if it

doesn't break him.Books in the Did I Mention I Love You series:Did I Mention I Love You?Did I

Mention I Miss You?Did I Mention I Miss You?

"Maskame (Dare To Fall, 2017, etc.) skillfully moves the plot forward...A quick guilty pleasure." -

Kirkus Reviews --This text refers to the paperback edition.About the AuthorEstelle Maskame

grew up writing stories ever since a young age and has completed the Did I Mention I Love

You? trilogy by the time she was sixteen. She has built an extensive fan base for her writing by

serializing her work on Wattpad. After fitting book writing between her schoolwork and part-

time job, Estelle has amassed followers from all over the world. She lives in Scotland. For

more, visit estellemaskame.com. --This text refers to the paperback edition.From the

AuthorEstelle Maskame, jeune écossaise de 20 ans, est une dévoreuse de livres et une fan

inconditionnée de romans young adult. Elle écrit depuis toujours. Did I Mention I Love You est

son premier roman.--This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.Read more
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incredible readers, because this story is for you.1Five Years EarlierMy wrist is stiff as I run a

hand back through my hair, damp and tousled after lying in the tub for the past hour, dipping

my head below the water every once in a while to count how many seconds I can hold my

breath. My record is ninety-three, but I wish it were more.I sit down on the edge of the tub and

reach for the packet of painkillers by the sink. There are only a few tablets left, so I’m hoping

Mom will stock up on some more soon. I pop two of the tablets out of the package and clamp

my fist around them, enclosing them in my palm as I lean over and pour myself a glass of

water. I swallow the first, and then the second, then pour the remainder of the water into the

sink.My gaze falls to my shoulder. The skin is grazed on the back of my shoulder blade, but it’s

stopped bleeding now. Below the fresh cut, there’s a deepening bruise, a mixture of purple and

blue. I prod it with my fingers, and it stings from the pressure, creating a dull ache beneath my

skin deep under the surface. I’d grab myself some ice from the kitchen, but I’d have to pass the

living room, and the last thing I want to do is draw attention to myself. It’s after eleven. I should

be asleep by now. I have school in the morning.I get to my feet and stash the remaining

painkillers back in the cabinet above the sink, at the very back of the second shelf from the top,

because it’s the highest I can reach. I already know I’ll need them tomorrow. When I click the

cabinet door shut again, my empty reflection stares back at me in the mirror, and that’s when I

notice the tiny cut in my lower lip. I edge forward, pinching my lip between my thumb and

forefinger as I examine it up close in the mirror. I can’t remember when I got it, but it’s not fresh,

so I know I didn’t get it tonight.I shake my head and step back. It doesn’t matter when I got it,

because as soon as it heals, there’ll be another to replace it. The same way there’ll be more

blood, the same way there’ll be more bruises.My reflection is still there, my eyes lifeless and

sunken into my face, my shoulders slumped low, and my lips set in a permanent frown. I press

a hand to my forehead and push my hair back to reveal a deep cut that runs parallel to my



hairline. It’s taking forever to heal, and I’m starting to worry that it’s going to turn into a scar.

Quickly, I smooth my damp hair back down over it, then turn away from the mirror.I grab my

shirt and pull it on. There’s a row of fading brown bruises along my lower back that I need to

cover, so going shirtless is never an option anymore. There’s always something new to hide. I

slip into a pair of shorts, then toss my towel into the drained tub and glance at myself one last

time in the mirror before I leave the bathroom. Nothing is on display, so I’m good to

go.Carefully, I push open the door a few inches, and as silently as I can, I step out into the hall.

There are no lights on, and it’s dark. I can hear the sound of the TV from the living room and

the sound of my parents laughing in unison at whatever show they’re watching. I keep my steps

light as I edge along the hall toward the stairs, but I notice the living room door is open a crack

as I grow nearer, and instead of disappearing upstairs like I should be doing, I creep over and

peer around the doorframe.Mom and Dad are on the couch, their bodies entwined. He has her

held close against him, his arms wrapped securely around her, his chin resting on top of her

head. Although she’s laughing, she still seems tired. She only got back from the office just as I

was locking the bathroom door and climbing into the tub an hour ago.I back away from the

living room and spin around, running up the stairs as fast as I can, two steps at a time. Against

the carpet, my footsteps are almost silent. The door to my room is wide open, the light is still

on, but I stop for a second to peer into the room on my right, my brothers’ room.I squint into the

dull room as my eyes slowly adjust. In the bed on the left, my youngest brother, Chase, is

asleep. He’s on his stomach, his face pressed into his pillow with one leg dangling over the

side of the mattress. Over in the bed to the right, Jamie is snoring softly. There’s a bruised lump

on his forehead from earlier in the day, when another kid on his fourth-grade baseball team

hurled the ball at his face by accident.I wish my bruises were only accidents too.Stepping out

of the room, I pull the door closed, but not completely. Chase is still scared of the dark and he

likes it to be left open, so I leave a safe crack of a couple inches and then turn for my own

room.It’s exactly as I left it. My math homework is spread across my floor, nothing more than

worthless scraps of paper that aren’t good enough to hand back in next week. One of the

sheets is torn into three uneven pieces. It’s the one that contains the single equation I messed

up on. But one simple error is apparently one error too many, even if it is only seventh grade

algebra. I’ll need to fix it tomorrow, and then pray my damned hardest that everything is finally

up to his standard.I gather up the papers and stuff them into my backpack, then I turn off the

light and climb into bed. Only it hurts, so I wince and breathe out, moving onto my right side. I

pull my comforter up to my chest, and I lie there in the dark for what feels like forever, staring

aimlessly at my wall. It always takes me a long time to fall asleep.I raise my left hand and hold

it up in the air. I flex my fingers, then roll my wrist in a circular motion three times. I’m supposed

to do this a bunch of times during the day, but I keep forgetting. After having my wrist in a cast

for the past four weeks, it’s super stiff. It could take another few weeks before the fracture fully

heals.There are sudden footsteps against the stairs, and I drop my hand back down

immediately, squeezing my eyes shut and pretending to be asleep. I do this a lot, so I’m pretty

good at it. I even open my mouth a little, deepening my breath.My door opens, and there’s a

moment of silence where he hovers for a couple seconds before he takes a step inside. And I

know it’s him. It’s always him.He enters, closing the door behind him with a soft click. There’s

no sound other than his breathing for a while, and then I begin to sense him slowly moving

around my room. I don’t know what he’s doing, and no matter how badly I want to roll over and

open my eyes to check, I don’t want to take the risk, so I stay as still as possible.I hear some

fumbling, and I think he could be searching through my backpack, because there’s the shuffling

of paper, and after what happened earlier tonight, it seems likely that it’s my math homework



he’s after. Silence again. More shuffling. A long sigh that sounds almost like a groan.And then

he speaks, letting his voice break the silence. His words are low and hushed as he murmurs,

“I’m sorry, Tyler.” I don’t know if he thinks I’m asleep or awake, but I do know that he says he’s

sorry a lot. I also know that he doesn’t mean it. If he did, he wouldn’t have to say it again

tomorrow, and then the day after that. I’m scared he’s always going to have something to

apologize for.I continue to keep still, because the quicker I can convince him I’m asleep, the

quicker he’ll leave. And I think he’s buying it, because he hasn’t said anything else. I don’t think

he’s moved either, and I don’t know where in my room he is. A few minutes pass where nothing

happens, where I focus on my breathing, where I pray that he’ll leave. And then there are more

footsteps that are hard to hear against the carpet, and then the opening of the door, and then

one final pause. He sighs again, but he sounds annoyed, and I can’t tell if he’s annoyed at me

or if he’s annoyed at himself. I think it’s me.It usually is.My door is pulled shut, and he’s gone.I

exhale in relief and open my eyes. At least I know it’s over for tonight. I can get some sleep now

—only I won’t, because I haven’t had a full night’s sleep in months. I’ll wake in a few hours,

where I’ll stare at my ceiling for a while before I fall back asleep, and then repeat.Yet although I

can never sleep well, this is always the best part of every day. That time where I know that for

the next seven hours I’m safe. I like that feeling, but I also hate knowing that tomorrow I’ll have

to do this all over again.Tomorrow, I need to go to school and keep on acting normal in front of

everyone.Tomorrow, I need to try my best to keep tonight’s fresh injuries hidden from

Mom.Tomorrow, new bruises will develop and new cuts will appear.And they will all be caused

by Dad.2Present DaySomeone’s been fucking around with my beer. It doesn’t taste the same

as it did ten minutes ago. I close one eye and tilt the rim of the bottle toward me, peering

inside, trying to figure out if someone has been pouring other drinks into it while I haven’t been

looking. I’m getting a strong scent of rum. I glance over to the kitchen. Jake is there, his back to

me, bent over the countertop as he mixes together a bunch of different drinks as though he’s a

fully trained bartender. I fucking hate that guy.“What’s wrong?”I drop my glare down to Tiffani.

She’s been sprawled across me for the past five minutes, her long bare legs folded over my

knee and her head resting against my bicep. She’s been running her nails slowly around my

chest in a circular motion, but I haven’t realized she’s stopped until right now. Her face is tilted

up to look at me, and her bright blue eyes are studying me through a thick set of eyelashes that

didn’t exist yesterday. “Jake thinks he’s hilarious slipping rum into my beer,” I tell her, then I

press my lips together as I set my bottle down on the small table beside the couch. “Come

here,” I murmur, pulling my arm out from beneath her and sliding it around her shoulders

instead, pulling her closer against me. She presses her head to my chest, and I know for a fact

she’s going to get at least five layers of her makeup on my shirt, but I don’t care because now

I’m running my eyes up and down her legs. I move my free hand to her knee, then slide it

across the smooth skin on her thighs. Her tiny black dress is too short and too tight, but that’s

nothing to complain about. “What time are we heading out?”“I was thinking eleven,” she says,

but I know she’s distracted because she reaches for my hand and places hers on top. Slowly,

she moves my hand higher up her thigh, under her dress. I can feel the lace of her underwear

beneath my fingers, and when I look down at her, she’s smirking as she leans up toward me,

her lips brushing my ear as she murmurs, “Are you staying here tonight?” I used to love that

thing she does with her voice, where she lowers it to a breathy whisper that would have driven

me insane a year or two ago, but it just doesn’t do it for me anymore. She’s only trying to keep

me interested with the promise of sex.But whatever, right now it’s working. I sit up a little and

pull her entirely onto my lap, my hand still gripping her hip beneath her dress and my other

moving her blond hair to one side so that I can press my lips to her neck. She tilts her head



back fully as she runs her fingers through my hair, her eyes closed. I take her skin beneath my

teeth, leaving my all-too-familiar mark on her body. Tiffani claims she hates hickeys, but she

never attempts to stop me, so I beg to differ.Suddenly, she pulls away, springing off me and

getting to her feet, straightening up fast. Over the sound of the music that Jake’s controlling

from the speakers in the kitchen, I haven’t heard the front door open. Tiffani has, and now she’s

setting her drink on the coffee table and pulling at her dress, willing it to cover more of her

thighs. Right now, it hardly covers her ass. “Mom,” she splutters, taking a few barefooted steps

across the hardwood flooring. “I thought you said you were working late.”“It’s eight thirty,” Jill

states. There’s a black folder held to her chest as she moves further into the kitchen, her heels

clicking against the floor. “This is late.” She purses her lips in disapproval as she looks around.

First at the alcohol lining the countertop, then at Jake, who is leaning over to quickly lower the

volume of the music, and then at Tiffani. “You didn’t tell me you were having friends over.”Tiffani

is still pulling at her dress, because if there’s one thing I know for sure about her mom, it’s that

she won’t be impressed right now. “Because I thought we’d be gone before you got back,” she

admits, shrugging. She has her arms folded across her chest now, but it’s obvious she’s only

attempting to hide how exposed her body is in that dress.“And where exactly are you planning

on heading?” Jill asks in that hard tone she seems to always have. In the past three years that

I’ve been dating Tiffani, I don’t think I’ve ever seen her mom crack a smile. She’s kind of a

bitch. They both are.“There’s a party,” Tiffani says, pouting. “I thought we could all just hang out

here until it was time to show up, because c’mon, Mom, we never turn up early to house

parties. That’s just embarrassing.”“Fine,” Jill says, but the stern tone to her voice makes it clear

that she’s not happy we’re here. “Keep the music down. I have a pounding headache.” She rubs

her temples as though to prove this, then flicks her hair over her shoulder and spins around,

back toward the door. As she leaves, she throws me a disgusted glance as her eyes narrow,

and I raise my hand and wave back at her. I grin only because I know it’ll piss her off.The thing

is, Tiffani’s mom doesn’t like me. She never has from the very first moment I met her, back

when Tiffani and I were nothing more than friends. Even then, she didn’t want her daughter

around a kid like me. Bad influence, she thought, and in some ways, I was. Over the years, her

dislike for me has grown into seething contempt, which she doesn’t even attempt to hide. But I

don’t even care all that much about Tiffani, let alone her mom, and I know this relationship isn’t

going anywhere, so I’m not worried about winning over her parents. The second Jill is gone,

Tiffani relaxes back into her dress and says, “She’s such a pain sometimes.” Rolling her eyes,

she tells Jake to turn the music back up as she joins him by the speakers. He’s careful not to

play it as loud as before.Pushing myself up from the couch, I get to my feet and head toward

them both as they hover around the kitchen countertop, debating over which songs to add to

the playlist and which drink to have next. I push my way in between the two of them and throw

my arm around Tiffani’s shoulders, and as she leans in closer against me, Jake watches us out

of the corner of his eye. Jake Maxwell can get any damn girl he wants, but he can’t get Tiffani. I

think it’ll forever infuriate him knowing that three years ago, she chose to get together with me

rather than with him. Sometimes I like the satisfaction of knowing I’m with a girl so many other

guys would kill to have by their side. Other times, I wish Tiffani had chosen Jake over me. That

way, it would be him she puts through hell and back and not me.I reach over and pluck a new

bottle of beer from the pack, and as soon as it’s in my hand, Jake is lifting his head and asking,

“What’s wrong with the beer you already have?” The asshole smirks at me as he raises an

eyebrow, and again I think how this whole “let’s pretend to be friends for the sake of everyone

else” thing is nothing but bullshit. I just want to knock the guy out.I sharpen my glare, fixing him

with a threatening hard look. More often than not, I don’t need words to warn someone not to



fuck with me, but with Jake, he’s used to it by now, so instead of backing off, he only snickers

and passes me the bottle opener. Seriously, I think he just pisses me off because he’s hoping

I’ll snap eventually. It’s like he lives to test my patience.“What the hell are Dean and Megs

doing upstairs?” he asks as casual as ever, glancing down at the watch on his wrist. When he

looks back up, he motions to the drink he was working on five minutes ago. “I’ve created an

exotic signature cocktail, and I need Dean to be the guinea pig who drinks it first.”I lean over

and steal a glance into the cup, and the only exotic thing about it is that it’s a deep green. “I’ll

go get them,” I say. Releasing my hold on Tiffani, I pop the top off my beer and take a swig as I

head for the stairs. My steps are slow, my beer held loosely by the tips of my fingers, my other

hand in my hair. It pisses me off that I’m not drunk yet. We’ve still got a few hours to fill before

we head over to the party, so I’ve got time to change that. I can’t do parties sober. I never

have.The door to Tiffani’s room is open a few inches, and I can see Meghan having a

breakdown as she paces across the carpet, both her hands pressed to her face while she lets

out a long groan. Dean only watches her and scratches at the back of his neck.“You guys are

taking your time up here, ain’t you?” I say, pushing open the door wider and stepping into

Tiffani’s room. They both look at me, although Meghan looks more exasperated than anything

else, and she seems to scream under her breath through gritted teeth as she throws herself

down onto Tiffani’s bed. That’s when I notice that her dress is open and her back exposed. I lift

an eyebrow at Dean. “Have you guys been hooking up?”“Funny,” Dean says, sighing. He

shakes his head and nods back to Meghan. “The zipper is stuck.”Meghan dramatically sits up

and sniffs, telling me, “I’m going to have to borrow something of Tiffani’s,” as though it’s the

worst thing in the world. I know she’ll kill me if I roll my eyes right now, but it’s hard not to when

she’s up here having a breakdown over a damn dress. After being with Tiffani for three years,

I’m somewhat used to outfit dilemmas.“Come here,” I say. Setting my beer down on Tiffani’s

dresser, I move over to the bed and reach for Meghan’s hands, pulling her up to her feet. I step

behind her and run my eyes over her pale skin, down to the zipper that’s jammed just above

her waist. It’s caught in the blue material, and with a firm tug downward, it comes undone. With

ease, I smoothly zip it up fully to the top, and Meghan breathes a sigh of relief while spinning

back around, claiming that I’m a lifesaver.My gaze moves to Dean as Meghan skips across the

bedroom to fetch her shoes. He’s making a face while he takes a sip of his beer, his eyes

rolling to the back of his head, and it’s evident by his expression that he’s waiting for me to

taunt him. It’s hard not to.“C’mon, man,” I start. “You seriously struggled with that?” My lips

curve into a grin and as I step toward him, I thump his bicep twice as though there’s nothing

there. Dean’s a nice guy, though he could do with some toughening up, because sometimes he

can be too nice.“I thought I’d leave it to the expert. You know, given the number of dresses

you’ve unzipped in your lifetime,” he fires back. It’s an exaggeration, but we share a laugh

anyway, and he hands me my beer. We clink bottles and take a swig.As I swallow, I wipe my

mouth with the back of my hand and glance back over at Meghan. She’s perched on the corner

of Tiffani’s bed, sliding her heels onto her feet. “Where’s Rachael anyway?” I ask. In the past

few hours that we’ve all been here, I haven’t even noticed that Rachael is missing until right

now. She’s usually here too, and she would usually be drunk by now, and Dean would usually

be helping her stay upright, and Jake would usually be continuing to pass her shots. Rachael

thinks I’m a dick, so I don’t particularly care that she’s not here tonight.“Her mom needed her

to go do something,” Meghan tells me, “so she’s just gonna meet us at the party. Does anyone

remember the name of the girl whose party it is anyway? Was it Lucy?”I don’t remember either,

so I look at Dean. He knows everyone and anyone, whether they graduated three years ago or

if they’re a freshman. I don’t know how he can even be bothered to remember their names.



“Yeah. Lucy,” he says. “A junior, I think.”“No idea,” I mutter. Whoever the hell she is, it’s no

surprise we’re invited to this party she’s throwing. We get invited to a lot of parties by people

we don’t know.Someone clears their throat from the door. All three of us look over, and Tiffani

is there, leaning back against the doorframe. Her smile is tight and closed as she curls a strand

of her hair around her index finger, her gaze on Dean and Meghan but not on me. “Jake has

made you guys some drinks,” she says slowly, and then, with a firmer edge to her voice, she

adds, “You should head down and try them.” Her smile grows wider, revealing her teeth.“In

other words: Get out of your room?” Dean jokes, but he’s right. That’s exactly what she’s

asking, and in reply to his words, Tiffani only bats those crazy eyelashes of hers. “C’mon,

Megs,” he says. “Better leave these kids to it.”He takes Meghan by the hand and pulls her up

from the bed, steadying her as she totters slightly on her heels. As he leads her out of the

room, he throws me a knowing look over his shoulder, and I find myself smirking. Tiffani isn’t

the best when it comes to keeping her intentions subtle. They’re usually completely obvious,

like right now, as she watches Dean and Meghan head downstairs before she shuts her

bedroom door and turns back around. Now we’re alone.“You couldn’t wait until later?” I tease,

pressing my beer to my lips and finishing it in one gulp. I abandon the bottle on her dresser and

roll the sleeves of my flannel shirt up to just below my elbows as I close the distance between

us. It’s all so familiar, so part of the routine, that my hands are already gripping her hips of their

own accord, my mouth on the edge of her jaw. I almost choke on the overbearing taste of her

perfume.For some reason, she isn’t reciprocating, and after a few seconds, her hand is against

my chest and she’s pushing me a step back. I stare at her, my lips parted and my eyebrows

raised, dumbfounded. Tiffani never shuts me down. Her expression is suddenly a lot more

twisted than it was a minute ago. “You left your phone downstairs,” she says sharply, holding it

up.Even though I know it’s my phone, I still pat the back pocket of my jeans, and sure enough,

it’s empty. I shrug and raise my hand to take it from her, but she quickly moves her arm away.

She shakes her head very slowly but very firmly, and I sigh and scratch my temple. I know

she’s pissed about something, and I know I’m going to have to suffer for the rest of the night

unless I can find a way to make her happy again. “I read your messages with Declan,” she

states after a moment. And I think: That’s it?“So?” I don’t get what her problem is. Sure, I’m

expecting him to hook me up with some joints later tonight, but that’s nothing new. Tiffani is

used to that, so it shouldn’t come as a surprise to her, and especially with Declan Portwood.

Everyone knows him. Those on the good stuff are his best friends. Those who aren’t tend to

hate him.Tiffani steps closer, her head tilted back a little to glare up at me. “I read all of your

messages with Declan,” she rephrases. And this time, it only takes a split second for me to

realize what it is exactly that she’s talking about. I freeze in front of her, racking my brain for

something to say that can possibly justify the messages she’s read, but I come up empty-

handed, and I’m left standing in front of her like a fucking deer caught in the headlights.“You’re

not serious, are you?” she asks, her voice much softer now. Her narrow shoulders sink a little.

“You can’t be. You already do enough stupid shit that I put up with, but I swear to God, Tyler, I’m

not going to put up with this. You’re taking it too far. I don’t want to be that girl whose boyfriend

ends up in jail. Do you even know how that will look?”I press my lips together, still unsure how

to handle the sudden confrontation. Over the years, I’ve learned that it’s better not to argue

back with Tiffani and to admit to being wrong as quickly as I can in order to shut her up. I’ve

also learned that she doesn’t ever really give a shit about what I do; she only gives a shit about

how it affects her.“I haven’t done anything yet,” I mutter. I still don’t think it’s even that big of a

deal. “We were only talking.”“But why?” she presses, throwing a hand up in frustration at my

apparent lack of good decision-making. “Why would you even consider doing it in the first



place? It’s not like you need the money, so what could possess you to do something so fucking

stupid?”I can do nothing but shrug, because I don’t actually know the answer myself. “What is

there to lose?”Tiffani looks at me as though I’m seriously deranged. “Uh. Everything?” she

says. “If you think dealing drugs is a good choice in life, then you’re an even bigger idiot than I

already think you are.”I close my eyes and exhale, trying to keep my cool. She’s blowing this

way out of proportion, but I’m more inclined to defend myself tonight for once rather than

apologize. “It’s just pot.”“Yeah, and that’s exactly what you said when you first started smoking

it, and look at where we are now.” She reaches for my hand and slams my phone against my

palm. “You’re gonna start selling pot to freshmen, then you’re gonna end up selling coke to

losers just like yourself.” She shakes her head again, this time in aggravation, then she holds

her hand up and turns her face to the side. “Don’t talk to me tonight. You’re disgusting, and if I

see Declan, he’s gonna get slapped.”I grind my teeth together but still manage to keep my

mouth shut. Saying anything more will make this worse; I know that. I’m pissed off, but I have to

remain calm before I seriously flip out on her. The alcohol in my system isn’t helping either. It

only makes it harder, but I focus all of my concentration on steadying my breath as Tiffani turns

her back on me and heads for the door.And this whole conversation should be over now—at

least for a while—where I take a few hours to calm down before I start kissing her ass again,

but she does the most remarkable thing. She stops, turns around, and opens that pouty little

mouth of hers one more time.“You know, Tyler,” she says, her lips forming a smug, cruel smile,

“sometimes I think you want to end up in jail just like your dad.”The tiny, tiny amount of self-

control that I’ve been clinging to snaps. She did not just say that. My fists clench and I need a

way to release the fury that erupts in my chest and the rage that spreads through me like a

wildfire. I snatch the closest thing to me: My empty bottle of beer on the dresser. I don’t even

realize I’ve hurled it across the room until it smashes against the far wall, shattering into pieces

that cascade to the floor. I’m breathing too heavily and my eyes are wide and wild, and when I

force myself to look back at Tiffani, her mouth is agape with shock.“I’m leaving,” I growl through

gritted teeth. I shove my phone back into my pocket and grab my car keys from the other one,

pushing past her.“Good!” Tiffani yells back, pointing to the shards of glass on her carpet.

“You’re a complete douche bag.”I could say so much more and so much worse about her, but I

know I need to get out of here before my temper flares up even more than it already has. I wish

I was better at keeping my anger under control, but I just can’t. I was raised this way. As soon

as I throw open Tiffani’s bedroom door, I can already hear the music from the kitchen. I can

hear Meghan laughing too, but I’m in no mood to join them tonight. I storm down the stairs,

desperate to get the hell out of this house and as far away from Tiffani as I can. I keep my eyes

locked on the front door, and even though Dean calls my name, I don’t glance up. I keep

walking, straight past all of them and over the threshold, slamming the door behind me.My car

is parked against the sidewalk directly outside the house, and although I’ve had several beers,

my desperation to get away from here overpowers my will to stay on the right side of the law.

Right now, I couldn’t care less.I unlock my car and slide in behind the wheel, pulling the door

shut at the same time as I aggressively tug my seatbelt on. The engine roars to life and I slam

my foot down on the gas, accelerating so harshly that my tires screech against the road.

There’s a stop sign just ahead, but I don’t slow down. I never do.3Five Years EarlierThe bruise

on the back of my shoulder seems to have worsened during the night. It’s grown bigger in size

and doubled in pain, and even now, sitting at the kitchen table forcing cereal down my throat,

I’m trying not to think about how badly it hurts.It’s almost seven thirty. I’ll be leaving for school

in ten minutes, but I don’t want to go. I have track and field today, and the last thing I want is for

anyone in the locker room to see the mess my back is in. The very thought of it makes me feel



sick, so I know I’ll have to skip it even though I can’t afford to get into any more trouble this

week.“Are you still asleep?” Mom teases, her voice alone enough to snap my attention back to

reality. I blink and look up at her, my hand holding my spoon in midair, slightly dazed. Mom’s

setting more plates down on the table, but she’s smiling gently at me, her eyebrow raised.

She’s already wearing her suit for work, heels and all. The jacket is hung over the door.“Uh-

huh,” I lie. I rub at my eyes with my free hand then return to my cereal, scooping up spoonful

after spoonful, sitting at the table alone in silence. I prefer it like this in the mornings, just Mom

and me, but it never lasts long. Jamie and Chase will be down soon once Mom yells at them to

hurry up. So will Dad, once he’s finished shaving and once he’s found his tie from somewhere

in the laundry room.“Good schedule for today?” Mom asks. She always puts in too much effort

in the morning with me because she thinks I’m an introvert until noon, but really, I’m only quiet

because I’m thinking of reasons to keep breathing.I shake my head. “Science, math,

gym.”“Hmm,” Mom says, and she stops moving around the kitchen and stands still opposite me

at the other end of the table. “Speaking of gym class, I got a letter from your teacher yesterday.”

My eyes fly up to meet her sudden stern gaze, and she looks at me like she’s expecting an

explanation, but I don’t know what to tell her. I sit still, fumbling with my hands in my lap as she

turns around to retrieve a sheet of folded paper from the drawer. She opens it up and clears

her throat. “I’m growing concerned over the increasing number of times Tyler has been absent

from my class this past month. I’ve overlooked the issue too many times already, and if this

behavior continues, I’ll be sending a formal report to Principal Castillo,” she reads, then studies

me intensely over the top of the paper. “What’s the deal? I thought you liked gym class.”“I do,” I

say quickly, but I know I’m about to lie to her, so I have to look away. “It’s really weird, but I

always feel sick before gym class. Like, really, really sick. That’s why I keep skipping. I keep

going outside to get some air.”Mom doesn’t seem to believe me, but it’s the only excuse I can

think of that makes sense. It’s not like I can tell her the truth; that I keep skipping class because

I don’t want to change in the locker rooms, that there’s too many bruises to hide, that taking

part in anything physical hurts too much.“Maybe I should take you to see Dr. Coleman if you’re

feeling so sick all the time,” she says, pressing a hand to her hip with concern evident across

her features.“No,” I protest immediately, shooting upright in my chair. My pulse quickens and my

throat feels dry, so I have to swallow hard a couple times before I can speak again. “I won’t skip

class again. I swear.” I’m pleading with her now, but the conversation is cut short by the sudden

sound of Jamie and Chase thundering down the stairs.My brothers come flying into the kitchen

a few seconds later, pushing each other out of the way as they fight to be the first through the

door. Jamie shoves Chase into the wall before he scrambles into the seat next to me, looking

pleased with himself. Chase isn’t so happy.“Mooom!” he whines, rubbing his shoulder. He

makes a face and sends a glare in Jamie’s direction, right before he marches over to Mom,

sulking.“I wish the two of you would settle down a little,” she murmurs, but as always, she pulls

Chase into her arms and squeezes him, ruffling his hair. “Oh, Chase,” she says, “your shirt’s on

backward.”As she laughs and starts tugging his shirt off, Jamie turns to me, eyes wide and

alert as though it’s the middle of the afternoon. His constant energy drives me insane. “I knew

he was wearing it backward,” he confesses, “but I didn’t tell him.”“Why?”“It’s funny when he

looks dumb,” he says. Sitting up on his knees, he leans across me and grabs the box of cereal,

sticking his hand inside.“Jay,” Mom snaps in disapproval. “Bowl.” She wags her finger at him as

she helps Chase up into the chair opposite us, then she pushes a bowl across the table. I don’t

think she likes mornings. She always gets a little stressed out with all of us, especially Jamie.

All she can do is sigh when he spills half the cereal across the table as he’s pouring it.“Oops,”

he says. He flicks some toward Chase.“Now,” Mom says as she pops some bread into the



toaster. When she turns back around to examine all of us, she leans back against the

countertop and folds her arms across her chest. “Is any homework due today done?”We all

nod. I always nod. My homework is always done as early as possible. Dad makes sure of

that.“Backpacks packed?” she continues. “Got everything you need for today?”Again, we all

nod. I don’t think I like mornings either. I hate this routine. It’s always the same questions and

it’s always the same answers. The entire time, I feel nauseous as I wait for Dad to join

us.Jamie’s eating his cereal with his mouth open, purposely crunching it loudly in my ear.

Mom’s turned her attention to the TV mounted on the wall, messing around with the remote as

she tries to get the news on, and when she does, she lowers the volume and watches the

screen out of the corner of her eye as she spreads some jam on Chase’s toast. He grins when

she sets the plate down in front of him, and they all seem to be satisfied, just like they always

are.I feel so far away from them. And I know truly that I’m right here beside them, but

sometimes it feels like I’m not really. Everything is just so numb, so empty. I’ve grown so used

to tuning everything out that I can’t remember how to tune back in. I feel lost halfway between

being here and being elsewhere. The truth is, I don’t really know where I am. I’m just

somewhere. I’m torn back from my trance when I hear Dad coming down the hall. His footsteps

are heavy as he whistles the same tune he only whistles on his good days. I think I’m the only

one who ever notices. Mom doesn’t even know that he has bad days.I take a deep breath and

squeeze my eyes shut, composing myself. When I open them again a few moments later, he’s

stepping through the door with a smile on his face. I hate it when he’s happy in the mornings.

Does he remember what happened last night? If he does, there’s no guilt, and that makes me

feel like I could throw up.“The things I would do for coffee right now,” Dad murmurs. He runs his

hand through his hair and down the back of his neck as he walks straight past the table,

straight toward Mom. I watch him closely, just like I always do.“Right here,” Mom says. She slips

a steaming cup of black coffee into his hand, and he gently tightens his fingers around hers as

they exchange a smile. She does this every morning; she always has his coffee ready. It’s all

part of that routine we seem to have gotten so comfortable with.“Thank you,” Dad tells her, then

presses the cup to his lips and takes a large mouthful. He swallows and passes her his blue tie.

He tilts his chin up and watches her with warm affection as she fastens the top buttons on his

shirt, slips the tie around his neck, and ties it with the utmost care. “Thank you,” he says again,

then leans forward and kisses her cheek.“Dad,” Chase says, calling for his attention. “Jamie

pushed me.”“You call that being pushed?” Jamie fires back across the table, shooting upright

onto his knees again as he holds up his fist. “I can show you what being pushed is like.”So

could I, I think.Dad turns around, furrowing his eyebrows in disapproval as he glances back

and forth between them both. He pulls out the chair next to Chase and sits down, leaning back.

“When will the two of you quit fighting? C’mon now, Jay, you’re ten in January. Double digits.

Did you know that you can’t keep picking on your brother once you’re into double digits?”Jamie

sinks in his chair. “Really?”“Really,” Dad says. He widens his eyes and nods, right before he

cracks into laughter and glances sideways at Chase, nudging him with his elbow. He takes

another swig of his coffee, and that’s when he looks at me for the first time this morning. His

eyes find mine over the rim of the cup, and the warmth in his expression disappears as he sets

the cup back down on the table. “Someone’s quieter than usual this morning,” he says.“Most

likely because of this,” I hear Mom comment, and the color drains from my face the second I

look over and see her reaching for that letter again. Please don’t show it to him. Please, please,

please. “He’s skipped gym class five times recently,” she tells him, and my stomach clenches

with nausea as she leans over his shoulder and hands him the piece of paper. “I need to write

back and let Mr. Asher know it won’t happen again. Right, Tyler? You promise?”I feel so sick, I



can’t even speak. I just nod as fast as I can, over and over again. Dad’s reading the letter with

his mouth nothing more than a bold line, and I hate the way the expression in his eyes keeps

on hardening with each word he reads. The second he is finished, he locks his glare on me.

“Why the hell are you skipping class? You’re ruining your attendance.”“Someone’s in trouble,”

Jamie snickers from beside me, and he’s right—I am.Today is no longer one of Dad’s good

days. Today is now a bad day, and I’ll feel the force of another one of his bad days later.I can’t

get any words out and Dad’s expecting an explanation. For a moment, I feel like I can’t breathe.

If we were alone, I wouldn’t even answer him, but I know I have to say something, so I stick to

my earlier excuse. “I felt sick,” I finally mumble.Dad raises one eyebrow in suspicion. “Five times

in a row?” I should have thought of something better. He isn’t believing this. Why would he? I’m

lying and he knows it. All I can do is shrug and drop my eyes to my lap, staring at the small cut

on my palm that I hadn’t noticed until now.“No more skipping class,” Mom reminds me, this time

with a sterner tone to her voice than before. I nod without looking up, and all I know is that it’s a

relief to hear her increase the volume of the TV. It’s a relief to hear Chase ask for more toast.

It’s a relief to know the conversation is over.For what feels like five minutes, I can’t bring myself

to lift my gaze. I can’t look at anyone, especially Dad. My stomach still hurts. I know he’s mad at

me, and I know that he isn’t going to let this go. I hate Mr. Asher for sending that letter.“Right,”

Dad says loudly. I force myself to look at him as he finishes off his coffee, wipes his mouth with

the pad of his thumb, then gets to his feet. He runs his eyes over the gold Rolex on his wrist. “I

better get you to school.” Even though he doesn’t bother to look at me, I know who he’s talking

to. Dad always drives me to school on his way to work. Mom always drives Jamie and Chase

on the way to hers.“Go and get yourself ready,” Mom tells me over her shoulder from the sink. I

don’t think she’s even sat down yet. She never does in the mornings. “And don’t forget to brush

your teeth.”I’m desperate to leave the kitchen. I’m scared of Dad’s glaring eyes and my

shoulder stings and I’d rather go anywhere but school right now. I kind of hope I do hurl so that

I can stay home, but I know that won’t happen, so I slide off my chair and head straight for the

door. I’m just about to take the first step upstairs when Dad sticks his head out into the

hall.“Tyler,” he says, and I freeze. I don’t turn around, but I do look back at him as he slips on

his jacket and straightens his tie. He doesn’t look so angry anymore, but he isn’t smiling either.

His entire face is just blank, and I receive nothing but a single, firm nod. “I’ll wait for you in the

car.”And as I turn back around and run upstairs, I’m really wishing that he wouldn’t.4Present

DayFuck, I think. The barbecue.I can see the commotion in the backyard the second I pull up

outside my house, braking so hard that I end up skidding a little. There aren’t any cars parked

out front, but that’s because Mom only invites our neighbors. She does this every year, and

every single year without fail, half our neighborhood comes strolling down the street with their

crates of beer. I don’t know why Mom continues to insist that I be here each year. I can’t think

of anything more uncool than this, especially considering I hate half our neighbors. Mrs.

Harding from a couple doors down? She once called the cops on me for walking across her

lawn. Mr. Fazio from across the street? He decided to let my mom know about that time I threw

a party while she was out of town. Mrs. Baxter at the very northern end of Deidre Avenue? She

does nothing but complain about the amount of noise my car makes every time I drive past her

house.So yeah. I usually pass on this annual tradition.Killing my engine and pulling the keys

out of the ignition, I kick open my door and step out. I can hear the music from the yard now

and the disgusting scent in the air makes me feel almost nauseous for a moment. I hate

barbecues, not because of the social nature of them, but because of the gross smell of burning

meat. I haven’t eaten meat in years, and I have to shove my hand into my hair as I take a

second to compose myself. I’m already pissed off and coming home to this definitely isn’t



helping.Narrowing my eyes, I head for the backyard. I may be furious, but I have an act to keep

up, so I slam my fist against the gate to throw it open. The mixture of voices immediately

hushes until only the music is left, and I spot Mrs. Harding in the corner, glaring at me in

disgust.“Sorry I’m late,” I announce. My eyes search the crowd in front of me as I try to spot

Mom, but I’m glad when I can’t find her. I don’t want to see her face right now because I know

I’m embarrassing her, but with this many people around, I can’t afford not to. So I may not spot

Mom, but I do spot my asshole of a stepdad over behind the barbecue. Dave’s already fixing

me with a threatening look that warns me not to say anything else, which gives me every

reason to continue. “Did I miss anything besides the slaughtering of animals?” I flip him off at

the same time, and there are some murmurs of disapproval that I choose to ignore. I could

cause a bigger scene than I already am; I could kick over the stack of beer that’s on my right,

but I decide not to, only because I’m still trying to figure out the argument I just had with Tiffani.

“I hope you guys enjoyed the cow you just ate.” I have to laugh, because it’s the only thing I can

bring myself to do right now. If I don’t, I think I will seriously throw a punch at someone,

anyone.I turn away before my temper flares up again, and I hear Dave say, “More beer?”

There’s some awkward laughter from the guests as I head inside through the patio doors. I

slide them shut again as harshly as I can, and I blow out a breath of air, relieved to be inside at

last. The AC is on and the kitchen is refreshingly cool as I stride into the hall, ready to bolt my

way upstairs to my room so that I can chill out and calm myself down.But just as I’m turning

onto the stairs, Mom’s voice calls my name, and I know I have to talk to her despite how angry

I am right now. I hang my head low for a second before I turn around, gathering my thoughts

and my excuses. I hope she can’t smell the beer on me. She would flip if she knew I’ve been

driving like this.“What the hell are you thinking?” she snarls under her breath.She’s gritting her

teeth when I turn back around to look at her, and at first, all I can do is shrug. I’m not great at

answering questions I don’t know the answers to.“Where have you been?” she asks,

demanding more answers. She’s mortified, I can tell, and I feel slightly guilty as she glances

over her shoulder to ensure no one is here, then grabs my elbow and pulls me into the living

room. “I told you to be here tonight and you think you can just stroll in here now acting the way

you just did?” She closes her eyes in exasperation and massages her temples, like I’m a

headache she’s trying to soothe away.I’m still super aware that I’ve been drinking, so I take a

couple steps back from her, increasing the distance between us. I don’t want to add any more

fuel to the fire. “I’m not even late,” I mutter, because, technically, she told me to be here and I

am.“You’re two hours late!” she yells at me, her eyes flashing open again. She usually lets me

off the hook a lot quicker than she is now, and I really wish she wouldn’t choose right now to

argue with me.I laugh again, but only to stop myself from losing it. “You really think I’m gonna

come home to watch a damn barbecue?”Mom exhales as her gaze softens. “What is your

problem this time?” she asks, pacing back and forth in front of me as though she’s trying to

figure out the underlying reason for my behavior tonight. Admittedly, I’m not usually as agitated

as this. “Forget about the barbecue. You were acting like a little kid before you even got out of

the car. What’s wrong?”I’ve never been able to look Mom in the eye when I lie, so I clench my

jaw and turn my face away from her, looking at the window. “Nothing.”“It’s clearly not nothing,”

she snaps back, and the softness to her expression is gone. I hate it when she gets like this.

She gets mad at me a lot, but usually more in the frustrated, helpless sort of sense. This time, I

really have pissed her off. “You just humiliated me again in front of half the

neighborhood!”“Whatever,” I say.Mom goes silent for a second, and when I look back over at

her, she’s shaking her head at the floor and murmuring, “I shouldn’t have let you leave. I should

have just made you stay, but no, of course I didn’t, because there I was trying to cut you some



slack, and you throw it back in my face as usual.”“I would have left anyway,” I argue, because

this is true. Even if I didn’t already have plans tonight, there’s no way I would have stuck around

here, and Mom knows that. I don’t know why she even tries anymore. I wish she’d just give up

on me. “What are you gonna do? Ground me again?” I take a challenging step toward her,

failing to hold back my laughter again. I’ve been grounded for the past two years, I believe. It’s

nothing but an empty threat that Mom never follows through with.“You’re impossible.” She looks

away then, staring straight past me and over my shoulder as her expression shifts. Her

frustration with me seems to dissolve, and she furrows her eyebrows instead as she gently

pushes past me and heads for the door.I sigh and push my hand back through my hair, tilting

my head back so that I can stare at the ceiling. If I have another argument tonight, I might just

combust.Mom says something and I quickly spin around to find her lingering just outside the

door, only it’s not me she’s focused on. I don’t know who she’s talking to, so I move across the

living room and peer around the door.There’s a girl awkwardly spread across the stairs, eyes

wide with alarm as though she’s absolutely terrified. I don’t know who the hell she is, because I

don’t think I’ve ever seen her around before. I’m sure I haven’t. I narrow my eyes at her,

studying her more intensely. She doesn’t look that much younger than me, so I seriously can’t

figure out why I’ve never seen her around school before, and given the fact she’s a brunette,

I’m sure I would recognize her. Her anxious gaze doesn’t leave mine, which makes me begin to

wonder why she’s so nervous in the first place, but I don’t wonder for long because I become

distracted by how plump her lips are as she presses them together and swallows. This girl

definitely isn’t from here. I know for sure that I would recognize her if she was. How couldn’t I?

The muscle in my jaw tightens when I realize what I’m thinking. Tiffani would kill me if she

heard my thoughts right now.“Who the hell is this chick?” I finally demand, tearing my eyes

away and looking expectantly at Mom instead.She takes a minute to think about her answer,

and even she seems a little nervous too. “Tyler,” she says quietly as she places her hand on my

arm, “this is Eden. Dave’s daughter.”At first, I don’t quite process her words. “Dave’s kid?”The

girl straightens up, standing up, and she opens those plump, wet lips of hers and says nothing

but, “Hi.”My eyes are drawn back to hers at the sound of her voice. It’s low and husky, even a

little raspy, and it is so different and so new to me that I freeze on the spot, paralyzed by a

single syllable. Even on her feet, she’s still several inches shorter than me, so I stare down at

her, trying to make sense of the information that’s pushing down on me. This girl… This

brunette girl with the full lips and the husky voice…is my stepsister?No. Fucking. Way.When

Mom said Dave’s kid was going to be living with us over the summer, I didn’t even pay that

much attention, and now I’m really wishing that I had. I didn’t realize she’d be around my age.

How old is she anyway? I want to ask, but I can’t even part my lips, let alone form words. I feel

like someone has knocked the air out of me. I swallow hard and look at Mom again. “Dave’s

kid?” I repeat, but it’s almost a whisper. I’m in complete and utter disbelief.Mom sighs. “Yes,

Tyler,” she says, almost like she’s exasperated. “I already told you she was coming. Don’t act

stupid.”Although I’m looking primarily at Mom, I’m also looking at the girl as surreptitiously as I

possibly can out of the corner of my eye, because I seriously can’t look away. The makeup

around her eyes is smudged a little. “Which room?”Mom’s expression flashes with confusion.

“What?”My throat is starting to feel dry. “Which room is she staying in?” I urge.And then Mom

says it, the answer I was dreading: “The one next to yours.”I groan, finally becoming unrooted

from the spot. We have two spare guest rooms upstairs, and of course Mom has to give her the

room next door to mine. I don’t want to be anywhere near this girl, not because I have a

girlfriend, but because this girl is my stepsister. God. I never thought I’d ever have to stay away

from a girl because of that reason.My anger is surfacing again, and I don’t even realize I’ve



been glaring at her until I feel the strain in my forehead from narrowing my eyes for too long. I

couldn’t stick around at Tiffani’s place, but now I can’t stick around here either. Everything that

has happened in the past hour is seriously starting to get to me.Nudging my way past Mom, I

storm upstairs, and I have no choice but to brush past this girl who is going to be in my way for

the entire summer. I knock against her shoulder, and I can’t bring myself to apologize, because

all I can think about is getting the hell away from her. I march into my room, slamming the door

behind me and pacing around in a circle for a good minute or so until I collect my thoughts.

They’re all over the place, and I have to play some music as loud as I can through my speakers

in order to distract myself. Once my breathing has calmed, I pause and glance around. Mom

has made my bed and picked up my clothes from the floor again. They’re folded and left in a

neat pile on top of my dresser. I should put them away, but I’ve discovered that if I leave them

there long enough, then Mom’ll give in and put them away herself. I’ve also discovered that the

only reason Mom doesn’t mind tidying up my room every morning is because she likes to raid

the place in search of anything she doesn’t approve of.I press my lips together and get down

onto my knees, ducking to check underneath my bed. Sure enough, like always, she’s stolen

the pack of Bud that I put there last night. I get up and move to my bathroom to check inside

the cabinet, and again, it’s no surprise that she’s swiped the packet of Marlboros too. I don’t

even smoke cigarettes that often, but I still like to have them on me, just in case.Walking back

into my room, I sit down on the corner of my bed and press my hands to my temples, staring at

the floor while I decide what I want to do. I’m in the strangest mood, and all I want right now is

a hell of a lot more beer and a joint. They’re the only things that I can always rely on to distract

me when there are things I don’t want to deal with. I want to go to that party tonight, despite the

fact that I’d rather avoid Tiffani. Sticking around here isn’t an option anymore, so I take out my

phone and text some of the guys for the address. Kaleb is the first to reply, and I tell him I’ll be

there in twenty. I get to my feet and spray on some cologne, then turn off my music as I grab

my car keys from my pocket. I feel entirely sober after all of the arguing, but I’m still livid, and it

doesn’t help that the second I push open my door, that damn girl is there again.She looks up at

me with those same anxious eyes as before, only this time I’m noticing that they’re hazel, and

an intense hazel at that. I can’t decide whether or not they’re more golden than they are brown.

“Hi,” she says again. “Are you okay?”That voice. I blink a couple times and try to keep my

expression as blank as I possibly can to hide the fact that that voice of hers is seriously doing

something to me. “Bye,” I say, stepping past her. I don’t want to be around this girl. I’ve already

decided that, so I follow through by making my way downstairs and out of the front door without

looking over my shoulder, despite how badly I want to.As soon as I step outside into the front

yard, I can hear the music from the back again. Laughter too. Luckily, no one is around out front

to notice me leave. I doubt Mom would put up a fight anyway. She never does.Unlocking my

car, I slide back in and pull the door shut. I start up the engine, but I don’t drive off immediately.

I sit there for a minute, my elbow resting against the window as I run the tips of my fingers

along my jaw while I think.Sighing, I get my phone out again and pull up my messages with

Tiffani. It’s better to warn her.I’ll see you at the party.I type out the text, and then I hit send at

the exact same time as I hit the accelerator.5Five Years EarlierForcing myself across the lawn

and over to Dad’s silver Mercedes is always the hardest part of every day. My legs feel stiff as I

drag my feet, keeping my eyes on the grass as I tighten my grip around the strap of my

backpack. I know he’s watching me, waiting, and I know he’s going to have a lot to say during

the ten-minute ride to school. I wish Mom hadn’t shown him that letter.I’m still staring at the

ground as I reach for the handle and open up the door, avoiding Dad’s harsh glare. I slide into

the passenger seat and pull my backpack around onto my lap, then click on my seatbelt. I



focus my eyes on my sneakers. All I can hear is the soft purring of the engine until Dad

releases a heavy sigh and starts to drive.He increases the volume of the radio and groans

when he hears that there’s already a forty-minute delay on the freeway. I know how much he

hates the drive to downtown LA each morning, and it really doesn’t help that I’ve already

ruined his good mood for the day. Now he’s more aggravated than usual at this time. He shuts

the radio off entirely.“So,” he says, “what the hell are you playing at? Skipping class because

you felt sick? Bullshit.”I look at him out of the corner of my eye. He’s shaking his head at the

road ahead of us, and I can feel his anger in the air around us, thickening it. “I…I just didn’t

want to go,” I tell him. I’m lying again, but at the same time, I’m thinking, Isn’t it obvious? “It’s

track and field. I hate running.”“Bullshit,” he says again. “Are you trying to rebel? Is that it? Are

you trying to get in trouble just to test me?”“No. No,” I stutter. I pick at a fraying edge on my

backpack as I try to think of something to say, anything. “I’m not trying to do anything. It’s just…

well, it’s the locker rooms.” I bite down on my lip and hold my breath as I shut my eyes. Being

honest with him is the only way I’m going to get out of this car alive.“What about the locker

rooms?”I squeeze my eyes shut tighter. I just hope he isn’t looking at me right now. I hope he’s

still looking at the road. “Um. I don’t…I don’t want anyone…I don’t want anyone to ask

questions.” My mouth is dry as each word sticks in my throat.“Ask questions about what?”My

eyes flash open and I angle my face to fully stare across at him. “Dad…” I murmur. “You know

what.”“No,” he says more firmly, “I don’t. There’s nothing to ask questions about.”He’s in denial.

He has to be. That, or he’s crazy. “Okay,” I mumble, dropping the subject. I keep picking at the

frayed edge on my backpack until it starts to get worse, splitting open completely. Dad hasn’t

looked at me since he started driving. I hope it’s because he feels guilty and not because he

couldn’t care less.“Now tell me,” he says, “you have math today, don’t you?” Before I can nod,

he brakes to a halt at a stop sign. The intersection is clear to go, but he wrenches up the

parking brake and shifts in his seat, angling himself toward me. He snatches my backpack from

my grip and pulls it onto his lap. Unzipping it, he rummages inside and pulls out my math

homework that’s due next week, including the page that’s torn into three. I don’t know what he’s

looking for, but whatever it is, he spends a few moments searching the pages for it.“The second

you get home from school today, I want you to sit down and fix this question,” he orders calmly,

holding up one of the torn pieces for me to see that same equation from last night again, the

only one I got wrong. “And you’ll need to write all of this out again.” He shakes his head at the

ruined pieces of paper in his hands as though it was me who destroyed them, then he

crumples them into his enclosed fist. His strained knuckles are pale from pressure, and I watch

in my usual unsurprised way. My balled-up math homework is tossed into the cup holder in the

center console, and my backpack is thrown back at me.“I could have kept the other pages,” I

point out as I zip my bag up again. “They weren’t torn.”“That’s too bad,” Dad says as his eyes

drift to the road ahead while he puts the car back into drive. “You can go ahead and do each

question all over again. Consider it extra practice. You need it.”That homework had thirty

questions. It took me over an hour to complete last night, and the thought of doing it all over

again because of one mistake is enough for me to grind my teeth together until my jaw hurts.

Dad does things like this all the time, and although it no longer surprises me, it still aggravates

me. But I can’t let him know that, so I try to relax my features as I focus my gaze on a spot on

the dashboard as Dad switches the radio back on. He just wants the best for me, I remind

myself.It’s always a relief each morning when we pull up outside Dean’s house. It’s when Dad

starts smiling again and it’s when his cold tone disappears, and I know that for the final five-

minute drive to school, he definitely won’t lose his cool. He can’t. Not while we have

company.The front door of the Carter house swings open as if on cue, and Dean’s dad appears



on the front step, holding his hand up to wave. Dean rushes to his side several moments later,

struggling to put his backpack on. His dad, Hugh, helps him with the strap and then they both

make their way across their lawn toward us.We’ve been picking Dean up for school every

morning for as long as I can remember. The Carters are practically family, and Dad does the

morning run to school, while Hugh does the pickup. Dean opens up the car door and climbs

into the backseat at the same time as Dad rolls down his window to talk to Hugh.I crane my

neck and turn around slightly in my seat, looking back at Dean as he tugs on his seatbelt.

When he clicks it in place, he glances up at me and curls his hand into a fist, holding it up to

me. I bump my fist against his and give him a smile, tuning out Dad and Hugh’s

conversation.“Did you do that science project?” Dean asks, sinking back against the leather of

the backseat. “I got my mom to do half of mine.”“Yeah. I handed it in last week,” I tell him.Hugh

clears his throat and ducks down a little at the window, looking past Dad at both me and Dean.

“Right, you two,” he says, “I’ll be there waiting at three.” When he smiles, it’s genuine, and he

throws us a thumbs-up before stepping away from the car. I like Hugh. Sometimes I wish he

was my dad and not the guy sitting next to me.Dad rolls the window back up and drives off. The

radio is on again, but the volume is low enough to allow him to maintain his friendly persona,

where he fills the remainder of the drive to school with questions about our classes for the day

and football and if Dean’s excited for his birthday next week. I don’t know what’s worse: Dad

when he’s mad or Dad when he’s nice. It’s always so confusing to me.By the time Dad cuts the

engine just around the corner from the school entrance, I’ve already got my seatbelt off and my

hand on the door, ready to escape his constant expression of disapproval for a few hours.

Dean hates school. I like it because it’s the only place I can really get away from Dad for a

while.“I hope you both have a great day,” he tells us with that tight smile of his. He leans over

into the backseat, holds his palm out, and lets Dean low five him. Then, as both Dean and I

push open the car doors and jump out onto the sidewalk, he quickly adjusts the cuff of his

shirt.“Tyler,” he says right before I shut the door behind me. I glance over my shoulder to find

him leaning over to look at me, his expression neutral. He stares at me for a long moment until

his features begin to shift again. His eyebrows pull together as the corners of his lips pull into a

small, sad smile. For the first time all week, I see the tiniest hint of guilt in his green eyes. “Work

hard,” he murmurs, swallowing. “I love you.”No, I think as I turn away from him and slam the

door shut. You don’t.6Present DayIt’s nearing ten by the time I’m driving across the city. I’ve

already stopped by the liquor store and now have two six-packs taking up my passenger seat.

Not to mention the fresh pack of Marlboros. The cashier demanded twenty bucks in exchange

for him turning a blind eye to the fact that I’m four years off of twenty-one, but lucky for him, I’m

a loyal customer. And most likely his favorite considering the hefty tips I give.The party is being

thrown by some girl named Lucy who I can’t quite put a face to, and although I’m turning up

earlier than I usually do, Kaleb also says that mostly everyone is already there. I can’t

remember the last time I showed up at a party on my own. At the very least, I always have

Tiffani by my side. But tonight I’ll have to deal with being that fucking moron who only has beer

by his side rather than his friends.It’s almost dark out as I crawl along Stanford Street on the

very outskirts of the city until I arrive at the address Kaleb has given me. There are already

several cars parked outside and a couple guys lingering on the porch, cups in their hands and

lazy grins on their faces. I recognize them only vaguely from school. Their attention shifts to me

as I pull up against the sidewalk across the street and kill my engine, and I notice them cocking

their heads to the side as they check out my car. I pretend to ignore it, but their jealous

attention is still satisfying; it always will be.I remove my seatbelt, then roll my window down a

couple inches to allow the faint pumping of music to enter my car, then I reach over and yank a



bottle of beer from the pack. Not only have I never turned up at a party this early and alone

before, I’ve also never turned up at a party sober. I’ve dried out from the booze from earlier,

and now I’m left dreading the idea of walking through that front door sober. It’s a whole lot

easier to maintain my act in front of a crowd when I’m drunk. Cracking open the cap with my

teeth, I take a single swig of my beer, swallow it back, then chug the remainder of it. Shoving

the bottle into my glove compartment, I sigh and shift my gaze to my reflection in my rearview

mirror. My eyes seem more intense, more of a vibrant green than usual, yet my expression

seems too soft for my liking. I press my lips together, clenching my jaw while narrowing my

eyes slightly until my entire expression is sharper, more hardened, and then I grab my keys, my

cigarettes, and my beer.I step out of the car and nudge the door shut behind me. I set the beer

down on the hood, shove my keys into my back pocket, and retrieve my lighter instead. I pull a

cigarette out of the pack, place it between my lips, then light it.One of the guys from up on the

porch takes a sip of his drink and then calls across the lawn, “Are you here for the party?”I take

a long drag as I study him, allowing the smoke to fill my lungs for several seconds before I

exhale, blurring my vision with the plume of smoke that fills the air around me. “Nah. Here for

the view,” I deadpan. What a fucking moron. Placing the cigarette back between my lips, I grab

my beer and head toward the house, cutting across the lawn and over to the porch. The music

grows louder the nearer I get, but it’s still not as loud as it should be, which makes it pretty

obvious that the host is a first-timer. That and the fact that the house doesn’t appear to be

packed.“I didn’t know that you’d be coming,” the guy says when I reach him and his friend on

the porch. Very quickly, he looks me up and down, and when I move my cigarette from my lips

again to exhale, he holds his breath. They both look too young to be here, and I begin to

wonder that they might not even be juniors, but maybe sophomores. Yikes.“Is this your first

party?” I ask, my words muffled against my cigarette. I raise an eyebrow while stepping past

them. The last thing I want to do is stop and end up in a conversation with some dumb-ass

sophomores. I want to get inside and see who’s here. I want to crack open another beer. I want

to hunt down Declan Portwood.“Yeah,” the guy says.He exchanges a confused glance with his

friend, and I don’t even attempt to hold back my laugh when I reply, “I can tell.”I push open the

front door a crack and immediately the music floods my ears, laced with laughter and the

sound of a drink being smashed. Before I head inside, I turn around and press my back against

the front door, smirking as I push it open backward. “Words of advice?” I offer, as I flick the butt

of my cigarette to the ground and step on it. “Stop standing out here on the porch and get your

asses inside.”Spinning back around, I’m greeted with a party where personal space seems to

actually exist for once. There’s no one that I immediately recognize, besides the familiar faces

I’ve seen at parties before, but I know that Kaleb is already here, so I weave my way across the

living room in search of him. I don’t smile at anyone as I pass them, despite the fact that I keep

receiving small nods of acknowledgment, and I edge my way through a small group of girls

blocking my path into the kitchen.“Tyler!” Kaleb calls at the exact same second that I spot him

perched up on the countertop. The center island is covered in all sorts of booze, which makes

it the most popular spot in the house, and I have to squeeze my way around everyone in order

to reach Kaleb. “You’re finally here, man,” he says, resting his hand on my shoulder once I step

in front him. I can smell not only the beer on him, but the weed too, and his bloodshot gaze

scans the kitchen as though he’s missing something. “Where’s Tiffani? Dean? Everyone

else?”“They’ll be here soon,” I say. I nudge his hand off me and slide my beer onto the

countertop, pulling a bottle free from the pack and cracking it open. “What about Declan? Is he

around tonight?”Kaleb props his elbow on the coffee machine and just shrugs, but at the same

time he gives me a knowing grin. He’s high as fuck. “Later. What are you game for tonight?” He



leans forward again and raises an eyebrow at me, then taps the front pocket of his jeans twice

with his index finger. “You don’t have to wait until Declan gets here,” he murmurs, his voice

hushed as the music around us thumps continuously. “I can hook you up.”I study him intently as

I swig at my beer. Sometimes I wonder how Kaleb even ends up at these parties. Both he and

Declan are college freshmen, but Kaleb has the face of a fourteen year old, so I can

understand that perhaps he fits in better at high school parties than he does at the college

ones. As for Declan, he seems to be friends with everyone. He once told me that having good

connections is the first rule in business.Shaking my head, I take a step back. “I’m alright for

now. Let me know when Declan shows up.”“At least take a shot first,” Kaleb says, grabbing a

bottle of vodka from his side that’s almost half empty. The cap is already off, and he slides off

the countertop and accusingly points the bottle at me. “Why aren’t you drunk?”“Maybe because

I only had my first drink five minutes ago,” I fire back at him, then snatch the bottle out of his

hand. He has a point. I can’t be seen at a party sober. That’s not me, so I tilt the bottle against

my lips and drink for as long as I can possibly bear the burn of the vodka at the back of my

throat, then I pass the bottle back. “I’m gonna go and see who’s all here.”“Alright,” Kaleb says

as he pushes himself back up onto the countertop. He takes a swig too, then lets the bottle

hang in his fingertips. “If you change your mind, you know where to find me.”I decide to turn

around and walk away from him before I really do change my mind. I could seriously do with a

hit right now, but I figure I’ll crave it even more as soon as Tiffani turns up. That’s when I’ll really

need it the most, so for now I’ll wait. I can hold off for another hour, but I need to keep myself

distracted, so I head off on a tour of the house to see who exactly is here. So far, Kaleb is the

only person I know, give or take a few people I’ve spoken to only briefly before.In the kitchen,

people are pouring drinks. In the living room, people are spilling them. Outside in the backyard,

there’s a game of beer pong kicking off among half a dozen guys who are too drunk to stand,

let alone aim, so I don’t even bother to join in. Instead, I come back inside to toss my empty

bottle of beer into the trash and to open a new one, and I notice that Kaleb has already

disappeared from his reserved spot up on the countertop. So much for knowing where to find

him. The guy couldn’t even last fifteen minutes waiting there.With a fresh beer in hand, I head

off again, this time upstairs. The house isn’t huge, and neither is the guest list. I’m so bored

that I’ve resorted to counting how many people are actually here, and so far, I’ve counted

twenty-seven. No one appears to even be upstairs except the girl throwing up in the

bathroom.“Are you alright?” I ask her, sticking my head around the doorframe. She doesn’t lift

her head from the bowl, only raises her hand and gives me a thumbs-up, so I close the door

and leave her alone.“Tyler? I thought that was you,” a voice says from behind me. When I spin

around, there’s a girl quickly making her way up the stairs toward me, a drunken smile on her

face. I know her, but it takes me a minute to remember her name.“Hey, Naomi,” I say. I can’t

bring myself to smile at her, probably because I’m still stuck in this weird mood, so I sip at my

beer instead. I don’t know what to say to her. She sits in front of me in English lit, and the only

time I ever speak to her is when I need her to translate Shakespeare for me.“What are you

doing up here?” she asks, stopping a mere foot away from me. She leans out to press her hand

against the wall, steadying herself to prevent her from swaying. She drunkenly giggles while

adjusting her skirt, then pouts up at me. “Shouldn’t you be downstairs? You know, where the

alcohol is?”I shake my head and take the final swig of my beer, leaning down to abandon it on

the floor. I can’t remember if it’s my third or my fourth, but either way, I’m still nowhere near

drunk, and I’m starting to get frustrated. Naomi’s way ahead of me, but I do notice that her

hands are empty. “Good point,” I say. “How about a drink?”“Shouldn’t you be hanging out with

Tiffani?”“She’s not here yet.” I glance at the watch on my wrist. It’s just after ten thirty, so she



should be here in around half an hour. I’m dreading the idea of having to face her, which

means that I only have thirty minutes to consume as much alcohol as I can in order to blur out

the argument that’ll most likely break out between us.“Oh,” Naomi says, but she’s smiling as

she nods. “A drink sounds nice.”“What do you like?”“Hmm.” She tilts her head to one side and

pretends to deeply consider her answer, right before she grins and leans back against the wall

entirely. “Surprise me.”“Alright. Stay right here.”Brushing past her, I make my way back

downstairs as the music engulfs me all over again. Someone has definitely increased the

volume, because it’s now at the point where people have to yell in order to hear one another,

and I shove a guy out of my way so that I can get into the kitchen. I may not be drunk, but I’m

not exactly sober either. I’m starting to feel slightly more relaxed, a little more at ease here

without Tiffani on one side of me and Dean on the other like I’m so accustomed to.Kaleb is

back up on the countertop again, exploding into laughter with some guy he’s talking to, but

when he spots me, he winks and mouths, “Pot?” I shake my head no.Half my beer has been

stolen by the time I find the packs, and there’s only four bottles left. It’s to be expected at house

parties, so I steal a random bottle of Bud from someone else and crack it open, then find a cup

and scour the center island. I spot a box of Red Bull, so I grab a can and then mix it into the

cup with what I’m pretty certain is more than a double measure of vodka. I shrug, crush the can

in my hand, then toss it onto the countertop.“Tyler,” Kaleb says, just as I’m turning to head back

upstairs. I glance over my shoulder, and he motions for me to come over with his index finger,

so I deeply inhale and then make my way back over to him. “You know the rules,” he says, his

words a little slurred. “Every time you come into the kitchen, you gotta take a shot.”I raise an

eyebrow at him. This rule has never existed until right now, but who am I to argue with him?

Only idiots turn down free shots. “C’mon then.” With both my hands full, I step closer to him and

tilt my head back, parting my lips.Kaleb grabs the bottle and raises it to my mouth. The vodka

hits my throat as he tips the bottle up even higher, but he doesn’t stop, only grins in satisfaction

as I continue to swallow and swallow and swallow until my stomach physically burns. I can’t

keep going, so I clamp my lips shut, only for Kaleb to spill the vodka down my neck and onto

my shirt.“That’s how you do it,” he comments, taking a shot himself with a nod of appreciation. I

don’t know how much I just drank, but I’m glad he’s enjoying how queasy I suddenly am. I focus

on my breathing for a moment or two until I’m convinced I won’t throw up on the floor.“You’re an

asshole,” I mutter once I’ve recovered. I set Naomi’s cup down so that I can pull my shirt up to

dry my neck, then I run a hand through my hair and pick the drink back up. I’m not sure if the

house has been this hot the entire time, but heat seems to hit me out of nowhere, and I need to

get away from this pounding noise and the bodies pressing all around me. Quickly, I manage to

snatch the almost-empty bottle of vodka out of Kaleb’s grip, balancing both it and my bottle of

beer between my fingers. He narrows his eyes at me, but all I can do is wink back at him. “You

know the rules,” I mimic, backing away. “Every time you leave the kitchen, the bottle goes with

you.”Kaleb rolls his eyes and says, “Touché.” It’s not like there’s much left anyway. A couple

shots worth, max, and he’s already both drunk and high, so he doesn’t need it. At least not as

much as I do.Someone touches my shoulder and says hey as I make my way back through the

living room, but I don’t bother to turn around because I have three drinks in my hands and my

focus is on the cup I’ve thrown together for Naomi. It’s filled to the brim and when someone

else accidentally knocks against me, I spill a little on the carpet, so I quickly keep moving

before anyone notices. Given how drunk half the people around me already are, I’m surprised

no one’s thrown up on the carpet yet.It’s a relief to get back upstairs again. The hallway lights

are still off and everything is so still up here with no one around, not even Naomi. I peer around

the bathroom door, but even the girl from earlier is gone, so I take a step back out into the hall



and call Naomi’s name, though it sounds more like a question. She’s probably not even here

anymore.“In here!” she replies almost immediately, and I don’t know why, but I feel myself

exhale in relief at the thought of her still being up here. Who else am I supposed to talk to when

there’s no one else here I know besides Kaleb, who’s too fucked up to do anything but smirk?I

follow the sound of Naomi’s drunken voice into the room across the hall, and I carefully knee

the door open, balancing the drinks as I take a few steps into the bedroom. I can’t remember

the name of the girl whose party this is, but I doubt this is her room, judging by the NFL posters

on the walls. Naomi is leaning against the dresser, her hand on her hip as she studies the

poster of Philip Rivers in front of her.“Her brother likes the Chargers?” she says, glancing over

her shoulder at me with a look of exaggerated disgust. Her knowledge takes me by

surprise.“Looks like it,” I say. I could have an entire conversation with her about football, about

how much I hate the Chargers, that the 49ers are better, but instead I add, “Here,” and move

across the room toward her, closing the distance between us and offering her the drink I’ve

mixed up for her.“You know,” she says, leaning back fully against the dresser and tracing the

rim of the cup as she stares down at the drink, “you’re not as big of an asshole as everyone

says you are.” Her eyes flash up to meet mine the second she tips the cup to her lips, and I

watch her as she drinks while I try to figure out if her backhanded remark was actually a

compliment. I think, maybe, it was.I’m unsure how to reply, so I swig awkwardly at my beer and

then ask, “Is it too strong?”But apparently it’s not, because she holds up a finger and tilts the

cup back even further, finishing it off in one. She sucks in a large breath of air once she’s done

and slams the empty cup down against the dresser, crushing it beneath her hand. “Did you say

it was too strong?”I blink down at her. Who knew Naomi from English lit was such a drinker?

Because I certainly didn’t, not until now, and although she’s wasted and unable to handle it all,

I’m still impressed by the way she shotgunned that drink, given the amount of vodka I put in

there. “Wow,” is all I can say, and I pass her the vodka bottle, and she finishes that too.“Can

Tiffani drink like I do?” she asks, stepping closer to look up at me with a challenging smirk on

her lips, and it pisses me off that she’s brought up Tiffani’s name. I’d only just stopped thinking

about her, and I can feel that anger returning as Naomi presses her hand to my chest and

moves the empty vodka bottle back to her mouth. Her mascara is smeared beneath her eyes,

but that doesn’t stop me from seeing the devious expression that dominates her features. She

parts her lips and then encloses them around the bottle neck, her eyes never leaving mine as

she slowly runs her tongue around the glass. Then, her voice nothing more than a hushed slur,

she presses even closer against me and whispers, “Can she?”She’s so close I can almost

taste the alcohol on her, and her body is warm, almost too warm, and there’s a lump in my

throat that feels as though it might just stick straight through my skin. I swallow hard, but I’m

rooted to the spot, paralyzed by her body against mine. “I think this is my…my cue to leave,” I

murmur, but before I can take a single step back, her hands are on my jaw and her lips are

against mine.It’s so abrupt that I stumble back from the force, but then I regain my balance and

grasp her waist and pull her closer, my beer against her hip, my mouth fast in sync against

hers, fueled by the alcohol in our bloodstreams. I weave my hand into her hair, but it’s a tangled

mess that I only end up pulling, yet I continue to hold her against me as her hands run down

my chest, grabbing fistfuls of my shirt. She tastes like the vodka she’s just consumed, and I’m

not thinking straight, too distracted by someone’s body against mine that I can’t bring myself to

put a stop to it. I don’t want to. I like distractions.Naomi bites down on my lower lip in what I

think is an attempt at being seductive, but she bites too hard and for too long, and I swear that

for a second I think she may have torn my lip open. There’s no time to wonder if blood has

been shed, because her hands are under my shirt now, running across my chest, all over my



skin, until suddenly her fingers are hooked over the waistband of my jeans.I tense up, and I

firmly reach for her wrists and move her hands away before she can go any further. I tear my

lips from hers but keep my eyes closed as I absorb the reality of what we’re doing, and then,

my breathing heavy, I slowly open them again to look at her. “Naomi…” I murmur, shaking my

head. “I can’t.”
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Brianna Furno, “Absolutely loving Tyler's story. Not even half way through with the book and am

absolutely in LOVE with Tyler's story. I literally died when I found out there was going to be

another book to this FREAKING AMAZING story of Eden and Tyler ”

Melissa Courtney, “Amazing book!!. I was pleasantly surprised when I saw this book available

for purchase and preordered it when it was first listed. I was kept informed on release day and

it came in when it was expected to. I apologize for not writing this review sooner. The book was

amazing!”

Elissa c., “Love Tyler and Eden. I’ve loved these books. Hopefully we will continue to read

Tyler’s point of view.  I’m so addicted to this couple !!!”

gerigan1, “Good book. Daughter loves this book”

Sabrina Martinez, “It’s part of a series. Just received the book in good timing andIt’s overall a

good read. I would recommend reading this one along with the other 3 series books”

TERESA BAKER, “Very heartfelt reading.. Like how it went back and forth with past and

present.Would most definitely recommend this to read!Loved it”

Laura I. Molina, “Really good. Love it so much such a good read can't wait to read all the books

in the series. Best book”
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nattie, “Excellent. Love it”

Lou, “Just loved it!. I loved the DIMILY series and I loved the story retold by Tyler. I can't

recommend it highly enough. In fact, I'd quite like Tyler's story from Did I Mention I Need You

as well. Over to you Estelle &:.”

Bizzle, “BEST BOOK EVER. Loved it, couldn't put it down. I literally read it in 3 days, my new

record.”

Noonoo, “good teen read. my daughter loved this teen book”

BethGriffin, “Eden and Tyler’s story.. I have no words... I loved it! I love Eden’s and Tyler’s story.

Pulls me in everytime.”

Erin Harlow, “Fantastic. Absolutely amazing book series”

The book by Estelle Maskame has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 448 people have provided feedback.
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